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Ch.1 - The Bottom-Rung Mercenary Dreams Of Success
In the world of rock-bottom lives, becoming a mercenary is the easiest way to gain money and honor.

Of course, not everyone who becomes a mercenary succeeds.

Within the first year, more than half die, and most of the remainder end their mercenary careers at a mediocre level...

But some survivors earn incomes that rival decent wealthy men, and a few even become knights and receive territories, completely changing their social status.

Those who succeed openly mock the low-ranking knights stuck in rural backwaters, barely surviving on their tiny domains.

While such things were rare in actual history, in this cursed game world, it happens often enough that I decided to abandon my position as heir to a rural knight family and become a mercenary as soon as I was possessed.

I set a goal to someday lead a large mercenary band and gain wealth, honor, and my own harem...

But unlike my grand ambitions, what I need most right now as I begin my mercenary life is finding a band that will hire me and securing today's meal, damn it.

"The White Beard Mercenary Band is recruiting newcomers! Any interested greenhorns? We'll buy all the booze and food, so get your asses in here!"

At the mention of food, my stomach automatically growls in response.

Since I couldn't eat properly while coming to the city to find a mercenary position, my stomach seems to be protesting the mistreatment.

Hearing the mercenary band's name, it seems to be exactly the one I was looking for after being possessed.

If I apply there, I could solve my employment, meals, and the start of my mercenary life all at once.

As I gathered my thoughts and looked around, quite a crowd had already gathered near the man who had shouted about recruiting mercenaries—apparently other young, naive guys with the same idea had been waiting.

"Heh, milk-breathed brats. You all want to become awesome mercenaries like me?"

The guys standing next to me answered loudly.

"I've dreamed of becoming a strong mercenary since childhood."
"I want to become a strong man like you, sir!"
"I'll do anything you ask! If you tell me to die, I'll even pretend to die!"

The bald man who was gathering mercenaries outside the inn smirked and said:

"My name is Dalten, captain of the White Beard Mercenary Band. You all look so scrawny that you'd collapse if I poked you with one finger, but fine. I'll specially permit you to join. Today, eat without worrying about money. Consider it your last supper, brats."

At those words, nearly twenty obviously rural-looking young men including myself rushed into the tavern, but Dalten grabbed me by the scruff of my neck with one hand.

"Wait a minute, you bastard. Not you. Get lost, weakling."
"Why can't I join?"

Dalten knocked on the armor I was wearing with his fist and said:

"Just looking at what you're wearing, you're some brat born into a knight's family who learned some reading and swordsmanship, right? What our mercenary band needs right now are expendables to serve as meat shields! We don't need milk-breathed know-it-all brats like you. Get lost, greenhorn! Go suckle at your mother's breast some more."
"I really want to work for this mercenary band. I'll do whatever you tell me to, so please give me a chance."

Seeing that I wouldn't back down easily, Dalten grabbed his forehead, sighed, and said:

"Looking at you, it seems you've just left your knight family, practically kicked out, and don't know your own worth. Even though we mercenaries might look like thick-headed thugs, we don't treat sword-trained, educated bastards the same as those serf-born idiots we use as meat shields. Personally, I'd prefer to hire someone with some education, but shit..."

As Dalten said, recruits in this game world were divided into two categories.

One was the so-called meat shields—men who had just reached adulthood from poor serf families who were kicked out to reduce mouths to feed. The other was people like me, born into rural knight families but unable to become knights and now unemployed.

Both were classified as rookie mercenaries, but just as high school graduates and college graduates are treated differently for entry-level positions in the real world, knight-born and serf-born recruits received vastly different treatment in this cursed fantasy world.

The man in front of me looked at me with sympathetic eyes, sighed heavily, and continued:

"Ah, you wet-behind-the-ears kid. Someone like you would start as a senior mercenary in any band, with double the mercenary pay. Do you know what that means? Your salary alone would be ten times what those worthless guys who just rushed into the tavern make. But we're fucking short on money right now and can't afford expensive guys like you. So look elsewhere. If you don't leave, I'll crack your skull open."

Any other mercenary captain in this game would try to screw me over by cutting my pay just because I'm a rookie, but he was being so honest that I felt even more drawn to him.

Not yet, but the White Beard Mercenary Band is actually where named characters who will join the protagonist's party will pass through.

Knowing this, I couldn't miss the opportunity to make connections with these named characters. That's why I'm determined to join.

"Thank you for explaining so kindly."
"Yeah, right? So hurry up and join some other wealthy mercenary band in another city, kid."
"But I still want to serve in this mercenary band along with those meat shield guys. Please let me join."
"Fuck, you shit-for-brains bastard. I'm trying to be nice and tell you to go elsewhere, but why can't you understand? Are you deaf? Do I need to take off that damn helmet and dig the wax out of your ears with a shovel to make you come to your senses? Get lost, you crazy horny bastard."

At that, I smirked.

"Fuck, this bastard is laughing? Today I'll make you a corpse..."
"Yes, I am crazy. Fuck, I'm the madman who abandoned his inheritance rights and ran away from a small rural knight family because I'd rather start as a mercenary and make something of myself than live as a beggar knight inheriting that tiny domain."

Dalten looked at me like "This guy really is crazy" after hearing my words.

And I am indeed a crazy bastard, or rather, a fool who kicked away good fortune that rolled his way.

"Being that kind of person, I understand well. If a greenhorn like me who knows nothing about the job tries to discipline the new recruits as a senior mercenary with noble manners, I know what kind of treatment I'd receive. So if I'm going to be a mercenary, I want to do it properly, starting from the bottom."

"...Fuck, you're a cow-headed bastard who buried your common sense at the bottom of a well."

"After giving up my family inheritance, I should start properly from the bottom and work my way up slowly. Then, as you said, I could become not just a senior mercenary but perhaps even receive a title beyond mercenary captain, right? And if I don't have the skills, I'll just die like those meat shield guys over there."

Since being possessed into this cursed game world, I haven't hesitated for a moment and have only moved forward.

I thought I couldn't afford to hesitate even for a moment because the road ahead was long.

Dalten and I had a staring contest for about a minute before Dalten broke first, grabbing his belly and starting to laugh.

"Fuck, you're right. Honestly, I'd rather have a crazy bastard with guts like you than those pretentious pricks who act all high and mighty just because they had some knight training. Fine, will you join with the same pay as those meat shield guys over there?"

"Yes, life is all about taking chances, isn't it? War will break out soon enough, and then you'll recognize my abilities. When that time comes, my treatment will change."

"Fuck, you're really throwing your life away. I like you. You're assigned to Fior's Ten-Man Squad. Eat your fill today, and as you said, show me your abilities on the battlefield. You milk-breathed little shit!"

When my admission was approved, I inwardly sighed with relief.

With this, I wouldn't have to worry about meals, and I'd gained an opportunity to really prove myself.

When I entered the tavern, the meat shield recruits were already mingling with the veterans, making a ruckus, laughing, and guzzling down alcohol and food.

I asked the mercenaries who made eye contact with me where to find Fior's Ten-Man Squad, but when I got there, I found only one stunningly beautiful female elf.

I thought a ten-man squad should have close to ten mercenaries, but there was only one person here. As I was wondering about this, the elf in front of me gestured for me to sit down.

"Are you the new recruit for our Fior's Ten-Man Squad?"

Caught off guard, I reflexively answered:

"Yes, I am."

The female elf then looked at me with disinterested eyes and grumbled:

"Fior, the ten-man squad leader, and the others were drinking here but left just now to meet prostitutes. I don't know what's so good about pouring all their money into that."

...This was supposed to be a place for me, as a recruit, to talk and drink with the veterans to get to know them, but even so...

Even the ten-man squad leader with his armband abandoned his post to go fuck a prostitute, which seems a bit much...

But thanks to that, I get to have a conversation alone with this beauty, so I can't say I'm displeased.

From what I could see, she had perfectly sized breasts that wouldn't quite fit in one hand, the distinctive pointed ears of an elf, golden hair, and green eyes.

The incredibly beautiful woman I had seen in the game had become a real elf standing before my eyes.

The female elf in front of me extended her hand and said:

"My name is Karin, a senior mercenary in Fior's Ten-Man Squad. Though that just means I've been a mercenary for a while."

Senior mercenary—in Korean terms, it's equivalent to a sergeant squad leader.

Which means if I make a wrong impression on the woman in front of me, my mercenary life will start off miserably...

"I'm Martin Meyer. I joined Dalten's mercenary band today. Please take care of me."
"Likewise. But that armor."

She pointed at my armor and asked:

"Are you from a knight family by any chance?"
"Yes, but I'm still just a recruit, aren't I?"

Karin nodded at my words and said:

"Even among recruits, there's a world of difference between you and those idiots over there without even a spear to their names. And I can tell from shaking your hand. You're pretty good, aren't you? Do you have experience?"
"I have no experience killing people, nor do I have experience with women like those who went to meet prostitutes."

At that, she looked at me like I was a piece of luggage.

Having to kill people but never having killed before was like saying you had no experience in a job—I understood why she looked at me that way.

"I've met many young masters who came in wearing armor during my mercenary career, and I'm curious how you'll turn out. Are you confident?"

At that, I snorted and said:

"Yes, I'm confident. If I weren't, I would have gone to another mercenary band to start as a senior mercenary rather than coming all the way here to the White Beard Mercenary Band."

Hearing that, Karin gave a very faint smile.

"I've been a mercenary for two years, but you're the first crazy guy I've met."
"Is that so?"

She extended her index finger, lightly touched my chin, then withdrew it with a smile and said:

"Prove that spirit of yours properly. Show me you're not just crazy."
"Yes, I understand."

Then, with a soulless expression as if she wasn't really curious but was asking out of responsibility as a senior, she asked me:

"What's your dream, recruit?"

Becoming a mercenary captain would be good, and becoming a proper family knight with a stable life like a civil servant wouldn't be bad either, but I didn't abandon my family and come to this other world just to stop there.

With that in mind, I declared:

"My dream is to become the captain of a large mercenary band or a nobleman granted extensive territory, possessing wealth, honor, and beautiful women, and being envied by everyone."

Karin chuckled at that.

"Really? Well, all recruits dream like that at first. I did too."

As Karin and I were talking, someone approached from behind and slapped my shoulder.

I stood up promptly like a good recruit, and the guy who had hit me from behind suddenly started shouting in an angry voice:

"You fucking bastard, who do you think you are, hitting on Karin as a mere recruit? Are you in heat?"

...Is this guy crazy? Ah, even though I'm a recruit, this isn't the military but a mercenary band.

If I just bow my head and take it, he'll see me as a pushover.

If he's going to come at me like this when I haven't done anything wrong, I should respond appropriately, right?

Fuck, just try to raise your hand. You'll be dead.

Ch.2 - The Bottom-Tier Mercenary Dreams Of Success (2)
The mercenary who picked a fight with me stared directly into my eyes, pointed at the ground, and said:

"Shit, just because you're wearing armor and have some ink in your head, you think you're special? Or did your noble upbringing not teach you that when a veteran mercenary corrects you, you should lower your eyes? You pampered noble pig who doesn't know his place. Lower your eyes now!"

If I were the type who lived by the motto "easy does it," I would naturally lower my eyes when a senior told me to. But in mercenary life, if you grovel when you've done nothing wrong, you'll be treated like a pushover.

I had just boasted in front of a beauty like Karin that I could handle myself, and I had voluntarily left my position as a country knight to join the lowest ranks of mercenaries after entering the game. Should I bow to him? I'd rather die.

"If I've made you uncomfortable, senior, I apologize. But I'm in the same ten-man squad as Senior Karin, and I was just trying to be friendly since we're meeting for the first time. What made you uncomfortable? I'm curious why you're angry with me."

At my words, the mercenary in front of me stomped the ground hard, and the thud drew everyone's attention.

Since the tavern was full of men who lived and died by fighting, as soon as this senior picked a fight, everyone started clapping and cheering, focusing their attention on me.

"Hey, that crazy bastard Adolf. He was hitting on Karin, got rejected, threw a tantrum, and now he's in heat again. Is he picking on the rookie this time?"
"That idiot deserves to die from a mace to the head. He's not human! Come on rookie, show some spirit! If a senior picks an unreasonable fight, you should at least growl back!"
"If you're going to get beaten anyway, at least land one hit first! Show us you're a man, you damn rookie!"

Even though I'm wearing knight's armor, I'm just a novice who's never killed anyone in actual combat, about to start my internship. The guy in front of me clearly shows the experience of someone who has killed people on the battlefield.

We probably won't go as far as trying to kill each other with weapons, but when an experienced fighter faces off against an inexperienced one, the one who has bloodied his hands will naturally have the advantage.

No one seems to expect me to win.

"Your mommy might have put up with your tantrums when you were suckling at her breast, but we don't tolerate that in our mercenary band!"

As the atmosphere heated up, he pushed off the ground with his right foot and threw a punch at me.

His killing intent was quite fierce, befitting someone who had killed multiple people, but this guy seemed to be having bad luck. Why? Because my body's previous owner appeared to be more experienced than him.

It wasn't as dramatic as in novels where punches seem to move in slow motion, but I could clearly see where his punch was headed.

"Just because you've been around longer doesn't make you better, you damn dog. And what woman would like someone who charges at her like a dog in heat?"

After saying that and dodging his punch, I delivered a non-lethal blow to his solar plexus, knocking him down.

He fell to the ground with a thud, and I drew my sword in its scabbard and aimed it at his neck while lightly stepping on his chest with my left foot.

When I applied a bit more pressure, Adolf the senior let out a rough "Kuhek" sound and looked up at me.

"Damn orphan bastard..."
"You get beaten by a rookie and still have so much to say? Aren't you embarrassed? With everyone watching?"

The weakling senior in front of me tried to get up by putting strength in his arms and legs, but I applied more pressure to keep him from moving.

Around us, more and more people were looking at me with surprised expressions.

"That guy in armor looks like a fallen knight, but he can fight? Adolf may be thick-headed, but he's not weak enough to get beaten by a rookie."
"If you get beaten by a rookie after picking a fight, you should cut off your manhood."
"Among this batch of rookies, that crazy armored guy might be useful? Fior will be grinning from ear to ear when he comes back from the brothel and hears this. Ah, I can't even tear him apart."

At this moment, Captain Dalten approached with a sigh, gave me a slight push, and said:

"Both of you, stop this dogfight. Everyone back to your places. Anyone I catch glaring will die."

At that, everyone returned to their original positions as if nothing had happened and resumed drinking and chatting.

Dalten grabbed Adolf by the collar, lifted him up, and shook him vigorously.

Judging by the faint blue light, this must be that mana—no, since swordsmen use it, they call it Aura—that special power.

"Adolf, you horny pig, I don't care if you sleep with Karin or whatever, but why pick a fight in front of the rookies and get beaten?"
"But Captain, that orphan bastard..."

Dalten slammed Adolf onto an empty table and said:

"Sigh, I've seen you chasing after Karin many times, but now you're starting fights... This won't do. I've been lenient because of our history, but I'm kicking you out. Don't follow me, you eternally horny boar."

Adolf was foaming at the mouth from the shock, and Dalten approached me and whispered in my ear:

"I knew you had skills from the first time I saw you, but I'm impressed. I thought you were just a rich pig, but you're a golden goose. I'm looking forward to seeing more, you wet-behind-the-ears brat."
"You're not going to call me by my name?"

Dalten joked around and lightly hit me on the head.

"If you survive your first war, I'll remember your name. Mercenaries prove themselves through results, not words, you damn rookie."

And so, I enjoyed the night until dawn, gaining attention from Karin and several other ten-man squad mercenaries, and the next day, Dalten's mercenary band headed to the Chieftain Plains, which would be my first battlefield.

**

A month later, our mercenary band stood on the Chieftain Plains, waiting for the trumpet sound that would signal the start of the impending battle.

The ten-man squad leaders and senior mercenaries continued to harass the rookie fools to keep them from losing their minds.

"You scarecrow pigs! The armor you're wearing, the spears you're holding! You didn't buy these with your own money. So if I catch you running away, I'll skin you alive and kill you!"

"Don't be scared! See that guy shaking like a wet dog? Just stick your spear in his neck! If you can't do it, just die and go join your parents. If you don't want to die, do it right!"

"Slow ones will be turned into meat paste. When told to walk, walk at the right pace even if you have to count the blades of grass under your feet, and when told to run, run until your soles peel off!"

While other rookies were trembling in fear of their seniors who had been so kind on the first day but were now scarier than ghosts, the atmosphere in my Fior ten-man squad was a bit different.

"Hey, rookie."
"Rookie Martin Meyer!"
"Hey, you silly bastard. Who taught you to act like Lord Rainburg's personal guard as soon as you got to the battlefield? Did you learn wrong from Senior Karin? This is why I hate bookworms..."
"I'll fix it, I'm sorry."
"I'll let it slide because it was funny, you bastard. So, are you nervous?"
"If I just follow the squad leader and the others, won't I be halfway there?"

While other units pressured their rookies to serve as meat shields by scaring them so they wouldn't run away, I had already proven my worth by beating that blockhead Adolf.

I was accepted as a mercenary who could pull his weight despite lacking combat experience, which is why I could joke around without getting severely reprimanded before the battle started.

If another rookie had acted like that, they would have been beaten with spear shafts to instill discipline.

While I was joking around, Karin called me and said:

"I'll cover and support you from behind, but don't hold me back. Don't die."

It was a cold statement, but I could feel her concern.

And not long after, Captain Dalten's voice, infused with Aura, boomed:

"Formation! Aim your spears at the enemy's neck! Match your foot spacing! Rookies, watch the seniors next to you and follow!"

The seniors' scolding of rookies and our squad's playful banter ended abruptly with that one command.

Following my body's memory, I aimed my spear and matched my movements with the senior next to me.

The other ten-man squads beside us gradually aligned their formations and completed preparations to charge toward the enemy lines.

Not long after, a massive trumpet sound echoed, and our Fior ten-man squad moved as one unit, charging toward the enemy lines.

Ch.3 - Chieftain Plains Battle (1)
Our Dalten mercenary company advanced forward in unison, following orders and moving as one cohesive unit.

We maintained a pace that was neither too fast nor too slow, like a casual stroll.

While I wanted nothing more than to break formation and engage the enemy directly, I knew that rushing out alone would be like asking the enemy to take my head. So I remained silent, steadily marching forward with my spear aimed at the enemy.

The veterans, seemingly unable to bear the tension before battle, started shouting:

"You gut-spilling bastards! Just wait there, I'll put a spear through your belly!"
"With a face that looks like it was pounded in a mortar, you must have had a hard life. Poor bastards."
"You dwarf-sized shit bags, why are you dressed so fancy? Are you showing off what we're going to loot?"

With nearly 160 soldiers including Baron Pappenheim's other mercenaries and our Dalten company, plus the enemy troops all hurling insults, my ears were ringing.

My ears hurt, but with each step forward, I felt an increasing pressure in the air around me, as if it were crushing my body.

In games, being the protagonist just meant riding out and slashing enemies indiscriminately, but now that this was reality—a war where lives were taken and lost—the feeling was completely different.

"Rookie, you're not scared, are you?"

Looking to my side, I saw Karin, a senior mercenary.

When I shook my head, she spoke to me in a serious tone unlike before:

"Keep your head down and look only at your feet as you move forward. Don't look straight ahead until you're told to thrust your spear. Not if you want to live."

I didn't fully understand why she wanted me to keep my head down and only look at my feet, but she had far more experience as a mercenary than I did.

From our conversations so far, I knew she could be playful at times, brushing off crude jokes and curses, sometimes even telling me to call her "big sis" and treating me kindly. But she was also someone who took her job very seriously.

I didn't think Karin would give me useless advice in my first battle, so I immediately lowered my head and focused on my feet.

"Aaagh, fuck! My eyes! My eyes! I can't see!"
"I can't die like this, damn it. I haven't even bedded that woman Sara yet..."
"That dog Baron Tillen, may he die drowning in shit..."

Hearing the screams of the dying from all around, I was truly grateful I'd followed Karin's advice not to look up.

If I'd been crazy enough to ignore her and look around, I would have seen our allies dying, and might have been too terrified to keep pace with the formation.

Thanks to Karin's advice, I could march forward without thinking, keeping in step with my comrades. Meanwhile, I could hear other rookies being scolded:

"Shit, did you crap your pants? You're not even hit by arrows or magic yet, why are you frozen like you've shit yourself?"
"Move forward while I'm asking nicely! Want to be skewered by a spear from behind to get your head straight?"
"You liked drinking on someone else's coin, didn't you? Acting like some hero then, but now you're sniveling at the sight of spears. Move forward!"

Following Karin's instructions, I kept moving forward regardless of arrows flying or magic falling around me.

Even without looking around, I could imagine what was happening: rookie idiots losing their minds at the sight of arrows flying everywhere and trying to flee, while the other mercenaries were keeping them in line to use them as meat shields.

If I hadn't been reincarnated as Martin Meyer and instead as some other rookie idiot, perhaps I'd be panicking like them too.

As I pushed these thoughts aside and continued forward, I heard Captain Dalten's Aura-infused voice from behind:

"Dalten mercenary company, everyone look straight ahead! No more arrows will fly now!"

Following his command, I raised my head and looked straight at the enemy.

From our position in the third row of our ten-man unit, I couldn't see everything, but the distance was only about 20 meters, so I could clearly make out facial features, beards, scars, and the gleam of spear blades.

With the enemy this close, I was once again reminded that this world was not a game but reality.

"Did your parents really decide to raise you after giving birth to such a pathetic face? They must be saints."
"You maggot-like vermin! If you drop your spears now and say you're going back to suckle at your mother's breast, we'll let you go."
"Milk-breathed babies who only know how to suck on women's breasts, get lost or crawl under my crotch, you bastards."

Unlike me, the veterans and senior mercenaries who had killed dozens of people on battlefields were spewing harsh curses, but their faces showed clear tension.

"I know these Dalten mercenary dogs well. Just a bunch of kids who don't even know how to hold a spear properly! Look at them, they can't even grip right. How could they possibly perform at night?"
"A man's strength is in his hips, but these guys look like they'd finish just from thrusting into the air."
"In atonement to your parents who bore you, I'll kill every last one of you!"

The enemy soldiers were also hurling all kinds of insults at us, for the same reason our soldiers were cursing at them—fear of the killing that was about to begin.

But since both we mercenaries, including myself, and those bastards whose necks we needed to break had a mission to kill the enemy, we moved forward, dispelling our fear through insults and preparing to kill with our spears.

Then, from the enemy formation, someone began loudly chanting a spell:

"Fire that burns all to nothing, gather in my hand and reveal your mighty power."

With each word of the incantation, particles similar in color to Captain Dalten's Aura gathered at the tip of the mage's wooden staff.

Gradually, the energy turned red and began to coalesce into a sphere.

I might have felt excited to witness magic—something I'd only seen as CG in games—in real life, but excitement? Hell no!

That was clearly a scorching ball of fire that would soon be flying toward us, and the thought made me want to vomit.

"Fireball!"

The ball of fire flew toward me faster than an arrow.

An intense heat that made me fear my body would be roasted inside my armor enveloped me, followed by a loud explosion that deafened my ears.

As the ringing in my ears subsided, the screams of seniors burning to death hammered my eardrums.

"Aaaagh, fuck! It's hot! Help me!"
"Water! Someone put out the fire! Save me!"

The screams of the senior soldier in front of me, the horrible smell of burning human flesh, organs, and fat, the heat, and the still-crackling flames—

The cruel scene I had only seen as CG and a few lines of description in games back in Korea was now unfolding before my eyes, complete with heat, smell, and screams.

For a moment, my mind went completely blank.

Fortunately, the enemy mage aimed his next fireballs elsewhere, so I avoided dying from magic on my first day of reincarnation.

Fuck, it would have been too unfair to die without even getting a chance to prove myself in battle.

"Aim your spears! Formation! Fill the gaps left by the dead! Maintain the formation at all costs—if it breaks, we all die, you worthless bastards!"

Captain Dalten's words were familiar from the game.

As a player commanding mercenaries or a lord's army in war, I knew that once a formation broke, the army would collapse like bowling pins and face total annihilation.

So I resolved not to retreat under any circumstances as I took my position at the front of the formation.

"Die, you bastard with a face like it was ground in a millstone!"

Standing at the front of the mercenary company, I aimed my spear at the enemy and advanced.

An enemy approaching from directly in front of me thrust his spear at me first.

"Die, you son of a bitch!"

But he was slow. So slow I could clearly see where he was aiming his spear.

This is manageable. Let's see you die at the hands of a rookie meat shield.

Following the muscle memory in this body, I swiftly knocked aside his spear that was several meters long, then aimed my long spear precisely at where his heart would be under his quilted armor and thrust.

I felt the spear sink in deeply with a squelching sound, and as I quickly pulled it out, the enemy mercenary who had tried to stab me collapsed with blood soaking his front.

Ch.4 - Chieftain Plains Battle (2)
The moment the man who had been waving his spear in front of me died, another one immediately filled the gap, thrusting his long spear forward.

"This flea-sized bastard killed Peter? You're a moron with damn good luck."

In war, the first one to lose their temper loses, yet this guy was raging from the start.

Pointing spears at each other, killing and being killed—getting worked up like that wouldn't do him any good. Judging by his ranting, he seemed like another incompetent. That would be fortunate.

It would be terrible to face a skilled opponent in my first real battle and struggle to survive. Even worse would be meeting someone so strong that I could only serve as meat shield before dying. Wouldn't it be better to safely kill several idiots and survive?

"I, the great Jakri, will put a spear hole through your neck!"

Though his eyes were fixed on my neck, what he was really aiming for was my armpit.

Using a feint before thrusting his spear.

I momentarily admired the sharp, precise strike targeting the narrow gap at my armpit, but I slightly shifted my spear shaft to completely deflect his.

His long spear suddenly floated upward, and I thrust my spear straight toward his heart, covered only by quilted armor.

"Go join Peter and his mother in death, you dog."

The quilted armor, made of just a few layers of cloth, was useless against my heavy thrust. I felt the sensation of piercing and crushing his heart.

That peculiar feeling traveling up the spear shaft, like stabbing meat with a kitchen knife—the blood on the shaft belonged to the two men who died, not me.

This time, the sensation felt more distinct than when I killed someone for the first time.

"Talking to himself like a fool. Wait, what's the point of insulting someone who's already dead?"

Despite killing two enemy mercenaries in an instant, I felt no guilt.

In novels, games, or even real wars, many people's mental state collapses from the guilt of killing with their own hands, even when it's kill or be killed.

But I actually felt the anxious emotions I'd harbored before the battle melting away.

Perhaps this was possible because the original owner of this body I possessed had been a ruthless man with no mercy for enemies.

"Huh, this is more manageable than I thought."

After muttering that and taking a deep breath, my tension eased. My vision, which had been limited to what was directly in front of me, suddenly expanded, and I became aware of my surroundings. My ears began picking up nearby sounds.

Around 300 soldiers from both sides were facing off with spears, and those who faltered were mercilessly stabbed to death.

Meanwhile, new recruits like me who had joined the mercenary group were living up to the "meat shield" description, barely able to properly wield their spears and desperately trying to deflect incoming attacks.

"You rat-brained bastard, die shitting yourself!"
"Your insults are as ugly as your face. Shit, you've never been with a woman, have you, virgin?"
"You pathetic new recruits! Thrust into these idiots' bodies with the same enthusiasm you'd show a woman!"

Meanwhile, the noble barons—not the mercenary captains—were in the back, waving useless swords and putting on airs while commanding.

"Fight for Baron Tilen! Don't spare your lives!"
"There will be great rewards if we achieve victory! Fight, I say fight!"

If they want victory so badly, why don't these noble bastards come to the front and fight themselves, instead of hiding in the back and offering only words of encouragement?

Honestly, since the battlefield is full of men, if they really wanted to motivate us fighters, they'd bring beautiful women as cheerleaders. Having these bushy-bearded men back there just kills my fighting spirit...

"Die! Lick the dirt with your face in the ground, you dog!"
"Go masturbate in front of your dead mother."

I helped end the miserable life of the third bastard who charged at me with his spear.

As I pulled my spear from his body and tried to regain my stance, I heard someone shouting loudly from behind the dead man.

"Judging by that armor, you must be worth something. Hand it over to me, you brat with a face that looks like it was dragged through gravel!"

He attacked simultaneously, and I tried to block the spear blade with my metal armor, when I heard an arrow whizzing past right behind me.

"Damn, this homosexual bastard with his arrows..."

The arrow lodged precisely in the center of the throat of the man who was trying to stab me.

The man collapsed, coughing up blood, and I heard Karin's voice from behind.

"Rookie, don't lose focus. That puts me in danger too."

I quickly turned around, bowed my head, and expressed my gratitude.

"Thank you, Senior Mercenary Karin. You saved my life."

She responded with a hint of embarrassment.

"Part of a senior mercenary's job is to support rookies so they don't die. No need to thank me."

If some bearded man had said that, it would have looked strange, but coming from someone naturally beautiful, even her embarrassment was picturesque.

"Fior's ten-man squad, gather up! Gather!"

When I heard the squad leader's call, I quickly surveyed my surroundings.

Both sides had lost a significant number of soldiers.

In games, this would be the moment when both sides would try to break through each other's formations to deal major damage—the beginning of the real chaos.

"Yes, Squad Leader!"

Following orders, I moved toward the ten-man squad leader and realized that our squad, which had ten members until just now, was down to eight.

Two of the seniors who had been mocking me as a rookie were dead—I felt like I was facing the dark side of war that games couldn't capture.

But Fior gave me no time for idle thoughts and shouted loudly:

"Rookie, stick close to the men around you, shoulder to shoulder! We're going to charge into the enemy formation like wild boars! Prepare yourselves!"

Seeing the serious expressions on the faces of the seniors who had been joking with me just moments ago, I knew, even without my knowledge from games, that this was a critical moment in today's battle.

Fior tapped Karin's shoulder among the gathered soldiers and said:

"Karin, you're out! Go to the back and provide support with the archers hired by the lord!"

Our ten-man squad, which had started with ten members, was now down to seven, and with Captain Dalten's order, the trumpet sounded.

"Everyone charge! Thrust your spears into the bodies of these bastards in front of you like you're thrusting into whores!"

With those words, we moved forward slowly but without losing tension, maintaining our formation.

"Argh, shit!"
"Help! Someone put out the fire! My body is burning! Those damn mages in the back..."
"You maggots serving under that idiot baron, thrust your spears like you're having premature sex, or drop them and go suck your mother's tits!"

After advancing for about two minutes under enemy arrows and magic, our spear tips were close enough to kiss the enemy's.

The squad leader immediately shouted so loudly my ears nearly burst:

"Thrust! Just stab your spears into the bodies of the bastards in front of you!"

After exchanging a few spear thrusts with the man in front of me, I gripped my spear tightly and knocked his spear to the left.

With full force, the spear aimed at me swung away, and I seized the momentum to stab him.

Just then, Captain Dalten's voice, amplified by his Aura, thundered in my eardrums:

"Break into their formation! Find gaps and push through! Penetrate them as fiercely as you would during sex!"

At that moment, the man fighting in front of me died, creating a brief gap before the next one could step forward.

I could feel Martin Meyer's body—the body I had possessed—urging me.

It was telling me that now was the time to trust my armor and the swordsmanship I had learned and break through.

I agreed that this was the perfect moment to charge in. I threw away my long spear and drew the bastard sword from my waist, then stepped forward.

"Is this tiny bastard begging to be killed? I'll skewer you on my spear and make you whimper as you die!"

The man in front of me was quite skilled, thrusting his spear at me quickly, but I leaned to the right to avoid the attack.

Then I swung my sword and cut off his head.

His head flew through the air above where I had swung my sword, and I immediately pushed deeper into their formation, looking for the next man to kill.

Ch.5 - Chieftain Plains Battle (3)
Was it because I killed a seemingly high-ranking guy with a single slash?

The eyes of all his underlings turned toward me at once.

"Shit, Captain Kalton got killed with one strike! Cut that rat bastard in half!"
"Kill that cocky bastard in plate armor! We won't let Captain Kalton go alone. Let's take him down too!"
"...Fuck, I can't stand seeing this weakling who looks like he can't even perform at night getting lucky and killing our captain! Everyone, gather up!"

When about eight soldiers focused their murderous gazes on me, a chill ran down my spine. But perhaps because I'd already killed several people today?

Or maybe because these attackers all seemed pathetically weak, but the fear had already begun to fade away.

In place of fear, a burning desire to win this war, a hot ambition for advancement, and the need to prove my worth to everyone by defeating these idiots began to boil up inside me.

And most vividly, I thought of her beautiful face.

*I want to prove my abilities to Karin, Senior Mercenary Karin, and make her look only at me.*

With such a clear goal in sight, any fear of death completely vanished.

And something that could be called the madness of war—a confidence and desire to do anything—made my blood run hot.

"Shit, are you the bastards whose parents fainted at the sight of your ugly faces when you were born? If your faces look like they were ground with a millstone, at least act like men. Are you pissing yourselves like little girls, ganging up on a rookie like me? You sorry excuses for living beings!"

Before I knew it, my legs had launched me toward the idiots pointing their spears at me.

"Cut his throat before he can squeal like a pig!"
"Look at this little bug strutting around after getting lucky and killing our captain."
"Let's see what face is under that helmet, you piece of shit!"

The soldiers who had lost their captain tried to restrict my movement with somewhat coordinated actions to limit my range, but...

Unless it's an attack with something as heavy as a mace, I won't get stabbed to death by spears as long as I don't freeze in fear.

Well, if these guys could use Aura like Captain Dalten, it would be a different story, but just looking at their form, they didn't seem capable of using anything like Aura.

I dodged their attacks, sometimes deliberately taking hits, as I pushed my way into their midst.

As I got closer, the faces of these idiots who had been shouting and boasting of their numerical advantage began to show the realization and fear of approaching death.

They tried to draw maces or one-handed swords from their belts to fend me off, but I was faster, swinging my sword to cut off the arms of the guy right in front of me.

"My arms, my arms! Fuck you, orphan bastard!"

The man's whining in front of me was so annoying that I humanely cut off his head with my sword.

"You're breaking my eardrums, asshole. The only ones allowed to whine like that in front of me are beautiful women, got it?"

He was already dead so I couldn't hear his response, but I seemed to have successfully provoked the anger of the others around him.

Having lost two comrades to me in an instant, they charged with fire in their eyes and weapons in hand.

"You seem to have some skill, but you'll soon die for making enemies of our Kalton's squad, you little shit!"
"Did you think wearing armor would let you fight with Aura like the knights? You whore's son, you'll learn life isn't that easy only as you're dying!"
"Go to hell, you piece of trash we'll pound into the ground!"

I've fought against multiple opponents in games before, but that was just in games.

From my experience in fistfights back in Korea, in situations like this...

Instead of trying to face all these idiots attacking from all directions at once, I should thoroughly beat one guy in front of me to break out of the encirclement, right?

I made my decision in a fraction of a second and immediately dropped to one knee, lowering my stance.

The attacks aimed at my head and upper body missed their target.

"Huh, what the—?"

I heard their confused voices, but regardless, I pushed off the ground with one foot and aimed my sword at the throat of the man directly in front of me, stabbing him and breaking free.

With their carefully planned encirclement failing, I could see some of the mercenaries surrounding me trembling with fear.

The expressions on the others' faces showed they were thinking, "We picked the wrong fight. Should we run while we can?" But fleeing during battle would only get them caught by their own side and summarily executed for desertion.

Knowing this, they charged at me again with fire in their eyes and a desperate resolve to kill me, but...

These pathetic fighters, driven not by a strong will to defeat their enemy but merely by a desperate fear of death, were no match for my sword, fueled by ambition for advancement and the desire to prove my worth.

Without exception, I cut their throats or deliberately sliced them in half at the waist to break the morale of the other enemy mercenaries.

Where ten enemies had stood, there were now pieces of human bodies, piles of entrails, severed heads, and pools of blood. The enemy mercenaries nearby shouted at me with caution:

"Shit, there's a mad dog in Dalten's mercenary company! We need to take his head first!"
"You bastard who killed Kalton's squad, I'll rip out your guts and use them as a jump rope!"
"Someone like you shouldn't be alive! You son of a whore!"

Though it would be an insult coming from allies, on the battlefield, there's no higher praise than such curses from enemies. To raise my value and lead today's battle to victory...

I decided to exercise my rightful privilege in this situation.

Raising my sword high, I drew strength from deep within my gut and shouted:

"Martin Meyer, new recruit of Dalten's mercenary company, will clear the way! If you value your lives, you premature ejaculating weaklings who are worse than women, get out of my way!"

At this battle cry, which only someone who had successfully broken through the front line could shout, I felt the gazes of Squad Leader Fior and others all turn to me.

Everyone cheered loudly at the sight of me blasting a wide path through the enemy mercenary front line.

"Damn, we can't lose to a rookie! Time to show the power of experience, you bastards!"
"Charge forward! Let's show mercy to these shit-for-brains by ending their miserable lives!"
"Dalten picked up something good! We'll be castrated if we just get beaten like this, charge!"

Many mercenaries followed me and began to clash with the enemy formation. Fior's squad and other mercenary units slowly but surely pushed back those whose formation had collapsed.

With each step we took into their formation, the death cries of enemy mercenaries rang out.

I, Martin Meyer, continued my excellent performance by beheading the idiots who blocked my path.

Perhaps because they were all so weak, no one could stop my relentlessly swinging sword. Just as I was beginning to feel arrogant enough to think I dominated this battlefield, a man exuding an ominous aura appeared before me.

Like me, he wore iron armor and held what looked like a heavy, sharp two-handed sword.

He had too much presence and power to be an ordinary soldier.

He came up to me, pointed his sword, and smirked.

"Hey, you rat bastard! You seem to think you're the best in the world just because you killed Kalton. I, Master Schmitz, will show you what real pain is and take that arrogant head of yours! Come on!"

His voice didn't carry the heavy Aura like Captain Dalten's, but I could feel a weak Aura nonetheless.

Aura—the power that gives superhuman strength and vitality to sword or spear-wielding protagonists and knights in games.

There's a prejudice that most Aura users are born into noble families with high status, but in this world, it's not uncommon for those with innate talent to awaken their "Aura" through experience gained by killing people in war.

Therefore, even in a fantasy game world, apprentice knights often get their heads cracked when facing veteran mercenaries who can use Aura in one-on-one combat.

Fortunately, this body's original owner was born into a rural knight family, so he had the opportunity to learn about Aura and could sense it.

If I continue to gain experience by slaughtering these mercenary bastards...

I too will soon master Aura and join the ranks of the powerful.

So of course I should accept his provocation. That would bring me closer to my goals in this cursed world: power, honor, and beautiful women.

Just as I was firming my resolve, Max, our mercenary company's veteran officer who had said he wouldn't participate on the "first day," suddenly appeared behind me and grabbed my shoulder.

"Take a rest. I'll kill this big boar myself. Watch and learn, rookie. No, Martin."

Hearing that, I decided to step back for a moment.

Because while fighting someone who uses Aura might help me accelerate my own Aura awakening and development, watching mercenaries who can use Aura, even if it's the lowest grade, fight with my own eyes would also greatly help my growth.

*The sound of clashing swords, the stance when swinging a blade, the battle cries... I'll remember every single detail and absorb it all to become stronger.*

Just as I resolved to absorb everything from those two as my own experience, Squad Leader Max pointed his halberd at the man.

Ch.6 - Chieftain Plains Battle (4)
When I made the resolution to absorb everything from those two as my experience, Sergeant Max aimed his short halberd at the man.

Though I couldn't see Aura flowing through his halberd like Captain Dalten's, I could feel the fighting spirit of a man who had killed dozens, perhaps hundreds, during his mercenary career.

If this had been a fight between knights, they might have engaged in all sorts of pointless formalities—declaring their noble lineage and other nonsense nobody wanted to hear, challenging each other to duels with elaborate ceremony...

But true to mercenary nature, valuing profit, money, and pleasure over honor, they skipped such useless rituals and immediately swung their weapons to kill each other.

Unlike when I used a sword, when these men swung their blades, there was a whistling sound like a powerful crossbow bolt flying through the air.

When their weapons collided, a distinct "clang" echoed clearly.

Neither had learned formal swordsmanship like knights or nobles, so their movements seemed somewhat clumsy compared to mine.

Yet they were using Aura-enhanced strength beyond human limits with remarkable naturalness.

"So the little bastard who thrashed Dalten's ugly face has some decent men in his mercenary band! If you lick this old man's feet right now, I might spare your life!"

"What garbage are you spewing? If you're going to talk nonsense, go suck on your mother's teat first!"

"Damn it, I can tolerate many things, but not insults to my parents. I'll tear off your limbs, you unfilial bastard!"

The two hurled insults at each other while fighting evenly, and several soldiers from both Dalten's mercenaries and the enemy Tristan mercenaries began cheering while fighting their own battles.

"Lieutenant Schmitz, slice that lanky bastard's throat like a pig!"

"Lieutenant Max, prove that Captain Dalten's face isn't that ugly!"

"Schmitz! Schmitz!"

It might seem strange that surrounding soldiers were shouting encouragement like fans at a wrestling match.

But this battle was a kind of leadership duel, and whoever won would change the flow of today's war.

If Schmitz won, the momentum would shift to the Tristan mercenaries, and our Dalten mercenaries' current advantage would be reversed in an instant.

Conversely, if Lieutenant Max beheaded Schmitz, our forces would continue pushing forward and utterly crush the Tristan forces.

"Max, was it? Your skill is decent, but you lack vigor as a man. Can't get it up in the morning? Otherwise, why would your halberd strikes be so limp?"

Lieutenant Max panted briefly before answering.

"Shut your mouth, you filthy oversized bastard who probably can't get it up. Are you impotent?"

"Can't you tell from this old man's stamina! I'm troubled by how well it stands day and night! I even sent off a woman before coming here today!"

"Damn, a perpetually horny bastard who only knows how to have sex..."

Meanwhile, as the Tristan mercenaries saw Lieutenant Max showing signs of fatigue, they seemed to believe Schmitz would soon win and turn their losing situation around.

Even while fighting our mercenaries, they occasionally glanced our way and, whenever they had the slightest chance, let out loud cheers.

"Lieutenant Schmitz, you're so cool! Damn, grind that Max or Mark guy's head into the ground!"

"Take down that bastard who was prancing around like a knight!"

"Rip his head off! Rip it off and throw it at them!"

Schmitz gathered his two-handed sword in just his right hand, stretched as if bored, and forced out a fake yawn.

Then he suddenly changed his expression, smiling with intense killing intent as if he'd become a different person.

"I wanted to play a bit longer, but damn, my little ones are begging me to crush you quickly. What can I do? Until now I've been fighting with my ass relaxed, but now I'll go all out. Come at me, you worthless bastard Mark."

I could sense his aura changing subtly—until now it had felt like an intense contest between skilled fighters.

Now, murderous intent radiated from his body, and Lieutenant Max also seemed to gather his remaining strength, determined to kill the bastard.

"You disgusting, flabby pig!"

When he stomped the ground with his Aura-infused foot, the earth visibly dented.

Then, combining the weight of his entire body with the flow of his arm and wrist, he delivered a heavy, swift strike aimed at the man's solar plexus.

"Die and go jerk off beside Lady Maria!"

Schmitz lowered his sword tip then slashed upward, instantly splitting the halberd shaft into two pieces.

Lieutenant Max tried to respond by drawing his dagger to somehow block, but Schmitz's Aura-infused slash was much faster.

The two-handed sword created a wind like a fan had been turned on, then cut Lieutenant Max's body in half, spraying blood everywhere.

Schmitz gathered his blood-covered two-handed sword in one hand, shook off the blood, then raised it high and said:

"This old man Schmitz has cut an enemy mercenary officer in half like a rag! Is there any mayfly among Dalten's ugly-faced idiot's men who dares to fight me?"

Our mercenary band's top-five fighter Lieutenant Max had been instantly cut in half when the man got serious.

Since anyone less skilled than him would surely die a dog's death, no one stepped forward to face Schmitz, who now controlled the flow of the battlefield...

But then I pushed through our heavy atmosphere and stepped toward him.

It was clearly madness, and I heard senior members trying to stop me from behind, but I decided to face him in battle even if it meant certain death against this powerful Aura user.

The reason was absurd even to me.

I thought that to obtain wealth, honor, power, and beautiful women as I wanted in this cursed game world, I couldn't back down to this idiot now.

This was my first war, and today was the first day—it might look like a moth flying into a bonfire, rushing to my death...

*Even if I can't defeat him and die instead, I won't run away.*

This might be partly due to the influence of Martin Meyer, the man whose body I've possessed, but fighting with everything staked on a miracle and hope rather than running away and being treated like a coward suits my personality too.

"I'll avenge Lieutenant Max, you rock-faced bastard!"

Schmitz looked at me and laughed, holding his stomach.

"Damn, now an arrogant rookie who doesn't fear heaven steps up? That armor is too grand for you. Hand it over, and this old man will spare your miserable life."

I raised my middle finger at him.

"How could a fat pig like you wear my armor? You blind, ignorant bastard."

"Damn, I can tolerate many things, but not being called ignorant. You impotent-looking bastard!"

He swung his two-handed sword—with a blade over a meter long—at me with full force and speed.

The sound of air being cut, the blade moving so fast it seemed to disappear from sight, a strike with tremendous power coming toward me...

Indeed, there was a world of difference between watching him fight Lieutenant Max from the side and actually receiving his attack.

"With that slender body, you look like a delicate male prostitute. Let me split your helmet and see your face!"

Regardless of his words, I held my two-handed sword diagonally to block his attack from above.

An enormous weight and impact traveled through my sword-holding hands and throughout my body—a thrillingly intense sensation.

"Damn, that's heavy. Is it because your body is stupidly heavy? Your attack is as dull as your body."

"Cute bastard, just honestly admit you can't handle my strength! Is that so difficult? Then I'll cleanly cut you in half like your officer over there!"

Simultaneously, his strike came from the right, and I quickly lowered my posture to avoid it.

"Little bastard, do you think running away will help you?"

Schmitz swung his sword down to behead me, but I tilted my body and took the attack on my armor.

If he had been an Aura Expert who could infuse his blade with Aura, I would have been cut through my armor...

But his level was merely body reinforcement with Aura, so he couldn't penetrate my steel armor, however...

"Kuhek, damn..."

My body flew like a baseball hit by a bat.

But perhaps thanks to fighting someone who could use Aura, I felt like my body had awakened the dormant Aura within me.

As evidence, I had already killed nearly ten enemy mercenaries, and despite taking Schmitz's heavy blow, when my body should have been almost completely drained...

Thanks to naturally awakening my Aura during the desperate fight, I actually felt stronger than before entering battle.

Though I had bruises all over from his strike, recognizing my body's condition gave me courage to stand and fight again.

*If I keep challenging him, I might be able to behead that damned Schmitz.*

With a clear goal in sight, that bastard who had seemed like an insurmountable wall now felt like a wall I could overcome, and I looked forward to fighting again.

"You big pig bastard sure can squeal well!"

"You should run away like a mouse. Seeing you come back to this old man, you must really want to die!"

"Shut your mouth before I sew it shut with a needle! I, Martin Meyer, will avenge Lieutenant Max!"

Saying that, I clashed swords with the man before me.

An impact and weight greater than what I'd felt before transferred to my hands, but perhaps thanks to grasping a hint of Aura?

I thought my body could endure Schmitz's attacks, though with great difficulty...

But apparently not. Suddenly my body started losing strength.

For a moment, I wondered if I might die here, when he raised his sword high, mocking me:

"Pathetic bastard, you handle a sword quite well for a rookie. But meeting this old man ends your life early. Don't feel too wronged about your fate. Die!"

I tried to catch my breath and position myself to somehow block his attack when suddenly, retreat horns sounded from both armies.

Schmitz sheathed his sword and made a throat-slitting gesture with his right thumb.

"Damn, they're calling retreat. I can't break the rules to kill a rookie like you. You're disgustingly lucky, kid. Next time we meet on the battlefield, I'll split that cute face in half."

With that, the Tristan mercenary soldiers turned and left.

Standing with all my remaining strength, I gave the departing man the finger and said:

"Your face is so ugly even pigs wouldn't eat it! Next time I'll check if it looks better after it falls off your shoulders. You're uglier than a wild boar."

Then I returned to camp with the other senior members of the Fior mercenary band.

Ch.7 - A Step Toward Senior Karin (1)
As soon as we returned to camp, Squad Leader Fior led me and everyone else to where the camp merchants were located.

The camp merchants had set up stalls in front of their wagons, selling food, alcohol, and other goods.

"Mercenaries who fought hard in battle, come on over! Congratulations on returning alive today. How about some pork and a mug of beer to celebrate?"

"One mug of beer for 5 copper! Just 5 copper! Come, have a refreshing beer and wash away the fatigue of war!"

"King of savory sausages—so delicious two could eat it and one would die without noticing! One pound for 15 copper! Only 15 copper!"

"Come and choose! We have everything from 1 silver to 10 gold! Did your sword break on the battlefield? Don't go back out with a broken blade. You mercenaries are precious. Good swords at reasonable prices—get yourself a sharp new blade while you can!"

In the game, after surviving a day of war, there would often be descriptions of mercenaries visiting camp merchants, drinking, and having a good time. Sometimes there would be scenes of buying something for heroines during events...

Seeing the camp merchants in person, I was impressed by the variety of items they sold—food, weapons, armor, and daily necessities.

The only problem was that everything was ridiculously expensive...

What kind of pricing standard makes a mug of beer five times more expensive than at a city inn? Damn.

"Jack, give us a medium keg of beer so our new recruit and the squad idiots can drink, and about 10 pounds of well-roasted pork leg."

Jack must be Fior's regular merchant.

Hearing this, he smiled as if pleasantly surprised, but then spoke in a mocking tone.

"What's this? Stingy Fior being generous? I thought people die when they do things they've never done before. Damn, are you about to kick the bucket? You never even buy your men a single beer, and now you're being generous?"

"Ah, damn. Why are you talking like that in front of the new guy? Keep whining like a woman and I'll go buy from someone else."

"Alright, alright. Ten pounds of pork leg and an 8-liter keg of beer comes to 60 silver. I'd charge others 80, but since it's you, I'm giving you a discount, you bastard."

"Yes, yes, I can only trust my hometown friend. You stingy bastard."

A moment later, Jack handed me a large wooden tray with pork leg on it and a medium-sized oak barrel.

Thanks to the physical strength of Martin, whose body I now inhabited, I could carry the tray with just my left hand, so I held the beer barrel in my right.

"Hey, rookie, isn't that heavy?"

Fior had acknowledged me as a capable member during the past month on our way here, but he'd also dumped all sorts of chores on me because I was new.

His sudden friendliness and willingness to spend 60 silver in one night made me wonder if he was really about to die as Jack had joked.

After all, 60 silver was more than half my monthly salary, and even though Fior earned ten times what I did, it was still a significant amount for someone as stingy as him...

Then I realized, *Ah, I performed well on my first day, so he's treating me to share in the glory.*

"It's fine, Squad Leader. I'm the newest member, after all."

"Damn, what's fine about it? You carry the meat, and—hey, Anton! Where's that greenhorn Anton? Damn, making Martin carry everything by himself. Have you lost all your manners? Want me to tear you apart behind the barracks on a rainy day until dust flies?"

When Fior suddenly started scolding, Anton, who had arrived three months before me, came over with a sour face and practically snatched the heavy beer barrel from me.

He glared at me halfway and muttered loud enough for me to hear, "Damn, damn... why did I have to get such a show-off as a new recruit..." but I decided to pretend I hadn't heard.

When we returned to our barracks, Fior broke off about a fifth of the roasted pork leg for me and said:

"Now, let's toast to the achievements of our squad's new recruit, Martin Meyer!"

With that, everyone in Fior's squad clinked their cups together and began tearing into the meat and gulping down beer.

"Ah, damn. This is delicious. This is why we pay extra to those heartless camp merchant bastards who left their conscience back home!"

"As Senior Miller says, the camp merchants charge a fortune, but they sell quality food. I'll postpone smashing that motherless camp merchant's wagon for now."

"Huh, this guy. You joined as a rookie under me about half a year ago, but your mouth's getting loose lately? Damn, is your mercenary life over?"

"I have three juniors under me now. Let me save some face."

Maybe it was because I was eating and chatting boisterously with people I'd grown fond of over the past month, or because I'd fought until I was completely exhausted.

The beer was lukewarm with barely any carbonation left, but it tasted much better than the cold beer I used to drink in Korea. The roasted pork leg was juicy and chewy when I bit into it, tasting like grilled pork hocks, and it was incredibly delicious.

"Wow, damn. This is the taste."

As I muttered this, Fior, who was sitting next to me, put his arm around my shoulder and said:

"Hahaha, eat as much as you want. It's our mercenary company's tradition for the squad leader to treat a new recruit to a feast when they survive their first day of war. If you want more, just say so. Jack's roasted pork leg is good, but Wilson next door sells sausages and cheese that are amazing too."

No matter how well I had performed, his sudden change in attitude and excessive friendliness almost made me choke on my food.

"It's fine, Squad Leader. This is more than enough. You've already given me two pounds—if I eat all this and try to eat more, my stomach will burst."

Two pounds of roasted meat is about 800 grams, which is quite a lot.

Fior filled my cup with beer and said:

"Really? I wanted to let you taste Wilson's sausages next to Jack's stall, but damn, I shouldn't force more food on someone who says they can't eat more. Alright, just eat this much then."

Looking somewhat disappointed, Fior began telling lewd stories to me and the rest of the squad in an extremely loud voice.

"Sitting here drinking like this makes my lower back cold. Ah, I'm dying to touch Sara's breasts. They're so huge."

"Squad Leader, do you only look at breasts and not faces? Sara has big breasts, but her face isn't that great. In my opinion, Viole is the best. Her breasts are smaller, but she has a pretty face, right?"

"Oh, Senior Miller. After sleeping with about 100 women, I can tell you breasts are better than faces. Damn, touching them brings such peace to my mind."

"Breasts feel good just to touch. What does size matter when a pretty face is what's important? And Viole is tighter down there than Sara."

During my military service in Korea, I never heard such explicit sexual talk, but mercenaries, being mostly rough men, talk like madmen.

Having never had any experience in my previous life or in Korea, listening to this kind of talk makes my head spin.

Karin also seemed uncomfortable with this conversation. She had moved away from the mercenaries and was quietly turning pages of a book while eating meat and drinking beer.

On the battlefield, she had moved around with her bow, killing numerous enemies, but now she showed this intellectual side, which naturally drew my attention.

As I was staring blankly, Fior slapped my back and said:

"Damn, are you interested in Karin? Our mercenary company doesn't kick people out for dating, but you'd better give up on Karin. She's rejected so many men who confessed to her that I can't even count them on my fingers."

In a mercenary company that's mostly men, of course there would be many who confessed to such a beautiful and strong elf, and probably many idiots who just approached her recklessly, like that bastard whose name I can barely remember now.

"She's definitely still a virgin. Other women in our mercenary company occasionally sleep with other mercenaries, but Karin has completely shut down anyone who's tried to touch her."

...From the moment I joined the mercenary company, I thought she was a striking beauty, but I expected she might not have much experience with men because of her cold personality.

She's really a virgin?

I was just thinking about making this iron-walled woman mine, and already I could feel my lower body getting heavy—no, I was already hard.

Fior looked down at it and snickered, saying:

"Rookie, to commemorate your achievements today, this squad leader will set you up with a gorgeous woman who's not only beautiful but also skilled. Want to lose your virginity?"

Personally, I don't despise prostitutes, but rather than having relations with them, I prefer to gather my own women to create a harem and enjoy myself with them.

After all, thinking about a woman I've thoroughly pleased going to another man the next day, or even just an hour later, makes me feel...

"I appreciate the offer, but I want my first experience to be with a woman I like."

Fior heard this and laughed, holding his stomach.

"Damn, female virgins might be fine, but male virgins rot and grow mold. Come with me, I'll show you heaven."

Saying that, Fior tried to drag me along, but as a new recruit who had proven my worth from the first day of battle, I could firmly reject this kind of suggestion.

"It's my preference, please respect that, Squad Leader."

Fior made a sour face as if upset that his goodwill had been rejected and said:

"Damn, tell me if you change your mind. I'll introduce you to a woman who'll show you what it means to feel so good you think you're dying."

Then he left with the other mercenaries.

After they left, Karin came over to sit next to me and asked:

"Rookie, are you sure you don't want to follow Squad Leader Fior?"

Ch.8 - A Step Toward Senior Karin (2)
Within the same squad, they had a good senior-junior relationship, but she never allowed anything beyond that.

Yet she showed personal interest in me for the first time.

I felt smug thinking I'd made the right choice not following the squad leader, but I remembered a common mistake single guys make in Korea—overreacting to small signs of interest from women and killing the mood.

Not wanting to waste this rare opportunity, I took a deep breath before answering.

"Yes, I appreciate the squad leader's offer, but as I just said, I'm not interested in prostitutes."

True to my word, I want to advance in life to build a harem of women who love me, not to mindlessly sleep with beautiful prostitutes with nice bodies.

A prostitute would have been with countless men before me and would sleep with countless more after me...

The thought alone makes me physically repulsed.

"At the tavern when we first met, you said you wanted to succeed and build a harem, but now you say you're not interested? I don't understand. Are you refusing because you're worried this Natalia girl might be ugly?"

Karin stared at me intently with her green eyes.

"No. I'm genuinely not interested."

After I answered, she snorted and said, "I've never seen a mercenary who claims to dislike pretty prostitutes actually mean it. You say that now, but soon you'll end up just like Squad Leader Fior."

I have zero interest in this Natalia person who I've never met or even seen, despite the promise of losing my virginity and enjoying passionate sex if I followed the squad leader.

But I needed to be careful about how I responded to avoid ruining my chance to build a good relationship with Karin.

What should I do? Should I phrase it more elegantly to seem cultured? Or would being straightforward be more effective?

After a moment's consideration, I made my decision.

Being honest, even if it made me look unsophisticated, would be more appealing to a cold woman like Karin.

"I'll be honest with you, even if it's a bit embarrassing... My dream is to be with a woman who only looks at me and loves me. That's why I became a mercenary."

I could see the ice in her expression melting slightly.

Though she didn't smile, she seemed to sense my sincerity in my unexpected answer and was looking at me with interest.

If I pushed a little more, she might lower her emotional walls further.

"No matter how beautiful or attractive a prostitute might be, I have no desire for physical relationships with them. Of course, I understand they do this work to survive in this cursed continent... but I have absolutely no intention of mingling with them for my own pleasure."

This era lacks proper hygiene concepts, and the prostitutes traveling with army merchants surely find it difficult to bathe regularly.

Though I've never interacted with them directly, the reality is there are few prostitutes and far too many constantly aroused mercenaries.

With demand far exceeding supply, each woman must service 7-15 men daily, and finding water to wash between each encounter would be difficult...

Damn, the more I think about it, the more horrifying it becomes. I should stop thinking about it.

Anyway, I can't handle the idea of a prostitute who's been passed around.

While lost in thought, I noticed the corners of Karin's mouth turn up into a smile.

Does she think I'm unsophisticated, or is she just amused? Maybe both.

But the fact that she smiled—something she rarely does—must be a positive sign, right?

"Recruit, no—Martin, was it? I thought you were unusual when I first met you, but you're even more so than I imagined."

"Is that so?"

Karin moved closer to me and said, "But I like your mindset. Other mercenaries don't seem to think that way. I think like you do."

Then, blushing slightly, she whispered carefully in a small voice, "S-sex... is something people who love each other should do. Just for the sake of feeling good, giving in to lust and sleeping with anyone is a bit..."

The fact that we were having this conversation meant that her prejudice that "all male mercenaries are vulgar" was breaking down between us, right?

So now I could approach more actively, but still carefully, like walking on thin ice. If I let my guard down and act like an inexperienced single guy, this opportunity could vanish instantly.

This time, Karin spoke with a slightly disgruntled voice.

"Honestly, I can accept that these things vary by personal preference. But I wish people wouldn't talk about it so openly. Male mercenaries only have lewd thoughts in their heads, so they might enjoy such talk... but I don't."

From the moment I first saw her, I wanted to make her mine.

But until now, I had to deal with the walls she built while living among the other mercenaries and her consistently cold attitude.

Hearing her honest expression and voice now, I feel a growing sense of superiority and accomplishment.

Still, I need to restrain myself. Rushing could ruin everything when I'm so close.

"I think the same way. To be honest, I'm only telling you this because it's you, Senior Karin..."

Showing interest in what I had to say, she perked up her distinctly elven ears and looked at me.

"I appreciate Squad Leader Fior's kindness, but it was really awkward when he invited me earlier despite my lack of interest. Didn't he just ask me to go with him to see a prostitute?"

"Yes, he did. I was surprised when that cheapskate tried to impress you by offering to buy you beer at Schweinehaxen and pay for Natalia. Honestly, he's such a selfish person that other squad leaders call him stingy."

The saying that the best way to befriend someone new at work or school is to start by gossiping about superiors is proving true.

True to her cool nature, she's not laughing out loud like other women might, but she's clearly smiling with enjoyment.

Continuing to talk like this will gradually close the psychological distance between us.

"Is that so? I thought that was normal."

Karin waved her hand slightly and said, "Rookie, honestly, new mercenaries spend all their wages on a couple beers, armor, and weapons for their first two years. But if you can't eat or drink properly, as you know from war, your body and mind get exhausted and it becomes hard to endure. So what should be done?"

Even during my military service in Korea, after a tough job, the platoon leader or sergeant would treat the soldiers to frozen meals from the PX.

Here, where lives hang in the balance amid swords and spears, even new recruits with little money need to eat and drink well after battle to keep going.

Someone at the squad leader level should spend some of their own wages to buy food and drinks, saying "Damn, let's do better tomorrow"...

Thinking about this, I couldn't help but sigh in disbelief.

"Damn... A squad leader earns way more than a rookie like me, so shouldn't they occasionally treat everyone to boost morale, like today? That's how it should be, right?"

Karin sighed in agreement and said, "Right? But our great Squad Leader Fior hardly ever buys us anything properly because he spends money on his favorite prostitutes and says he needs to save for retirement. That's why Miller and I are the senior mercenaries in this squad, right?"

"Yes, that's right."

"So the two of us pooled our money to buy food for the others. If we didn't, I don't think the rookies in our squad could have endured... Honestly, isn't Fior too much? He's dumping his responsibilities on us senior mercenaries."

I nodded quietly at her words. Karin, being the only female elf in our squad, had inevitably been isolated.

She seemed to think she'd finally found someone she could talk to.

She began to unload her complaints one by one, badmouthing Fior.

Each time, I responded with comments like "Really?" or "That's not right," showing my agreement.

I couldn't help but agree since much of what she said matched my own thoughts.

As Karin unpacked her stories, she seemed to be gradually lowering the walls she had built around her heart.

Just as I was about to ask about her personal life, someone tapped me on the shoulder and spoke.

"Rookie, sorry to interrupt your pleasant conversation. Mind if I borrow Karin?"

I nodded, but Karin objected, "Reconnaissance Leader Jackson. I'm not returning to the reconnaissance team."

Jackson scratched his head, looked at me thoughtfully, and said, "I'd like you to come back, but that incompetent Adolf has some influence despite getting beaten by this rookie. Damn, it's difficult because of your bad relationship with that worthless bastard."

"Then why did you call me?"

"Wilson and Wheeler died in yesterday's battle, so we're short on reconnaissance personnel. I need you and someone else to form a temporary team and do a quick night reconnaissance to check enemy numbers. In exchange, I'll excuse you from night watch for a week and give you 1 gold. Sounds fair, right?"

The offer of 1 gold and exemption from night watch for a week seemed reasonable, but Karin looked very displeased.

She looked between me and Jackson and said, "Then I'll take Martin with me on reconnaissance. But give us both 1 gold each, exempt us from night watch for a week, and allow us to sleep in tomorrow."

Jackson sighed and said, "Come on, Karin. Can't you make an exception just this once?"

"You know everyone in the reconnaissance team dislikes me. It's better if I take Martin."

They engaged in a silent staring contest for a moment before Jackson conceded with a deflated voice.

"Fine, but don't you dare come back empty-handed."

After Jackson left, Karin gave a faint smile.

Then she and I immediately headed toward enemy lines for reconnaissance.

Ch.9 - Scouting Mission With Karin (1)
After receiving orders from Jackson, Karin told me to come with her and immediately started walking ahead. She simply led me quickly outside the camp without any explanation.

Of course, I had agreed to go with her.

Then she abruptly told me, "Take off that clanking armor and leave it with the quartermaster." After I did that and returned, she hadn't said a word since.

"Senior Karin."

She responded in a small voice.

"What is it, rookie? I mean, Martin."
"Why did you bring me along? I hate to say this, but as far as I know, scouting requires certain skills, so isn't it usually done by senior mercenaries or those with several years of experience?"

In direct combat against the enemy, as Captain Dalten had said, even "meat shield" level serf recruits could be useful as long as they could properly hold a spear.

But moving stealthily in small groups to locate enemy positions, assess their numbers, morale, combat strength, and terrain features was by no means an easy task.

That's why it was common sense in mercenary companies to select scouts from experienced members with technical skills. Yet here I was, a complete rookie who had only been a mercenary for a month. Why me?

Karin answered in a serious voice.

"You heard what Scout Captain Jackson was saying earlier? About me not getting along with the other scouts."
"Yes, I did."
"Honestly, I personally hate moving with those guys. When they think I'm not looking, they make breast-cupping gestures with their hands and mock me behind my back. It's childish. And I haven't coordinated with them in this mercenary company for almost a year now. So we'd just end up tripping each other up."

In both combat and reconnaissance, multiple people need to work together as if they were one person to achieve the best results.

But as Karin said, even with excellent scouting skills, if you haven't coordinated with others for over a year...

You might just consider each other burdens.

She looked at me and gave a slight smile.

"So I'd much rather move with you, Martin. Your skills have been proven, and you're smart."

The fact that Karin, who initially saw me as just a somewhat useful rookie burden, now recognized me as a compatible subordinate after today's events made my heart race.

But we were in the middle of a reconnaissance mission that required calm and composure.

So I suppressed my excitement.

"Is that so? Thank you for telling me."
"And from now on, keep your mouth shut and communicate with hand signals if possible. We're getting close to enemy territory."

I nodded in response.

As much as I wanted to jump right into enemy territory and dig up useful information, they weren't fools and would likely spot us, which would lead to certain capture. So I began gathering as much information as possible by observing the surroundings.

Of course, it wasn't possible to use modern methods like thermal cameras or electronic devices to count personnel or eavesdrop on internal conversations...

But we could still learn a lot by observing how many tents there were in the camp and their size, how much the soldiers were moving around, and whether the place was bustling with activity.

"Senior Karin, something seems off. Despite losing the first day's battle, their morale doesn't seem bad."

After counting and noting the number of tents and campfires, Karin replied.

"I was thinking the same thing. More than ten men died on your side, including the squad leader, and many others were killed too. Why are they like this?"

I continued to carefully observe the enemy camp.

Upon closer inspection, I noticed several mercenaries slowly walking out of the camp without torches.

To someone who didn't know better, it might look like mercenaries going to relieve themselves away from the camp, since they wouldn't want to do their business near the barracks.

But who would go out to handle their business at night without a torch?

"Senior Karin, look over there."

Karin showed a slightly annoyed expression and grumbled.

"Martin, what is it? I'm busy counting their numbers right now. Can you tell me later?"

I pointed at the enemies and said.

"Don't you see those rats crawling over there? It's not just one or two of them. Damn, they must be up to something nasty."

Karin looked in the direction I was pointing and her eyes lit up.

"Not just one or two, but five? They're not going to look for prostitutes like Squad Leader Fior in this moonlight... Something smells suspicious. Let's follow those bastards first."

We began following them at a distance, stepping carefully to avoid making noise.

Carefully controlling our breathing, cautiously stepping on grass and weeds, very quietly...

After following them for about 10 minutes, unlike typical deserting mercenaries, they kept moving together as a group.

It was obvious they were either secretly planning some operation or meeting someone to plot against the White Beard mercenary company.

"Senior Karin, they definitely look suspicious. The way they're shuffling around like they've soiled themselves... Why don't we just capture and interrogate them?"
"No, Martin, they outnumber us by three. Shouldn't we just see who they're meeting?"
"Senior Karin, those bastards don't even know we're here. If you shoot from a distance with your bow and I hit them from behind, we can easily capture them."

A person who sees a punch coming might remain conscious even after taking a hard hit to the head, but someone who gets struck hard on the back of the head without warning could die instantly.

How could those cockroach-like bastards withstand a surprise attack to the back of their heads?

"Let's keep two or three alive to extract information. Then we'll know who they were meeting and what they were planning to do."

Karin sighed and waved her hand in agreement, meaning "do as you wish."

"Approach quietly and carefully for the ambush. When I shoot my arrow, that's your signal to attack."

I was quite pleased that my plan was accepted, but if we failed, we'd be dead.

As we carefully closed the distance, we could hear what they were saying.

"Damn, Baron Casino is such a persistent bastard. Trying to bring more mercenaries here. Dishonorable coward..."

As much as I wanted to hear more about their plans, the important thing now was to capture these bastards.

Information could be extracted later.

Shortly after, Karin's signal arrow made a whistling sound as it struck one of the enemy scouts.

When all their attention turned toward the direction the arrow came from, I lunged forward and precisely stabbed the throat of the man in front of me.

I did this to prevent him from screaming and calling for reinforcements.

However, the surviving men shouted at the sudden attack.

"Damn snake-head bastard! You should be crawling on the ground! Help!"
"The scout team is being ambushed! Help us!"
"You motherless bastard! I'll send you all to hell!"

If we let them keep shouting like that, who knows when their reinforcements would arrive...

And they had already drawn their swords and started charging toward me.

*It would be convenient and good to kill them, but cutting off their heads now would defeat the purpose.*

When the remaining men had almost reached me,

The one running at the front took an arrow to the ankle and fell face-first.

I swung my knife to avoid another man's attack, used the momentum to drive him into the ground, and slightly cut his ankle.

I also slashed the backs of the knees and calves of the remaining two, making them lame, then gagged and bound them.

Though Karin had helped, she couldn't hide her surprise at how easily I had subdued them.

Her expression was adorably surprised, quite different from her usual excessively cool and cold demeanor, but we were working now, weren't we?

"Senior Karin, what should we do with these guys? Should we kill all but one, or take them all with us?"

Karin returned to her usual cold expression and answered.

"Leave the corpses here and just take the living ones."
"Yes, understood."

We dragged the three men to some bushes a short distance away.

"If you want to live, speak up properly. What were you here for, you tadpole moron?"
"Ah, damn. Did this bitch stuff a rag in her mouth? Your way of speaking is filthy. Is your mouth as dirty as a rag because your whore mother sucked off men? Go ahead and kill me if you can, but I won't open my mouth."

At those words, Karin was so enraged that she beat the bastard who had cursed at her half to death.

The others didn't open their mouths despite seeing their comrade turned to pulp.

"Senior Karin, may I try interrogating them? I'm confident I can make these bastards talk."

Ch.10 - Scouting Mission With Karin (2)
Karin looked at me and gave her permission, indicating that I should try if I wanted to.

"Martin, why don't you give it a try?"

Unlike before, her words showed trust in me, which I couldn't help but get excited about.

I grabbed one of the mercenaries in front of me and said, "Look, honestly, we're not exactly thrilled about capturing you guys and making this fuss either. So if you just answer my questions without running your mouth too much, it'll be easier for everyone. Sounds good, right?"

"You've lost your mind, kid. Looking at what you're doing... you're all excited about getting with that blonde elf girl, aren't you? Even so, this old man has no intention of talking."

...I can tolerate being insulted, but I absolutely cannot tolerate someone disrespecting a woman I've decided to make mine.

I'd like nothing more than to shove a knife into that mouth and tear it apart right now.

Sigh, I can't kill him immediately since I need to extract information.

"Not talking? Well, what can I do? You'll have to die then."

After saying that, I struck his jaw and then stabbed a dagger between his fingers.

"Arghhhh, you crazy bastard! Do you think this will make Charles, the senior mercenary of the Tristan Mercenary Company, talk?"

With the knife still in, I twisted the wound violently.

Blood began to spray everywhere, and continuous groans came from his mouth.

"If you want to die comfortably, why not just talk quickly?"

"Your mother's a whore. Filthy birth, filthy mouth. Are you impotent or something, you bastard?"

I wasn't planning to let them live anyway, but now I'm absolutely determined to kill these guys.

After making that decision, I put the gags back in their mouths and continued the torture.

When they still wouldn't talk despite the prolonged torture, Karin indicated that I should let her take over.

"Martin, can you handle this?"

Hearing those words, I felt a surge of determination to show my best in front of Karin.

When a man says he'll try something in front of a woman he wants to make his at first sight, he should do everything to keep his word. Otherwise, he'll look pathetic and lose all his masculine appeal, wouldn't he?

"I can do it. And I haven't even started yet."

She made a slightly disgusted expression at my words and said, "Really? Then do what you can."

"Yes. I'll show you properly."

After saying that, I spent the next 30 minutes torturing them as much as possible without permanently disabling them.

After stopping the torture and removing their gags, they started wagging their tongues at me like fish in water.

"Your father's dead, isn't he? Or is your dad a dog?"

"Your knife stabs are so weak they just tickle, you idiot."

"Cute little chick. Hey, untie me. I'll sell you to a den of homosexuals."

Instead of hitting or threatening them for saying such things, I sighed as if I was tired of it all.

"Fine, I give up, you stubborn Tristan Mercenary scouts. You guys are the best."

"I thought you were a useless cripple from head to toe, but your eyes seem to work relatively well. But no matter how much you praise us, you don't have the balls to intimidate us."

"So let's do this. I'll let you all go, but in return, give me some information."

The one who called himself a senior mercenary laughed maniacally.

"You crazy bastard, how am I supposed to believe that? Why don't you tell me your mother is some country's princess? That I might actually believe."

I wanted to properly discipline this guy who habitually insulted my deceased parents like some Korean internet troll, but getting information was the priority.

"No, I really will let you live. Let's be honest with each other, man to man. What do I gain from killing you? Absolutely nothing. And honestly, what do you gain from keeping your loyalty and losing your head?"

"..."

"If your head gets chopped off, you lose everything, right? And honestly, when you're dead, there's no more sex or alcohol. Wouldn't it be better to give up a few pieces of information, save your life, and start fresh as a mercenary somewhere far away with a new identity? I mean, surely even those Tristan guys won't chase you all the way to Bern Duchy or Saltzheim, right?"

If they were leading a large mercenary group of over 500 men, it might be different, but the infamy of a mere senior mercenary selling information wouldn't be known beyond three counties, let alone across borders.

Because no one would care enough, and rumors wouldn't spread that far.

The mercenaries seemed to understand this as they started muttering among themselves, discussing their options.

"Rather than dying like this, why don't we all just cross over to Bern? They have plenty of wars there too."

"That's stupid... no, actually, from his perspective, if we just give him the information... he doesn't really need to kill us."

"Isn't it a deal worth considering? Better to touch a prostitute's breast one more time in Bern Duchy than to become a corpse here."

After chattering for a while, the senior mercenary cautiously spoke up.

"...You'll really let us live?"

"Yes, I will. There's even a rule among mercenaries that captured mercenaries shouldn't be killed, right?"

While I actually planned to kill them all, his desire to live prevented him from noticing my true intentions, and he spilled all the information he had.

I carefully wrote everything down, and when I finished, the senior mercenary sighed and said, "I've told you everything. Now let me go. You have to keep your promise, right?"

When he said that, I stabbed him in the stomach and slashed horizontally.

It wasn't a wound that would kill him instantly, but if left here, he would suffer for at least a few hours before slowly dying.

A kind consideration for someone who disrespected Karin, whom I would someday make mine—let him die in maximum pain.

I stabbed the other two in the heart, killing them instantly, and gagged the still-living senior mercenary.

"Let's go. No one will find the bodies here anyway, it's such a remote place."

Karin tilted her head at my words and asked, "But why did you deliberately leave that senior mercenary to die slowly instead of killing him cleanly?"

"Didn't he openly disrespect Senior Karin? He has to pay the price. And we should hurry back, I think we need to report this directly to Captain Dalten."

**

Normally, a senior mercenary and a rookie wouldn't have a chance to meet the mercenary captain Dalten directly, but because we had completed an important reconnaissance mission, we were summoned immediately.

Dalten looked us over briefly, smirked, and said, "Rookie, I heard you've been working your ass off from your first mission. You even completed the reconnaissance task that Jackson dumped on you flawlessly. And you even extracted their plans? You're quite something, aren't you?"

When I first met him, he was calling me an idiot and an ink-brained young master, but now he was praising me like this. I felt my shoulders straightening and strength flowing into me.

But I decided to act humble to score points with Karin.

"It's all thanks to Squad Leader Fior and Senior Mercenary Karin's good guidance."

"Cut the crap, kid. I've known those guys for years. Except for Karin, Fior isn't all that great. He's been a mercenary for 13 years and still a squad leader—doesn't that tell you something?"

Mercenaries die off frequently, so typically one can become a squad leader after surviving about 6 years, and reach company commander in 10 years.

Being a squad leader for 13 years essentially means he's just accumulated time but is practically half-retired...

"Anyway, I'm in a hurry. Tell me what they're planning."

"Baron Tillen, who hired the Tristan Mercenary Company, has additionally hired a mercenary group called the Antonio Mercenary Company. They appear to be about 200 strong and will arrive in about a week."

Dalten cursed upon hearing this.

"Is that Tillen even human? Barons are supposed to settle matters with just the mercenary company they initially hired. That bastard is breaking the rules, the vermin."

"Is that so?"

"We usually don't explain this to low-ranking nobodies, only to officers or squad leaders and above. This fight is a territory dispute. Unlike war, it's a kind of duel—they agreed that whoever wins gets Malfolk Plains and the 14 surrounding villages. Otherwise, the Baron's standing army or knights would be out there showing off all sorts of fancy sword skills."

In this game world, there's a reputation system where breaking promises or betraying agreements results in decreased honor and various disadvantages.

This is especially severe for nobles, but I wonder how it works now that this world has become reality.

"We can't stop that bastard Tillen from wanting to bury the outcome in this land, but it's really bad for us. We need to end this war quickly. We'll be outnumbered when their reinforcements arrive."

In games, the protagonist could personally take action, command brilliantly, and slaughter forces many times larger, but that's just in the game world.

In reality, it's best to avoid situations where a small force faces a large one.

After hearing my report, Dalten took out paper and pen from his desk, preparing to write something while muttering.

"...Damn, the more I think about it, the more disgusting it is. The noble lords I saw when I was young loved things like honor and appearances as much as mercenaries love prostitutes, so I never expected this. We could have been properly defeated, not gotten paid properly, and lost men for nothing. That Baron Tillen is like a damn heretic."

After venting his frustrations, he threw me a pouch of coins and said, "Twenty silver pieces and 2 gold in there. Split it with Karin. And your achievements are being reported to Baron Trintz as well. You'll receive substantial rewards from both the Baron and the mercenary company later. For now, there's no battle or anything today, so go take a nap."

"Yes, Captain."

Dalten waved his hand urgently, signaling us to leave quickly. Outside the tent, Karin looked at me with curiosity and asked, "Normally, rookies are nothing but baggage, but you fight well, handle a sword well, and even think well... Martin, are you really a rookie?"

Ch.11 - Scouting Mission With Karin (3)
To be honest, I should say it's because I was a hardcore gamer of this game until about a month and some days ago...

But since concepts like games, computers, or TVs don't even exist in this other world, saying something like that would only make me look like a weirdo.

So in this situation, it's better to make up a story based on Martin Meyer's memories.

"Didn't I tell you before? Rather than being stuck in some rural backwater, inheriting a knight's title and living in poverty, I wanted to start from the bottom as a mercenary and make something of myself. That's why I left."

When I first met her, Karin didn't pay much attention to me and barely listened to what I said.

But now she's looking me straight in the eyes and attentively listening to everything I say, which shows how much our relationship has progressed.

Karin sighed as if she found my explanation ridiculous.

"I've been a mercenary for three years with the White Beard Mercenaries, and five years total if you count my time with other groups. During that time, I've seen plenty of young masters like you who were born into knight families."

Being born into a knight family puts you fairly high in this world's social hierarchy, so it might seem strange that such people would become mercenaries, but...

Knights are somewhat like specialized corporate employees in Korean terms. If you can't secure a position in a prestigious family, you're just an unemployed person with some skills.

Moreover, in this game world, without the backing of status, blood relations, or connections, it's extremely difficult to be commissioned as a knight in another family, no matter how talented you are.

It's not uncommon for people like me to be essentially kicked out when they come of age, with parents providing armor, weapons, and if lucky, a horse, before becoming mercenaries.

Karin looked at me with eyes that seemed to be recalling the past and continued.

"Well, you were more useful in fights than typical recruits. I suppose it's because all you've learned since birth is how to kill people with a sword. The peasant recruits we call meat shields behind their backs are mostly only good as actual meat shields on the battlefield... As you know, they usually start as senior mercenaries, right?"

"Yes, Captain Dalten told me about that. He couldn't understand why I would join here as a recruit when I could start as a senior mercenary in another group and earn more money."

Karin smiled faintly at my words.

"I thought the same when I first saw you. I thought you were truly insane. Anyway, when young nobles suddenly appear wearing the title of senior mercenary, they often mistreat other mercenaries with contempt, or they do reckless things on the battlefield without knowing better and get innocent mercenaries killed. Very occasionally, there are those who show remarkable achievements like Captain Dalten or the vice-captain... but such people quickly move to much larger mercenary groups or use their experience to become knights in other families."

"Is that so?"

"Until now, I never had the chance to talk like this with young masters who became mercenaries wanting to climb up. I've always wanted to ask at least once. How exactly did you live?"

When I heard this, I saw it as an opportunity to significantly close the psychological distance between us.

When an opportunity to take a step toward my goal presents itself, only a fool would hesitate...

I should speak boldly but with some sincerity.

With that in mind, I constructed a story based on my gaming experience and Martin Meyer's memories.

"I don't know what you might think, Senior Karin, but some people say having a knight's title and living a stable life is good enough. But in my experience, I felt it wasn't really a proper way for a person to live."

Karin perked up her ears at my words.

"You might think I'm speaking from a position of privilege. It's true that I didn't have to worry about three meals a day and could eat meat whenever I wanted."

Even though the Meyer family was a poor knight family, if you weren't picky about the type of meat, you could eat more pork, beef, chicken, and even deer or venison compared to modern times.

Additionally, an elderly peasant woman worked at our home, baking bread daily and cleaning, so it was comfortable in its way.

"But when I went to Baron Carlyle's mansion, I was at the very bottom. I had to bow my head to young masters younger than me, and I was looked down upon because of my family's supposedly inferior bloodline. Before I left, since I was single and of marriageable age, they suggested I marry a 40-year-old widow from a middle-rank knight family under the Baron."

If they had suggested I marry a peasant girl, I might have thought being reincarnated in another world wasn't so bad for about 0.2 seconds...

But the fact that I had to face such disrespect and be saddled with such a burden because of my low status among nobles drove me nearly insane.

Moreover, under a mere Baron, unless in very special circumstances, someone as lowly as me would rarely get a chance to prove my abilities.

So when I realized I wouldn't even have the opportunity to prove myself and change my fate, I immediately decided to leave... Looking back, it was definitely the right decision.

Karin nodded in understanding.

"That must have been tough."

"You have no idea, Senior. It's a wonder I didn't crack that middle-rank knight's head open for trying to arrange my marriage to a widow."

Karin found my story somewhat amusing and let out a small laugh.

"So I decided that rather than living such a life, I would start as a mercenary and work my way up. After realizing there was nothing good about living as a rural knight, I found a retired mercenary living near the Baron's castle and learned from him about the life of a mercenary and what I needed to do."

The part about learning from a retired mercenary is a lie, but without that, I couldn't explain how I, having grown up relatively comfortably in a knight's family, could adapt so quickly.

Karin nodded in understanding, as if her questions had finally been answered.

"So that's why you told Captain Dalten you wanted to start from the very bottom?"

"I would have liked to start as a senior mercenary if possible, but I heard that those who flaunt their knight family background rarely end well. That's why I made that choice. Thanks to that, I'm getting along well with you, Senior Karin, and everyone in Fior's squad, aren't I?"

"That's true, you're right. You're quite clever, Martin."

I briefly considered whether I should take this opportunity to ask about Karin's past.

Should I listen to her life story now that she's opened up to me and build an even closer relationship, or should I wait for another time...

Just as I made the bold decision to speak up,

Karin covered her mouth with one hand as she yawned, then looked surprised and blushed as she kept her hand over her mouth.

"I'd like to hear more, but I'm unexpectedly sleepy after being on patrol all night. I'm going to turn in now. There probably won't be any combat today, so you should get some rest too."

Seeing her leave just as I was about to ask about her past,

I could tell that while she had definitely become interested in me, Martin Meyer, she wasn't yet willing to allow me into the private domain of her past.

"Well, it seemed like we were starting to have something going, but the road is still damn long. Still, I'm the only one in the squad who has these kinds of personal conversations with Karin, so I'll be satisfied with that for today."

Though I muttered this, I couldn't help but whistle.

After all, things easily gained are easily tired of, but things obtained with difficulty never lose their novelty no matter how long you have them.

Besides, with a beauty like her, I'm confident I'll enjoy every step of the process until I have her in my arms.

"If I gradually establish my position and prove my abilities, there will surely be another opportunity."

Then I went to my tent and retired for the night.

***

Three days later, Captain Dalten decided we needed to settle things with the Tristan Mercenary Company before their reinforcements arrived, so he committed all our forces to battle.

Because of this, our squad ended up in a fierce battle like on the first day, fighting in formation until it eventually devolved into a melee...

"Die, you filthy Tristan mercenary!"

Just like before, I continued to swing my sword and subdue the enemy.

As I continued to perform as well as before, that guy Schmitz who had beaten me last time appeared in the distance, pointing at me with his two-handed sword and said:

"I won't let you escape this time, you milk-breathed brat! This old man will take your head, so come at me if you want to prove you're a man!"

For a moment I considered retreating because of my previous difficult experience, but I felt that if I backed down here, I would end up as just another common, worthless mercenary like those lying around everywhere.

And after revealing my manly ambitions to Karin, I couldn't possibly run away with my tail between my legs without even fighting.

"Fine, you oversized boar-faced brute! I'll turn you into roast wild boar!"

Ch.12 - Overcoming A Formidable Opponent (1)
I provoked Schmitz with all my might, causing his face to turn red and purple as he began to shout wildly.

"You little punk, did you stuff a rag in your mouth? You talk so much shit I thought you were a woman. Let's see if you can keep running that mouth after my blade cuts you in half!"

Schmitz swung his massive two-handed sword at me.

When I first met him, the difference in our skills was so significant that I couldn't follow his blade's movements with my eyes.

Back then, his sword seemed to disappear and reappear in an instant despite my eyes being wide open.

I used to be completely helpless against his incredible attack speed, but now I could see almost all of his sword movements.

Realizing that I could now somewhat track his rapid attacks that I couldn't follow just days ago, I truly felt that this was a game world.

If this were the real world, no matter how many people I'd killed or how much combat experience I'd gained, I couldn't have grown this much in just a few days.

"You're talking like a squirming maggot! Look at this mountain of a man babbling like a little girl. Your mother would be ashamed if she saw you."

He raised his sword above his head, then brought it down while aiming for the gap between my armor and helmet as I stepped aside.

It was a sharp yet powerful attack targeting the narrow gap on the right side of my neck.

I swung my sword to counter his massive two-handed blade after observing the angle of his attack.

Aura, the powerful wave of energy that allows humans to fight beyond their limits against lions, tigers, and bears, emanated from his sword and traveled through my shoulder with a tingling sensation.

My body, which had only just begun to sense Aura but couldn't yet control it, couldn't properly absorb the impact of this attack.

His attack missed the gap in my armor he was aiming for, but the heavy impact of sword meeting sword transferred through my armor to my shoulder.

After blocking just one strike, my arm and shoulder felt numb as if cramping, and my hand and wrist gripping the sword handle felt like they'd been struck with a hammer.

"Ugh... shit. It stings and hurts like I've been electrocuted."

Schmitz looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask, "This bastard took that hit and still isn't dead?" Meanwhile, the Tristan soldiers around us began to mock me.

"Look at this pathetic rookie trying to challenge our brother Schmitz!"
"All that swagger and now look at you! Just become a headless ghost already!"
"The idiot talked big, but one solid hit from our brother and he's about to collapse. Serves you right, asshole!"

The worthless Tristan soldiers around me started condemning me, but I paid no attention to their words.

If my concentration broke for even a moment, that Schmitz bastard would notice and swing his sword like lightning, and my head would instantly roll off my shoulders.

So I ignored the surrounding noise and focused entirely on the human boar in front of me.

Perhaps because my skill level was still low, I couldn't hear or see the minute details like his every breath or the subtle movements of his muscles as described in games.

But I could sense what seemed to be Aura flowing throughout his body, and I could clearly see each of his small movements.

"When I first saw you, I thought you were just some noble knight's son full of yourself with no real skills, but you're better than I expected!"
"This old man may not look it, but I'm a crazy bastard who gave up everything to start from the bottom as a mercenary rather than spend my life as a low-ranking knight in the countryside."

Schmitz heard my words, smirked, and raised his sword again.

"Don't make me laugh, you dog! Even if you have no swagger left, at least say something that makes sense! Who the hell would give up being a knight to start as a lowly mercenary? As a reward for making this old man laugh with your nonsense, I'll take that miserable head of yours!"

With a whooshing sound cutting through the air, his sword flew toward my left waist.

His Aura wouldn't be able to cut through my armor...

He probably intended to immobilize me with the impact and then kill me.

Indeed, it was an excellent attack befitting a skilled mercenary who had risen from the bottom ranks to squad leader and could even wield Aura, albeit clumsily.

Though he looked like a wild boar from some mountain village, his attacking momentum was as sharp as a hawk's.

"If you were planning to meet Lord Martin, you should have at least washed that filthy neck of yours, you ill-mannered boar! You dirty bastard who doesn't even know the courtesy of washing properly! I'm already worried about the stench that will get on my armor when I, Martin, return with your head, you boar!"

"You're going to die anyway, but you sure know how to babble! Did your mother teach you nothing but how to run your mouth like a little girl?"

I gripped my sword tightly, determined to block his blade properly this time.

I could clearly feel the texture of the deerskin wrapped around the sword handle in my tightly clenched fist. I tilted the tip of the sword at an angle.

When Schmitz's heavy strike came flying toward it, a tingling sensation ran through my hand.

"Ugh."

A small groan involuntarily escaped my lips, but I concentrated all my strength, squeezing every muscle in my body from my arms to my waist, legs, and feet.

*I'll definitely kill that bastard today. Last time, I lacked the strength to kill him and suffered the humiliation of defeat, but this time is different. I will definitely kill him.*

I imagined the future after killing him—being praised by other mercenaries including the Ten-Man Captain Fior, and growing closer to Karin through this opportunity.

"You fucking Schmitz! Damn, is your boar-sized body the only thing you can boast about in your life?!"

When I blocked his first attack earlier, the impact was tremendous despite putting all my strength into it, but just now, when I tried blocking with every ounce of my power, it was somewhat manageable.

That feeling hit me all at once, and simultaneously my heartbeat quickened and began to pound rapidly.

A mixture of emotions surged within me—amazement at how quickly my combat ability was growing, confidence that I could really do this, and the thrill that comes with being the victor.

And I felt that the strength I had expended while exchanging blows with him hadn't just been replenished but had actually been enhanced.

They say marathon runners who push beyond their physical limits through sheer willpower eventually experience a phenomenon called "runner's high," where their breathing, stamina, and pulse stabilize...

But I had only been fighting him for a few minutes, and had only withstood severe impacts twice, so such an effect shouldn't have manifested in my body...

*Now, my body must have awakened to Aura.*

As if to prove that thought correct, I properly blocked his next strike, which combined tremendous power with speed.

"You ugly bastard who looks like ground-up boar dick, what? You're calling me a kid? You sound like a bursting baguette."

If I had become completely equal to him in skill, I would have counterattacked immediately after blocking his attack, but I wasn't quite there yet.

Schmitz, perhaps shocked that I had fully withstood his attack, glared at me with a much less composed expression than before.

"Huh, the flimsy kid has grown up? I usually don't fight newcomers with my full strength, but now I need to get serious, you little punk."

In response, I raised my middle finger and mocked him.

"What bullshit, are you making excuses in advance because you think you might lose? Weak loser?"

He seemed to be the type who was fine with mocking others but absolutely couldn't stand being mocked himself.

He immediately swung his sword with much stronger momentum and speed.

If I had faced an attack of this speed when we first crossed swords, I would probably have died on the spot.

*But this body has now awakened to Aura, you orc-looking bastard with your boar-like fat.*

Gripping my sword, I did as I had read many times in fantasy novels in my previous life.

Imagining my heart pumping blood throughout my body, I similarly tried to send the Aura I could sense within me throughout my entire body.

Following the Aura training method that Martin had learned, I breathed in and out slowly but heavily.

At that moment, I felt the mana in the air flowing into my body.

Until just now, deflecting his attacks at an angle had been my limit, but now I felt confident I could block his attacks head-on.

As expected, I was able to withstand his intensified strike without difficulty.

Not stopping there, I stepped forward to settle the real match, imitating Schmitz's previous strike and swinging my sword along the same trajectory.

"Die, you enemy of Squad Leader Max!"

My bastard sword, a relatively light weapon usable with either one or both hands, was stopped by Schmitz's massive two-handed sword.

*Clang!*

The sound of steel meeting steel rang out as sparks flew.

Both Schmitz's sword and mine were deflected in the opposite direction of their intended path due to the repelling force.

But driven by our mutual determination to kill each other, we shook off the strain on our hands and immediately swung our swords again.

Ch.13 - Overcoming A Formidable Opponent (2)
When I first faced him, I was completely overwhelmed. Anyone watching would have thought Schmitz would slice my neck and end the fight in an instant.

But now, the scales of battle were slowly tipping in my favor.

Even so, I had only just reached the point where I could clash swords with him on somewhat equal footing...

"Die, you worthless boar! Stop squealing and offer your neck quietly!"
"Shut your mouth, you little shit. You can barely hold your own against my blade, yet you're acting like you've already won. How amusing!"

He spoke as if I was getting overconfident and letting my guard down, but I wasn't being careless at all.

I had only just gained enough skill to potentially kill Schmitz, the enemy before me. Without any guarantee of definitely killing him, how could I afford to be arrogant or relax?

The moment my concentration wavered, an opening would appear, and he wouldn't hesitate to take my head in an instant.

So I had no intention whatsoever of lowering my guard or becoming complacent until the moment I cut him down, severed his head, and held it high in triumph.

He and I continued fighting, clashing our two-handed swords as we swung them in various directions.

Meanwhile, I could hear the mercenaries from the Tristan Company and my own White Beard Company shouting from the sidelines.

"That new guy—Captain Dalten said he showed promise, but damn! How long has he been here? Already fighting so well. Shit, he's a real monster."
"Lieutenant Schmitz, getting beaten by that idiot would be a disgrace to our company! Crush that knight-looking bastard right now!"
"Lieutenant, rip that bastard's head off like a man! Just like you always do. You can do it!"

Among mercenaries, a lieutenant is comparable to a knight who has just completed his apprenticeship in terms of combat ability, if you're measuring by what nobles prefer.

Right now, there's not a single intermediate or high-ranking knight with Aura Expert skills or above in this place, and with fewer than 200 men in these small mercenary companies fighting each other...

Everyone around us is showing intense interest in the duel between Schmitz and me.

It makes me feel somewhat proud.

If I can go beyond just cutting down weak soldiers in my first battle and take the head of Schmitz, who seems to be a major figure on this battlefield...

I'll be one step closer to achieving the two goals I set when I first possessed this body in this other world: advancement and a harem.

"You pig-faced bastard who only knows how to charge like a boar, with nothing but hardtack in that skull! Your sword strikes are so weak—did you spend all your strength on a whore last night?!"

At my blatant provocation, Schmitz's face reddened, and he breathed heavily.

He looked so much like an actual boar that I couldn't help laughing despite being in the middle of a serious fight.

"Oh, sorry. Your face looks so much like a boar that I couldn't help laughing. I was taught not to laugh at ugly people's faces. Your parents would be heartbroken if they knew."

After I scraped at his nerves like this, Schmitz became as excited as if he'd actually turned into a boar and charged at me recklessly.

"You damn bastard! Don't mock my face! I'll cut your limbs to pieces, you piece of shit!"

Seeing him charge so wildly, I realized his ugly face must have been a sore spot for him.

The enraged Schmitz swung his sword very hard toward the left side of my waist.

"Die, you cock-faced bastard who laughs at people's faces! You deserve to die!"

His attack was simple but heavy and fast. I tilted my sword to receive it.

As the heavy impact traveled down to my hand, I leaned my body and kicked his waist as hard as I could.

With his charging momentum combined with the force of my kick, the muscle-bound body weighing over 100kg flew several meters instantly.

"You damn pig, today I'm going to hear you squeal!"

As I thrust my sword toward his neck as he lay on the ground, Schmitz used the gauntlet on his arm to block my sword and deflect it.

My strike, which had been aimed at his neck, only managed to leave a deep wound on his cheek. From his lying position, Schmitz swung the sword in his right hand toward me.

"Your lifeline is annoyingly tough. Why won't you die, you boar?"

I kicked off the ground and pulled my body back, during which time he got up again, raising dust.

He spat on the ground, then, as if he'd made a firm decision, he charged at me without saying anything, wearing a very serious expression.

The spirit, fighting energy, and determination he showed was so different from before that it almost seemed like he was a different person. The air even felt heavier.

I gripped my sword tightly again and observed his every movement intently.

I hoped to get even the slightest hint of what attack he might launch.

*I can tell something big is coming. Damn, I need to be ready.*

"Die, you damn son of a bitch!"

Schmitz charged straight at me and swung his sword down toward my neck.

From the moment he raised his sword, it moved so fast that I could hear it cutting through the air, and when he brought it down, the sword moved as quickly as lightning.

I had expected something big, but I hadn't anticipated such a powerful strike, so I was momentarily bewildered.

Damn, that's powerful.

The bastard who launched this attack at me wore an expression that mocked, "No matter how good you think you are, you won't be able to block this."

*Shit, but I can't lose to a mere mercenary lieutenant who doesn't even qualify as a proper low-ranking knight. I didn't give up my guaranteed position as a rural knight for that.*

With that thought, I composed myself and naturally adjusted my body into a stance suitable for blocking his attack.

I tilted the tip of my sword to the left to block the downward strike coming toward my head.

Schmitz's sword slid down my two-handed sword just as I had anticipated, and his posture faltered.

When his supposedly decisive blow missed, he looked up at me with an expression that said, "What? This can't be happening."

"Die, you boar-dick-faced bastard."

I struck his neck faster than he could swing his sword upward.

I felt that unique sensation of a sword cutting through a person's neck in my hands, and finally, his head separated from his shoulders.

His massive body, weighing over 100kg, lost its strength and collapsed with blood gushing out like a fountain.

I had killed my opponent, Schmitz, with whom I had been fighting fiercely for my life just moments ago.

The gazes of several members from both the Tristan Company and my White Beard Company focused on me.

I quickly grabbed Schmitz's head with my left hand, held it high, and shouted:

"Martin Meyer of Fior's Ten-man Squad of the White Beard Company has taken the head of Lieutenant Schmitz of the Tristan Company!"

If this battle had involved thousands of men, no one would boast like this unless they had taken the head of a true big shot like a high-ranking knight or baron...

But the battlefield I'm fighting on now is a small battle with only about 300 men in total from both sides, so even a lieutenant is considered important enough.

So now is the time to boast to break the enemy's morale and raise my reputation.

"Shit, the lieutenant's head was taken by that new guy! Schmitz was killed by that bastard Martin Meyer!"
"Damn it! Regroup now! We need more men to deal with that bastard!"
"Fuck, that motherless dog has ruined everything."

The Tristan Company mercenaries looked at me with fearful eyes or formed defensive lines, their morale visibly dropping.

At the same time, those belonging to the White Beard Company, not wanting to miss this opportunity, excitedly shouted and jumped into the melee with their swords drawn.

I was about to join the battle too when Captain Dalten, who had appeared out of nowhere, grabbed my shoulder.

"Captain, I can still fight! Just give me the chance."

When I said that, Dalten smirked.

"We have to give others a chance to earn merit too. It's not good for you to take all the glory, you little—I mean, Martin. So leave this to the others and fall back."

When I heard those words, I felt both disappointed and a bit resentful at not being able to contribute more, but thinking rationally, I realized that if I, a mere newcomer, took all the glory, my future as a mercenary might become difficult.

Above all, the amazing fact that Captain Dalten had finally called me by my name!

He had recognized me as a proper mercenary.

I felt proud to be acknowledged, though also disappointed that I couldn't do more here.

"Understood."

Dalten patted my back as if I were a child.

"Hey, kid, I didn't do half as well as you in my first battle. So wipe that look off your face. I'll show you something good instead."

After saying that, Dalten turned his head toward where the Tristan Company was, gripped his sword, and awakened his Aura.

"Young one, I don't know if you'll ever reach this level, but watch carefully and learn. This is the difference between a common soldier and a knight. Well, I'm a mercenary, not a knight, but it should be instructive enough."

Then I could feel Aura flowing through Dalten's body.

Unlike Schmitz, this was a definite Aura, flowing neatly and in an orderly fashion. Here, I sensed a huge wall between us.

"And this is the difference between elite or top-tier knights and ordinary knights!"

With those words, Dalten's body was covered in a deep blue Aura so thick that even a layperson could see it.

As if telling me to watch, he drew his sword and raised it, and even the blade was covered with a very thin mist-like blue membrane.

That was the realm of the Aura Expert, the level considered powerful in this game world.

"I'm in this mess because my relationship with that damn Count went south, but originally, I was this impressive."

According to Dalten's background that I learned while playing the game, he was a high-ranking knight of a certain Count's family, but five years ago, he was framed with an absurd false accusation and ended up like this.

So he was truly remarkable—no, the fact that he built a mercenary company of this size in just five years with his reputation and skills proves he really is an amazing person.

After saying that, Dalten kicked the ground and immediately jumped into the battlefield.

"Dalten von Prime, Captain of the White Beard Company, has come to deliver divine punishment to the Tristan bastards!"

He swung his sword without regard for the enemy soldier's steel breastplate.

Normally, the sword should have been stopped by the breastplate, but the sword wielded by an Aura Expert warrior cleanly cut through both the steel breastplate and the body in half.

A scene only possible in a game world—I was captivated by that fantastical sight.

I followed behind him, straining my eyes to see if there was anything more I could learn, but due to the enormous skill gap between us, I couldn't learn much.

But my heart was racing.

Because I had the expectation that someday I too would reach that level.

And on that day, our White Beard Company achieved a great victory in battle.

Ch.14 - I Won't Be A Knight (1)
Baron Tillen bestowed a massive amount of alcohol, meat, and reward money upon our White Beard Mercenary Company for our victory in the war. Countless camp merchants swarmed around us like locusts, eyeing our bulging purses.

"Magnificent brothers of the White Beard Mercenary Company who defeated those damned Tristan mercenaries! Come, come! Have some meat, and if that's not enough, buy some cheese and soft wheat bread! Ten silver coins for a chunk of cheese, three for bread!"
"How about a magical soup so delicious two can eat it and one might die without knowing why? Just one silver coin per bowl!"
"Grilled silver fish, a specialty of Baron Tillen's territory! Perfectly grilled with just the right amount of salt—it'll steal your bread! Three silver coins for ten fish!"

The White Beard mercenaries, having exerted themselves during the war and with their strength depleted, celebrated their great victory by gorging themselves on alcohol and meat.

"Fior's Ten-man Squad, gather up!"

At those words, all of us mercenaries in Fior's squad turned to look at him.

"Today, damn it, get whatever the hell you want to eat! I, the great Fior, will pay for everything as your squad leader! Whether it's something ridiculously expensive or that damn 'magical soup,' there's no price limit! Get whatever you fancy!"

This was the same Fior that Karin had badmouthed as a miser when we were alone.

If he had acted like this normally, I would have thought his time had finally come.

Because this man never spent money on anything except investments in himself, like paying for prostitutes or buying weapons and armor.

*Thanks to me, he was selected as the best ten-man squad and received a bonus of ten gold coins—three months' worth of salary—separate from the reward given to individuals. He has to at least pretend to be generous if he doesn't want trouble.*

If he tried to keep it all for himself, he would lose respect within the squad and be branded an outcast, quickly becoming a mercenary excluded from the ranks. After that, he might even have to leave the profession altogether.

In this situation, everyone grabbed expensive items they normally could only drool over but never dared to buy from the camp merchants.

Fine grape wine, soft bread loaded with butter and milk, roast beef, salmon meunière, and other luxurious foods.

And Karin, as if trying to show off that she was a woman, bought a cake topped with whipped cream.

Usually, she had no problem eating rough, mercenary-like food such as beer and pork legs, but seeing this girlish side of her made me think she was even cuter.

Fior briefly made a face as if wondering how much money was being spent, but since it was impossible for him to keep the best squad bonus all to himself anyway...

"You damn bastards, do I look like a money bag to you? Go ahead, rip my belly open, you shits."

Senior Mercenary Miller responded to that.

"Squad Leader, isn't it true that you received those ten gold coins because Martin and all of us did well? At this rate, it seems like you could even replace all our swords and spears, don't you think?"

"I can't replace your weapons, but since it's money the whole squad earned... Fine, I'll pay for everyone to enjoy prostitutes tonight. Let's go shake our hips until they break!"

"Squad Leader, you're fucking awesome. Anton, you little shit, run and book the most expensive prostitutes right now. Let's empty the Squad Leader's wallet!"

Having successfully opened their stingy squad leader's wallet, Fior's ten-man squad began to feast on the alcohol and meat bestowed by the Baron, along with all the food they had bought from the camp merchants.

Meanwhile, Fior poured fine grape wine into my cup and laughed heartily.

"Martin, you crazy bastard, I thought you were a promising son of a bitch from the first time I saw you, but honestly, isn't this too much?"

"Excuse me?"

"Cut the crap. Honestly, new recruits are usually just baggage when they first join. But a little shit like you comes in and immediately takes down that bastard Adolf, and now you've even taken the head of that boar-like platoon leader Schmitz."

At times like this, false modesty wouldn't be appropriate.

Most of my achievements in this battle were due to my personal abilities, and praising Fior as the squad leader would only come across as mockery.

"I guess being a mercenary suits me well."

This must have been the right answer, as Fior suddenly burst into laughter.

"Yeah, honestly, someone like you could be said to have been born to be a mercenary. Let's talk man to man, candidly."

Desire was now blazing in Fior's eyes as he whispered in a voice only I could hear.

"You must have heard from Captain Dalten that in other mercenary companies, young masters born into knight families who've fallen on hard times usually start as senior mercenaries right away. Not in our company, though. But someone like you, now that you've proven your abilities, unlike those other worthless young masters, will soon be treated as a senior mercenary with double the pay."

"Is that so."

But perhaps whispering only to me backfired?

Everyone's attention was now focused on Fior and me.

Senior Mercenary Miller and the other mercenaries—who had to work for years to earn the senior mercenary rank—now heard that I would be promoted after just one battle.

The men who had been happily eating and chatting just moments ago now looked at me with expressions that seemed both envious and disgusted, as if their cousin had just bought land.

However, since I had thoroughly proven my abilities, although they all wore sour expressions, no one could object.

Among them, only Karin gave me a slight smile, as if pleased for me.

She's pretty and has a good personality—ah, I want to make her mine by any means necessary.

"Stop looking elsewhere, you idiot."

"I'm sorry."

"No need to apologize. This was practically decided the moment you took that boar's head. There won't be any changes. But the question is... are you thinking of moving to another squad when you become a senior mercenary? Surely you're not planning to forget how I took care of you since you were a worthless newbie and leave for another squad?"

To be honest, joining any other squad would probably be better for my career than staying under this guy.

But if I leave, I won't be in the same squad as Karin anymore.

Then I won't have these natural opportunities to talk with her, and all the goodwill I've built up might come crashing down like a carefully constructed tower.

*Damn, this really doesn't seem right.*

I glanced briefly at Karin before answering.

"Where would I go without you, Squad Leader Fior? A man born with a dick should have loyalty."

Hearing my words, Fior started running his mouth as if he would give me his liver and gallbladder.

"From what I see, Martin, you're so damn talented that you might become a squad leader within two years. So if I team up with you and excel, I could become a platoon leader while you become a squad leader. Wouldn't that be great? Right?"

...Well, squad leader is a position anyone can reach if they've put in enough time as a mercenary.

But platoon leader is different. You need to work yourself to death and be able to handle low-level Aura like I do.

But this Fior guy is good at nothing except wearing an armband as a squad leader... Wouldn't it be impossible for him to reach that rank even if he died and came back to life?

Still, isn't appropriate flattery essential in social life?

"I might have a chance, but you're already there, Squad Leader Fior."

"Oh come on, don't bullshit me. Senior Martin, you're talking nonsense."

While I was busy flattering him, someone tapped me on the shoulder.

When I turned around, Captain Dalten was standing there with a scary expression—smiling mouth but angry eyes.

He sighed as he nudged Fior.

"Hey, you shameless bastard. Even if Martin is a rookie, how can a squad leader like you sit there rubbing your palms together, trying to ride a newbie's coattails to success?"

"Haha, well, my role is to guide new recruits properly..."

"You talk too much for someone whose only pride in life is how long you've been around. Did someone drill a hole in your mouth to stick a dick in? Anyway, Martin, you come with me."

When I hesitated for a moment, Dalten grabbed the back of my neck and lifted me up easily with one hand, saying:

"This is fucking annoying, but I need to talk to you for a moment. It's not really your fault, but... damn, I don't know why things are going this way."

What the hell happened that he needs to drag me away so suddenly? But he said it's not my fault, so I can't even guess what this is about.

I followed Dalten while wondering what the hell was going on.

Dalten stopped and suddenly asked:

"I'm asking just in case, but you really don't give a shit about becoming a knight, right?"

What's with this person all of a sudden?

"Baron Tillen is talking nonsense about wanting to make you a knight! What do you think about that, you bastard!"

Ch.15 - I Won't Be A Knight (2)
Dalten suddenly threw a question at me out of nowhere, and without giving me a chance to respond to my stunned expression, he just dragged me into his tent.

Inside the fairly large tent, about 50 square meters, there was not only the captain's armor and sword, but also expensive items like high-quality wine in glass bottles.

And that wasn't all—a beautiful young woman with large breasts wearing a short-skirted maid uniform was ready to serve.

A mere mercenary captain, not even a nobleman, carrying such valuable items in a simple mobile tent and being served by a beautiful girl...

Damn, is this why people say you should focus on success first, no matter what you do?

Ever since I was reincarnated into this world, I had been thinking I needed to climb up by any means necessary, and I'd been rushing forward without hesitation... but seeing this scene made me think I really needed to run even harder with absolute determination.

And while I was surprised and envious of these things, my earlier bewilderment was pushed to the back of my mind.

As I was looking around at all these precious items and the maid that I'd never seen before since being reincarnated into this game world, Dalten slapped me on the back with his palm.

Then he put on an act of trying to seem cheerful despite clearly being in a foul mood.

"What the hell are you gawking at this trivial stuff for? That bastard Tillen asking if you want to become a knight for a baron's family is way more outrageous and absurd."

"I'm sorry."

"Nothing to be sorry about. Honestly, it's natural to be surprised that a nobody like me who only leads a mercenary band of 150 men has such luxurious items and even keeps a pretty maid like Milia."

Dalten looked at me and smiled briefly, then signaled to the maid named Milia with a gesture.

Milia naturally took out two wine glasses and filled one to the brim with the premium wine I had been eyeing.

"I don't care about other wines, but drink this one slowly like you're some nobleman, savoring the taste. It costs over 2 gold per bottle, fucking expensive. When you hear some bullshit, drinking delicious wine helps calm you down."

According to the official setting, 1 gold was equivalent to about 1.5 million Korean won.

In this world's economy, that was quite a large sum that could buy a decent quality sword or a crude cloth armor, but this wine cost more than twice that amount.

When I took the glass, my hand trembled for a moment out of nervousness, but I pretended otherwise and savored the wine.

A harmonious blend of bitter taste like dark chocolate and a very slight sourness filled my mouth, while my nose was filled with the scent of grapes.

*Even the supposedly high-quality wine I drank in the Fior Ten-man Squad was just bitter grape juice compared to this.*

While thinking that, I also recalled what Baron Tillen had just asked me about becoming a knight.

Dalten looked at me with a smirking smile.

"You look like a country bumpkin tasting fine wine for the first time. Still, I'm glad you appreciate it. Anyway, I told you to come with me because something shitty happened, though it's not your fault, right?"

"Yes, that's what you said."

"Damn, you..."

Just then, there was a sound of someone clearing their throat, and as the tent door opened, a man wearing what was obviously an expensive silk outfit entered.

Anyone could tell at a glance that he was a person of noble status.

Dalten and I both stood up simultaneously, and following his lead, I bowed my head according to proper etiquette.

"Raise your heads and sit comfortably. Captain Dalten. And you, mercenary—no, Martin Meyer."

Following his instruction to sit comfortably, the man looked me over with interest.

"It's common enough for second or third sons from knight families to become mercenaries to make a living... but Martin Meyer, someone with your exceptional combat skills and outstanding situational analysis abilities is certainly rare."

"I'm honored, my lord."

"Even though you were born in a knight family and learned swordsmanship, it's impressive that you cut down a ten-man squad leader in your first deployment and defeated an enemy platoon leader who could use Aura. And to even discover Baron Casino's evil plan in advance and allow us to prepare! The Baron specifically said that you made the greatest contribution in this war after hearing about your exploits."

After saying that, the attendant extended his hand to me for a handshake.

Well, strictly speaking, since I am from a knight family, I'm not of extremely low status, so it's possible for someone to offer me a handshake...

But right now, I'm just a new recruit in a mercenary band, and this guy, judging by his clothes alone, is at least a director-level figure in Baron Tillen's medium-sized enterprise.

I was dumbfounded that he would approach me so amicably, but refusing a handshake would be extremely impolite according to etiquette.

So I immediately extended my hand and accepted the handshake.

"Ahem, so Baron Tillen has a glorious offer for you, since you don't have a family to serve..."

Dalten cut him off abruptly.

"Martin, I need to talk with Lord Holmes here for a moment. You go outside for now."

And with that, Dalten kicked me out of the tent.

**

Baron Tillen's mansion.

The owner of this mansion, Baron Tillen, sighed and grumbled.

"...White Beard Mercenaries, these bastards are truly greedy. Like mercenaries tend to be, they grab onto any good-looking talent and refuse to let go, like greedy pigs."

Despite his harsh words, Baron Tillen didn't actually view them that badly.

The captain of this mercenary band, Dalten, had kept his promise and won the war against Baron Casino, bringing victory.

*And that damned man even brought me evidence that they were planning to dirty our honorable duel war by secretly mobilizing more troops to trap us in an impossible situation. Thanks to that, I can use it as leverage to extract more from them.*

Since they had brought him an unexpected windfall, Baron Tillen, with his overflowing ambition, had no reason to dislike this mercenary band.

"Head butler, bring me my signet ring."

"Yes, my lord. But to whom are you planning to write a personal letter?"

Baron Tillen smiled slyly.

"I'm trying to somehow entice that Martin Meyer. I've discreetly inquired about him through others, and it seems he became a mercenary because he disliked being looked down upon in noble society as a member of a rural low-ranking knight family. So if I promise to take him in as my direct knight and treat him preciously, throwing massive benefits his way, wouldn't he surely become mine?"

"...My lord, your appetite for talent is insatiable."

Instead of denying it, Tillen smiled wickedly and said:

"I can't pinpoint exactly why, but isn't the current political situation extremely chaotic? His Majesty the Emperor is gravely ill and could pass away at any time, and the Crown Prince died of food poisoning last year after drinking bad milk. So before long, there will be a civil war for the imperial throne in this country."

"That will indeed happen."

Tillen spoke more, or rather much more honestly this time:

"Sebastian, because of this shackle called a barony, I've had to bow my head every time to that fat pig Baron Schwein above our territory. I've lived like this for 20 damn years since inheriting this barony."

"..."

"If civil war breaks out, our barony might be destroyed in the process. But if we firmly support someone who will become Emperor, and earn significant merits in the process, we can end this damn barony. And a miraculous celebration of rising to Count, or perhaps even Margrave, might occur. But there's a prerequisite for this."

The head butler sighed and said:

"We need to gather as many outstanding talents as possible."

"That's why I need talented individuals like Martin Meyer. So although it's a bit much, I'm planning to write a personal letter promising good treatment. This was his first deployment, yet he performed this well. If we wait until later, he won't be swayed even if we offer a fortune. So we must catch him right now. Don't you agree?"

The head butler thought that unless the man was crazy, Martin would likely accept the offer.

"Indeed."

"So ask him in advance if he's willing to come to me, and if he refuses, show him my personal letter directly. Even if he plays hard to get, he won't be able to resist after seeing this."

Ch.16 - I Won't Be A Knight (3)
Inside the tent, loud voices were exchanged before suddenly falling silent.

Wondering what was happening, I turned around to see Dalten walking out of the barracks tent.

He looked at me and sighed before speaking.

"Damn, this is bullshit. How the hell could this happen?"

I cautiously asked, "Excuse me, what happened?"

Dalten looked at me and momentarily raised his fist as if about to hit me in anger, but then lowered his arm and grabbed my shoulder.

"The details would make me explode, so I'm not saying shit. Just shut your mouth and go into that tent to talk with Lord Holmes."

If I asked any more questions, I'd probably get grabbed by the collar and slammed to the ground.

"Yes, understood."

"Damn it, do whatever the hell you want. Accept his offer or stay under me. Either way, neither I nor Baron Tillen can hold it against you. Shit, this is such a mess."

If you just considered his words, it might sound like parents saying "your life is yours, do as you please" while offering unconditional support.

But what Dalten really wanted to say was probably:

"I'd prefer if you stayed with me. The other side can't touch you even if you choose that way. Damn you."

Leaving him behind, I immediately entered the tent where Holmes was waiting.

Holmes gave me an uncomfortably friendly smile when he saw me.

If it were a beauty like Karin, that would be one thing, but having a middle-aged nobleman giving me such a meaningful look was unbearably awkward.

*Damn, I know social life always requires managing your expression no matter how shitty things get, but isn't this crossing a line?*

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all. I'm grateful you're taking such consideration for me."

"Your parents seem to have taught you well about noble manners and dignity. I'm sure the Baron would like you when he sees you."

Wait, I never said I was joining you?

Why is he talking as if my becoming Baron Tillen's knight is already decided? Has he gone mad from drinking an entire barrel of wishful thinking?

Holmes, oblivious to my disbelief, handed me an impressive-looking scroll he was holding in his right hand.

In the center of the scroll was a seal pressed in melted wax, indicating it was an authoritative document written directly by the Baron.

As I was merely from a knight's family and the owner of this letter was a Baron, far above me in nobility, I knelt on one knee and bowed my head according to protocol.

"I, Antonio von Tillen, the rightful lord of the Tillen Barony, hereby speak. You, Martin Meyer, despite this being your first battle, have performed admirably by defeating an enemy squad of ten and beheading the enemy platoon leader after awakening your Aura. Furthermore, you identified Baron Casino's wicked plot in advance, saving me from a precarious situation, for which I express my gratitude."

Nobles bear extremely heavy responsibility for their words.

If a person of high standing arbitrarily changed their words according to circumstances and moods, their authority and power—their lifeline—would instantly plummet.

And among such statements, expressing gratitude and appreciation carries the heaviest weight.

This essentially grants me the right to use his gratitude to extract something from him.

"Therefore, having taken interest in you and inquired about your circumstances, I have learned that you became a Mercenary after feeling deprived due to your humble status and unfair treatment in the Schwein Viscount family you previously served."

Though I'm considered upper class as a knight in this world, a Baron is an exalted person who rules over at least ten thousand people.

For such a person, if he wanted to recruit someone like me, a simple "become my knight" would suffice, yet he showed the consideration of investigating my background—it's almost touching.

"It is truly regrettable that a talent like yours remains in a mercenary company, unable to properly demonstrate your exceptional abilities. Thus, I wish to make you my direct knight. While I cannot grant you territory, I will provide two servants, a monthly salary of 10 gold, and arrange a marriage with a lady from a suitable family. If this is satisfactory, accept my offer and serve me, Baron Tillen, displaying your valor and talent."

After reading the entire content, Holmes looked at me with a triumphant expression.

His eyes seemed to say:

"Though you may have talent, you're still a poor country bumpkin, and the Baron is offering to change your fate—there's no way you'd refuse such an offer."

He's not entirely wrong. If someone in my exact position were offered this, a hundred out of a hundred would bow deeply and eagerly accept.

Becoming the Baron's knight would be like getting a stable government job with a fat salary, even if it wasn't the spectacular success I'd aimed for.

And if I demonstrated more ability under him, my treatment would improve accordingly, allowing me to gather pretty girls for my own harem and live a relatively honorable and respected life.

So this offer is definitely not bad for me.

In fact, it's almost too good for someone in my current position.

"The Baron greatly looks forward to welcoming a talent like you. I believe someone as wise as you wouldn't let go of this lifeline...?"

As generous as the offer is, I have absolutely no intention of accepting Baron Tillen's proposal.

This might sound absurd, but if I become a "Baron's knight," there's a clear limit to my advancement, no matter how much I achieve.

It's like two new employees with identical abilities entering a large corporation versus a small company—regardless of their capabilities, their potential positions and treatment are determined by the capacity of the organization they belong to.

Therefore, while this offer is appreciated, it's not enough to hook someone like me who aims for advancement, honor, power, and a harem.

I bowed my head and responded respectfully:

"While I'm deeply honored by such a generous offer, I must humbly decline your kindness."

Holmes's expression momentarily twisted into something bizarre.

"...This would be an unparalleled opportunity for you, wouldn't it? Without disrespecting your abilities, aren't you still a rookie mercenary without a proper position?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"Do you think you'll receive such a generous offer again? I'll pretend I didn't hear your refusal, considering it the impulsive words of a young man."

Impulsive words? Does he think I rejected this offer with some childish mindset?

I calculated the losses and gains thoroughly before declining.

So I answered with a confident voice:

"The Baron's offer would be a lifelong honor for me. However, I am merely a mercenary who has just completed his first deployment. If someone as inadequate as myself were to become the Baron's knight without properly proving my abilities, I believe I would only be a burden to Baron Tillen."

Hearing this, Holmes gave me a more favorable smile.

"You needn't worry about that. Even those born into other knight families aren't all proficient from the start. The Baron has considered all these factors before making his recommendation."

Baron Tillen's desire to employ me seems genuine, which makes me feel slightly guilty, but if I join under him now, things would end with Karin, with whom I'm just starting to develop a relationship.

If I were going to give up both the beautiful blonde Karin with her great style and straightforward personality, and the opportunity to grow my abilities, I wouldn't have shown off so much in my first battle.

"No, my skills are still lacking. No matter how good the opportunity, I cannot serve a lord as a knight in this state. Therefore, I wish to build my skills further as a mercenary."

Hearing my words, Holmes spoke as if genuinely disappointed:

"If that's truly how you feel, what more can I say? It's truly regrettable."

It might seem strange that Holmes so easily gives up on this order that involves the Baron's reputation, but as Dalten said, unless Baron Tillen is insane...

If he were to take talent from the mercenary company without consent or penalize someone for not complying, he would face significant disadvantages when hiring other mercenaries in the future.

Mercenaries fight in exchange for money, risking their lives; they aren't the Baron's subordinates, so treating them arbitrarily would make them unwilling to work for him again.

"Then there's nothing to be done. Nothing at all. I sincerely wish you well."

With those words, Holmes quietly departed.

As soon as I finished my conversation with Holmes, I headed outside where Captain Dalten was sighing heavily.

Dalten looked at me with a worried expression as soon as he saw me.

"Hey, damn it. So what did you decide? Are you going to be a knight? If that's what you want, I won't stop you. Honestly, with your limited achievements, becoming a knight now would just make you shit blood. Personally, I think you shouldn't..."

"Thank you for your advice, but I decided to decline. I felt there was more to learn under Captain Dalten..."

Hearing this, he delivered a sharp flick to my head.

"You little shit, what's with the flattery? If you do that one more time, I'll throw you out just like I did with Albert."

"I'll correct myself, Captain!"

"Still, thanks for sticking with me, you bastard. When we get back, write a detailed explanation of why you declined the appointment and give it to me tonight. The Baron himself might read it, so include plenty of that embarrassing talk about honor and such. I'm counting on your writing skills, you punk."

**

And so I spent a long time writing a letter apologizing to the Baron for declining his knighthood offer.

"Damn, I really miss ballpoint pens. This cheap fountain pen is too difficult to use."

I shook my hand holding the wooden pen handle, feeling my stiff wrist loosen a bit.

"Still, I've written enough that the Baron shouldn't find fault with it. And since my achievements were significant, I'll probably receive a greater reward than Platoon Leader Fior..."

Thanks to Baron Tillen's timely knighthood request, my value has skyrocketed, so won't Dalten be quite generous?

Since the Baron acknowledged my performance, for the sake of his own reputation...

He'll probably pay handsomely? Just thinking about it makes my heart race.

After finishing the letter, I was walking to deliver it to Dalten when I heard Karin's voice from behind.

"Sorry for eavesdropping, but I heard everything. Baron Tillen offered you a knighthood? I was happy thinking we could do well together, but you're already going so far. Congratulations, Martin."

Did Karin overhear when I was talking with Captain Dalten and Holmes?

I'm terribly flustered and about to lose my mind.

Still, trying to appear calm and nonchalant, I took a small breath and answered:

"Actually, I declined that offer."

Ch.17 - I Won't Be A Knight (4)
Karin's face showed shock as she heard my words and shouted.

"Why on earth? I know it's not my place to say, but if you became the Baron's knight... you could have several pretty women just like you wanted?"

She was showing emotion and even raising her voice—quite unlike her usual cool demeanor where she rarely displayed her feelings.

"As I told you when we first met, Senior..."
"That's not what I'm asking! You could do well as a knight in the Baron's house. You might even rise to become a senior knight! So why are you giving up?"

Her concern for my success seemed genuine.

She was like a completely different person from the calm and cool-headed Karin I knew.

Though I was quite flustered inside, I shrugged my shoulders and answered nonchalantly as if it were nothing.

"Didn't I tell you when we first met, Senior Karin? That I want to rise so high that everyone would envy me. I can't be satisfied with being just a knight to some Baron."

Karin seemed dumbfounded by my answer and responded even more emotionally.

"But you'd be going from a mere mercenary to the Baron's knight. You might not get your own territory right away, but you'd be paid well. You could become a respected noble."
"Well, obviously my goal..."
"Don't be ridiculous. Goals are goals, but reality is reality."

In dramas, this would be where I'd say something like, "How could I leave when you're here? If I could be with you, I'd gladly throw away money, honor, and everything else," followed by a confession of love that would lead straight to a romantic climax...

But my relationship with Karin wasn't even close to that—we had only just begun to acknowledge each other's personal charm.

In company terms, we were like a female supervisor who was starting to get along with a male rookie employee. If I suddenly confessed my love here, we'd both become awkward and naturally drift apart.

So it seemed better to appeal to my potential, abilities, and ambition.

*Even if she didn't see it when we first met, after returning from the reconnaissance mission, Karin has been looking favorably at me chasing my dreams. This should work.*

"Why would I regret it? A man doesn't regret decisions once made. If I were going to bend to an offer like this, I wouldn't have risked my life showing off in the first battle."
"True, most mercenaries would be praised just for standing upright in their first battle. You were quite different."

Even if I chose to accept the commission and serve under the Baron, regardless of my choice, the Grantz Kingdom that Baron Tillen belongs to would soon fall into civil war due to succession disputes.

The Baron, being too greedy, would support a royal with mediocre abilities to raise his own value, which would ultimately destroy his house.

Working as a knight under such a person would be good for only 1-2 years at most.

Better to remain as the youngest member of the White Beard Mercenary Company for now, where all the heroines of this game world pass through at some point—that's better in the long run.

Unaware of these circumstances, Karin looked perplexed at my words.

However, I could see in her eyes exactly what I had hoped for—interest in me had been sparked.

She stared into my eyes for nearly a minute, as if trying to analyze whether I was lying or just showing off, then smiled broadly for the first time.

"Really? That's just like you—just as you said when we first met that you wanted to rise to become a mercenary captain or a noble with a title. A man should live with big dreams. It would be too wasteful for you to stop at being just some Baron's knight, too wasteful."

That smile, bright as the sun, captivated me for a moment.

Karin approached me step by step and gestured for me to sit by the campfire.

After taking a seat by the fire, Karin sat facing me with some distance between us, looking at me with an expression that seemed to say she envied me.

"I thought you were impressive when you performed well in your first battle, but you really are amazing. Other guys would accept such an offer without hesitation, bowing deeply. But you rejected that great offer because it would interfere with pursuing your dream. Truly amazing."
"It's not that impressive. I'm just trying to do what I want and run toward my goal without getting distracted."

I can do this because Martin Meyer, the original owner of this body, had decent combat abilities, and my head is filled with an enormous amount of information about this game.

But to Karin, who doesn't know this, I must appear as:

A determined and ambitious man who chose the precarious life of a mercenary for the sake of his dreams.

Karin looked at the campfire with reminiscent eyes.

"I'm only telling you this, Martin. I became a mercenary because I didn't want to marry the partner the elven village chief had chosen for me."

In this fantasy game world, from kings at the top to sometimes even serfs at the bottom of the social pyramid, it's common for people to marry partners chosen by others.

So it's possible that the blonde elf Karin beside me once had a fiancé.

Karin sighed.

"I thought I should accept it since that's how everyone else gets married, but by chance or fortune, I had the opportunity to see that man in person. It was quite a sight. He seemed wealthy enough, but he was hideously ugly and so lustful for women... Even when meeting me for the first time, he came with women on both arms."

Looking at her expression, I could sense genuine disgust.

"That filthy man, who was supposedly my fiancé, groped my thighs, buttocks, and breasts with his dirty hands at our first meeting. Then he said to me..."
"What did he say?"

Karin sighed in exasperation, beyond anger.

"He said he was a mid-ranking knight of the Belmail Duchy, and if I became his fifth concubine, he would ensure my parents wouldn't have financial difficulties and that I would live a wealthy life without money worries. All he wanted from me was to share his bed every night. It was so disgusting. I'd rather die than live like that."

I also thought about jumping off the castle wall to my death when they told me to marry a 40-something widow who clearly weighed over 80kg at the Carlisle Baron's house.

Karin must have thought that she'd rather die than marry such a bastard.

"So I became a mercenary and escaped that idiot. But when I joined the mercenary company, it was completely male-dominated. Since I carried weapons, they wouldn't force themselves on me, but when I was a rookie, some seniors would try to grope me whenever they got drunk, using their seniority as an excuse. And that damn bastard Albert kept insisting I would eventually become his woman and should stop resisting! Captain Fior, that asshole, would occasionally spout nonsense about how I should enjoy life's pleasures since I was born, saying saving myself would be a waste."

Karin started pouring out the resentment she had been holding inside, like someone drunk even though she hadn't been drinking.

"I became a mercenary like you, Martin, to prove my abilities and live freely while being recognized by everyone. But my skills are still lacking, and that..."

Karin took out a book she always carried and showed it to me.

"Like you said, I also want to fall in love, hear someone whisper that they love me, and have s-sex."

Her face turned completely red, clearly revealing that she had no experience with romance in her life.

"I don't want the kind of loveless relationship that Captain Fior and those guys have."
"I feel the same way."

This is my honest feeling. There's nothing to gain from sleeping with a woman you don't love except physical pleasure, and I'm not risking my life fighting as a mercenary to rise and create a harem just for that.

Karin smiled slightly.

"Having lived like this, when I heard your reason for leaving knighthood during our reconnaissance mission, I really empathized with you. You were in a similar environment and made a similar choice to become a mercenary."

I was honestly surprised to hear Karin's reason for becoming a mercenary.

Since she wasn't a character that appeared in the game, I had no prior information about her, so I never dreamed she would have a backstory similar to what I experienced after reincarnating into this body.

"So I felt a bit jealous. I've worked hard for five years to barely become a senior mercenary, but you received an offer to become a knight after being recognized by Baron Tillen in your first mission."
"Senior Karin."

Karin shook her head and smiled brightly.

"But after hearing your story, Martin, that jealousy seems pointless. You are you, and I am me."
"Senior Karin."
"So from now on, I'll support your goals from the sidelines."

At first glance, her words sounded like she had fallen for me, making my heart race.

But reading the hidden emotions, it was pure goodwill toward me, with no sign of romantic feelings yet.

*Still, having come this far, it seems like we're getting close. The day I'll make her truly mine isn't far off.*

"Thank you for your support, Senior."
"No need. I'm going to bed now. And when it's just the two of us, just call me Karin."

Only a fool would refuse what's offered.

"Ah, Karin. Sleep well."

Then I went straight to Dalten and handed him the letter declining Baron Tillen's offer.

Ch.18 - Fox Magical Girl, Lucia (1)
A week later, Dalten gathered all the members of our mercenary company.

"Baron Tillen is so damn boring, shit. He spent a whole week reviewing rewards for a mercenary company with less than 150 people."
"Well, Dalten said he was almost moved to tears because the baron didn't try any bullshit tricks to withhold our rewards."
"I don't understand why nobles always have to act like such assholes."

While it sounds like they're all badmouthing the baron, right now there's probably not a single person in the White Beard Mercenary Company who dislikes Baron Tillen.

I can say this with confidence because today is the long-awaited victory celebration where the baron will be handing out generous bonuses to everyone.

Proving my point, Captain Dalten climbed onto the temporary platform with a grin stretching from ear to ear.

Judging by that ear-to-ear smile, the mercenary captain must have secured himself a ridiculously large personal bonus.

*Damn, I think I'll get a lot too, but thinking about the captain makes my stomach hurt.*

"Everyone, pay attention! If anyone can't hear well, clean out your damn ears and listen carefully. Today's the reward day you've all been waiting for, with bonuses from both the baron and the mercenary company."

All the mercenaries, including myself, responded with loud cheers.

Dalten began announcing the rewards, starting with the newcomers except for me, then proceeding in order of seniority among the 150 members, highlighting those who had performed exceptionally well.

Honestly, I wish he'd just post a notice stating who gets what bonus and promotion, all at once.

But our mercenary company's Captain Dalten loves showing off, so he annoyingly recites everything one by one.

"Charles Squad Senior Mercenary William, five gold coins for killing three enemy soldiers! Fior Squad Senior Mercenary Karin, twelve gold coins for sniping and killing six enemy soldiers with arrows and for extracting crucial enemy information that contributed to our victory!"

The strange thing is, even though we've been standing here for ages listening to what bonuses our comrades are receiving, I no longer feel bored.

Instead, I feel envious and motivated to perform even better next time...

"Squad Leader Fior, twenty gold coins for greatly contributing to breaking the morale of the Tristan Mercenary Company."

...Well, to be honest, hearing about this guy getting twenty gold coins for just piggybacking on my achievements...

It makes me determined to somehow earn an even bigger reward than him next time, igniting my competitive spirit.

I'd bet my neck that the other guys are thinking exactly the same thing while listening to this, damn it.

After mentioning the achievements and rewards of the squad leaders, executives, and platoon leaders, Dalten took a deep breath and continued in a loud voice.

"Finally, Fior Squad Recruit Martin Meyer. Ten gold coins for killing thirteen enemy soldiers and Platoon Leader Schmitz, and for uncovering Baron Casino's cowardly plan, saving the mercenary company from defeat. Additionally, in recognition of his abilities, he is promoted to Squad Leader."

Honestly, I'm pissed that my reward is less than that bastard Fior's.

But considering I've been promoted from cannon fodder recruit to squad leader—equivalent to jumping from private to sergeant in Korean terms—I guess the smaller reward is the trade-off for my improved position.

Still, while I can understand Karin's case, it's frustrating that Fior, who just piggybacked on others' work, got more money than me.

*Damn, that freeloader Fior may be stingy, but he's not completely without conscience. I'll have to get a drink out of him to make up for it.*

Meanwhile, as soon as my promotion to squad leader was announced, murmurs broke out among the surrounding mercenaries.

"That bastard Martin, I admit he's talented and he carried us in this battle, but going straight to squad leader without even being a senior mercenary first? Isn't that too much?"
"You idiot, just admit you're jealous and your guts are churning."
"Well, didn't he turn down an offer of knighthood from Lord Holmes or whatever? Rejecting such a great opportunity for squad leader seems like a bad move. Actually, when I heard about that, I thought this might happen."

While I was enduring these uncomfortable comments and stares, Captain Dalten looked down at us from the platform and said:

"Senior Mercenary Karin, Squad Leader Martin, Platoon Leader Jason, and Platoon Leader Karl—these four have been specially awarded commendations by the baron. Follow me."

A commendation is basically a document where a noble vouches for a mercenary's exceptional competence.

Unlike other things, commendations are difficult to forge, and only truly capable mercenaries can receive them.

Is Dalten doing this because he wants to give us something in private?

Still, I'm feeling pretty good about receiving something special that proves my abilities.

Though I'm a bit disappointed about the smaller reward, there will surely be better opportunities in the future.

**

When we entered the tent, Dalten was wearing a suspiciously bright smile.

Soon after, the finance officer and chief administrator entered, carrying boxes that seemed to contain the commendations.

Dalten looked at us and smirked.

"You guys are the MVPs of this victory. The baron has granted you special rewards and commendations, so be damn grateful. And as per tradition, don't brag about how much you received, no matter the amount. If you do and get caught, you'll end up blowing it all on your comrades' drinks and whores."

If you receive too much money compared to other mercenaries, as Dalten said, you'll not only get fleeced by your fellow mercenaries but also become the target of jealousy.

I guess this is why they keep the exact amounts of large rewards private.

"Senior Mercenary Karin. Here's your commendation and reward."

Saying that, the finance officer slightly opened the box to show what was inside before closing it and handing it to Karin.

The others also received boxes containing what looked like thick pouches, and I was the last to receive mine.

"Martin, these are your reward and commendation. Now that you've received this, you won't be called a nobody anywhere you go."

Looking at the pouch in the box, it seems more deflated than I expected.

I'm sure that bastard baron deliberately reduced my reward because I refused the knighthood.

I've heard nobles are devious, but isn't this going too far?

"Thank you, Captain."

After handing me the commendation, Dalten waved his hand.

"Everyone except Martin, get out. And remember, if anyone asks how much you got, just say you received a decent amount and handle it yourselves. If you start bragging about money and cause fights, I'll crack your skulls open."

Once only Dalten and I remained, he looked at my face with a meaningful smile.

"Martin, forget everything else and open that money pouch in your commendation, you little shit."

Since the mercenary captain would definitely know how much my reward was, and I knew he wasn't the type to tamper with it, I opened the pouch without hesitation.

Instead of the expected yellow gold, a silver gleam poured out. But unlike regular silver, it had a much more brilliant luster—it seemed to be platinum coins, worth about five times more than gold coins...

I was momentarily shocked, as platinum coins were something I rarely handled even when I was a knight.

"You little shit, you boldly refused knighthood, and now you're making a fuss over a few platinum coins? What a scene."
"But Captain, these are platinum coins! There are fifteen of them, worth seventy-five gold coins!"
"Listen, Squad Leader Martin, without you, both Baron Tillen and I would have been completely screwed. So this much is only fair."

Hearing those words, I suddenly felt as if Baron Tillen, whom I've never even met face-to-face, was radiating a halo that reached all the way here.

Receiving such massive financial treatment must be making me go crazy.

"By the way, the pouch size is visible during the reward ceremony, right? If we gave you gold coins, the others would die of jealousy. So I personally exchanged it for 'platinum coins' to make it look like you received less."
"Thank you for your thoughtful consideration, Captain. Damn, I'll follow you until the day I die."
"Stop with the ass-kissing before I rip your head off your body."

There was some sincerity in Dalten's words, as I momentarily saw blue Aura rising from his body.

"You gave up the chance to be a knight under a rat like Baron Tillen who steals other people's subordinates, and chose me instead. This is my gift to you, kid."

He handed me a sword in what looked like an expensive scabbard from among his collection.

"It's a cheap one I don't use anymore, but I think it'll suit you perfectly. Draw it."

When I drew the sword, the blade revealed itself to contain a small amount of mithril.

Swords containing mithril vary greatly in price depending on the mithril content, but even the cheapest ones cost at least four to five times more than high-quality steel swords...

Dalten looked at me and said in a voice full of self-satisfaction:

"I took it from an enemy knight during my mercenary days. It was too good to sell, so I kept it tucked away, and now I remembered it and decided to give it to you. It might have been too much for the worthless recruit you were before, but it's perfect for Squad Leader Martin Meyer."

"Captain, I'll follow you even into the fires of hell, until my body breaks."

"Ah, damn it. When a man talks like that, it gives me goosebumps. Please shut up, or I'll make you look like Adolf."

Despite his words, Dalten kept twitching the corners of his mouth, clearly pleased by my gratitude.

"Anyway, you may be a squad leader now, but you're the most junior among them. Honestly, no one's going to follow you. So until we reach our next destination, Saltzheim, you'll have to be a squad leader without any subordinates. It's a tradition in our mercenary company, so just tough it out! You junior squad leader piece of shit."

This is unavoidable since I'm the most junior.

On the bright side, story-wise, Saltzheim is a place where all-out war between Count Saltzheim and Count Filorang is expected to break out soon, and that city will be crawling with "mercenaries looking for work."

Plus, to survive in that terrible place, Dalten will want to expand our ranks, so there will be plenty of new recruits.

Once we get there, I'll quickly graduate from being a squad leader without subordinates.

As I was about to leave, thinking our conversation was over, Dalten muttered to me:

"Oh, by the way, I just remembered. Karin was complaining that she can't stand that bastard Fior. Hmm, should I move her to another squad?"

...Him dropping this hint about Karin wanting to leave at this timing means he's willing to let me take her into my squad.

So that day, I persuaded Karin and successfully brought her into my squad.

Now I just need to find eight more subordinates and I'll be set.

Actually, forget all that—I might even meet one of the protagonist party's heroines there.

**

A week later, a notice was posted in Saltzheim announcing that the White Beard Mercenary Company was recruiting new members.

People gathered in front of it, chattering about what kind of mercenary company it was, and among them was a girl with fox ears and a tail.

She wagged her tail curiously and murmured:

"White Beard Mercenary Company? I don't know what kind of mercenary company it is, but I wonder if there's a job for me there?"

Ch.19 - Fox Magical Girl, Lucia (2)
When we arrived in Saltzheim on Sunday, Captain Dalten rented out an entire tavern for the White Beard mercenary company, including myself.

Inside the rented tavern, several whole pigs were being roasted over charcoal. Everyone except those who had gone out to enjoy their vacation elsewhere participated, devouring meat and guzzling alcohol.

"Our stingy Captain Dalten is paying for everything! Damn, let's eat as much as we can!"
"Captain Dalten, you're fucking awesome. Roast pig and beer? You're so generous. You know how much I respect you, right?"
"Let these underlings eat their fill and spend more money! I don't know if you're aware, but while I like pork, I prefer beef. Like a real man, if you roast some beef and serve wine too, you'll surely live a long and healthy life!"

While the veteran mercenaries were trying to coax Dalten into buying more expensive food, Karin looked at me and asked.

"Squad Leader Martin, do you know why we're all here like this?"

"I'm not really sure, Senior Karin."

When I answered with semi-formal speech, Karin gave me a playful smile.

"And although I am a squad leader, feel free to speak casually in private settings. You have much more experience than I do anyway, right?"

The relationship between Karin and me is similar to that between a rookie lieutenant and an experienced platoon sergeant.

This means that while my abilities are important for running this ten-man squad well, I also desperately need the help of experienced Karin.

Of course, besides that, to get closer to her personally, maintaining this comfortable and casual state in private conversations as we have been doing...

I judged it would be much more helpful in making Karin my woman in the future... No, actually, this is my main purpose.

Whether Karin knew this or not, she smiled and answered.

"If that's what Martin wants. Then I'll ask again. Why is our captain renting out this rustic tavern and acting generous by providing drinks and food?"

"What else could it be? He's trying to recruit new meat shields like the ones who enlisted with me in the last war."

Karin nodded in agreement with my words.

"That's right. As a mercenary, you can actually earn good money. But anyone with a proper job, or even a serf with just a small plot of land to farm, wouldn't choose to be a mercenary where you risk your life."

Just as she said, a significant portion of our mercenary force consisted of people who, before becoming mercenaries, had worked day jobs in cities because they hadn't inherited any land to cultivate, or had habitually committed petty crimes like pickpocketing—living what you might call gutter lives.

They became mercenaries because, although it's somewhat dangerous, the pay is decent enough to solve their food and shelter problems, and if they do well, they can even save up some money.

They use their savings to buy land and a house to settle down after retirement.

But who would choose a profession where you have to wander around and risk your life in battle every time if you already have a decent job to make a living?

No one would start as a mercenary except those who have nothing but their bodies to rely on, or those obsessed with success like me.

"I know that much, senior. By the way, isn't it about time they showed up?"

Just then, the tavern door opened, and about ten men who had just joined as rookies like me before—those called meat shields—shuffled in.

"Um, really. Can we eat all this? Without any conditions?"

Lieutenant Johan lightly slapped the back of the guy who asked and laughed.

"Well, there is one condition. These brothers here have made some money with their awesome performances, but they're sad because there's no one to listen to their heroic tales. Just sit down and listen to some stories."

"Is that really all we need to do?"

Johan looked at them with greedy eyes and said.

"You fucking idiot, real men like us don't go back on our word, you little shit. We'll find you suitable seats, so sit down and have a drink."

Anyone with a functioning brain would first wonder why these guys would want to feed me expensive meat and pour beer for free, and be suspicious...

But the guys in front of me are so uneducated and ignorant that, having been kicked out of their hometowns after reaching adulthood because they had no land to inherit, they came to the city where they live hand-to-mouth with no future.

So whether they get scammed or not, they seem to just want to stuff themselves with free food and alcohol.

At that moment, Captain Dalten also appeared, herding in a group of idle-looking fools who were lingering after church service, like a shepherd with his flock.

"Is it true you'll buy us drinks and meat even if we don't join the mercenary company?"
"Anyway, I'm barely making 5 silver a month busting my ass. Wouldn't it be better to just become a mercenary at this point?"
"Damn, you said there'd be alcohol. Give me a drink first!"

Looking at those bastards, it seems Captain Dalten is really scraping the bottom of the barrel, bringing in all sorts of riffraff and thugs to increase the mercenary company to 200 members.

Karin looked at me with mischievous eyes.

"Martin, shouldn't you go in there and catch some recruits? If you dawdle, our ten-man squad will end up with just you and me on the next battlefield."

"I'd like to, but I don't see anyone worth fighting with other senior squad leaders over. Look, they all have lifeless eyes like dried fish."

Most people who end up as mercenaries come from the bottom of society, lacking both skills and motivation.

If I try to compete for such people, given my already ambiguous position in the mercenary company, I'll just end up looking like a fool.

However, as a squad leader who needs to recruit new members, I kept glancing toward where the rookies were gathered.

"Ah, damn it. It's good that I got promoted, but why do I have to go through this trouble recruiting members just because I'm the lowest-ranking squad leader?"

As I looked toward the entrance, I could tell that Dalten was serious about forming a proper mercenary company this time to make a significant profit.

He had brought in several people who looked like mages and knights—positions he had never hired before because they were expensive.

"Martin, it seems Captain Dalten is really determined this time."
"Yeah, senior. He's gathered about ten mages and knights combined. Since money doesn't grow on trees, it shows how serious he is about this upcoming war."

That makes sense because while the war under Baron Tillen was just a small skirmish between two minor mercenary companies—more like a neighborhood sports day in terms of scale.

Count Saltzheim faces a war where he could lose his county if defeated. If he loses, he'll become just another fallen nobleman.

With the survival of his family line at stake—something more important than life itself—the intensity and scale of the war will be tremendous, and the mercenary companies participating need to be strong and large accordingly.

In the original game, there was mention that the White Beard mercenary company made a name for itself through great achievements in this war, and it seems this thorough preparation was the reason.

As I was looking around the area where the mages and knights were gathered, admiring their preparation, I spotted a female mage who immediately caught my eye.

"I saw a notice that you were recruiting mercenaries here..."

A slightly high-pitched, delicate voice, flowing silver hair, fox ears and tail, blue eyes, a chest that proudly announced its presence like a rocket, a wizard's hat and staff symbolizing her profession.

Without a doubt, this was Lucia, the fox mage girl who accompanied the protagonist in the game.

Not only was she cute, but as she developed her capabilities as a mage, she would eventually grow to become one of the top five archmages in this world.

*Honestly, those meat shield idiots will mostly become useful if you just manage them properly, so I don't particularly need to claim them first. I can just take whoever's left later. But missing out on Lucia? Damn, I just can't allow that.*

"Senior Karin, I'm going to go pick up a mage."

Karin looked at me with surprised eyes.

"Isn't that too sudden?"

Actually, I had been planning to recruit her since I heard we were coming here.

As a veteran game player, I knew of her existence and even the name of the inn where she was staying, so I had planned to find her during our stay here and offer her a position.

This was a perfect opportunity to add a silver-haired fox-eared mage beauty to my harem, and she was also a talent among talents that I would definitely need to take with me if I ever became independent.

So I wanted to make sure by any means necessary that she wouldn't be recruited by any other squad leader or the protagonist.

As I approached her in my armor with purposeful strides, Lucia looked around with a flustered expression.

"Um, excuse me..."

True to the description in the original work that she was extremely shy before being pursued by the protagonist, Lucia showed her fear through her perked-up ears and tail, and her wide-open eyes as I approached her in my plate armor.

Damn, did I scare her by being too excited?

But the fact that she came here means she wants to join our mercenary company, so from now on I should calm down and...

"I'm Martin Meyer, a squad leader in the White Beard mercenary company. I'd like you to join my squad. Interested?"

Lucia moved her tail back and forth, expressing her surprise at the sudden recruitment offer.

However, she doesn't seem entirely opposed to the idea, which makes me think this might work out well.

Ch.20 - Fox Magical Girl, Lucia (3)
She suddenly perked up her fox ears and looked around, seemingly confused at being singled out.

After realizing it was indeed her being addressed, she wore a flustered expression.

"What? Me?"

She appeared quite bewildered by the sudden attention.

Lucia's face turned bright red in an instant.

If I were dealing with someone else who acted this timidly, I probably wouldn't have recruited them. Mercenaries fight life-or-death battles on the battlefield, and if teammates can't cooperate with each other, everyone ends up dead in this extreme profession.

That's why people in this line of work need to have decent interpersonal skills, even if they're not exactly "social butterflies." They need to form human bonds within their ten-man squad that serve as the foundation for coordinated warfare.

Having such a timid member makes coordination difficult, essentially making them dead weight.

*But Lucia's value isn't overshadowed by her slightly shy personality.*

Knowing this, I'll try to win her favor by using a gentle tone rather than the rough, masculine speech peppered with curses that I'd use to recruit other mercenaries.

Just then, other squad leaders started recruiting newcomers around Lucia with their usual gruff manner, approaching rookie knights, novice mages, and other nobodies.

"Hey there, knight! You look like you can handle a sword. Shit, how about sweeping through some battles with us? Build up your skills and reputation to become a real knight, yeah?"

"Honestly, without field experience, even a mage is just worthless. How about making a name for yourself with us?"

"See that tall bastard over there? When he first came, I thought he was nothing, but after joining our mercenary band, he flew through the ranks and got offered a knighthood on his first expedition. You could do the same, brother. What do you say about joining us?"

The knights and mages, who technically belong to the nobility even if at the bottom of the pyramid, probably look down on these squad leaders as lowly creatures.

But having fallen to the level of joining a mercenary band, those recruits are just slightly better fools than the other newcomers.

Seeing how intimidatingly these leaders recruited with their curse-filled speech, the timid Lucia became even more flustered.

"Wouldn't it be better to follow me than those other guys over there?"

Lucia nodded.

"Yes, I find those rough people a bit uncomfortable... I prefer someone composed like you, Squad Leader Martin."

"Really?"

"...I don't mean they're bad people, but they're just difficult for me to deal with..."

When the fox-eared beauty blushed and said she preferred me, I momentarily felt a surge of excitement in an unexpected direction...

But looking at Lucia's expression, I realized she simply meant that she preferred my relatively polite demeanor to the unfiltered speech of the other squad leaders.

Evidence of this was that she still hadn't relaxed her guarded posture toward me.

"So you'll join my squad? Don't you think my squad would be better than the others, with me as the leader?"

"Yes, I think I'd prefer you to the others, Squad Leader Martin..."

"There's a lot to learn about being a mercenary, but for today, just enjoy eating and drinking without worry. Do you like beer?"

"I've never had beer before, but I'll try it if you recommend it..."

At that, I waved my hand.

"Then have some milk, bread, and meat instead. Other guys might force you to drink, but I don't want to do that."

"Thank you. But is it really true that everything we eat today is free...?"

I pointed to the captain wearing a silk-decorated cloak to attract recruits.

"That gentleman over there is Captain Dalten of our White Beard Mercenary Company. He's paying for all the beer, meat, milk, and bread today. Feel free to eat as much as you want."

Lucia's eyes sparkled at hearing this.

However, due to her shy nature, she seemed to lack the courage to order her favorite food and looked at me with somewhat pitiful eyes.

"I feel like having something sweet today. Innkeeper, bring us plenty of peach pie and cookies."

Hearing this, Lucia wagged her tail happily as if she had been waiting for exactly these words.

"I just happened to want something sweet, but it seems you like these things?"

She showed an expression as if recalling something nostalgic.

"Yes, in the orpha—I mean, in my hometown, we used to bake peach pies for St. Nicholas Day and share them together. Whenever I get a chance to eat it, I'm reminded of those times and really enjoy it, but it's expensive so I rarely get the opportunity..."

I already knew about her background, but I pretended not to and replied:

"Really? I just ordered it on a whim, so I'm glad it's something you like. And what's your name?"

"Lucia. I graduated from Bluewind Academy last year."

Bluewind Academy—if comparing to Korea, it's not quite Seoul National University or Yonsei University level, but it's certainly a prestigious magic academy that would rank among the top schools.

If I were tactless, I might have interrogated her about why someone from such a prestigious academy would want to become a mercenary, but unlike those fools who only know how to use "magic," Lucia had followed a proper elite path.

The fact that someone like her came here clearly suggested a deeper story, and it would be amateur behavior to pry into it here.

I then moved toward Karin, who was drinking beer alone while I was away.

"Squad Leader Martin, you said you were going to recruit a mage. Is this the one you brought?"

Though she used formal speech since this was a first meeting with a new recruit, her voice carried a teasing tone.

"The moment I saw her, I had a feeling she would be helpful to our squad. I just asked, and she said she graduated from Bluewind Academy."

Karin slammed the table in surprise and leaned toward us.

"Bluewind? That's quite prestigious among mages. Don't graduates from such academies usually go to much larger organizations than our small mercenary company?"

Lucia, uncomfortable with Karin suddenly closing the distance, answered cautiously:

"Well, I'm in urgent need of money, so I can't be picky about jobs. I saw the recruitment notice for mercenaries and applied right away..."

Most people don't start as mercenaries with piles of money saved up—except for those business-minded individuals who create their own mercenary companies.

Therefore, most mercenaries join because they're broke and living day to day.

This applies whether they're mages, knights, or cannon fodder recruits.

"Honestly, who becomes a mercenary without needing money? I was starving for days before I joined. Isn't that right, Senior Karin?"

"Less so than our squad leader, I suppose? Our squad leader here used to hold a knighthood in the countryside, but gave it all up and came to our mercenary company with nothing but himself because he wanted to advance in the world."

Lucia looked at me with eyes containing a hint of wonder and respect.

"Really? You really gave up your knighthood to become a mercenary?"

I felt my shoulders rise with pride at her words.

Still, a man should show off a little to impress a pretty woman if necessary, and I had sworn to create a harem in this other world.

*I can't back down here.*

"Being a knight in the countryside means you'll never truly shine. So I thought if I wanted to prove my abilities properly, it was better to abandon my family name and start as a mercenary like this."

Lucia looked at me with the gaze of someone who genuinely admired what they saw.

"That's amazing... Do you think I could become an excellent mercenary like you someday, Squad Leader?"

Though I couldn't sense any romantic interest in her words and expression, I could tell she had formed a somewhat positive image of me.

"That depends on you, Lucia."

"I see. I'll work hard, earn lots of money for my family..."

The family she mentioned must be the orphanage residents.

In the original story, Lucia became a mercenary not only because her orphan background made it difficult to find work, but also to earn money as quickly as possible for the nun and children at the orphanage that had fallen on hard times.

Just then, the peach pie and biscuits I had ordered arrived.

Lucia looked at me, silently asking permission to eat. When I nodded in approval, she began eating like a hamster or squirrel, her cheeks puffed out. The tail behind her wagged happily like a puppy's.

Watching this scene, Karin whispered to me in a slightly displeased voice that only we could hear:

"Martin, you've been talking about creating a harem since we first met. Are you already seducing such a cute girl? Do you like that type?"

If Karin and I had a romantic relationship, I would have praised her, saying she was absolutely the best and my favorite.

But our relationship is something that seems like we're almost involved, yet not quite.

"Not necessarily, senior. And you're plenty cute yourself."

If I had said this before, the atmosphere would have become very serious.

But hearing my words now, Karin blushed, looking slightly embarrassed but pleased.

"You really do have a way with words, Martin."

The next day, I received a total of eight new recruits, including Lucia.

As expected, except for Lucia, they were all half-rate recruits, but that's fine.

Even in Korea, I managed to correct fairly hopeless cases through training and discipline, so it should be possible here too.

Ch.21 - Drill Training
Three days later, I received a total of eight new recruits, including Lucia—one woman and seven men.

As expected, except for Lucia, all the recruits assigned to me, the lowest in seniority, were practically useless. But that was fine.

Just as I could correct even the most hopeless cases through training and discipline back in Korea, I could certainly do the same here.

"From now on, I'm your squad leader. Before we head off to fight a real war under Count Saltzheim, I'll spend the next month fixing your rotten attitudes and pathetic combat abilities."

In my previous life, after leaving special forces and working for a PMC for over five years, I had experience transforming hopeless cases from around the world into people who could pull their own weight.

"If you have any complaints, you can pack your bags and go home right now. No, just fuck off and get out!"

The eight recruits in front of me answered in unison.

"No complaints, sir!"

"Good. Now I'll tell you what kind of training you'll be receiving. During this training, you will only answer 'yes' or 'no' unless I specifically ask you a question. Anyone who breaks this rule will be rolling on the ground with their face in the dirt until they wish they were dead."

"Yes, sir!"

"Very good. Starting today, for the next month, we'll be doing drill training and building stamina. Since you probably don't know what drill training is, I'll explain it simply. It's learning to move your arms and legs in sync with the idiot next to you. Sounds easy, right?"

In the Korean military, drill training is now considered unnecessary, something done in basic training and rarely revisited afterward.

However, in this game world where cold weapons like swords, spears, and bows dominate, it's like a magic spell that can transform incompetents who can't even hold a spear properly into functioning humans in just a month.

There's no point in teaching them spear thrusting or advanced spear and sword techniques for a month like other mercenary groups do. That wouldn't help these guys survive much.

After all, to effectively use martial arts designed for one-on-one combat on the battlefield, you need at least ten years of training or equivalent practical experience.

Shit, what good would just one month of training do?

Lucia tilted her head and shot me a questioning look, wondering if this training was really necessary for a mage like herself.

"Lucia, you might think that as a mage, you don't need this kind of training. But what will you do if an enemy attacks while you're casting a spell? Are you going to stand there helplessly waiting for someone to come save you, only to get stabbed to death?"

"N-no, I wouldn't..."

"That's why top-class mages—I mean, mercenaries who are considered first-rate in the industry—also train in martial arts like swordsmanship to prepare for situations where they might be attacked while casting. So don't complain and just follow along."

"Yes, I understand... Squad Leader."

After convincing her, I handed out wrist weights and sandbags weighing about 2.5kg each to the mercenaries.

"To survive long as a mercenary, you need stamina. Without stamina and perseverance, you'll all die in close combat even if you're lucky enough to dodge arrows and magic. So from now on, you worthless pieces of shit will wear these wrist weights and tie these sandbags to your legs with bandages to build up your stamina. Except for Lucia—since you're a mage, you don't have to wear these."

The recruits made exasperated faces and started complaining.

"Shit, when the other squad leaders said this guy was the lowest-ranking one, I knew I didn't want to be under him."

"Is he just crazy?"

"Shut up, asshole. Do what you're told. Unless you want to be assigned to carry luggage or do menial work, just shut up and follow orders."

I put on the same gear as them while wearing my armor, including the wrist weights and sandbags, to set an example.

"I'll be doing the exact same training as you. So shut your mouths and follow me. Right now, if you went into battle, you'd die instantly like premature ejaculators. I'm going to rehabilitate you into something resembling humans so you can come back alive. Now we'll begin drill training. I'll demonstrate, so watch carefully and follow."

Based on my experience drilling soldiers in Korea, I demonstrated the basic movements of drill training.

Moving the left foot and right arm forward and backward at precise angles simultaneously, then doing the same with the right foot and left arm while moving in all directions.

"Today, you just need to learn how to walk like babies. If all eight of you can coordinate your movements properly, that's it for today's training. After that, you can rest all you want. I don't think you'll fail at something so simple that even a one-year-old could do it!"

Walking in drill formation isn't particularly difficult when done alone.

After a few trial and error adjustments to master the movements, it's quite manageable to change directions and walk long distances.

So our little chicks' eyes sparkled at the promise of finishing training early.

"Really, sir?"

"A man doesn't go back on his word. If all eight of you can walk properly in sync for just 10 minutes, that's it for today. And if you finish before noon, I'll rent out an entire inn and let you eat and drink meat and alcohol until your stomachs burst."

"You promise to keep that promise?"

"I, Martin Meyer, never say something twice."

Among those who looked happy was Lucia.

Seeing her wagging her silver tail with a smile, she was probably thinking about getting peach pie from me after training...

Would today's training really end before noon? I thought it would take at least a few days, even at best.

I then proceeded to individually and collectively teach the mercenaries who were gleaming at the thought of alcohol and meat, showing them exactly what angle to raise their arms.

"You worthless piece of shit! Are your ears stuffed? Raise your arm only this high, and lift your leg a bit more! Shit, I wonder how you managed to toddle around as a child. Did you just roll around instead of walking all these years?"

"I don't give a fuck if you were cutting with knives or picking pockets in the thieves' guild before becoming a mercenary! Shut up and swing your arms and legs wider! Did they teach you to move like a noble lady in the thieves' guild? Forget all that. Don't move so delicately, you bastard!"

"Being a mage doesn't mean you can slack off on this training! Unless you're an advanced mage who can shoot high-level magic from far behind, a low-level mage needs to coordinate with the spearmen and follow up with magic like Fireball! For that, practicing coordination with these guys is crucial! Swing your arms and legs wider if you don't want to die on the battlefield!"

Like some foul-mouthed marine sergeant, I shouted concepts into their ears, and they began absorbing the knowledge of drill formation at a rapid pace.

They didn't soak it all up like sponges instantly, but after about an hour of intense teaching, there was noticeable progress.

"Baker, take 20 steps forward. Turn left! Let's see if that rock head of yours has properly learned how to walk."

Baker successfully took 20 steps with proper arm and leg angles, then turned left precisely.

"Good. Now all eight of you, line up! Follow me and walk in formation for 10 minutes! If you can walk for 10 minutes without any mistakes before noon, I'll keep my promise and let you eat and drink all you want! I don't think you'll disappoint me by failing at something as simple as toddling around like a three-year-old."

They all looked at me with expectant eyes.

"Everyone, coordinate your arms and legs and move forward!"

Lucia and the others stepped forward at my command.

"Turn left! Left!"

When I suddenly ordered them to turn, their previously neat line immediately fell into disarray.

"What the fuck? Hey Baker! Can't you focus, you idiot?"

"What bullshit."

"Um... we can just try again, so please don't be so harsh."

"Why the hell can't you turn left properly? This is fucking ridiculous."

They started cursing at each other, but eventually, they'd realize through grueling training that I was the ultimate evil.

And they'd grow closer, developing stronger unity in the process, right?

"Everyone, look at me and stand still! Now get down on the ground like I'm doing! When I say 'one,' bend your arms, and when I say 'two,' straighten them! Since your heads are so stupid—one!"

The recruits all bent their arms, keeping their chests just barely above the ground.

"If you move from that position, we start over! When I say 'one,' you say 'focus,' when I say 'two,' you say 'concentrate'!"

Lucia, being physically weak, was already trembling after less than a minute with her arms bent.

Her chest, touching the ground, shook.

"One!"

"Focus!"

"Two!"

"Concentrate!"

As I called out commands, they shouted "focus" and "concentrate" while bending and straightening their bodies.

If Lucia hadn't been there, I would have made them do this about 30 times, but I couldn't push the mage too hard.

"Everyone up! We'll start from the beginning! Match your left and right feet as you walk! Now forward! I'll keep you here all night if necessary, so be determined to get it right! If you want to become people instead of worthless trash, walk properly! Spear thrusting and sword swinging come later, you tiny bastards!"

Using my authority as squad leader to pressure them, Lucia and the others returned to their positions and started walking again.

They were a bit better than the first time, but when I told them to turn left, then right, and then walk again, their movements were still uncoordinated.

"Down on the ground! One!"

"Focus!"

As the drill started again, fragile Lucia, who had probably only ever waved a staff at the academy, began trembling again.

"Lucia, is it hard?"

"Yes..."

"If it's too hard and you want to quit, you can stop right now. But if you give up here, you'll never become an advanced mage or archmage. Are you really unable to continue?"

Lucia looked up at me from her prone position, her arms shaking violently, tears welling in her eyes.

"I can do it... for the sake of the priest who raised me..."

"Good. Then do as much as you can. You can do it, I guarantee."

"Yes..."

After encouraging Lucia, I immediately turned to the others and shouted.

"Everyone up! If you fail this time, I'll make you run at full speed for 10 minutes!"

"Yes, sir!"

"Forward, march! Turn left!"

"One, two, one, two!"

As I had expected, I spent the entire morning, even until sunset, drilling these guys in formation and giving them all sorts of physical training to build their stamina.

I didn't physically hit them, but I pushed their physical limits through running, jumping jacks, and various exercises without causing injury.

When the training ended, they collapsed in exhaustion, just as I had predicted.

A month later, we finished our grueling training and finally joined Count Saltzheim's army to head to a new battlefield.

Before going to war, Dalten called together all the mercenaries ranked squad leader and above.

Ch.22 - Primer Plains Battle (1)
Before the captain arrived, the squad leaders and officers who had gathered started chatting.

"Shit, I heard that Count Filorang, that filthy bastard, is throwing around a ton of money to hire some really strong mercenaries. Shouldn't we break the contract and run while we still can?"

"Do you have metal scraps or bread crumbs for brains? You're talking nonsense that stinks like your breath."

"Come on, Lieutenant Valter. Shit, did I say something wrong?"

The lieutenant called Valter smacked the other squad leader's head with a bit of Aura infused in his fist.

Well, saying he "smacked" him is putting it mildly—it was practically the same as punching him full force.

"You fucking idiot, don't you know what happens when a mercenary company breaks a contract? Have you been shoving your ten years of mercenary experience up your ass?"

In novels and comics, mercenaries often make contracts with clients and then openly collude with each other to fight half-heartedly, or they just take the money and run or break contracts.

But in reality, shit, if you do that, word gets around and nobody will trust or hire us again.

Once you take someone's money and make a contract, if you bail at the most critical moment, there's no guarantee you won't pull the same stunt again.

Knowing this, the squad leader stopped grumbling and quietly backed down.

Just then, I felt someone unpleasantly slap my back.

"Hey, Martin, you piece of shit."

When I turned around, Fior was standing there.

When we first met, he seemed to acknowledge my abilities, and during the Chieftain Plains battle, he bought me drinks and meat, saying we should work well together. I thought he was a decent person.

But as soon as I got promoted to squad leader, he realized I was no longer useful for his advancement and turned into a garbage senior who found every excuse to harass me.

He's probably pissed that he's been stuck as a squad leader for over ten years without getting promoted to lieutenant.

"What is it, Squad Leader Fior?"

"You've heard the news, right? About Count Filorang losing his mind and doing stupid shit."

"Yes, I heard he hired 3,000 mercenaries to swallow up Saltzheim County. And they're much stronger than those Tristan guys we faced before—they're quite well-known."

The Tristan guys I fought in my first battle were about average for mercenaries, but the ones we're facing this time are said to be quite reputable among mercenary companies.

And although the main story of this game world hasn't started yet, according to the storyline that unfolds when pursuing Lucia, the "Black Bear Mercenaries" who will act as mid-bosses later will appear.

*This means we're not dealing with pushovers like the Tristan guys that we could cut down easily—we're facing the real deal.*

Fior looked at me and laughed exaggeratedly.

"Shit, this kid's got guts? I acknowledge your skills, but these guys are no joke. Yet here you are, showing off. What, you think Karin will like that?"

Hearing those words, I gritted my teeth.

I really wanted to kill that bastard, but as a junior, if I fell for this kind of provocation and punched him in the face, I'd be the only one who'd look like an idiot.

*If that worthless dog tried to throw a punch at me, I'd turn him into a bloody mess.*

It's really frustrating that the coward knows he'd lose in a physical fight with me, so he never kicks or hits me.

The other guys weren't joining in, but they were hovering around hoping to watch if a fight broke out, and the idiots who were friendly with Fior were snickering behind their hands.

Damn them, if you're born with a dick, be man enough to laugh openly—why act like that?

"Don't bring up Karin. She's my subordinate now."

"Yes, yes. Of course, I'm so jealous of the great Martin who became a squad leader just a month after joining the mercenary company. I should bow my head to you in the future."

Since I'm now equal in rank with this guy, I can return his sarcastic remarks in kind.

"Setting aside Count Filorang's madness, what are you going to do about it? Since the decision's been made, we might as well show some confidence. Shit, isn't it better to live life boldly than to cower like a mouse in front of a cat? A real man goes all in."

"The kid's grown up, huh?"

"I learned from the best."

Fior has a lot of experience but lacks skill, while I may be new but I'm skilled enough to have received a knighthood offer.

In other words, as long as I prove my abilities, no one can say anything about this level of banter.

Fior scrunched up his face in front of me, then suddenly broke into a bright smile.

"If you're so confident, shit, why don't you volunteer for the vanguard of our mercenary company? You know that the vanguard is dangerous as hell, but you get credited for greater achievements. Our manly Martin, who was so desperate to advance as a mercenary that he gave up a knight position, should definitely take the vanguard, right?"

Mercenaries who want to make money and advance generally like to be at the vanguard in battle, but in a fight where we're at a disadvantage in both quantity and quality, being at the front is just asking to die.

So that bastard is basically encouraging me to die after showing off, but did he think I'd just die like that?

Just as I was about to retort, Captain Dalten entered the tent.

"Shit, what's all this noise? Are you all playing trumpets or something?"

When the mercenary captain told everyone to shut up, they all fell silent immediately.

Dalten grabbed his head and slumped down in his chair.

It was a clear signal that he was feeling beyond terrible.

"Shit, it brings tears to my eyes seeing the supposed pillars of this mercenary company chattering like women. If you're going to be like this, why not just openly ask me why we sided with Count Saltzheim? Why gossip behind my back like children?"

It was Dalten who proposed fighting under Count Saltzheim, but it was us who enthusiastically welcomed the proposal.

To be precise, Dalten and the other officers wanted to join Count Saltzheim because they thought they could make a big score, while I wanted to build my reputation by overcoming this crisis.

Dalten wrapped his body in blue Aura and slammed the table in that state.

A large fist-shaped hole appeared in the thick wooden table.

"Well, strictly speaking, it's my fault for making a bad judgment. But what can we do? Everyone, get your act together and prepare for tomorrow's march, you bastards."

We all nodded in agreement.

"As it happens, our mercenary company has been assigned to the vanguard. Whether Count Saltzheim thinks highly of us or plans to use us as meat shields, I don't know. So, shit, I need four crazy bastards to stand at the front. Anyone want to volunteer?"

I was confident that my men would fight well anywhere I put them since I had drilled them like crazy, but as a junior, I knew better than to speak up, so I kept my mouth shut.

The others, not wanting to die stupidly by standing at the vanguard, didn't volunteer either.

Dalten sighed.

"Shit, I'll tell the Count to double the battle bonus for whoever takes the vanguard this time. Think about it again, you idiots."

For mercenaries, the battle bonuses are often as important as the monthly salary.

Even that damn Fior received three months' worth of salary in one go because of my performance last time.

"..."

"Fine, you bastards. Then I'll just pick someone."

That's when Fior opened his mouth.

"How about putting Martin at the vanguard? He performed well last time, so he'll do well this time too."

I'm not an idiot, and Dalten, who has experience as both a knight and a mercenary, would obviously understand Fior's intentions.

His intention to screw me over is clear—he wants me to die at the vanguard with a bunch of rookie burdens.

Dalten looked at me, his eyes asking, "Shit, what do you want to do?" and I simply nodded.

"Alright, let's do this. We'll put Martin and Fior in the two vanguard positions. Martin is strong, but besides Karin, he doesn't have many useful people under him, so Fior, you take care of things if Martin screws up."

At those words, Fior's face fell as if his life was over, and his mouth dropped open.

Idiot, you tried to screw someone over and ended up getting screwed yourself.

But thinking back to how that guy behaved when I was under him, I have a feeling I'll be the one cleaning up all the mess.

And Dalten, without listening to what the others had to say, immediately drew lots.

"Palmer, Bond. You lucky bastards, you're selected. From now on, unless something happens, the vanguard will be Palmer, Bond, Martin, and Fior's squads. Now everyone dismiss. And shit, I don't care about other days, but anyone caught drinking or having sex tonight will be bent over until they can suck their own dick, so go to sleep."

**

The next day, I stood at the vanguard, looking at the army led by Count Filorang.

They were formidable opponents even in the game, but seeing them in person, their momentum was overwhelming.

"Shit, no wonder the White Beard Mercenaries get their asses handed to them in the original game when they have to face guys like these."

But from my perspective, I thought we had a decent chance.

Ch.23 - Primer Plains Battle (2)
I thought I was the only one who believed this was worth trying.

"...Shit, why are there so many more of those bastards than us? This sucks. Will we even make it back alive?"
"Shut your mouth, you dog. You think you're the only one who's anxious? Keep your thoughts to yourself before I sew your lips shut!"
"If I'd known it would be like this, I should've become a damn porter or pickpocket instead of a mercenary. Shit, looks like I'm going to die on my first day."

I looked at the mercenaries and soldiers that Count Filoran had brought—the same ones who had my men trembling with fear.

They were too far away to see their expressions, but damn, looking at them made me want to say how impressive they were. I had to hold back for the sake of my dignity as a squad leader.

Though they were a bit distant, even the ones who looked like mere recruits were fully equipped with quilted cloth armor, and their spears gleamed in the sunlight, either new or well-maintained. They clearly came prepared.

Judging by their synchronized footsteps, spacing, and movements, those 3,000 soldiers had clearly honed their skills through extensive combat experience.

In soccer terms, these guys would be a professional team, while the ones we faced before were more like an amateur club.

"Ah, damn. Someday I want to become the captain of a mercenary group that strong."

Karin smiled, her eyes forming rare crescents.

It was a natural smile, different from the forced one she usually put on in front of the captain.

Her expression clearly showed goodwill and expectations toward me.

"While everyone else is terrified, Squad Leader Martin seems completely at ease. As expected from someone who made such an impact in their first battle—you're cut from a different cloth."
"You think so, senior? Then I'll show you even more impressive things from now on."

I looked around at my men who were already on edge.

Among the recruits, some were putting on brave faces despite their stiff expressions, while others were shaking uncontrollably with fear.

"Everyone, attention!"

At my command, the recruits snapped their bodies toward me, following the drill that had been forcibly ingrained in them over the past month.

Their expressions might as well have had "I'm trembling. Save me" written across their foreheads.

I looked at them and spoke loudly, just like during training.

"You're neither strong nor exceptional fighters, but I can say this with certainty: you've been training your asses off for the past month before coming here! Thanks to that, you're no longer complete cannon fodder! What do you think?"

In reality, before actual combat, everyone's cannon fodder—whether they're from knight families who've been swinging swords since birth or those poor bastards used as meat shields.

What's important now is to make my men believe they'll make it through this war and return alive.

"You might not think so, but think about it. The other squads' recruits are getting their shins kicked several times a day for not keeping up with the veterans, right? But what about you? Somehow you're all moving in step with each other, aren't you?"

They all nodded at that.

Since our mercenary group was only 200 strong, everyone could see how recruits in other squads were struggling and adapting.

"Truth is, just keeping in step means you're pulling your weight. So stop worrying unnecessarily and just follow my orders. Then you'll make it back alive. I won't give you bullshit about not being afraid—just trust the training you've been through, rolling in dirt and burying your heads in the ground. Got it?!"

They seemed to believe in the effectiveness of their training, as their tension and fear visibly eased a bit.

However, Lucia still hadn't overcome her fear... her fox ears and tail were drooping like a frightened puppy's.

I patted her shoulder.

"Lucia, I understand that it's scary and frightening when you don't know what to do your first time. But don't worry too much. You learned during drill training that nobody's good from the start."

When I spoke to her in a gentler voice, Lucia's lips relaxed slightly.

"Yes."
"Don't worry too much. If you just do as I teach you and follow what the others are doing, you'll definitely make it back alive. No, you'll return and receive praise from everyone."

Lucia wagged her tail slightly and looked at me with curious eyes.

"Really?"
"Of course. At first, you struggled even to attempt the training, but now you're doing great. So believe in yourself."

Not long after, the trumpet signaling the advance sounded.

"Charge!"

With that command, all the soldiers under Count Saltzheim began walking toward the enemy in unison.

With each step, the distance to the enemy shortened, and the reality of standing on a battlefield became more palpable.

My heart pounded at the thought of what enemies we would face and how much I could contribute this time.

"Everyone, level your spears and advance!"

When I gave the command I had taught countless times during drill training, the nine under my command began walking in step according to the drill cadence.

Eight spearmen including myself went in front, with Karin and Lucia following behind us.

It might seem trivial, but the neighboring squad led by Fior, who also received two recruits, was already out of step.

"Hey, you worthless pieces of shit! Don't walk like that! If the formation breaks, we all die!"
"Damn it, if you don't want us to kill you after the war, get in step!"
"You motherless bastards, making such a damn fuss."

Other squads were probably in similar situations, but seeing our unit of only recruits maintaining formation proves that drill training is truly magnificent.

"Arrows incoming! Duck your heads!"

As soon as those words fell, arrows and magic rained down on Count Saltzheim's forces.

"Shit, I didn't want to die like this. This sucks..."
"Those fucking bastards..."
"Damn, I wanted to screw her one more time..."

Those who managed to leave something like last words were the ones dying from arrow wounds.

Feeling intense heat, I turned to see a fireball larger than the ones I'd seen before being shot toward several unfortunate soldiers near me.

The fireball swallowed the infantry next to my unit in one gulp.

"Aaaaargh!"
"It's hot! Help me!"

The death screams tore at my ears, and the heat from the flames burning people made the surroundings sweltering.

To think this was just a low-level spell—I couldn't imagine how powerful mid-level or high-level magic would be.

"Don't look around! Eyes forward, forward only! Just focus on killing those bastards trying to put holes in your necks!"
"Yes, sir!"
"And Lucia, absolutely do not cast spells now to counter them! It's much better to use them when we're very close to the enemy rather than now!"
"Yes, Squad Leader Martin..."

Whether cast from afar or up close, magic kills all the same.

But if you kill from a distance, the enemy mercenaries, unless they're complete idiots, will immediately fill the gaps in their formation.

If you cast up close, you can punch a hole in their formation and exploit that weakness before they have time to close it.

Not long after, Captain Dalten's booming voice, filled with Aura, reached us.

"White Beard Mercenaries! Soon we'll be facing those ugly bastards over there! Don't chicken out and maintain formation!"

The other members of our mercenary group began readjusting their formation according to his words.

"Damn it, maintain your spacing if you don't want to die! Do it right if you want to live!"
"Don't stand too wide or too close if you're going to swing that spear!"
"You rookie pieces of shit! Watch the veterans next to you and learn! Do you want to get beaten until dust flies on a rainy day after we return from this war?"

Gradually, we came face to face with the enemy mercenaries who were displaying a fierce aura. When they saw us, they grinned and said:

"Look at these little shits crawling over! I like what I see! As a reward, I'll kill you right now!"
"Beg for your lives, you idiots. Who knows? This old man might spare you."
"Damn, looking at them toddling over, they're nothing but cannon fodder meat shields!"

Paying attention to such provocations is how you lose.

"Lucia, start chanting Fireball. Cast the spell as soon as I give the signal."
"Yes..."
"Fire that burns this world equally, the enemy blocking my path..."

The distance between us and them grew shorter, and when we were about 10 meters apart, I shouted:

"Lucia, now! Fire!"
"Burn my enemies, protect me! Fireball!"

As her incantation finished, hot fire erupted from the tip of Lucia's staff—the mage I had so desperately wanted to recruit.

Scorching heat! Even the hot wind generated by the flying fireball felt like it could cause burns.

The red flames burned the enemy with a sizzling sound.

"Martin squad, charge forward!"

Ch.24 - Primer Plains Battle (3)
Our spearmen began to move in formation at my command.

Considering how they might panic in real combat, after more than a month of drilling under me, their bodies were practically puppets under my control.

Regardless, they stood at precise intervals and aimed their spears at the enemy at the correct angle.

I positioned myself in the center of the formation, matching their movements.

"Just because it's a charge doesn't mean you run screaming like barbarians with spears like those rookie idiots over there. That'll get you fucked. Understand?"
"Yes!"
"Hook! You and I are in the center! Just follow me! And the rest of you—all those thoughts in your heads that seem so clever? They're all shit. So thrust when I say thrust, withdraw when I say withdraw, walk when I say walk!"

In my previous life, I'd fought in close combat as a mercenary, and this body I possessed was naturally skilled with spears and swords, so unlike those guys, I could fight well on my own.

But rookies, called meat shields for a reason, will endanger not only their own lives but their comrades' if allowed to move freely in their first battle—worse than quack doctors.

Across from us, I could see others trying to fill the positions in the formation where the charred corpses had been.

"Those fucking bastards brought a mage to cast spells right in front of us?"
"No honor among these whoresons on the battlefield. I'll have to send you to your mothers quickly!"
"You dogs, need this old man to teach you a lesson?"

Damn bastards. If they're scared, they should bring their own mages and do the same. Why are they whining like little girls?

"Thrust forward!"

As soon as I said that, we all thrust our spears toward the enemy's necks.

Some pierced right through their targets' necks, others missed, but there was no time to worry about that now.

I needed to drive these men hard, like whipping horses to run at full speed, giving them no chance for stray thoughts.

Otherwise, they'd lose their minds from the shock of their first kill or make careless mistakes and die needlessly.

That's why even when I was a mercenary or non-commissioned officer, I'd work new recruits to death in training and combat, giving them no time to think about anything else.

"You worthless pieces of shit, are you out of your minds? Pull back and thrust again! If the man in front of you is dead, help the one next to you like I told you! Do you all want to die today and go kiss your ancestors?"
"No, sir!"
"Thrust when I say thrust, withdraw when I say withdraw!"

I immediately turned around and said:

"Karin, please cover with arrows any we miss, and Lucia! We'll protect you as much as possible, but don't lose focus! Be ready to cast when I signal!"

Karin nodded as if it were obvious, while Lucia raised her tail straight up, revealing her nervousness.

Although Lucia showed signs of anxiety, I believed she would do well enough since we had practiced our coordination through formation training.

They say one drop of sweat in training saves a bucket of blood in battle—that should hold true here too. All those hours of grueling practice would protect us now.

"Martin's squad, the scared ones die first! So don't put any thoughts in those worthless heads and just follow me!"

With that, I led my soldiers as we gradually penetrated the enemy formation.

"Thrust!"

With that command, we simultaneously stabbed at the necks of the enemies before us.

Some spear shafts crossed or bounced off each other, but I blocked those or Karin handled them from behind.

"Thank you, Senior Karin!"

Just as those words finished, an enemy soldier in front of us collapsed.

"Baker, you concept-lacking shit-for-brains! I told you not to relax your arm unless you've stabbed the enemy's neck or body with your spear!"
"I'm sorry!"
"If you have time to be sorry, look at the bastard trying to kill you! You can't be sorry when you're dead, you dog! Lucas, thrust!"

After killing several enemies this way, our squad had penetrated quite deep into the enemy formation.

Karin remained calm, timid Lucia was still cautious, and some of my men were already getting excited after killing just a few people.

"Die, you bastards born with faces that look like they were ground on a millstone!"
"After all our formation training, I'll rip out your guts, you worthless scum!"
"Don't stick your faces out, you worthless rags!"

These idiots—the only time to get excited in war is when you're back in your own camp resting.

Will they only come to their senses after someone's head gets chopped off?

God, I really want to make them plant their heads in the ground like during formation training and correct their showboating attitudes myself.

"You worthless idiots! Focus! The real battle hasn't even started yet! If you don't shape up, when everyone else is drinking and celebrating after the war, you'll all be rolling on the ground until your dicks fall off. Still want to lose focus?"

After I cursed at them, they seemed to regain their senses as their expressions became serious again.

Then I immediately called out to the platoon leader nearby in a loud voice.

"Lieutenant Chelsea! Lieutenant Chelsea! If we keep pushing in like this, can you provide support?"

The platoon leader answered while cutting down enemies with his massive two-handed sword.

"Damn, taking new recruits that far in. Wait a bit, you bastard. The captain seems to be assessing the situation."

Hearing that, I looked around.

Our squad was pushing back the enemy mercenaries well in formation, but other squads with new recruits were engaged in even battles, probably due to their lack of coordination.

As for Fior, while not completely overwhelmed, his two new recruits seemed to have died, pierced by spears or arrows, living up to the "meat shield" nickname.

Considering the overall battle situation and the fact that Count Filoran, that damned enemy, had hired elite mercenaries...

*This is going quite well, but it would be a shame to end it like this.*

"Lieutenant! Since our squad is leading the advance, can you ask to redirect all reserve forces to support us?"
"I said I'd relay the message! Wait a bit, you premature ejaculator."

At that, I pretended to be angry and raised my voice.

"That idiot Fior didn't train his recruits properly, and at this rate, we'll all be overrun. We're all going to be fucked! We'll all be attending funerals because of that bastard! I'm not rushing because I'm an idiot!"

The platoon leader heard me and looked toward where Fior was.

Not long after, he shouted angrily:

"That fucking Fior. There's a reason he's been a mercenary for thirteen years without making platoon leader and gets treated like an idiot by other squad leaders!"

I inwardly cheered when I heard that.

Because those words meant that in this battlefield where the White Beard Mercenaries were fighting, my argument for another opportunity for my squad to play a major role had been half-accepted.

"That brain-fucked bastard. Fine, I'll report to the captain and ask for reserves to support you."
"Thank you!"
"Thank my ass—you and I are cleaning up the shit that Fior bastard made."

Then I ordered those around me:

"Martin squad, grip your weapons tight! Lucia, forget everything else and prepare your strongest spell! When the reserves arrive, we'll use that spell to break through and penetrate in one go!"
"Yes, Squad Leader! But I can only use low-level magic because my mana is still limited..."
"Squeeze out every bit of mana and make it as powerful as you can!"

Not long after, reserves were attached behind me following Captain Dalten's orders.

Now that it had come to this, I couldn't fail no matter what.

While last time I had charged alone on orders and achieved results, this time the lives of my squad and the reserve troops were all on my shoulders.

The weight was heavy, but would the great Martin cower at something like this?

Ch.25 - Primer Plains Battle (4)
When soldiers armed with long spears face each other in formation, they typically maintain comfortable spacing to construct their battle lines.

Without proper spacing, there wouldn't be enough room to wield their spears, causing them to interfere with each other.

However, when attempting to penetrate deep into enemy lines, staying tightly packed is most advantageous.

Because what we need to do now is break through the formation those idiots have created, packed together like stones.

We need to be as solid and unyielding as diamond to effectively break through.

"Martin's squad, assemble! Prepare to charge, tight formation!"

As I called out, the entire squad repeated the command as they had been taught in drill training.

"Prepare to charge, tight formation!"

Eight of us, including myself and the recruit with a spear, bunched together shoulder to shoulder, while Karin and Lucia moved to the rear.

"Karin, are the reserves behind us now?"
"Yes, Squad Leader."

With the reserves in position, our job now was to push forward with brute force.

I took a deep breath to steel myself before shouting.

"Charge forward! Advance!"

After giving that command, the spearmen under my command marched in step with me toward the waiting enemy, moving with impressive dignity.

From behind, I could hear Lucia chanting her spell.

"Fire that burns all, grant me the power to incinerate the enemies before me..."

In the original game that this world is based on, Lucia was so timid that during the first battle, far from contributing effectively, she just hesitated and got in everyone's way.

To ensure that she, as a mage, wouldn't lose her nerve in her first battle, I put her through intense training for a month, and now I'm reaping the rewards of that difficult effort.

I gripped my spear shaft as tightly as possible.

"Deflect their spears and thrust immediately, and don't stop moving forward after you thrust!"

Following my instructions, my seven soldiers and I simultaneously knocked aside the enemy spears and immediately thrust at their necks or torsos.

"Damn, these crazy bastards. Looking at how they thrust their spears, they're just worthless rookies."
"Why are these worthless punks so fearless?"
"Look at how perfectly coordinated their movements are. Damn, so that's why that idiot Martin drilled them so hard every day."

I could hear the reserve troops behind me muttering as they noticed the effectiveness of our drill.

I wanted to turn around and boast about how awesome I was, but showing off could wait until after I'd proven myself in today's battle.

"Scatter!"

As soon as I gave that order, we quickly dispersed to the left and right to make room for Lucia to cast her fireball.

"Fireball!"

With Lucia's incantation, an incredibly hot ball of fire that seemed capable of burning everything passed by us from behind.

For that moment, we felt like we were sitting in the front row of a furnace, surrounded by intense heat.

And naturally, those hit by the fireball began to burn while still holding their spears.

"You crazy bastards! Aaaaargh, damn, it's so hot!"
"Help me! Water! Someone pour water on me!"
"It hurts! It hurts, you damn bastards!"

Unless a priest with healing powers or someone willing to pour expensive potions generously comes along, those burning men have no chance of survival.

So, deciding to ease their suffering, I shouted:

"Regroup! And after you thrust, just run forward, you bastards! Karin and Lucia, fall back! This is now a stage for us men!"

After stabbing the enemies in front of me, I threw my cheap long spear to the ground.

"Damn, now it's time to use this."

I drew the sword from my waist—the one Captain Dalten had given me, containing just a small amount of mithril.

The sound of the blade leaving its scabbard was extremely sharp and clear.

It would definitely cut exceptionally well, sharp enough to make one whistle in appreciation.

Though I had swung this sword tens, hundreds, even thousands of times in preparation for today's battle, actually gripping it to kill an enemy made me feel how completely different it was from an ordinary longsword.

"I've discarded my spear, but don't be stupid and throw away yours just to copy me! I'll clear the path ahead, so just follow me without thinking! If you see an enemy in front of you, stab them, and if the idiot next to you does something stupid, help them as much as you can! Got it?"

The men responded to my words in loud voices.

"Yes, sir!"
"Leave it to us! Today we'll show you all the skills we learned while being drilled to death by you, Squad Leader!"
"We'll prove to you that we're not worthless but real men!"

I'm trying not to laugh at these guys who would be stumbling around unable to even hold their spears properly without my strict control, yet here they are talking big.

Though I suppose it's much better than trembling in fear or wetting themselves like idiots.

It feels like watching puppies who don't know to fear tigers...

"Charge forward! Follow me, you little punks!"

I gripped my sword tightly and swung it at the neck of an approaching enemy who had discarded his spear for a mace.

After the blade cut through the air, it finally dug into the man's neck—there was a solid feeling, but it sliced through very smoothly.

"As expected, a sword with mithril is completely different. This is quality! Thank you, Captain Dalten!"

After muttering that, I drew out the Aura in my body and continued cutting down enemies.

When fighting at Chieftain Plains, I had rampaged through enemy troops with sheer determination and the vigor of someone in their first battle.

But now I even had Aura that let me transcend human limitations.

*It's like a tiger growing wings.*

"Die, you worthless trash who don't even know how to swing a sword!"

While continuing to swing my sword and kill enemies, I looked around and saw that even the rookie recruits were fighting reasonably well.

"Peter, you damn bastard! Do as you were taught! I told you to thrust immediately after I deflect the spear!"
"Easier said than done, damn it, these bastards are strong!"
"Shut your mouths, you eunuchs, and focus on what's in front of you! If we lose sight of the captain or let them get close, we're all dead!"

I know very well that their skills are lacking, which is why I drilled them like crazy for a month to move in pairs in situations like this.

And it shows—they're fighting well, proof that all that training was worth it.

Looking closely, Baker is deflecting spears while Peter immediately stabs the enemy's neck or body to kill them.

Seeing this, the enemies visibly tensed.

"Keep those bastards in check! Especially that shiny tin can bastard at the very front wearing armor!"
"If they break through here, we're done for! If they break through, we're all dead, you damn fools!"
"If you don't want to be screwed, focus your attacks on those bastards!"

The mercenaries under my command and the reserves behind us are following our squad very well, so the situation is favorable for us.

Even if they concentrate their attacks on us, as long as I, the core of this charge, hold out, we can break through this rotten mercenary line at the front.

"Throw away those damn spears! You can't thrust with them anyway since we need to get in close with the enemy now! Grab maces and follow me!"

I wanted to completely break through the mercenary line now that their morale was weakening, so I started fighting even more fiercely than before.

"Die, you little punks! All of you!"

Swinging my sword at a speed impossible without Aura, the enemies blocking my path fell like autumn leaves, losing their heads.

As I rampaged, someone who looked like a big shot came out from the enemy mercenary company to stop me.

Unlike Schmitz, he wasn't wielding a greatsword, but he was fully armored and carrying a halberd—the symbol of a veteran mercenary.

"You damn bastard! Don't you know the basic rule that in war, the one who shows off dies first? Squad Leader Mike of the Black Bear Mercenaries will take your head and teach you what happens to showoffs!"
"Stop talking shit!"

Then, apparently able to use Aura himself, he swung his halberd at my neck with incredible speed.

"Your thrust is amateurish, you little punk!"

Thanks to the training I'd done since facing Schmitz, my skills had improved dramatically, allowing me to easily deflect the attack from someone with similar skills.

"Huh, damn?"

He probably thought he had thrust with lightning speed... but not even close.

"Die, you pig with nothing going for you except being extremely fat."

I penetrated inside his guard and thrust through his armpit into his heart.

After that, my mercenary unit and the reserves successfully broke through the last line of the mercenary company known as the Black Bears.

Waiting for us there were troops led directly by Count Philorang.

Most were just peasants given spears, but the approximately fifty men standing at the front were clearly the Count's standing army, and their spirit was no joke.

"Damn, looks like I need to get serious here."

Ch.26 - Primer Plains Battle (5)
The game I've been reincarnated into is a fantasy game, yet it's strangely faithful to historical accuracy in some ways.

One such aspect is that soldiers maintained by nobles are actually stronger than most mercenary groups.

It's an unusual element for a fantasy game, but while mercenary groups typically recruit raw newcomers to use as meat shields, nobles are much more selective from the start. They verify everything from physical build to courage before hiring soldiers.

Then they pour their domain's tax money into supporting these men without reservation. They bring in the best instructors they can afford to train them day and night, and try to equip them with only A-grade equipment.

So naturally, they're bound to be superior to mercenary groups that randomly recruit people without proper backgrounds, provide minimal training before throwing them into battle, and whose "armor" mostly consists of patchwork cloth.

"Squad Leader Walter, our new recruits seem tired from their first deployment. Could we pull them back a bit?"
"Those rookie meat shields have done their part."
"Thank you."
"So, do you want to pull back too?"

I appreciate the offer, but this is my chance to prove myself by going wild on my own. I'd rather cut off my own manhood than run away with the excuse of being tired.

"I appreciate the thought, but I can see a banner with a coat of arms fluttering over there. Looks like there's a knight among them. I'm planning to take his head myself."
"Damn, you crazy bastard with your brain on your sword tip. That's why I like you so much."

Not long after, I sent my soldiers to the rear and stood alone at the vanguard.

"Martin's taking the lead. We just need to support his reckless charge! Got it, you idiots?"
"Yes, Squad Leader!"
"Good, then everyone get ready to charge! We'll all move in when we see Martin running."

Another opportunity to go wild, given by Squad Leader Walter. I must make the most of it.

My achievements so far aren't enough. I need to make an even more impressive, definitive showing.

With that determination, I immediately charged toward where the enemy soldiers were waiting.

The enemies opposite me are pointing their spears in my direction, but they're just trying to push forward without thinking about how to break through or penetrate our lines.

It might seem like reckless madness, but jumping into their spear formation might actually be safer than staying back and being exposed to arrows and magic that could come at any moment.

"Do you weaklings who aren't even worth Baron Philorang's dogs think you can stop me, Martin Meyer, ten-man captain of the White Beard Mercenaries? Either kneel and beg for your lives or surrender your heads!"

With that, I channeled Aura into both legs and charged forward at full speed.

"We're not like those stupid bear-like mercenaries who charge blindly!"
"Take the head of that arrogant bastard! He's like an eel disrupting the Count's army. Catch him!"
"He may have broken through the first line, but he can't break through our second line."

At the same time, despite not having formal drill training, they all aimed their thrusts at my neck, the obvious weak point in my armor.

Fast thrusts, precise targeting, and overwhelming numbers.

At a glance, it seemed difficult to deflect the spear tips with my sword or make large evasive movements while running at this speed.

So I quickly ducked my waist while running forward to avoid the incoming spear attacks.

Suddenly, the spear tips of these so-called standing army soldiers lost their target and began to waver.

"Die, you vermin!"

I straightened up and thrust my sword upward into the neck of the man right in front of me.

Then, as their spear formation broke and they lost their composure, I began to cut them down one after another in rapid succession.

When I go wild like this, mercenaries usually hesitate for a moment, but these direct soldiers of the Count who had worked together for at least a few years were different.

"Damn you, enemy of our Ten-man Captain! Die, you cursed bastard!"
"Do you think war is something you can handle all by yourself? I'll tear you limb from limb!"
"Just give me your head. No, I'll separate your head from your shoulders!"

Every time I killed one of them, another's sharp attack would immediately come for my neck or vital points.

*These crazy bastards really fight well, damn it.*

While mentally giving them the highest praise, I continued cutting them down one by one as I advanced. Then I spotted some madman.

Actually, he wasn't really mad—it's just that in this game world, it's standard protocol for knights appearing among commoners to make such grand and flashy entrances.

"Listen, you lowly commoner!!"
"Hmm?"
"You dare disturb Count Philorang's peace of mind! I, Hans Girheim, knight serving Count Philorang, simply cannot tolerate this!"

As a former mercenary who had seen countless times how even the highest-ranking people in the modern world would get "sniped" if they dressed too conspicuously, I found this somewhat dizzying.

"Though I may not be a knight now, until just a few months ago, I was a proper knight serving a worthy lord!"
"Have you no pride as a knight or nobleman! Falling so low as to become a mere mercenary."

If I told the truth, it would be rather embarrassing for me.

"You show-off junior knight! Looking at how you're trudging along without even a horse, you must be the most pathetic one in the Count's household, right?"

When I hit him with facts, his body trembled visibly even through his armor. Then he suddenly closed the distance between us.

"How dare you insult a knight! I'll make you pay for that sin with your death!"

Unlike the others I had faced so far, he showed clean, textbook attacks with proper swordsmanship.

Attacks that flew in precise trajectories, as if operated by a machine.

If my first real combat had been against someone like this with proper swordsmanship and Aura, rather than Schmitz, I definitely wouldn't have won.

"What ridiculous nonsense!"

But that was in the past, not now.

As he swung his sword, I also swung mine with Aura, and the sound of metal clashing against metal rang out with a "clang."

"Such lowly trash!"

Hans continued to swing his sword relentlessly even after the first attack.

With attacks coming continuously without pause, it felt like a whirlwind.

I parried each one while looking for an opening.

However, since he was wearing steel armor just like mine, there were hardly any weak points on his body, making it difficult to break through.

"Die, you worthless commoner!"
"Sir Knight, your sword keeps wobbling. When exactly do you plan to kill this lowly man?"
"You filthy-mouthed scum!"

I continued to provoke him while waiting for his stamina or momentum to falter.

He seemed to know what I was doing and didn't fall for it easily, but dueling is a bit like fishing.

You cast your line into the river or sea and wait patiently until that one moment when you get a bite, then you lift your rod and catch a prize fish.

After nearly five minutes of fierce attacks, he distanced himself from me.

"For a lowly man, you handle a sword quite well."
"Thanks for the compliment, you pathetic junior knight."
"If you put down your sword and surrender now, I'll accept you as my servant."

In response, I raised my middle finger.

As expected, the hot-tempered gorilla-like man erupted in anger.

"I'll cut you in half with the secret technique passed down in the Girheim family!"

With those words, he channeled all his Aura into his legs and launched himself toward me like an arrow.

Then Hans looked at me with a slight smirk at the corner of his mouth, as if he had already won.

What an annoying, terminal case of noble disease in a pathetic junior knight.

However, that sword tip aimed at my neck, targeting the narrow gap, was very real.

While I was figuring out how to block it, I managed to find a tiny gap in his technique.

*To catch a tiger, enter the tiger's den; to kill an arrogant knight, get in close.*

With that resolve, I channeled Aura into my legs to suddenly close the gap between us, and put down my sword.

"Foolish man, are you trying to commit suicide?"

I twisted my body to barely avoid his thrust.

Hans's expression hardened with shock, and he tried to swing his sword again to aim for my neck.

"You're still in my hands, you lowly—"

Before he could finish his sentence, I drew the dagger from my waist and stabbed him in the neck.

Blood gushed from his neck, soaking my right hand.

"What nonsense. You pathetic junior knight."

After saying that, I cut off his head with my sword and held it high.

It might seem excessive to make such a display over killing just a junior knight, but there's no better way to break the enemy's morale and mock them than for a "lowly" man like me to behead the Count's knight.

"Martin Meyer, ten-man captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, has taken the head of Hans Girheim, knight of Count Philorang!"

After rampaging a bit more, I received the retreat signal along with everyone else and returned to formation.

Ch.27 - Dalten's Challenge, Let's Go All Out (1)
After returning to camp, I gathered all my men.

"Attention, everyone!"

At those words, they all looked at me with exhausted expressions.

Just from their eyes, I could see they were silently begging me not to waste their time and just let them rest.

There was no point in giving some long-winded speech like I was their school principal or battalion commander. I'd only make a fool of myself.

"You all fought damn well today! I thought you were worthless pieces of shit who'd piss yourselves on the battlefield, but seeing each of you pull your own weight was impressive."

Despite my crude words, I had actually expected they would be capable enough after just a month of rigorous training when I started drilling Lucia and the other seven with proper formations.

So they performed exactly as I'd anticipated. But this was the first time since reincarnating into this world that I'd trained subordinates and seen them perform remarkably well.

It feels indescribably good, honestly.

Upon hearing my praise, the mercenaries seemed as moved as I was. Some clenched their fists and pressed their lips together trying not to cry, while others wiped away tears with reddened eyes.

"It's nothing, Squad Leader."
"Thanks to you, we could do our part while other rookies were screwing up."
"We'll do even better in the future."

The atmosphere had somehow turned into something like a basic training graduation ceremony, and since it was getting a bit much with just us men carrying on like this...

I snapped my fingers to change the mood.

"So tonight, as per tradition, this squad leader will pay for whatever you want to eat and any women you want to hold. Shit, go get whatever food you're craving right now! And bring back beer and wine until it's overflowing."

I handed two gold coins to the oldest of the new recruits.

"Get me a chunk of pork belly!"

After I placed my order, they were apparently so hungry from the fierce battle that they immediately ran off, taking Lucia with them.

Those guys are all over 20, proper adults, but seeing them run off so quickly to buy food as soon as they got money makes them look like overgrown children.

They returned in no time with armfuls of food, spread out the cloth we normally use on the dirt floor for our tent, and laid out all the dishes.

Damn these guys. They often move so slowly during training and battle that it drives me crazy, but now they're moving at lightning speed.

I grabbed the pork belly—or rather, the roast bacon—that I'd asked for and put it in my mouth.

Since it was roasted directly over wood, the fat had rendered out and it was crispy too, making it even more delicious than pan-fried or grilled pork in Korea.

"Damn, this is what living is all about. Holy shit, this is too good for words."
"Shut your mouth while you're eating. You're spitting everywhere, asshole."
"Baker, you piece of shit. Good food is good food, why are you being so picky? Are you a noble or something?"

With alcohol and meat, the already good mood from our great performance became even more lively.

Baker and Peter, who had been fighting constantly during their first week together, had started getting along during our harsh training. Now, with a few drinks in them, they were singing with their arms around each other's shoulders without anyone telling them to.

Karin was also drinking with the squad members, probably because unlike with Fiore and some others, no one was sexually harassing her. Though true to her cool demeanor toward those she hadn't opened up to, she was only smiling slightly.

"This is the dream."

Leading loyal subordinates into battle, making a significant contribution, and then returning to relieve the day's fatigue with beer and meat—what could be better than this? Damn, this is better than sex.

The topic of conversation then shifted to Lucia.

"By the way, wasn't Lucia's magic amazing? She chanted something and then a fireball the size of a torso came out and exploded!"
"Shit, good thing I didn't get hit by that. Seeing those enemy bastards burning up close almost made me piss myself."
"This is why people go on about mages. One spell and four guys in front turned into charcoal."

The shy Lucia, upon hearing the praise, seemed embarrassed as she gently wagged her tail and looked around.

The firelight made it hard to see clearly, but her face was probably bright red.

Still, the way she perked up her ears to catch any additional compliments showed she was clearly hungry for praise to fill her lacking self-esteem.

Seeing this, the guys enthusiastically continued their praise.

"I've never actually seen other mages' magic before, but Senior Lucia's magic was truly impressive. Honestly, if we had jumped into their formation without your magic, we'd all be dead."
"We look forward to more of your amazing magic, Senior. Thank you for saving us."
"We'll work hard not to fall behind you, Senior."

Receiving this shower of compliments, Lucia was clearly delighted, smiling and swishing her tail gently.

But unable to overcome her shyness, she quickly bowed her head and spoke.

"Thank you all for your kind words... but I was only able to perform well thanks to Squad Leader Martin... He trained us to the brink of death with all those formation drills."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"Because of that, when I heard Martin Squad Leader's orders in battle, my body moved automatically. That's why I could do well. So I don't think I'm amazing—it's all thanks to Squad Leader Martin."

When subordinates praise me like this, I could just brush it off with something like, "It's all because I'm naturally talented, you should be grateful," but...

To build up her self-esteem, which had been beaten down by the discrimination she faced at the academy for being an orphan, I couldn't do that.

"That's not true. Your magical skill is something you earned through your hard work studying at the academy, Lucia."
"Yes, but..."
"And other mages just stand back with their arms crossed before casting spells. Most wouldn't even listen if told to train their bodies like you did. But you kept up with the training even when you were about to collapse. That's why you could make such useful attacks in battle. Not everyone can do that."

When leveling up a mage in games, you always invest points in intelligence. Similarly, mages in this world I've been reincarnated into would rather read another page of a book than spend time moving their bodies.

No, mages are crazy people who think their intelligence gives them the privilege to avoid physical activity, choosing to hole up in their rooms instead.

Considering that, it really was remarkable that she followed my training instructions from beginning to end without any objection.

"Lucia, you followed through with the difficult training and performed well in battle, which is why we all made it back alive, including me. So from today on, you can stand tall with pride."

She smiled brightly at my words.

"Yes!"

Then Baker downed a mug of beer in one gulp and said:

"I'll say this now that we're here, but when we first started training, I really thought I was going to die. Damn, making guys who'd never held a spear before train with sandbags and wrist weights. Squad Leader, wasn't that a bit much?"

I smacked Baker on the head.

"If I hadn't done that, you'd all be dead already, you idiot! Don't you know all of Fiore's squad's new recruits died today?"
"Is that so?"
"You were too busy to notice? You idiots. Still, you all fought really well today. Keep fighting just as well from now on—no, since you got free meat and alcohol today, fight even better. If you don't, I'll break all your limbs."
"Don't be so harsh."

We spent about two hours eating meat and drinking while chatting, and when everyone's stomachs were full...

"Squad Leader Martin, we're going to go empty our balls now."
"Sure, go ahead."
"But are you really not coming? I heard they brought in some really hot women today."
"Didn't I tell you I only do it with someone I love? Go enjoy yourselves however you want. We'll probably be fighting with spears again tomorrow, so don't go so wild that your backs give out."

I waved my hand to shoo them away.

As I wandered around our mercenary camp, I spotted Captain Dalten's face in one corner.

Despite our great performance in this war, the captain's face was filled with concern.

If I didn't know this game's story, I might have rushed over like an idiot to ask what was wrong.

*As I expected, our mercenary group did well, but others probably screwed up badly, making the war situation terrible.*

War is like a group project in college—no matter how well I do, if someone else messes up, everything falls apart.

If the story follows the original plot, Count Saltzheim's soldiers and other mercenary groups would have screwed up badly, while the White Beard Mercenary Company alone would stand out and gain fame.

*Rather than letting things flow that way, it might be more beneficial for my advancement if I intervene a bit and help us actually win. So I'll wait for the opportunity for our mercenary group and me to completely turn the tide of this war. When the time comes, I, Martin, will step up.*

About a week passed, and the war situation developed exactly as I had predicted.

While everyone was worried about the situation, I moved quickly to not miss my opportunity.

At times like this, drawing attention is the best way to get noticed.

Ch.28 - Dalten's Challenge, Let's Go All Out (2)
In the original game, Dalten, the captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, tried to overcome the current crisis by remaining loyal to Count Saltzheim until the end.

The White Beard Mercenaries would face the worst-case scenario with 30% of their members dying, but afterward, this incident would make them famous in the mercenary market as an absolutely reliable group.

It became the catalyst for them to transform into a trusted mercenary company and rapidly expand their influence.

*Swiss mercenaries became famous for the same reason—their strong combat ability and desperately maintained loyalty.*

While walking around the corner of the camp with these thoughts, I heard Captain Dalten sighing and muttering something from one side.

"Damn it. What's the point of us doing well? Those worthless soldiers of Count Saltzheim and the other mercenary bastards are making such a mess that we can't even clean up after them."

True to his words, our mercenary company, including my ten-man squad led by me, Martin, and the others, are all performing admirably.

That's why, despite the overall battle situation not being very good, Count Saltzheim sent us plenty of alcohol and meat a few days ago to commend our achievements.

Pretending not to have heard Dalten's complaints, I approached him with a friendly expression, holding two bottles of cheap wine, and asked, "Captain Dalten, you seem a bit troubled."

Dalten heard my words, let out a big sigh, then chuckled and gave me a light tap on the head.

"You little bastard, you've barely grown up and you're already worrying about adults."

"I received a good sword with mithril from you, Captain. Shouldn't I repay that kindness somehow?"

"You've always been good with words. Cheeky bastard."

"Despite appearances, I'm your loyal follower who gave up becoming a Knight to follow you, Captain. Just tell me what's bothering you. Who knows? I might come up with a solution to the problem."

Dalten laughed while lightly patting my back.

"Well, you're right. Damn, even if there's no solution, at least I'll feel better."

"Yes, so like a man, just let it all out."

Dalten sighed deeply once more.

"The thing is, if things continue like this, that idiot Count Saltzheim is going to get completely destroyed."

Knowing the flow of this game world, I'm well aware of the outcome of this war.

If things continue as they are, Count Saltzheim will be unable to defeat Count Philorang's army and will suffer a major defeat.

The White Beard Mercenaries will gain fame in the process, but they'll also suffer heavy losses with many members bleeding out.

So unless I create some brilliant breakthrough here, it's clear as day that our mercenary company will suffer many casualties, just like in the original story.

However, since I'm not a high-ranking officer in the mercenary company, if I act like I know everything, I'll just come across as arrogant and make people dislike me.

"Is that so? I thought things were going well since we've been doing a good job..."

Dalten responded to my words with an outburst.

"Damn it! That's exactly what I mean! This is so frustrating! To be honest, your squad and our entire mercenary company are carrying everyone else! But why can't those idiots follow our lead? They're just holding us back and dragging their feet!"

"You're right about that."

"I'm not even asking them to be like us—200 men facing twice as many enemies. But why can't those fools even pull their own weight? Don't you agree?"

I quietly nodded at his words.

But those fools couldn't help it. The mercenaries hired by Philorang might not be first-class, but they're at least second-class fighters who know what they're doing.

Meanwhile, Count Saltzheim, either trying to save money in this serious war that could cost him his county, or just doing what he always does, gathered mediocre men to fill the numbers, thinking that would somehow be enough.

As a result of his inadequate preparation, just as Dalten said, everyone except our White Beard Mercenaries is just wasting time.

"You're right. We're already outnumbered, and Count Saltzheim's regular army is completely incompetent, and the other mercenaries he hired are practically useless, aren't they?"

"Practically useless? Even a man without arms and legs would fight better than them. And you know what the captain of another mercenary company said to me?"

"What did he say?"

Dalten gritted his teeth at my question.

"He said he acknowledges that we're good, but that doesn't mean they're bad. Damn, if they'd just shut their mouths, they might at least be tolerable."

It's true that our mercenary company is good. But the fact that those guys are useless is an undeniable fact that even their parents couldn't dispute.

Damn, if they lack skill, they should at least keep their mouths shut. Then they might at least be tolerable.

That's probably why Dalten is jumping around in anger and sighing when he turns away.

Dalten continued to vent his frustrations to me for a full hour.

"Ah, damn. I couldn't talk about this with Heinz or the others because they'd probably suggest we cut our losses and run. But even though you're just a rookie, it feels better to have gotten this off my chest."

"Well, I'm always available to listen. Now that I've heard you out, would you listen to what I have to say?"

Dalten clicked his tongue as if he had no choice.

"Fine, damn it. But if you suggest returning the money and running away like Heinz, I'll smash your face into the ground."

Deputy Captain Heinz wasn't wrong.

Because to run a mercenary company, you need mercenaries who are alive. If everyone dies, there's nothing you can do.

I shrugged my shoulders and answered.

"You're thinking that since we're obviously going to lose at this rate, rather than running away with a bad reputation, you'd prefer to fight to the end and at least gain some fame, right?"

Dalten slapped my back hard and laughed.

"Damn right! You got it exactly. Let's say we return the money and cancel the contract. Our mercenary company's reputation would instantly plummet. Then we'd have no money and no future jobs. The only conclusion is that we'd all starve to death, damn it."

Nobles who hire mercenaries pay them to protect their lives and interests.

But if mercenaries get labeled as contract-breakers who run away when things get tough, even if they return the money, who would want to hire such a mercenary company?

Rather than using such people, they'd prefer to use inexperienced rookies whose abilities haven't been properly verified, as that would be more reassuring.

I suggested with the most wicked smile I could manage:

"Then, since it's come to this, how about we go out in a blaze of glory? Put you, the deputy captain, and skilled fighters like me at the vanguard and risk our lives for one big fight."

Dalten laughed like a madman at my words.

"You crazy bastard, that sounds better than Heinz's suggestion to break the contract and run, but is that even possible?"

"Are we just going to sit here and die? Let me speak frankly now."

"Go ahead, you crazy bastard."

"Honestly, we don't owe anything to those merchants, right? Even if we lose this war and can't pay salaries because we're broke, if we sell our loyalty to Count Saltzheim, we might get hired for a bigger war with better pay. That's how you're planning to make up for the deficit, right?"

If that wasn't his plan, he wouldn't have so strongly opposed Deputy Captain Heinz's suggestion to return the contract money and seek a different contract.

"So let's just go all out while we're getting paid under Count Saltzheim. Let's fight to the end without holding back. A mercenary company that fulfills its contracts to the end without fearing sacrifice—how cool is that?"

"But isn't that too dangerous?"

I shook my head at his words.

"Think about it the other way. It's better to go all out than to do things half-heartedly. If we continue like this, our mercenary company is obviously going to be ruined."

"..."

The man who just moments ago said he'd grind my face into the ground if I suggested breaking the contract is now being so hesitant, which is making me angry.

So I spoke even more forcefully.

"Honestly, the men here might be idiots, but they can at least pull their own weight, right? Let's show them what happens when skilled fighters from the White Beard Mercenaries step forward and cut down the enemy. If we can shift the momentum to our side, we might even be able to win this war. And if we do win, the value of you and the White Beard Mercenaries will skyrocket."

A mercenary captain of honor who stays loyal to the end even with a failing employer, who will grab them by the collar to save them if necessary.

"Let's try it. Anyway, damn it, we're all going to die if we continue like this."

After my continued strong persuasion, Dalten finally sighed and said:

"Fine, damn it. Let's do it!"

Captain Dalten went straight to convince everyone else.

The next day, our mercenary company stood at the vanguard of Count Saltzheim's army, right in the center where we would be most visible.

Ch.29 - If You Want To Succeed, Enter The Tiger's Den (1)
Just like last time, our squad was positioned at the vanguard of the White Beard Mercenaries.

Those worthless rookies, after rolling around in actual combat for a few days, were strutting around like veterans—like three-year-olds who don't know to fear tigers.

"Damn those useless bastards. Can't even fight properly but they're volunteering to get their heads chopped off."
"Brother Baker, don't let your guard down. What if we face soldiers directly commanded by that Count who the captain fought last time?"
"What nonsense. Why don't you just cry about how scared you are?"

Baker glanced at me, or rather, at Captain Dalten beside me.

"Besides, with our Captain Dalten personally fighting alongside us, how could we lose to those idiots?"

Captain Dalten—well, even I, who had been reincarnated into this world and experienced only a few wars, could see that my subordinates were like chicks who had barely grown their down feathers.

Yet they acted like they were something special, which looked as funny as children pretending to be adults.

I suppose they were acting that way to forget their fear of dying at any moment while standing at the vanguard, but I couldn't help laughing at the sight.

"Pfft, those idiots. They've only been in war for a few days and they're already showing off like that."

Karin snickered at my comment.

"That's exactly how you looked when I first met you, Squad Leader."
"At least I was flying around from day one of the war, wasn't I? Beheading a squad leader, and later that Schmitz guy..."
"They say men are just big children, and here's Martin the Squad Leader, who even quit being a Knight to become a Mercenary, being so childish."

As we were chatting before the battle began, someone smacked the back of my head.

When I turned around, there stood Captain Dalten with a suspicious smile.

"They say love can bloom on the battlefield... are you two dating already? Why are you chattering away so annoyingly?"
"No, I mean, not yet..."
"You wet-behind-the-ears weakling, you sure talk a lot. Stop the nonsense and go provoke those idiots over there. We need to set the stage before we show them what we're capable of."

Dalten patted my shoulder and handed me a spear with the helmet of that Knight named Hans, whose head I had cut off a few days ago.

"This captain has already made arrangements with Count Saltzheim, so go ahead and provoke them all you want. The reputation of our mercenary company depends on that mouth of yours."
"Leave it to me, Captain. If there's one thing I'm good at, it's running my mouth. I'll rile up those bastards until their blood boils backward."

I took the spear with Hans's helmet and positioned myself where Count Filorang's men could see me clearly.

I was about to start boasting like a child showing off a new toy to friends, trying to make the listeners as irritated as possible.

But before I could even open my mouth, the men from Count Filorang's camp sent me fierce "encouragement" first.

"You motherless homosexual bastard!"
"Look at this piece of trash bragging with a dead man's helmet, you filthy scum who eats from the toilet!"
"You stupid idiot! It makes my blood boil seeing a little runt like you showing off! Today I'll cleanly remove that pretty decoration from your shoulders!"

I hadn't even provoked them yet—hadn't even opened my mouth—but they were already sending such enthusiastic responses that I felt like bowing in gratitude.

*An opportunity like this doesn't come twice. Let's do this.*

I bowed deeply toward them.

"I haven't even started talking yet, but thanks for the encouragement, you worthless pieces of trash."

Count Filorang's mercenaries responded to my greeting with a barrage of colorful curses.

Letting their words go in one ear and out the other, I waved the spear around and mocked them with the most irritating voice I could muster.

"Before I joined this war, I heard that Count Filorang's knights and soldiers were the best in the Empire, but after fighting them, I've never seen such incompetent fools!"

Strictly speaking, while they might not be the best in the Empire, the soldiers and Hans were quite skilled.

Even though he was just a low-ranking Knight, he handled his Aura well and even used his own special technique to attack me, which made me acknowledge that Count Filorang's army was impressive.

But when I'm supposed to be provoking them, why would I clear my throat and flatter them like some pretentious noble, praising Hans's sharp sword or honorable death?

"Sir Hans here was a Knight who used expensive armor and weapons, but his skills were so poor he couldn't even use his Aura properly. He did swing his sword a few times though."

I deliberately paused mid-sentence, and even the knights and soldiers of Count Filorang jumped forward, grinding their teeth at my story.

I pretended to hold my stomach and laughed.

"I mean, he used the same sword as me, but each attack was as light as a feather! I wonder if he could even kill a fly with those skills. And Count Filorang, who gave such a knight land and money—how merciful he must be! I haven't met him yet, but I can tell. Deus himself must have been deeply moved by the Count's kindness."

At those words, the true alpha males of this game, Count Filorang's knights, waved their arms in the air and hurled curses at me.

"To defile the honor of a knight who died honorably in brave combat—you deserve to be torn limb from limb and thrown into hell, you son of a whore!"
"As expected of a lowly mercenary, even your words are vulgar! I'll tear you apart and feed you to the pigs!"
"You worthless scum, come here! Sir Belterheim, a mid-rank Knight, will teach you a lesson!"

I felt satisfied seeing them rage like rutting boars.

My current role was to focus all attention, aggro, and hostility on our White Beard Mercenaries.

Their outburst proved I was doing my job well. If Count Saltzheim wins this battle...

The fame of the White Beard Mercenaries will spread far and wide, and my reputation for provoking the enemy and performing at the frontline will skyrocket.

*If you want to succeed, you have to risk your life.*

After strengthening my resolve, I raised my middle finger at them.

"You losers who get beaten even by the rookies who just joined our mercenary company sure talk big. If you're so upset, why don't you prove yourselves by fighting us?"

Then I waved the spear with Hans's helmet and returned to our lines.

"That goddamn bastard! We must kill that dog who sullied the honor of our Count Filorang's house!"
"What did he say about our Black Bear Mercenaries? That we're worse than rookie meat shields?"
"That filthy-mouthed bastard. I'll tear his mouth apart for sure."

Behind me, the enemy's curses—which were actually great compliments—showered down, and I strutted back like a triumphant general.

When I returned to formation, my subordinates trembled as they spoke.

"Isn't this getting too big? Those knights look furious—can we really win?"
"This looks bad for us..."
"We've heard you were fiery normally, but this is beyond fiery—it's blazing! I'm not sure we can handle this. Aren't we screwed?"

Lucia also spoke with a worried voice.

"We can barely hold our own as it is... can we survive being targeted by so many enemies?"

Looking closely, her tail and ears were drooping in fear.

Now that I'd done it, I realized I might have gone too far.

But if you want to be a real man—no, if you want to succeed—it's better to burn everything like hellfire than to do things half-heartedly.

"Why are you all so worried? When you first started training with spears, you were worried about surviving the war too. But now, aren't you doing well, not dying or messing up like those useless squads over there?"

Everyone nodded at that.

"So don't worry too much and just follow my orders. Then when this war ends, you can become heroes too. Clear your minds of distractions."

I patted Lucia's shoulder and whispered in a voice only she could hear.

"Like on the first day, whether we all die or become heroes today depends on you. I'm counting on you, Lucia."

Instead of answering with words, she put aside her fear and nodded with a determined expression.

Once the mood was set, Count Filorang's soldiers charged toward us like mad bulls in an arena.

The provocation had worked perfectly.
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"Fuck, I'll rip out your guts and use them as a jump rope, you bastard! Come out right now!"
"I'll tear out your tongue while you're still alive and slice you to pieces myself!"
"If you're a mercenary, be a real man and come at me with your spear! I'll ram my thick, heavy spear right through your neck!"

Their reaction was even more heated than I'd expected.

Watching their antics was actually getting entertaining.

Dalten glanced at me briefly before commanding in a heavy voice.

"These bastards are throwing a fit because Martin's words hit a nerve. They need a warm welcome! Shower them with arrows and magic—don't hold back!"

Our mercenary archers and mages responded with loud enthusiasm.

"Draw your bows until your fingers nearly break! Put some arrows in those ugly faces to make them prettier!"
"Time to show them how badass the White Beard Mercenaries are!"
"There are so many of them charging that you'll hit something even if you aim poorly! Just fire away, magic or arrows!"

Moments later, countless arrows and spells from our mercenary company rained down on the enemy.

With each shower of arrows, the death cries of enemy soldiers filled my ears, and whenever the mages launched fireballs that traced red trajectories through the air, multiple enemies were consumed by flames.

Lucia had been quite flustered on the first day of battle, but thanks to my excellent guidance as her badass squad leader, she was now coordinating well with our mercenary mages.

"Fire, become the power that burns my enemies before me, incinerate everything to black ash! Fireball!"

Fighting with her tail raised high in concentration, Lucia was even more beautiful than she had appeared in the game.

In front of me, the fools who had fallen for my provocation were dropping like autumn leaves as they charged like mad bulls.

"Fuck, it's so hot! Help me!"
"Ugh, damn... I never thought I'd die so pathetically..."
"Life is so fucking..."

Yet true to their nature as men who would follow money, women, and alcohol even into hell, they continued charging madly toward us, unconcerned about their comrades dying right in front of them.

Watching hundreds of people charging ferociously as if they were all high on something, I momentarily felt scared.

*Shit, seeing it in person is more intense than I imagined.*

However, the more numerous they were and the stronger their momentum, the more opportunity the White Beard Mercenaries had to shine.

If I performed well and my reputation grew, naturally the pay Dalten would give me would increase, and my chances of making Karin and Lucia my women would definitely improve.

Of course, those two aren't the type of cheap women who would be attracted to my fame, money, or abilities.

Karin's goodwill toward me must be because she sees potential in Martin Meyer.

To win Lucia's heart, I need to become someone she can rely on and lean on, and furthermore, become a pillar that can support her growth.

"Martin's squad, grip your spears tight! If you don't want to die like dogs to those bastards charging like they're in heat, keep your wits about you!"

After saying that, I steeled my resolve and tightened my grip on my spear.

"White Beard Mercenaries! If you don't want to die at the hands of those idiots under Count Filoran who've fallen for Martin's passionate courtship, hold your spears tight! Today, we become the gods of this battlefield!"

Dalten came to my side with his spear in hand, smirked, and said:

"Fuck, you piece of shit. I did everything you suggested, but if we get slaughtered, you're dead by my hand."
"I merely made a suggestion to you, Captain."
"Shut your mouth before I sew it shut. Or go berserk like last time and kill all those horny bastards who want to ram their spears through our necks."

Though his words were harsh, I could sense genuine concern and expectation for me in Dalten's speech.

Before I could respond, the idiotic pigs hired by Count Filoran—who had nothing in their heads except the desire to kill us—surged forward.

"Martin's squad! Don't look away, thrust your spears at the enemies in front of you! Just like we practiced!"

Soon after, the enemy mercenaries charged at us like a wave, aiming their spears at our necks.

It was the simplest yet most powerful attack in a charging situation—using the momentum of the charge to deliver a direct thrust at the neck.

I dodged that simple, brutal thrust by half a step.

"What the fuck?"

The man who had tried to stab me showed his bewilderment.

I immediately thrust my spear into his throat, giving him a new airhole.

"You were so eager to put your spear in someone's throat, and look how you ended up."

After muttering that, I looked around.

My squad members had followed my orders to parry and thrust, successfully blocking the powerful charging thrusts and managing to kill their opponents.

Captain Dalten blocked the initial charge with his long spear, then, true to his status as an Aura Expert, immediately threw the spear to the ground, drew his sword, and began tearing through the enemy ranks.

Even though we're facing mere rabble...

"If you want the head of Dalten, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, come and get it, you filthy bastards!"

Dalten advanced through the spear-wielding mercenaries like a fish swimming through water, his body wrapped in blue Aura as he swung his sword, killing anyone who got in his way without discrimination.

Watching that scene, I found myself wishing that someday I could reach the level of an Aura Expert, either by consuming elixirs or by gaining experience from killing people and leveling up in this strange world.

*There's no reason I can't do it too.*

With that thought, I gritted my teeth and thrust my spear into the necks and bodies of any enemies showing the slightest opening.

When I killed one man, someone who appeared to be his comrade charged at me with a reddened face, shouting:

"You fucking son of a bitch! Die, you who killed Peterson!"

In war, you should never get emotional when someone dies. Getting excited just means you're offering your life to someone else.

As I was thinking this and about to turn my spear tip, an arrow flew with a whistling sound and embedded itself in the complaining man's neck.

Looking in the direction the arrow had come from, I saw Karin seriously targeting her next mark with eagle eyes.

They say beauty looks good doing anything, and true to that saying, her appearance was breathtaking.

"Martin's squad, get the fuck together! If the formation breaks, you're all dead!"

At my command, the men under me hurriedly ran back to their positions with their spears.

"No matter how weak these bastards might seem, don't let your guard down! Together you're strong, but scattered you're nothing!"

After delivering that rebuke, we moved like a machine until the enemy's momentum somewhat subsided.

We focused on coordination—when someone tried to stab us, one person would parry their spear or dodge, and another would seize the opening to kill them with a thrust.

"Baker, you bastard! I parried, now stab him!"
"Thanks, you son of a bitch!"

These guys might be rookies experiencing their first real battle, but watching their coordination, I thought they might be able to hold their own even against seasoned soldiers.

"Oh, shit!"

But they were indeed rookies, and occasionally their coordination would break down.

"You worthless bastards, I told you to return to your original position immediately if the coordination breaks!"

At those times, I would cover for them within my range, intercepting enemies and killing those threatening my subordinates with my long spear.

"Don't try to be heroes, just do as you're told! You worthless bastards!"

About an hour later?

When the enemy's burning momentum had died down and both sides had created some distance between them, our mercenary soldiers caught their breath while glaring at the enemy.

"Damn, I'm exhausted..."
"That bastard Martin squad leader, why does he have to show off like that?"
"Thanks to that asshole showing off, our reputation and pay will probably increase. But if we get slaughtered, let's skewer him and roast him, damn it."

At that moment, I had an intuitive feeling.

If we charged now, we could deal a significant blow to Count Filoran's army and seize the opportunity to reverse this war that had been unfavorable to us until now.

"White Beard Mercenaries! I, Dalten, command you! Grab your spears and prepare to charge! Go all in, damn it!"
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Iron should be struck while it's hot, and when you want to crush the enemy, the proper strategy is to push relentlessly when they're weakened, giving them no time to rest.

"Archers and mages, fire a good shot at those bastards standing with their spears up!"

With that command, the archers began shooting arrows wildly over our heads.

Lucia and the other mages hid behind the spear-wielding infantry, carefully preparing their strongest spells while waiting for the right moment.

In the midst of this, Dalten brought the deputy commander and stuck close to my side.

"This time, you'll move with me and Heinz. After we behead those black bear bastards at the vanguard."

Dalten pointed his finger at the blue flag fluttering in the distance.

"Even if we can't take the Count of Filorang's head, we should cut down the necks of those intermediate and high-ranking Knights to make the Count burn with rage, don't you think?"

I could handle Hans, who was a low-ranking Knight, with ease, but I wondered what capabilities the intermediate Knights and above, called formal Knights, would possess.

Among the intermediate Knights in this game, some could freely manipulate Aura to move in superhuman ways.

And once they reached high rank or above, it wasn't uncommon to find those with Expert-level Aura skills.

If I face such opponents and raise my strength and level while gradually building my reputation, how far could I climb?

"This time, even a newly promoted intermediate Knight would be fine. If I don't take a Knight's head, I'm not a real man."
"If you fail, will you cut off your balls?"

As a man, you need 'those' attached to be considered human, and losing them would be...

"...Ah, that's a bit..."
"You pathetic bastard, good at betting your neck but can't bet your cock."

Dalten swung his sword as a signal, and soon after, our unit's mages launched their spells toward the enemy.

Five fireballs flew through the air.

Those balls of fire instantly engulfed the unfortunate men at the front, turning them into human torches.

"Help! Help! Aaaagh, it's so fucking hot!"
"Aaaagh!"
"Save me! Water, water, someone pour water on me!"

When the men blocking our path turned into charred lumps, Dalten slapped my back and concentrated Aura in his feet, flying forward like an arrow.

To be precise, he kicked off the ground and leaped forward.

When a person moves faster than a horse, that's basically flying.

As much as I'd like to join him immediately, my job right now is to lead my ten-man squad and crash into the enemy forces blocking our way ahead.

To put it crudely, I need to stick thick, sharp spear shafts into enemy necks and make their blood spurt out.

"Martin's squad! Hold your spears upright and thrust! Damn it, think about the money you spent on whores and thrust! No one's going to stab at empty air, right?"
"No, sir!"
"Squad, gather! And match my pace!"

With those words, I gripped my spear tightly and thrust it toward the necks of the enemies in front of me.

"Horny pig bastard."
"I'm not that fat, you son of a whore."

Looking around, I saw that everyone in my ten-man squad had successfully crashed into enemy lines without a single casualty.

I immediately discarded my spear and drew my sword.

The sharp metallic sound as it left its scabbard heightened my tension.

"Damn, you're weaker than scarecrows! Let's see who's stronger, me or you bastards! Martin's squad, no, all mercenaries follow Captain Dalten running ahead!"

Whether we break through enemy lines or fight well to boost our allies' morale and crush the enemy's will to fight, we need to do something properly.

All or nothing, big success or total failure.

In this situation, my only job is to boost the morale and momentum of the White Beard Mercenary Company so they can perform at their best.

Before rushing forward, I asked Squad Leader Walter:

"Squad Leader, please take care of our rookies who still can't wipe their own asses."

I'll try my best to look after them, but as the battle intensifies, I'll have less room to maneuver, so I should at least hand over responsibility like this.

After roughly finishing what I needed to do, a motley crew of enemies, lured by my taunts, gathered around me.

Men with bushy beards wielding short spears, swords, maces, hammers, axes, and all sorts of weapons.

*Damn, being surrounded by these hairy bastards... doesn't feel good at all.*

Of course, those gentlemen trying to kill me seem to be thinking the same thing.

"Damn, are you that ill-mannered bastard Martin Meyer from the White Beard Mercenaries?"
"Can't see your face well because of the helmet. Why don't you take it off? If you're pretty enough, I might spare you."
"Motherless, fatherless bastard. I'll send you to your parents—go suck on your mother's tits with your father."

Then they raised their weapons and rushed at me like mice that had found cheese.

"Do I look that delicious, you perverts!"

I couldn't retreat to create distance because our forces were behind me.

So I took one more step forward—no, I advanced like Captain Dalten had done.

Damn, I've been trying to stand out, so now I have to fight prepared to die.

I targeted the obvious openings that caught my eye like a hawk and began beheading them one by one.

With each enemy soldier I killed, a distinct sensation passed through my hands.

And I was able to penetrate deeper into enemy lines, one step at a time.

"You sons of whores, if you're going to surround someone trying to kill them! At least give old Martin here a scratch! You're pathetically weak."

I felt the Aura flowing through my body and circulated it once more.

Whether it's the simple principle of this world that killing enemies makes you stronger helping me, I can definitely feel my Aura has become a bit stronger than yesterday.

Reaching the lofty realm of Aura Expert that I'm aiming for is still far off, but I can sense that I might break through another wall soon.

The certainty and anticipation that I'll grow stronger with each enemy I cut down.

*Damn, this is sex.*

Strictly speaking, this isn't sex, but I'm certain the feeling is comparable to the pleasure men and women feel during intercourse—it feels that good.

"White Beard Mercenary Squad Leader Martin Meyer coming through! Anyone who wants to leave this world today, feel free to block my path!"

With that declaration, I set my goal to join Captain Dalten and continued killing those who stood in my way without hesitation.

When someone thrust a spear at me, I ducked or twisted to avoid it, then used that momentum to slice through their body.

When veterans wielding maces or one-handed swords attacked me, I dove inside their guard and put air holes in their necks.

At first, I counted how many I killed as I slaughtered them, but now the situation was too urgent to afford such luxury.

Because no matter how strong Captain Dalten is, he can't withstand the enemy's numerical advantage alone up ahead.

"Squad Leader Martin, damn! On your side!"

Following that warning, I dodged sideways, and Baker, whom I'd been cursing all this time, smashed an enemy's head with his mace.

If an attack had come from that position incorrectly, I could have died.

I came into the tiger's den to hunt tigers, prepared to die at any moment.

But facing it like this sent chills down my spine.

"Thanks, Baker!"
"If we win and go back, buy me some roast beef."
"Damn it, if we make it back alive, I'll buy you enough roast beef to choke on. Happy now, you bastard!"

After that brief exchange, I continued to advance with the support of our mercenary troops.

With each enemy I cut down, I could feel the enemy mercenaries growing more afraid of me.

In this moment, I felt a thrill throughout my body as I sensed that I was dominating the battlefield.

"Damn you worthless bastards. If you don't want to die, get out of my way instead of blocking me!"

After swinging my sword once, twice, three times, cutting down enemies indiscriminately, I finally reached the area near Captain Dalten.

Dalten saw me and smirked.

"You bastard, you timed it just like Heinz. How did you manage not to die?"
"Dying as a virgin seemed too wasteful."
"Bullshit, a male virgin isn't like a female virgin—if you save it too long, it'll get moldy, you dog."

I caught my breath for a moment and looked ahead.

In front of us, our Count's soldiers and knights were approaching us, grinding their teeth.

"For the crime of insulting the honorable Count of Filorang, you shall pay with your lives, you filthy, vulgar mercenary dogs!"
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At Dalten's words, he snickered and said.

"You lot calling me vulgar are the truly vulgar ones. You pathetic excuse for knights!"
"What did you say?"
"You think I don't know you ride horses to hide your stubby legs, you short little nobodies!"

Calling a person with a full head of hair "baldy" might be a harmless joke between friends.

But calling someone bald when they actually are—and you're not close—is practically asking for a fight.

Similarly, insulting someone's height when it's their complex would cause more psychological damage than any other insult...

Just as I expected, one of the knights standing with the flag bearer displaying their family crest began to rage.

"You filthy, underhanded mercenary! Were you too lowborn to learn that decent people don't mock others for their height?"
"I was a senior knight myself once—you think I didn't learn that? But your legs are ridiculously short, aren't they? Unless... oh, I'm sorry."

Then Dalten stared pointedly at his own lower body.

The mounted knight became even more enraged and charged toward Captain Dalten with his lance in hand.

"You worthless mercenary scum!"

Dalten smirked at this, gripping his sword with both hands as he waited for the man to approach.

"My name is Charles Branheim! Official knight of the Count Philorang family and honorable warrior of House Branheim!"

Charles spurred his horse forward, aiming his lance at Dalten and thrusting.

"Seeing how the Philorang family lets short little nobodies like you parade around as knights, they must be a truly pathetic house."
"Shut up, you filthy, lowborn—"

Dalten channeled his Aura into his body and sword, then rotated his body to the right with his sword raised.

With a whooshing sound, he struck down on the lance tip like splitting firewood, and in the same motion, cut both the lance and its owner in half through his armor in the blink of an eye.

"Damn it, impossible... I, Charles of House Branheim..."

Dalten cut off the head of the man who was still babbling nonsense even as his torso split in two, and tossed it toward Count Philorang's position.

"Dalten von Prime, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, has taken the head of Charles whatever-his-name-was. Come avenge him if you dare!"

Dalten's provocation sent the knights and soldiers led by Count Philorang into a fury.

"You bastard! Are you even human?!"
"Mercenary scum who knows nothing of honor! How dare you desecrate the noble end of a knight who died bravely in battle!"
"And not just once, but twice? Unforgivable! We'll cut off your head and burn your corpse!"

The plan Dalten and I had devised was to focus their anger and attention on us, engage in fierce combat, and make a spectacular showing...

And then spread that effect throughout Count Saltzheim's army to turn the tide of battle—that was my suggestion, but... Captain Dalten, isn't this going a bit too far?

*Captain Dalten must be completely insane—no wonder he quit being a senior knight to form a mercenary band.*

But I didn't entirely dislike it.

"Damn, since it's come to this. If they win the war thanks to us, won't our mercenary band become war heroes?"
"That's right, you idiot. Though this old man's reputation will rise the most."

I wanted to retort, but unfortunately, there was no time.

Because thanks to the provocation from Captain Dalten and me, the already furious enemies were charging toward us like madmen.

I gripped the blood-soaked handle of my sword tightly with both hands, looking for openings among them.

And as soon as I found one, I dove right in.

"Die, you damned dogs of Count Philorang!"

**

Meanwhile, Count Saltzheim was unable to hide his anxiety at the rear command post.

"...Damn it all, if we keep getting pushed back like this, we're going to lose. Baron Winterheim, don't you have any good strategies?"
"My lord, this is open terrain with no obstacles. We can only wait for our troops to fight well."
"Damn it all. If we lose like this, we'll lose at least one baronial territory..."

The Count mentioned losing one baronial territory, but defeat in this war would mean losing at least a third of his county.

If that happened, House Saltzheim, suddenly deprived of income, would have to borrow from wicked merchants just to maintain the house and feed their remaining vassals.

"Damn it! No matter how I think about it, there's no solution! This is hopeless, Baron! Whether we sit here dazed or have a fit, we're going to fall either way, aren't we?"
"The result of falling is the same, but yes..."
"Then we might as well try something. Even those mercenaries, I could take my knights and—"

While they were arguing, a messenger rushed in urgently.

The Count cut off his own words and gestured for the messenger to speak.

"Report, my lord! The Brown Wolf Mercenaries have suffered heavy casualties! They say they've lost too many men to continue fighting!"

The Count and everyone present gnashed their teeth at this news.

"Damn it all! Those Brown Wolf mercenaries—I paid them so much money, yet they can't even match half of what the White Beard Mercenaries do, and now they say they can't fight anymore?"
"If those lowborn scum want money, they should earn it!"
"As expected, common folk have no skill, all useless bastards..."

Everyone knew that getting angry wouldn't change the situation.

It was simply human nature to feel frustrated and helpless when faced with such a hopeless reality.

In the midst of this, the Count collected himself and began to think.

*If I'm captured or taken prisoner in this war, it's completely over.*

But at the current rate, Count Saltzheim's army was destined to lose to Count Philorang's forces.

So if they were going to fall anyway, it seemed much better to try something before that happened.

After all, in this world, the qualification of nobility wasn't determined by education or intelligence in managing and developing territories, but by whether one could fight like a real man when war broke out.

Count Saltzheim thought that even if he were to be defeated, it would be better for his position to at least pretend to fight with sword drawn on the front lines like a man, rather than hiding.

And perhaps if he personally took the field, it might raise the mercenaries' morale and change the flow of the battle?

*But honestly, for someone of my rank as a Count to go to the front lines...*

While the Count was still deliberating, another messenger arrived.

Those who saw the messenger were half-resigned, expecting more bad news.

But this messenger's expression looked quite—no, rather bright.

*Please, for once, let it be good news...*

Everyone there prayed for the same thing.

"Report, my lord! The White Beard Mercenaries have provoked the enemy and are taking concentrated attacks, but they're holding firm and even gaining momentum! They're currently fighting against Count Philorang's direct troops!"

At those words, the Count clapped his hands once and broke into a foolish smile.

"Is that true?"
"Yes, my lord!"

The Count was so delighted that he quickly pressed a gold coin into the messenger's hand.

At the same time, he realized:

*My direct soldiers and knights are already in dire straits, and if the White Beard fellows—the only useful ones here—get pushed back too... we're definitely screwed.*

"If we miss this opportunity, there won't be another! Order all troops to follow the White Beard mercenaries and charge! We must turn the tide of this war in our favor somehow!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the Count rushed out.

His face was lit with a hopeful smile, having seen a ray of light in a war that had seemed lost.

"I'll take the field myself!"

**

"Martin Meyer, you filthy bastard! How dare you treat Sir Hans's head so disrespectfully!"

The man speaking came at me with a sharp intensity, aiming for the gaps in my armor.

"Hey, is it my fault he was so weak? Besides, wouldn't you do the same to me if I died?"
"Damn you!"
"For a nobody, you sure curse well."

I quickly swung my sword and separated his head from his shoulders.

Next, the man behind him swung a halberd, aiming for my neck.

There was no Aura in the attack, but it was quite a fierce thrust.

Still, it was far from enough to kill me.

"Die, you foul-mouthed piece of trash!"
"Your barking is impressively loud. Are you some kind of dog?"

As I continued taking lives one by one, I could hear Count Saltzheim's forces charging toward us from the distance.

Damn, they finally decide to move after we've grabbed the enemy by the collar and set things up for a possible victory.

Still, if we can just hold out a little longer and make a bit more of an impact, we can win this cursed war.

But they say the moment you think it's all over is when the real crisis begins, don't they?

A knight with a presence far more imposing than Hans appeared before me.

"I am Ain Waltrant, head of House Waltrant and middle-ranked knight of Count Philorang. I've come to skewer that clever mouth of yours."

Ha, damn. Now this is more like it.

Ch.33 - If You Want To Succeed, Enter The Tiger's Den (5)
Ain Baltrant, the guy who introduced himself as a mid-rank knight, was completely different from that Hans fellow I faced before, from his aura to his gait.

If Hans had an awkward stride and forced his Aura into his swordsmanship through shouts, this guy looked as solid and heavy as a massive boulder.

My hands gripped my sword tightly from nervousness.

And suddenly, everyone's attention focused on me.

The reason was simple. From now on, the morale of everyone around here would swing dramatically toward whichever side won our one-on-one duel.

"Martin, you bastard! Show some spirit and guts worthy of a young man! You can do it!"
"Teach him a lesson with the mercenary's special flavor!"
"Show him that throwing Hans's helmet wasn't just for show! Kill them all, damn it!"

With everyone's encouragement, I could feel the pressure weighing down on my shoulders.

But somehow, I had a baseless confidence that I would win, and strength surged through my body.

Ain clicked his tongue after seeing me receive everyone's support.

"Only weak bastards need to bark encouragement at each other. I, a formal knight of the Philorang Count's family, need no such support. I rely solely on skill and swordsmanship."

...Is this guy crazy? From what I can see, I'm clearly the one everyone's rooting for, while nobody's cheering for him.

I should at least scratch the surface of this pitiful man's delusions.

"Isn't that because your personality is so foul, Sir Ain, that your subordinates are probably praying for your death? When I was a knight, I knew plenty of bastards I wished would die, so I understand."

After I carefully explained that he lacked the respect of his subordinates, Sir Ain exploded in anger.

"How dare you soil a knight's honor! You truly wish to die! Try to block this, you filthy, lowborn mercenary with nothing but a mouth!"

Ain concentrated Aura in his legs just like Dalten had done, then charged at me with the speed of a wild boar rushing toward its target.

He was as fast as an arrow in flight, and as heavy as—with slight exaggeration—a four-wheeled carriage.

A person unable to use Aura would be crushed like an egg hitting a rock just by colliding with his body, even without being hit by his sword.

*This is terrifyingly intense just to look at.*

However, I could also use Aura just like him, and through several real battles, I'd developed eyes that could read an opponent's intentions and movements.

In short, I had a fighting chance.

"I don't know what kind of dog-bone family the Baltrant house is, but haven't you heard that words are the mirror that reveals a person? You sucker!"

With that, I blocked his Aura-infused attack with my own Aura-charged sword.

I wanted to deflect Ain's attack to the side and then, riding that momentum, thrust into the gap in his armor like Captain Dalten had done.

But unlike Hans's relatively light attacks...

*Loading Aura into a sword makes it heavy as a rock, damn it.*

With my current abilities, I couldn't easily block Ain's attacks.

"Not bad for a youngster! To block the strike of me, a mid-rank knight of the Philorang Count's family!"
"Thanks so much. But I'm not particularly grateful."
"A lowborn mercenary can't even properly accept a knight's sincere praise. Is that why you're just a mercenary?"

In comics and novels, protagonists sometimes seem pleased when enemies praise their skills, but I can't relate to that at all.

After all, when these bastards compliment me for being somewhat decent, what they're really saying is:

"You seem to have some skill, but you're still going to die by my hand."

It's essentially just a more dignified way of putting me down, and anyone who'd be happy hearing that would be a complete fool.

"Stop looking down on mercenaries!"
"Don't you understand there's an insurmountable class barrier between me, born to a noble family that has served Count Philorang for generations, and trash like you?"
"That damn class, class! If we trace back far enough, weren't your ancestors common folk like me?"

Ain swung his sword, filled with rage at my words.

"Hey, you garbage worse than a dog! How dare you insult my ancestors! I swear I'll rip out your tongue before killing you!"

As he lost his composure, his attacks became increasingly simple and predictable.

Downward strikes at the neck, thrusts at the gap between the armpit, targeting the space between the waist and leggings, attempts to knock me down with body blows.

When facing a swordsman of similar skill, one shouldn't neglect feints or reading the opponent's moves while engaging in psychological warfare, but he completely lost his mind after one insult about his precious ancestors.

"With sword skills this lackluster, how could a noble knight like yourself possibly win?"
"You bastard! If you don't shut that mouth, I'll kill you!"
"Kill me if you can."

The more Ain became excited, the more fiercely and powerfully he pushed against me, like a great wave and strong gale.

The simple yet powerful attacks from a knight with decades of combat experience became increasingly difficult to withstand.

"Ugh..."

A low groan escaped my lips without me realizing it.

My arms, having blocked numerous heavy attacks, felt like they were about to cramp, and my legs had become unbearably heavy.

"Die, you lowborn mercenary! When you become a headless ghost in the afterlife, you can brag about being praised for your swordsmanship by me, Lord Ain! That's the only thing worthless trash like you will have to boast about!"
"What ridiculous nonsense you're spouting. Make some sense instead!"
"You bastard!"

Comparing our abilities now, Ain's skills were slightly above mine.

So while it was a fight I could manage, to win more decisively and protect myself better... I needed to seize the moment when he showed an opening and strike in one go.

Ain, seemingly unaware of my intention, continued swinging his sword relentlessly, trapped in the arrogance that his skills were superior to mine, trying to overwhelm me like a storm.

"You lowborn trash!"
"The only one who's lowborn is you who can't say anything but 'lowborn,' you damn son of a bitch!"
"How dare you call a noble knight lowborn!"

As I deliberately provoked him like teasing a child, Ain increasingly lost his self-control.

And then, his attack came, stupidly honest and clearly targeting my neck in a way even I could see.

*If I miss this, I'm finished!*

I tilted my head slightly to the left.

The tip of his swinging sword grazed my neck shallowly.

I must have made a slight miscalculation.

I'll have to do better next time without such errors.

While reflecting on this, I calmly thrust my two-handed sword toward his neck.

"You worthless dog..."

Blood gushed like a fountain from where the sword entered, soaking my body, and I could clearly feel it penetrating through my hands.

I immediately severed his head and held it high.

"Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries has taken the head of mid-rank knight Ain Baltrant! Long live Count Saltzheim!"

All eyes turned to me.

Normally I'd wait to see the reaction, but what mattered now was slaughtering as many of Count Philorang's men as possible to secure victory.

So I immediately raised my sword and charged recklessly into enemy lines.

Naturally, the mercenaries serving under Count Saltzheim and the count's soldiers followed me, running wildly to assist.

"Follow the White Beard Mercenaries! Hurry after them!"
"Kill them all without leaving a single one! It's time for payback, damn it!"
"Let's ride this momentum and take Count Philorang's head!"

Even Count Philorang's standing army—no, his knights—were thrown into confusion.

"Everyone maintain formation! Formation! Keep the formation!"
"Reinforcements will arrive soon!"
"We have far greater numbers! Don't panic and advance! Advance!"

War is partly about numbers, but victory is always determined by which side has the momentum.

Therefore, even when facing 1,000 enemy soldiers, if your side maintains good momentum, it's common to win with just 100 men.

But what happens when those who were winning suddenly face a dramatic shift in situation and feel like they're about to be crushed?

*It feels like absolute shit, obviously.*

From that point on, the White Beard Mercenaries, other mercenary groups, and the count's soldiers all raised our morale and mercilessly slaughtered Count Philorang's soldiers.

As expected...

On this day, the mercenaries hired by our Count Saltzheim claimed victory.

Of course, the primary contributors were our White Beard Mercenaries.

The count, knowing this better than anyone, promised us special treatment unlike the other mercenary groups, and we followed him, drooling in anticipation of our reward.

Ch.34 - Victory And Reward (1)
The next day, we attended a banquet prepared by the Count, and everyone's eyes widened at the sight of the food laid out.

"Are we really allowed to enjoy all this? They're not going to demand payment later or punish us, right? Damn."
"Sigh, those country bumpkins. Don't you know Lord Saltzheim Count prepared this for us to eat?"
"Watch your language, you bastard."

Whole roasted pigs, steaks grilled on the spot by chefs, various exotic dishes with soft freshly baked bread, beer, and oak barrels full of wine.

It was surprising enough to see mountains of our favorite foods piled up.

But beyond that, as if determined to properly entertain the White Beard mercenary company, village girls were bustling about carrying drinks.

Although we couldn't touch them inappropriately, with mutual consent, one could certainly enjoy their company...

This place was like heaven for mercenaries, with everything they lived for—alcohol, meat, and women.

I wasn't particularly interested in women other than Karin and Lucia, but the men in my squad had already gone crazy at the sight of the village girls' skirts.

"Geez, those sex-crazed horny bastards."

A moment later, a cute girl approached and linked her arm with mine.

Instantly, I felt the soft sensation of her supple breast against my arm through my clothes.

"Are you Squad Leader Martin Meyer?"

I was momentarily flustered by her sudden show of friendliness.

"Yes, I am."
"The Count specifically asked me to escort you. This way, please."

Saying that, she pulled my arm and led me to our specially prepared seats with a bright smile.

While the other squads had plain wooden chairs, our seats had quite comfortable cushions.

My subordinates asked in excited voices when they saw this.

"Squad Leader, are we really allowed to sit here?"

If a girl came specially to guide us to sit, of course we could.

These hairy men were looking at me with sparkling eyes asking such questions—I felt an indescribable emotion.

Probably because they've lived at the bottom of society their whole lives and aren't used to being treated this way, those idiots.

I slapped Baker on the back and said:

"If it weren't for our mercenary company, especially Martin's squad, the Saltzheim Count's family would have been screwed. This much hospitality is both appreciated and deserved. What are you waiting for? Damn it, you're the heroes of this feast today."

At that, they eagerly sat down and began devouring the food in front of them.

Watching these men eat like possessed creatures, they didn't look pathetic but somehow cute.

Maybe because they're my subordinates, or to put it sentimentally, my boys.

As I watched them eat, Baker scratched his head and looked at me.

"Why are you staring? Is there something on my face?"
"No, I just wanted to say I'm really grateful for getting to enjoy such luxury thanks to you, Squad Leader."

...For a man to say such things when he's not even gay—it makes my nose tingle a bit. It's not unpleasant, but it feels like space-time is crumpling.

So out of embarrassment, I channeled some Aura and smacked Baker on the head.

"Damn, why is a grown man saying such cringeworthy things? You want to die?"
"I mean it sincerely, Squad Leader."
"Shut your mouth and just eat. I'm grateful you all followed my hellish training to the end, and that you followed me when I was rampaging like a wild boar. If you hadn't kept up, I'd be dead yesterday too. Thank you, you bastards."

I mean this sincerely.

During the first day of battle when I was going wild, honestly, I didn't fully trust our new recruits, so I held back somewhat, only going as far as I could handle alone if things went wrong.

But Baker and the other recruits followed behind me better than expected, panting but keeping up, so I could fight more aggressively as days passed.

And yesterday, since it was all or nothing anyway, I could charge in trusting them to watch my back.

*These guys were worth training after all.*

As I was praising them, Karin looked at me with a smile curling at the corners of her lips.

Then she whispered in a voice only I could hear:

"Our Squad Leader Martin has a weakness for this sort of thing."
"It is rather embarrassing, senior."
"You'll need to get used to it, Squad Leader. Otherwise, you'll cringe every time your subordinates thank you."

Certainly, as I advance in my career, I'll hear such things more often, so I should force myself to get used to it.

But right now, I want to share this awkward feeling with Karin.

"I really wanted to thank you, Senior Karin. When the rookies were struggling, you supported them with arrows from behind, saving several of them. That's why Baker and the others still have their heads attached. You're truly irreplaceable to me."

I delivered those words that could be misunderstood as a confession in the heat of the moment, words that would make anyone cringe.

Karin's face turned bright red, visible even in the candlelight, and she quietly lowered her head.

*Maybe it's time to confess?*

That thought briefly crossed my mind.

But if I overdo it and fail at confessing here, my chance to make her mine might disappear far beyond the horizon.

*Take a deep breath and calm down... calm down. The timing when I can't even play hard-to-get will come soon.*

To calm my excited heart, I quickly looked around.

Over there, a bit further away, I could see Lucia glancing at me repeatedly like a child wanting to show off her treasure.

She would look at me for about a second, then turn away, repeating this while swishing her tail and ears.

Her facial expressions were cute and honest, but her tail and ears were demanding praise more clearly than if she had verbally asked for it.

Is this why people are so crazy about tails and ears?

"Lucia."

When I called her name, she wagged her ears and tail rapidly.

"Yes?"
"Thank you for doing well. Without you, perhaps we all might have died."
"No, it was all thanks to you, Squad Leader..."

Strictly speaking, I contributed the most in our squad.

I personally killed at least 30-40 enemies, and beheaded two high-ranking knight commanders.

But it's natural that I performed the best in this squad. I'm the leader after all.

Still, without Lucia's contribution, when we first clashed with the enemy's spearmen, I would have faced great difficulties, and many rookies might have died.

*The most casualties usually happen during the first collision when the enemy maintains solid defenses.*

"What I did well is what I did well, and what you did well is what you did well. And if you hadn't cast magic according to my instructions at the right time, breaking through the enemy lines wouldn't have been easy at all."
"R-really?"

Though hesitant, Lucia continued expressing her desire for praise through her gaze, attention, and tail movements.

*She's so easy to read and adorable. She has a different charm from Karin.*

"I made a mage do tough formation training and physical conditioning. Thank you for keeping up with it all. And because of that, you were able to support us well when we needed it."
"Squad Leader..."

Perhaps overwhelmed by emotions after never being properly acknowledged before, she burst into tears.

As someone who roughly understood her life story, I felt sorry for her and gently placed my hand on her head, stroking it carefully.

"Just keep doing what you've been doing. You're the best."

Then I glanced at the others around us, and Baker along with the rest rushed to praise Lucia.

"Your Fireball was awesome, Senior Lucia!"
"Thanks to your powerful spells, we were able to take down those bastards hired by that damn Count Philorang and survive!"
"We're looking forward to more from you!"

Though they spoke at my prompting, Lucia gradually stopped crying and smiled, wagging her tail.

"It's embarrassing when you praise me like that..."

Yet her tail kept moving, asking for more praise.

So I spent a long time praising her, pointing out everything she had done well.

*We can't do without you.*

*You're the best, Lucia, and you'll become an even more excellent mage.*

*I believe in you and expect great things.*

I said such things just enough not to tire her.

As I was gradually opening Lucia's heart, Captain Dalten, who had been drinking with the real nobles unlike us, appeared and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck.

For a moment I tensed, wondering if something had gone wrong...

"Kid, the high-ranking officials want to see your face. Wash up a bit and let's go in together."

It seems the higher-ups are quite interested in me.

Ch.35 - Victory And Reward (2)
When Dalten brought me into the banquet hall, all the distinguished guests welcomed me with bright smiles.

"Are you that Martin Meyer? You're younger and more handsome than I expected."
"I heard you cut down enemy forces with tremendous strength, so I thought you'd be a muscle-bound brute."
"Hmph, I heard you were the madman who single-handedly turned the tide with sheer grit. And handsome too? God is too generous."

When receiving such praise, the important thing is to maintain just the right balance—neither too arrogant nor too humble.

Act too proud and you'll be hated; pretend to be too humble and you'll breed fools who undervalue you.

Confident, but not to the point where others feel uncomfortable.

"I'm still quite inexperienced, but with Captain Dalten's trust and support, I simply did my best. It seems God answered our prayers."

The Count, seated in the best spot at the center of the grand banquet hall, responded.

"It's not easy to possess exceptional swordsmanship, courage, humility, and devout faith at such a young age."

I bowed my head respectfully at the Count's words.

"You honor me too much, Count."
"Nonsense. Come here. I've called you to personally offer you a drink."

The Count's statement caused shocked murmurs among the crowd.

The lower-ranking attendees at the bottom of the banquet hall began complaining that it was too much honor for me to receive a drink from the Count.

"No matter how you look at it, he's just a squad leader of a mercenary band, not even a knight. Isn't this too much honor?"
"Offering a drink means recognizing him as a knight, doesn't it? Even with his great achievements, he should at least be a company commander..."
"If we were offering drinks, that's one thing, but for the Count himself to do this... it seems excessive."

A knight seated higher up snorted at these comments.

"You lot who did nothing but dig trenches have a lot to say. Don't you understand that honoring Martin Meyer now is what truly elevates our honor?"

Regardless of their chatter, I walked steadily toward the Count as he beckoned.

Whether the Count offered drinks to someone or not was his freedom, but if I refused, it would be like picking a fight.

As I approached, the Count handed me a silver cup he had prepared in advance.

Then he personally tilted the wine bottle, filling my cup almost to overflowing with wine.

"Now, everyone raise your glasses."

At the Count's command, everyone stood and raised their glasses in unison.

"To the future of the hero who protected the honor of House Saltzheim, cheers!"

With those words, everyone, including myself, toasted and emptied their glasses in an instant.

"I shouldn't keep a young man who performed so brilliantly yesterday for too long. We've prepared a seat for you over there. Enjoy the food and drink, for you are the guest of honor today."
"You honor me too much."

The Count patted my shoulder.

"Nonsense, I'm the one who should be grateful. Go on now."

When I was first called over, I had worried the Count might ask annoying questions like "Where have you been all this time to build such impressive skills?"

I'm quite relieved I didn't have to stand there recounting my life journey.

Only after returning to my seat did I finally notice how luxurious and splendid this grand banquet hall was.

Silk tapestries embroidered with the crests of House Saltzheim and its vassal houses, elegant tables made of ebony, men in magnificent silk clothes and beautiful women in gorgeous dresses.

*This is on a completely different level from what I've seen in dramas or games.*

While I was momentarily lost in taking it all in, a young woman's voice came from beside me.

"Sir Martin, Sir Martin."

If I were still a knight, that would make sense, but why would someone call me "Sir" now that I've abandoned that life to become a mercenary?

Turning toward the voice, I saw a pretty young woman in a dress standing next to me.

"Hello, Sir Martin. I am Lily Norsheim, second daughter of House Norsheim, which serves Count Saltzheim."

The girl called Lily curtsied slightly, holding both sides of her skirt.

Though somewhat annoyed, I stood up and bowed in return to maintain proper etiquette.

"Martin Meyer, squad leader of the White Beard Mercenaries. I'm honored that a lady of House Norsheim would address me."

Lily smiled prettily and replied.

"Not at all, Sir Martin. I simply became curious about you and your excellent swordsmanship and courage."
"Is that so? I'm grateful for your interest in someone as unremarkable as myself."

Grateful my ass, I know exactly what this is.

The Count can't personally recruit me because it would be like slapping the faces of the knights who accomplished nothing in this war. But those under him are desperate to have me, willing to offer their daughters to secure me as a capable knight for their houses and expand their influence.

On the surface, Baron Tillen's personal invitation to join his ranks might seem like better treatment, but considering everything, this would be far more advantageous.

Giving me a girl from a vassal family as a wife, with the Count guaranteeing the marriage while making me a knight and securing my position.

*Damn it. This crap happens here too?*

Despite this being a joyous banquet, I couldn't relax.

"Oh, Lady Celine. Do you also wish to hear Sir Martin's story?"
"Yes, Lady Lily. The tales of a brave knight always make my heart race..."
"Lady Katrin and Lady Elise have arrived as well."

Lily covered her mouth with her fan and laughed softly at the suddenly increased competition.

"Since I came first, please wait a moment, my ladies."

Some idiots might enjoy this kind of situation and call it a harem, but this is no harem.

This is absolute chaos.

*I miss Senior Karin and Lucia.*

"I don't think I've accomplished anything particularly impressive, but I'd be happy to tell you about it. So please don't argue."
"Is that so?"

And so, for nearly half a day while Captain Dalten and the deputy commander freely enjoyed the feast, I couldn't even touch the food laid out before me.

*...Damn it, this is too much.*

**

Meanwhile, Karin was eavesdropping on the conversation between Martin and the noble ladies in the grand banquet hall.

"Sir Martin, you have such strength but you're not burly like my father or brothers. How do you train to have such a physique?"

Karin snorted at those words.

These noble ladies, raised like precious gems in aristocratic families rather than mercenaries like herself, wouldn't actually care how a man trained his body.

She could see they were just flattering Martin by pretending to be interested in topics men typically enjoy.

*What shameless women.*

Of course, this was probably what Martin had wanted in his pursuit of fame and building a harem, and she was proud he had reached this point.

Yet somehow, she felt a twinge of sadness.

But Martin didn't seem particularly interested in the women who subtly pushed up their chests with folded arms or batted their eyelashes trying to look cute.

Karin found herself feeling pleased at this observation.

"Is that so? I've always had this build since childhood. When I was younger, I actually wanted a sturdy physique like Lord Norsheim's, and was often disappointed that no matter how much I trained, I remained like this."
"Really? But I prefer men like you, Sir Martin, rather than those who are too burly..."

Karin agreed with that statement.

While men like Dalten or Deputy Commander Heinz with their rugged, wild charm weren't bad...

Someone both handsome and strong was certainly more pleasing to the eye.

"What kind of woman do you like, Sir Martin? Someone energetic, or perhaps someone quiet but caring behind the scenes? Surely you won't just say you like pretty women like other men?"

Though she had only overheard by taking a wrong turn, Karin found herself listening intently to the conversation.

"Having wandered for quite some time, rather than those qualities... I prefer someone who shares my goals and will walk the same path with me."

Karin felt a flutter of expectation at those words.

Unlike herself, who had sought freedom but had somewhat compromised with reality after five years as a mercenary...

It was enjoyable just to watch someone who broke through challenges with their own strength and will.

*If that's all it takes, I could easily...*

Embarrassed by her own thoughts, Karin unconsciously covered her mouth.

The noble ladies began squealing at his straightforward yet profound words, so different from the affected declarations they might have heard from noble suitors trained by minstrels.

What had started as political maneuvering for family advantage to win this handsome, skilled fighter...

Had now become genuine attraction to Martin Meyer as a person...

"That's wonderful, Sir Martin. I wish I could meet someone like that too."
"It sounds like something from a fairy tale."
"I'd love to experience such love with someone who thinks like you!"

As a woman herself, Karin could understand the ladies' feelings to some extent.

A man and woman advancing toward the same goal together—it sounded romantic to anyone.

"Have you ever experienced such love, Sir Martin?"

Martin smiled sheepishly at the question.

"Not yet. But I think there is someone who might share the same goal with me."

Martin's words were meant to decline the Count's offer.

But Karin somehow felt they might be directed at her, which made her strangely embarrassed.

Her face flushed and her heart beat faster, but that was probably just from the awkwardness.

"...That Martin, he's such a sentimental fool."

But it wasn't bad—no, it was actually good.

Ch.36 - Victory And Reward (3)
Rewards and promotions have a way of making one's heart race.

"Shit, if I don't get promoted this time, I'm going to hang myself."
"Shut your mouth, idiot. You can barely swing a sword, yet you're always obsessing over promotions. You've only been a senior mercenary for a few years and you're already talking about dying."
"God, please, please. Let me get promoted. Damn it, if you promote me, I'll faithfully pay my tithes."

My squad and I stand a little distance away from the noisy crowd, observing them.

"They're swarming like ants to honey. Idiots, it's not like they're giving out an extra copper for all that commotion."
"Despite what you say, Squad Leader Martin, aren't you secretly hoping for a promotion too?"

I lightly smack the back of Baker's head.

"Cut the nonsense. I was promoted to squad leader just a few months ago. How could I get another promotion so soon?"
"You never know, sir."

I'm not completely without hope, but considering how recently I became squad leader... the chances are slim.

"Anyone with either experience or skill can make it to squad leader unless they're completely useless, but to become a platoon leader, you need both experience and exceptional ability. And I'm lacking in experience, you damn fool."
"Is that so? Still, anything's possible."

Karin pats my shoulder and chimes in.

"Captain Dalten was complaining that while he's trying to expand our mercenary company, he can't find enough capable officers. Who knows? You were the most outstanding performer in this war. He might just make you a platoon leader."
"Senior Karin, aren't you due for a promotion to squad leader? You have five years of experience and you've been performing exceptionally lately."

At those words, Karin turns her head slightly and says:

"Would you prefer it if Martin and I were separated into different units?"
"Of course not! I just want you to get promoted and receive the recognition you deserve."
"I see. But I'm not interested in promotion right now."

She gives me a bright smile, visible only to me.

"So for the time being, I'd rather work in the same unit as you, Martin."
"I prefer being in the same unit as you too, Senior."

As we chat amicably, the cloth covering the bulletin board with the rewards is suddenly pulled away.

The crowd gathered in front shows all kinds of reactions.

"Hell yeah! Finally promoted after five years! I'm no longer a damn senior mercenary! This feels so good!"

One guy jumps for joy, having been promoted for his achievements in the recent war.

"Damn it. Not only did I fail to get promoted, but the reward money is pathetic too! This is bullshit."

Another falls into despair, having failed to get either a promotion or decent reward money due to his incompetence or bad luck.

"Just average. Whatever. I'll just use the reward money to get drunk."

And some show neither disappointment nor excitement, just planning to drink away their mediocre rewards.

Watching them makes my heart pound with curiosity.

"Squad Leader Martin, there's some space opening up. Shall we go check now?"
"Yeah, let's see how much recognition our squad got, considering we performed the best."

So I lead my men forward, pushing through the crowd to check our rewards.

I search eagerly for my name to see how much of a reward I received.

"Let's see... Martin Meyer..."

Then I hear Baker shouting excitedly beside me.

"Holy shit! Two gold coins! Just for the reward! We're rich!"
"Wow, so this is why we risk our lives as mercenaries despite all the crap? That's my family's annual income just dropped in our laps. Damn."
"From now on, I'm sticking to Squad Leader Martin no matter what. Die together, live together like a leech. Two gold coins, damn, what should I do with this money?"

Count Saltzheim would have been in serious trouble without us, but he's being quite generous with his money. A man who knows how to properly appreciate people.

He certainly has a talent for putting people in a good mood.

This makes it easier to laugh off his attempts at the last banquet to seduce our female members into joining his service.

"Wow, Senior Karin! Congratulations on your promotion! Are you treating us tonight?"

...If Karin got promoted, could I possibly be promoted too? No, that's unlikely.

With that thought, I continue searching until I finally find my name.

[Squad Leader Martin Meyer promoted to Platoon Leader, reward money to be collected separately later]

I barely expected a promotion... but there it is. I'm so shocked I can't speak.

After a moment of silence, my squad members start making a fuss around me.

"Holy shit! Our squad leader got promoted to platoon leader! That's awesome!"
"They say even highly capable mercenaries need at least ten years of service before they can hope for promotion. Damn, Platoon Leader Martin, aren't you a legend in the mercenary world?"
"But honestly, Squad—I mean Platoon Leader Martin deserves the promotion. He took down two knights and turned around a war that was going to shit. Frankly, without our platoon leader, we'd all have been screwed."

In the history where I didn't intervene, Count Saltzheim would have been badly defeated by Count Filoran, and the White Beard Mercenary Company would have faced a crisis, so they're right.

Lucia, wagging her tail, agrees.

"I also agree that we would have lost without our platoon leader. Wouldn't it be stranger not to promote someone who performed so brilliantly?"

I was momentarily taken aback by Lucia expressing her opinion so clearly, as she rarely reveals her thoughts.

"Right?"
"Yes!"
"Good, then damn it. Today I'm treating everyone to celebrate my promotion as platoon leader. We can take over an entire tavern if you want, order whatever you like."

Baker snickers at that.

"Seriously? You're renting out an entire inn? Don't regret it, Squad Leader."

...Wait, what?

"Hey everyone! Platoon Leader Martin said he's renting out an entire inn for his promotion! Find a good place nearby! Let's empty the platoon leader's purse completely!"

As I try to stop him, Baker and the other men have already run far away.

"Damn those bastards. They move like turtles during training, but they're lightning fast at times like this. Shameless jerks!"

I can't help but sigh at the sight.

"Martin, shouldn't you go after those guys? They might actually rent out an inn."
"Let them be. What else is money for if not to spend at times like this?"

Like that idiot former Squad Leader Fior I used to serve under, if you don't spend when you should while hoarding everything, you won't earn respect from your subordinates and consequently won't advance in your career.

So if you want to earn money and get promoted, the right way for a mercenary is to save when needed but spend generously when appropriate.

"Really? If that's how you feel, go ahead. I was thinking of changing my bow and sword in the next town since I got promoted..."

Karin stops mid-sentence and blushes.

"Want to come with me? Since you've become a platoon leader too, you should change your armor, if not your sword."

My armor is still quite usable so there's no need to replace it, but this is clearly an invitation to go shopping for weapons and have a date...

*When opportunity knocks, a wise man answers immediately.*

"I'd love to, Senior Karin."
"Great. I know the next city, Salzburg, well. It's famous for its skilled blacksmiths. So we'll look at my bow first, then your armor. They have many ready-made pieces there, so we should easily find something that fits you perfectly. Or if we stay longer, we could have something custom-made by a famous blacksmith."

Salzburg is famous as a place where weapons, armor, and all sorts of rare and exotic items can be found.

I already know this to some extent, but it's most important to go along with her enthusiasm about going weapon shopping together.

"Then please show me the bow shop first, and afterward introduce me to a good armor place."
"Of course, I'll find you a shop that makes truly excellent items that are hard to find elsewhere."
"I'm looking forward to it."

While I'm sure any shop Karin recommends won't be bad, I'm actually more excited about going out with her alone...

"So what kind of place is Salzburg..."

I couldn't finish my sentence.

"My, my, our platoon leader. You were too busy charming the noble ladies at Saltzheim Castle to eat, and now here too..."

Karin's face turned bright red at those words, and I turned my head to see who was spouting such nonsense.

"Captain Dalten?"

Dalten slapped my shoulder and back hard, then laughed heartily.

"Yeah, kid. Congratulations on your promotion to platoon leader."
"Thank you."
"In my time as company captain, I've met all sorts of crazy bastards, but I've never seen anyone prove their abilities so clearly and rise to platoon leader so quickly. Well, I'm the one who promoted you, but I had no choice. You're just too damn good, what could I do?"

Dalten grumbled and cleared his throat.

"That aside, hurry up and follow me."
"Why? Can't I rest today?"
"Stop talking nonsense. Platoon leader and above are officers. You need to decide where we're going after leaving Saltzheim before you can rest, you idiot. Shut your mouth and follow me."

Hearing that, I started considering where we should go next.

Should we go somewhere to get elixirs, or head to where a major war is breaking out?

Ch.37 - Victory And Reward (4)
As I entered the mercenary headquarters, the other officers who had arrived earlier all stood up to greet me enthusiastically.

"Hey, here comes Martin the Mad Dog. In my long career as a mercenary, I've never seen someone climb to squad leader at his age. Martin, you crazy bastard!"

When Squad Leader Walter set the tone like that, the others joined in and started teasing me.

"Whoever came up with that nickname did a damn good job. I thought there was something off about your head when I first saw you, but seeing what you've been doing lately, you really are a mad dog."

"Honestly, when you volunteered to be a meat shield after being told to get lost and join another mercenary group as a senior mercenary, I already knew your sprout was yellow."

"Damn, I can't stand how annoying you are. Martin, you little shit, shouldn't you buy your seniors a round? I need to get properly wasted on your drinks today."

If there had been even one morally bankrupt person like Fior here, they would have certainly tried to undermine me with all sorts of nonsense.

But everyone speaking to me now, despite their different ways of showing it, was sincerely congratulating me on my promotion.

"Then this junior will buy everyone a drink. However, since I don't know any good bars, please choose the place, seniors."

"Great, there's a decent place nearby. After today's meeting, I'll..."

Dalten, who was standing behind me, smacked Walter on the back of the head.

"Captain, why are you hitting a perfectly normal person on the back of the head? That really hurts, damn it."

"You get hit for talking shit, you punk. Do you all want to mooch drinks off someone who just got promoted to squad leader?"

At those words, the other officers whistled and quickly turned their heads away.

"These bastards have no conscience whatsoever. It's not like they fermented their conscience in a beer barrel or something."

"But as a sign of respect from a newcomer to his seniors..."

"Cut the crap and pool your money to treat Martin. If it weren't for that crazy dog, our mercenary group would have been wiped out, right? You should at least do that much if you're human."

Dalten settled the atmosphere like that.

"Everyone sit down. We need to start quickly so you can either buy Martin drinks with your reward money or go to a brothel and sleep with some high-class prostitutes."

"Yes, Captain."

I felt the previously playful atmosphere suddenly grow heavy.

"Financial officer, how long can we last without taking any jobs?"

"Count Saltzheim gave us plenty of money, so we can last for half a year, no, about eight months. If we cut salaries and other expenses, we might even make it to a year."

Dalten gave a hollow laugh at those words.

"We saved that dying bastard's life, and he paid us quite generously. Damn, if he hires us again, we should run like dogs to take the job. Don't you agree?"

"Yes, unlike other nobles who pay differently when commissioning and settling, he paid well according to our achievements. He paid about 2.5 times the market rate, so he kept his word."

"Thanks to that sucker, we could rest for about two months. Should we just say screw it and take a break? Or should we keep working since it's better than doing nothing?"

Personally, I'd like to take some time off to look for elixirs...

According to information I gathered from bars, a "full-scale war" that would give me and the White Beard Mercenaries a chance to raise our value is about to break out like crazy.

So now I absolutely need to ride this wave.

*If a huge opportunity falls right in front of me and I don't take it? That would make me a real idiot.*

While I was lost in thought, Vice Captain Heintz slammed his hand on the desk.

"You have to row when the tide comes in! Now is the time to make money, damn it! Shouldn't we build our reputation and eventually grow to 500 men, or someday even over 30,000 men like that damn Manstein, Captain?"

"Like that horny Mercenary King who supposedly has 20 wives? Are you out of your mind?"

Heintz scratched his head at those words.

"Even if not to that extent, we should expand the size of our group. Honestly, we need to increase our weight class while our reputation is growing. Who knows when we'll get another opportunity like this?"

Other officers joined in.

"Captain Dalten, honestly, we don't want to just be squad leaders—we want impressive positions like commanders of hundreds, damn it. To do that, we need to grow."

Squad Leader Walter even clapped his hands.

"We should expand rapidly while riding this wave, right, Captain? Then later we could participate in wars waged by dukes or kings, not just counts, make a fortune, and even receive titles, don't you think?"

Maybe not in peacetime, but this world is going to become more chaotic from now on.

As that gentleman said, many nobles will perish, and mercenaries will fill those vacancies and become nobles themselves—it will be common.

"Damn it, what noble title could someone like me get? Stop talking nonsense or I'll wring your necks."

Though Dalten said this, he didn't seem entirely opposed to the idea, as the corners of his mouth rose briefly before falling again.

"Hey, Martin. What do you think?"

"Of course we should expand significantly while our name is hot. Would it make sense to keep bouncing around backwaters like this?"

Heintz heard my words and asked with an incredulous expression:

"Did you consult some fortune teller or something?"

I answered calmly to that.

"Honestly, how long do you think our reputation for helping Count Saltzheim win against Count Filoran, who nearly killed him, will last? In about a year, we'll be half-forgotten in this backwater."

"That's true."

"Mercenaries can't exactly live like knights or those comfortable standing army guys who can stay home training with the 'elite' reputation attached to their names, can we?"

Dalten agreed with that.

"True, we need to take on the next job while our value is high to maintain our position. After all, in this business, one big success might be considered luck, but two means you definitely have skill."

"Besides, from what I hear from people drinking at inns these days, His Majesty the Emperor of the Rheinpfalz Empire is dying soon, right? And there's no crown prince to inherit the throne. So what's going to happen?"

While rumors from taverns aren't always reliable...

In this game world, the Emperor's imminent death is definitely an established fact.

"The princes will fight like crazy, each claiming they should be emperor. When that happens, will you lead this small mercenary group with just 200 soldiers? Or would you rather lead an elite mercenary force of several thousand men—not as many as that horny bastard Manstein, but enough—and take a substantial piece of the pie?"

Most mercenary officers dream of pulling in a lot of money, building a mansion in the countryside, filling it with beautiful women, and creating a harem.

And in reality, some bastards do hit it big, retire, and live such lives.

Even if not, unless you're a small-minded bastard like Fior who settles for reality and saves your salary for retirement, once you've risen to squad leader, you naturally dream of becoming a "commander of hundreds" or higher.

That way, though inferior to knights, after retiring as a commander of hundreds, you could enter the service of nobles like barons or counts, receive "quasi-noble" treatment, and live a comfortable life.

The other squad leaders unanimously agreed.

"Damn it, Captain Dalten. Honestly, our reputation has skyrocketed, hasn't it? We literally pulled a count back from hell—we need to capitalize on this while we're hot."

"Martin is right. Whether war breaks out or not, if we expand significantly, we'll never starve for lack of work."

"Do we live life once or twice?"

Dalten sighed and nodded.

"Damn, you guys aren't wrong. Honestly, if we make another big splash while our reputation is at its peak, we could aim for near first-class status. That would definitely be a huge success."

With that, Dalten walked right up to me.

He made an annoyed face and looked me in the eye provocatively.

"But kid, if things go as you say, the value of experienced men will rise significantly, and most will be filled with useless recruits... can you handle that? This time, except for the men under you, about half were just digging ditches. You can't fight a war with guys like that."

Mercenaries, or rather soldiers in this era, can quickly perish if even a few men in a company of a hundred fail to coordinate their movements.

So recklessly recruiting new soldiers to expand could actually weaken our fighting force, but...

*That happens because mercenaries in this era don't emphasize basic training enough.*

"Were the snot-nosed kids like Baker and Max under me any different? Just give me all the new recruits and exactly two months."

Dalten snickered at that.

"Why two months?"

"That's how long it takes to turn useless recruits into proper soldiers. If you drill them until they cough blood, they'll become real men."

"As expected, the nickname 'Mad Dog' suits you perfectly."

"Thank you for the compliment."

Dalten stared into my eyes for about a minute before letting out a deep sigh.

"Since everyone seems to agree, let's significantly increase our size this time. And damn it, from what I've heard, the Rheinpfalz Empire and the Kingdom of Montmartre are about to clash in a big way. Since we're heading to Salzburg anyway, let's try recruiting people there. With this, the policy is decided, so dismissed."

I've been given the task of transforming hundreds of new recruits into proper soldiers within two months before the war, but whatever, I'll manage somehow.

And more importantly, I have a date with Karin soon, right?

Ch.38 - Date With Karin
A few days after arriving in Salzburg.

Finally, the day came to get fitted for armor with Karin.

Usually, inexperienced lovers get so excited they can't sleep at times like this, but I didn't waste time with such foolishness and slept well.

That's not to say I didn't make an effort with my appearance.

A few days ago, I bought and wore a tailored black suit from a rather expensive clothing store nearby, and I had my hair trimmed as well.

*A man who looks neat is halfway there.*

With this well-founded confidence, I waited by the fountain in the square where we agreed to meet. Soon, Karin walked toward me.

Golden hair shining like real gold, snow-white skin, a flowing light green blouse and brown skirt.

It was a common outfit that city girls often wore, but the person wearing it was so beautiful that... naturally, everyone's gaze fixed on Karin.

"...Damn, she's gorgeous. Is she some noble lady?"
"If she were, she'd be wearing a silk dress, idiot. She seems to be waiting for someone—why don't you try your luck?"
"With your face? No chance. A beauty like that must have some filthy rich nobleman or pimp as a boyfriend."

Though Karin and I weren't officially dating yet, as the man closest to her, I secretly enjoyed their compliments.

After all, Karin would eventually become my woman, and those guys over there would be left sucking their thumbs while watching.

"Senior, you're already here?"

Karin smiled when she saw me.

"Martin, you're early too? We still have plenty of time before our appointment."

"I was looking forward to spending time with you, so I came out early. By the way, you look beautiful today. That outfit suits you well."

Hearing this, Karin clenched and unclenched her hands while turning her head away.

"I heard from Captain Dalten. Apparently, you used the same sweet talk to seduce noble ladies at Count Saltzheim's banquet."

There was a different kind of charm to Karin as she showed her slight displeasure, unlike her usual self.

"Could you be jealous? I heard you were concerned about me getting friendly with those noble ladies."

Karin pouted at my words.

"I'm not. I'm just worried about you flirting with those noble ladies."

"So you're worried I might get caught by women like that..."

"I believe you're not the type to be easily swayed by women. But still..."

Saying that, Karin blushed and stopped talking.

I decided not to tease her further, as it wouldn't lead to anything good.

"I never seduced them, Senior. If anything, I was dying from the pressure of those uninterested noble ladies approaching me. If I rejected them improperly, it would cause trouble for the mercenary company, but if I gave them any encouragement, Count Saltzheim would have said something like this."

Karin perked up her ears at my explanation.

"What would he say?"

"'You seem to get along well with Lady So-and-so. You two are a perfect match. What do you think? I'll support your love if you become my knight.' For someone who gave up a knighthood to advance as a mercenary, marrying a woman I don't love to become a count's knight? I'd rather die."

After I said that, the corners of Karin's mouth turned up slightly.

"Is that so? Then let's head to the workshop. They make everything from cheap weapons to really good armor, so I'm sure you'll like it too, Martin."

"Really? Then I'll go with high expectations."

**

When we arrived at the workshop Karin guided me to, I opened my eyes wide in surprise.

"Surprised? Although Salzburg isn't a very large city, there are many dwarves with excellent craftsmanship who sell good items. Though they don't have the high-end armor or weapons used by important, wealthy people like Captain Dalten."

"I see. Just look at this sword hanging in the corner of the shop..."

I picked up the iron sword displayed at the front of the shop.

The blade was sharp, and the weight of the sword was evenly distributed, making it heavy but easy to handle.

"Usually places like this display their cheapest items. I can't believe their cheapest is this good."

Karin shrugged and smiled at my words.

"What do you think? Now you understand why I wanted to come here?"

"This is seriously awesome."

"Right? If you're getting armor fitted, it's better to do it here than anywhere else."

If the cheap stuff is this good, I'm already excited about the quality of their premium items...

"Let's see. This bow uses minotaur horn, so it should be powerful... and that bow over there uses Elder Ent branches..."

I observed Karin as she seriously considered the bows.

She was so focused on comparing the two that she didn't notice me approaching.

Would she notice if someone carried her away?

As I stared intently at her, Karin spoke somewhat sharply.

"Why are you looking at me so closely?"

"No reason. I just got interested watching you choose a bow."

"Really? Then which one do you think would suit me better? The left one or the right one?"

Both were fairly expensive and had magic enchantments.

The left one, made with minotaur horn, had magic that increased power, but it would require a lot of strength to draw, which would be quite burdensome for Karin as a woman.

On the other hand, the right one made from Ent branches was less powerful but easier to draw.

Also, it said that when infused with magic, it could add wind to arrows, which would be perfect for her style of archery that focused on quickly targeting vital points.

"Wouldn't the bow made from Ent branches suit you better, Senior?"

Karin raised one corner of her mouth at my words.

"Why do you think so? I hope it's not just because I'm an elf, so you think Ent branches would suit me?"

"I've seen you shoot a few times, and you prefer a style that's fast and accurate rather than putting maximum power into your shots. The minotaur horn bow wouldn't fit that style."

She smiled brightly at my words.

"Despite everything, you've been paying a lot of attention to me."

"That's just how our relationship is, Senior Karin."

"Stop with the smooth talk."

Karin said that and lowered her head to avert her gaze.

Then, holding the bow she had chosen, she smiled and said:

"Aren't you going to buy armor? Now that you've risen to platoon leader, why not get fitted for a set here?"

When we first came in, I didn't particularly think I needed to buy anything here.

"I doubt I'd find a better place even if I looked around. Alright, I'll buy a set here. Let's see, a decent armor..."

As I was looking around, a dwarf from the workshop strode toward me.

"A platoon leader at such a young age? Are you a mercenary or part of some nobleman's army?"

I was momentarily taken aback by the sudden personal inquiry without even asking what I was looking for...

"I'm a platoon leader in a small mercenary group called the White Beard Mercenaries."

"Ah, the mercenary group that made a big contribution when Count Saltzheim of the nearby county was making a mess. Quite impressive to be a platoon leader in such a group at your young age."

I shook my head at his words.

"Too much modesty becomes poison. Hmm, alright. For someone like you, the cheap stuff out here won't do."

The owner opened a door behind him and brought out a set of armor.

"This is top-quality armor made with about 15% mithril, sought after even by high-ranking knights. I was wondering who to sell it to since the gentleman who was going to buy it died in the last war, but I think I can sell it to you."

"May I ask who was going to buy this?"

"I heard he was a mid-rank knight from the Baltrant family."

Is this a coincidence? I was the one who killed that bastard.

"How much is it?"

"40 gold coins. You won't find anything this good at this price. If you buy it, I'll modify it to fit you perfectly."

"Isn't that too cheap? I thought it would cost at least 60 gold coins."

The owner smirked at my words.

"Take it or leave it."

"That's not what I meant. How much for this and the bow Senior Karin is holding?"

"Is she your girlfriend or something?"

At those words, Karin blushed.

And after about 30 seconds, she denied it.

"What nonsense. He's just a close junior colleague."

"Is that so? You two seemed so close."

"Owner, never mind that. How much?"

"50 gold coins. That bow has quite good magic on it, so it's expensive. But since you're buying two items, I'll take 2 gold coins off."

When Karin heard that her bow cost 12 gold coins, she tried to stop me, but I paid the full amount with a platinum coin.

The owner clicked his tongue at me.

"You're a real man. The armor fitting will be done in a week. Is that okay?"

"I'll be here for at least two months anyway. And when I come to pick up the armor, please have a magic staff for a mid-level mage and eight broadswords ready."

"Understood."

With that, I left the workshop.

Karin asked me in a slightly uncomfortable voice:

"Are you sure this is okay? Giving me a bow worth 12 gold coins."

12 gold coins is not a small amount.

It's equivalent to Fior's annual salary.

But if it's to gain Karin's favor, it's an incredibly cheap price to pay.

I answered playfully:

"Then please keep accompanying me and watching my back. You've saved me several times already, so I'll be counting on you."

Karin didn't answer.

She just nodded with her head bowed low and her face as red as a ripe persimmon.

And a few weeks later, our White Beard Mercenaries finally finished recruiting new members.

The number of new recruits, excluding veteran mercenaries, was a whopping 130.

"Cute little chicks, I'll work them to death."

Ch.39 - Guerrilla Warfare And The New Recruit
At the temporary training ground on the outskirts of the city, the rookies had already arrived, standing in crooked lines and chattering among themselves.

"They say mercenary training starts with teaching you how to hold a spear on the first day, so why haven't they given us spears yet?"
"Idiot, they have to start the training before they give us spears or anything else."
"Do you have to talk like that? Watch your language if you don't want to die."

These cannon fodder recruits were growling at each other as if they were already real mercenaries.

"I heard the White Beard mercenary company has quite a reputation. What kind of training will they put us through? It must be unimaginably harsh."
"...You were drinking all night yesterday. They said you can leave if you think you can throw that up."
"Damn, I shouldn't have lost my virginity for money. What was I thinking with my brain in my pants?"

All kinds of people had gathered, including some cute ones who had joined our mercenary company on impulse and were now trembling with fear.

The guy named Baker wearing a red hat snickered beside me.

"Aren't those little chicks chirping adorably, Squad Leader?"
"You think so? Damn, I'm already getting pissed off thinking about how to turn those useless lumps into proper soldiers."

Baker started moving his fingers strangely and laughing in an eerie way.

"Come on, we've been fighting together since serving under Count Saltzheim. Now we're 'instructors' who'll help you. Don't worry about—"

I smacked him on the head with a bit of Aura before he could finish.

The reason was simple—I didn't like seeing someone who had just barely stopped being cannon fodder acting so cocky.

"If you keep showing off, I'll make you do mobile training with them. Want to run laps together?"

Baker immediately covered his mouth with both hands.

*Smart kid when it counts.*

After clicking my tongue inwardly, I climbed onto the temporary platform.

When I clapped my hands, they barely paid attention and kept chattering.

No matter what era or world, new recruits in the military are always disgustingly scattered and clueless.

"ATTENTION, YOU IDIOTS WHO ONLY KNOW HOW TO DRINK AND THINK ABOUT SEX!!"

When I shouted, their eyes turned toward me, and I continued speaking with Aura so my voice would penetrate their eardrums.

"Nice to meet you, you pathetic weaklings! I am Martin Meyer, squad leader of the White Beard mercenary company, and the one who will guide you human decorations with heads for ornaments into becoming soldiers who can pull their own weight in two months."

They stared at me with blank expressions, then looked at each other in confusion.

Truly the behavior of rookie idiots.

"I'll keep this short. Depending on how you act, this squad leader can be a demon straight from hell or an angel showering you with meat and alcohol every day. So choose what you want!"

I said this, but in the military, no instructor who says such things has ever been an angel.

Of course, I wouldn't be one either, and that's how they would remember me.

After that, I had the mercenary soldiers acting as instructors teach those chicks the minimum drill commands.

Basic movements like attention, at ease, line up, arm's length intervals, eyes front, left face, right face.

*I'd like to make them run in circles with drills, but building stamina comes first.*

"Now, watch my movements carefully."

I demonstrated all fourteen movements of the combat calisthenics I had in my head.

The recruits thought these simple movements looked ridiculous and snickered.

"That's so damn easy. Who couldn't do that? I could do it with my eyes closed. How is this training? It's just playing around!"
"They're going easy on us on the first day. I'm fine with that."
"Anyone with arms and legs can do that, except for idiots."

Seeing this, I laughed like crazy on the inside.

Sure, each movement on its own is easy... but did any of these chicks know what would happen when repeating them endlessly?

"Alright, I'll demonstrate with you for the first five sets. Follow along—Exercise 1, high jumps, 30 reps! Begin! One, two, three, four!"

Usually when doing high jumps, you count one, two, three, and jump only once at three, but I had no intention of allowing such shortcuts.

I moved according to the proper form, jumping slightly on "two" and higher on "four."

The recruits managed the first 15 reps easily enough, but...

"One, two, three, four, thirty... huff, huff... this is hell..."

After doing 30 reps with weights on both hands and feet, they all started panting and sweating profusely.

I kept the momentum going and made them do 40 reps of each exercise from 1 to 14.

"...Save me... I'm going to die here before becoming a mercenary..."
"My arms... my arms hurt... I can't feel my legs anymore..."
"Mom, help me..."

All the soldiers were making dying sounds, trying to get some rest by giving me dissatisfied looks, but I had no intention of giving in.

"Everyone up! Lie on your backs and prepare for Exercise 8!"

At those words, one recruit couldn't contain his anger and rushed toward me while getting up.

"You bastard! I feel like I'm dying, how can we do Exercise 8 now?!"

I understand his feelings, but...

*He needs to learn that resistance is useless and will only get him beaten.*

I waited until he got close, then slightly turned my body so his own momentum made him fall.

"Ugh."

Then I grabbed his collar to lift him up, channeling Aura into one hand.

He was tall and quite bulky, but I could lift him as if he were a paper doll.

When I lifted him so easily that he fluttered in the air, the recruits noticed my superhuman strength and began murmuring.

"Hey, trash. Did you think I was easy because I've only been talking and not hitting you?"

The tall man couldn't overcome the law of inertia and fell hard, scraping one side of his face on the dirt, blood streaming down. One eye was swollen shut.

The cloth covering his elbows and knees was torn, and blood was flowing from the exposed skin.

"Is this funny to you? Do you think this is your mother's embrace where you can cry and rebel and get whatever you want?"
"N-no, sir..."
"Want me to show you how much beating a person can take without dying or breaking bones? And then let you train tomorrow covered in bruises? Wouldn't that be cute? If not, run back to your position. You have five seconds."

When he returned to his place, everyone's eyes were on me.

"Damn... I was planning to go easy on you since it's the first day. But you guys just don't get it. Exercise 8, 50 reps. How many?"

After seeing the guy who rebelled turn into a bloody paper doll, they all answered with determination in their eyes.

"Fifty reps!"
"The last count doesn't count! Begin!"
"Argh!"
"One, two, three, one!"

Following my cadence, they moved their legs left and right.

Left, center, right.

And at the position they found most difficult...

"One, two."

I stopped counting, and the recruits' expressions began to harden.

"My legs... they're going numb... help..."
"Aaaaargh!"
"Feels like they're tearing apart... kill me instead..."

After mentally counting to one minute, I continued the cadence, repeating this twice.

Fortunately, no one gave the final cry, but to establish discipline and build stamina on the first day...

"Prepare for Exercise 11, everyone squat! Exercise 11, 30 reps! How many?"
"Thirty reps!!!"
"The last count is omitted! Begin!"
"Argh!"

Following my commands, the recruits began making sounds that were almost like sobbing.

Surely after today's training ends, they'll want to kill me, and I'll be considered scum among them, but...

*Better to sweat a few drops here and live longer.*

"Look at those movements! Is that all you can do?"
"No, sir!!!"
"Give it everything you've got! This is nothing compared to war! The drill training starting next week will be even harder!"
"Argh!!!"

After completing 30 reps of Exercise 11, all the soldiers were drenched in sweat and collapsed on the ground.

"Help me, I really feel like I'm dying..."
"I can't feel my arms or legs. Am I dying? Damn, I wanted to have more sex..."
"Mom, Dad..."

Some of them were vomiting on the ground.

"Bleeegh..."

If I pushed them any further, someone might actually die.

And honestly, if they've made it this far on the first day, they have more potential than I expected.

"What a pathetic bunch. How can you become proper mercenaries if you collapse after just this much?"
"Argh!!! We can, sir!"
"Still, seeing your condition, I'll let you off since you might die if I push you further. Be grateful for Squad Leader Martin's mercy. Now go rest!"

At the word "rest," smiles appeared on the soldiers' faces.

"Today, this squad leader was disappointed in your training attitude, but I believe you'll do better tomorrow."
"Yes, sir!"

I nodded.

"Good. Today, I'll specially allow you to eat meat to your heart's content. Go eat and rest. See you tomorrow."

For the next two months, I drove the recruits crazy with mobile training, drills, and physical training, giving them no time for distractions.

Soon after, we joined the war between the Rheinpfalz Empire and the Montmartre Kingdom, fighting on the Empire's side.

...If the wars until now were games played by rules, from now on it would be a real dogfight.

Ch.40 - Roybit Battle (1)
After deciding to join the imperial army, our mercenary group quickly moved to the gathering point at Apelheim.

"...Hey, you mad dog."
"Why are you calling me, Captain Dalten?"
"Do we need a reason to call each other?"

I shook my head at that.

"Not really. Though we haven't known each other long, aren't we soulmates?"

When I joked around, Dalten laughed and slapped my shoulder.

"Why are you talking like that, you flighty bastard? Save that shit for when you're about to die. Look, I'll show you the goosebumps you're giving me even though it's autumn."

To prove he really got goosebumps, Dalten took off his gauntlet and showed me his left arm.

Then he put on a serious face and asked:

"Me, Heintz, and the other platoon leaders have all participated in nation versus nation battles, either with other mercenary groups or serving noble houses."
"Yes, you're saying I'm the only officer who hasn't participated in a war of this scale? Don't worry though. I'm confident I'll do well."

To be honest, "my past self" was quite capable in these national-scale wars.

I'd fought guerrillas and civilians who suddenly turned on us with guns, and I'd killed countless rebels while employed by African nations.

Dalten looked at my expression and sighed.

"Hah, if you were some mediocre nobody saying this, I'd tell you to shut your mouth. But considering your achievements, I can't."

I shrugged at his words.

"I am pretty awesome. I turned those meat shields into proper soldiers in just two months."
"I'll give you that, you crazy bastard. Anyway, look over there. That's the Rheinpfalz camp."

When we fought with Count Saltzheim's army, security was lax until we encountered the enemy.

"It's already incredibly strict. I thought they were statues at first. The way they hold their spears at an angle while standing at attention is no joke."
"Right? Well, when fighting within the same country like with Saltzheim or Philorang, they follow certain rules of war. But in nation versus nation conflicts, those rules don't exist. Ambushes during marches, looting, cutting enemy supply lines, civilian massacres—it all happens."

Seeing the guards' strict posture and hearing Dalten's words made me finally realize I was participating in a large-scale war between nations.

And I hadn't even seen the army of those snail-eating Montmartre people yet.

I felt the pressure of the battlefield weighing on my shoulders.

But even more than that, my heart was pounding like a boy experiencing first love, and my body was heating up.

*This is where I can start spreading my reputation across the continent...*

"Everyone calls Martin a mad dog, and it's a fitting nickname. That bastard really is crazy."

Just as I was about to retort, a guard pointed his spear at us and said:

"Halt. State your mercenary group name and show proof of your alliance."
"My name is Dalten von Prime. White Beard Mercenaries, 420 men total. And here's our badge."

After checking the badge, the guard relaxed his stance and responded politely:

"Rheinpfalz army silver badge... confirmed. Please wait a moment."
"We've walked a long way and we're fucking tired, so make it quick."
"Yes, sir."

Shortly after, a knight and a mage wearing expensive-looking armor appeared.

"Are you Captain Dalten of the White Beard Mercenaries?"
"Yes, that's right."
"I'll verify your badge immediately. Ains, check it with magic right away."

The mage called Ains extended his staff and chanted a spell.

Light emanated from Captain Dalten's badge, and the silver imperial crest of the Rheinpfalz Empire appeared.

"Confirmed. You've arrived right on time. I'll personally guide you to your camping location. The mercenary captain should follow me. I have some matters to discuss with you."
"Yes, understood, Lord."
"Call me Lord Sforza. Now let's hurry, I have many duties to attend to."

Even though we came here for money, shouldn't they at least say "thanks for coming all this way to fight in our war"?

If you're born noble, at least pretend to have some manners. It would make you look good and make us feel better.

But what can I do? If I'm upset, I just need to achieve great things and aim for the top ranks.

*I'll make a big name for myself this time too.*

With frustration in my heart, I returned to our platoon where Karin asked me:

"Martin, is something wrong? You look upset."

I waved my hand dismissively.

"It's nothing. Just thinking that now that we're here, I need to show them what we're made of, like when we served under Count Saltzheim."

As we passed through the camp, I looked around.

The soldiers bearing the crests of various baronies, viscounties, and counties weren't openly insulting us, but...

"Are those the mercenaries who supposedly did well under Count Saltzheim?"
"They're still just mercenaries. Compared to us who serve proper houses..."
"Even though we're all commoners, we're different. Mercenaries are just money-grubbing flies who live and die for coin."

It was ridiculous how they were trying to intimidate us even though we were on the same side.

My platoon members were looking around with somewhat deflated expressions, and Lucia was fidgeting with her hands, her fox ears and tail drooping.

If this had happened in Saltzheim, I would have quickly comforted her, but...

Instead, I quietly watched her.

Lucia suddenly straightened her shoulders with determination and perked up her tail and ears.

After biting her lip a few times, she looked at me and said:

"Didn't you tell us, Squad Leader? That we shouldn't be intimidated by people like them..."

I nodded in agreement.

She stared at the staff with the mana stone I had bought her, then gripped it tightly.

"Since you believed in me, Squad Leader Martin, I'll do my best to live up to your expectations. And I'll definitely prove myself worthy of this staff."

According to the original storyline, we would meet the protagonist about four months from now.

At that time, Lucia was so fragile that she would immediately lower her tail and cower if anyone in the mercenary group so much as raised their voice at her.

But now I could see the results of my efforts to build her confidence and praise her.

*It feels good to see her becoming more like how I want her to be.*

"Thanks, I appreciate that."

I gave her a bright smile and patted her head.

Lucia smiled shyly and wagged her tail like a puppy.

"Hehe... I'll work hard."

Karin watched this and turned her head, grumbling:

"Martin's skill at charming people is really something else. You've already got her following you like that."
"Everything I'm good at now is thanks to you, senior. I'm always grateful."
"You really do know what to say."

Then I spoke to motivate the recruits following behind me:

"Listen up, you nobodies! All that drill training and field exercises you've been suffering through were for this moment. So I trust none of you will act like cowards because of these childish bastards trying to intimidate us, even if they are allies."

The recruits gritted their teeth at my words.

"Those field exercises... just thinking about that cursed training makes my teeth grind..."

He probably thought he was being careful, but I could hear everything.

"The drill training was the worst for me. I heard other mercenary groups only practice thrusting with spears, so why did we have to roll around like dogs?"

Some recruit even dared to glare at the soldiers over there.

This was the moment when the effects of introducing drill and field exercises showed not just in combat ability but also in boosting morale.

For a moment, I even had this thought:

*Maybe this is one reason why the higher-ups make soldiers do brutally hard training and unnecessary tasks day and night?*

But I quickly shook my head to dismiss the useless thought.

While I could understand the training, I could never accept things like repaving asphalt roads or bringing in new sand for the parade grounds just because a division commander was visiting.

Still, I needed to boost their morale here.

"Since the soldiers under the Rheinpfalz Empire's nobles seem to be taking special interest in us, we'll have to show them what we're made of on the battlefield. Don't you agree?"

Everyone agreed.

"Yes!"

And I needed to add fuel to the fire.

"So if anyone falls behind, messes up, or cowers in fear... I'll treat you to exercises number 8 and 11."

Several months later, we faced off against the Montmartre Kingdom's army.

Ch.41 - Roybit Battle (2)
The air on the battlefield felt distinctly different when we faced the Montmartre troops.

"Holy shit, there's so many of them. How many are there? I can't even estimate... maybe 30,000?"

As one of my squad members said, in all the wars we'd experienced until now, we'd faced at most a few thousand enemies...

But this time, we were up against a staggering force of 40,000.

"Those bastards look terrifying, don't they? Like they're ready to slaughter us all..."

The battles I'd fought before had been life-or-death, but they were more like duels between nobles, with a certain order to them.

When high-ranking officials from two countries fight over territory, people, interests, and honor, there's no such thing as order.

Feeling that atmosphere made my body tremble involuntarily.

Karin looked at me with a broad smile and spoke.

"Squad Leader Martin, why are you trembling? You're not scared, are you?"
"Scared? No way. I'm just shaking with excitement at the opportunity to finally make my name known throughout Montmartre and the Rheinpfalz Empire."

I'm still just a rookie compared to real powerhouses like Captain Dalten.

When standing on a battlefield where lives hang in the balance, I sometimes worry if I might die here.

But even more than that, I suppress those fears by wondering how far I can go this time.

"Sure, sure, our amazing squad leader. Just don't get hurt. I'd be worried."
"Don't worry. I'll definitely survive and enjoy that meal you promised to buy me after the war."

Karin turned her head at those words, her face flushing red.

But she didn't shake her head or deny anything.

"...Damn, why does my first battle as a mercenary have to be against these Montmartre snail bastards? Look at them, they look scary as hell."
"Shut up, idiot. You're making me scared too."
"Will we make it back alive?"

The new recruits were shivering and fidgeting nervously.

"Montmartre snails, mercenaries, knights—bring them all on! This old man will put holes in their necks with the spear skills I've learned through years of hard training!"

Some tried to hide their fear with bravado, like immature boys who play pranks because they're too shy to confess their feelings to girls.

Lucia, unlike last time, wasn't scared or dejected as we faced the Montmartre troops in open battle.

With her ears and tail standing straight up, tightly gripping the new staff I bought her.

"...Squad Leader Martin said I can do well... I did well last time, so I can do well this time too."

Seeing Lucia without her previous timidity made me feel warm inside.

No, seeing how she looks for me... after Karin, Lucia might be next... hmm...

Despite the imminent war, the corners of my mouth had already risen to my ears.

"Time to run wild?"

Just as I muttered that, trumpet sounds echoed.

Voices of high-ranking officials could be heard throughout the Rheinpfalz army.

"Charge forward!"

I too advanced in step with the soldiers, holding my spear—no, my halberd, the symbol of a squad leader's authority.

"Damn it, keep your heads down and don't think about anything! The first to die in war aren't the ones who can't fight or hold a spear! It's the ones who get scared! Got it?"
"AHHH!!!"
"Maintain formation strictly and just keep walking forward! If anyone does something stupid because they're distracted, I'll make you do drills 8 and 11 until you'd rather be dead!"
"AHHH!!! YES SIR! PLEASE SPARE US!"

The reason I'm so hard on these guys is actually because I love my squad members.

It might sound ridiculous, but just like how drill sergeants work recruits to death to prevent them from having time to fall into depression,

If you don't push soldiers facing battle for the first time, they'll become useless meat shields who wet themselves under the pressure of the battlefield and the enemy's spirit.

"Shit! What's that noise from the side..."
"Shut your mouth, you idiot!"

Then I looked to the side.

A massive pillar of fire rose from the ground, instantly burning dozens of soldiers in the distance.

I've seen soldiers die screaming when hit by magic like fireballs, with the foul smell of burning flesh spreading far...

But this was different. Stronger. Nothing remained where the fire pillar had risen.

*Is this what a full-scale national war looks like?*

The tremendous power of the magic made cold sweat run down my spine.

"Will I ever be able to use magic like that?"

Lucia watched it with her lips trembling and her tail standing straight up.

"Aaah, why is there thunder in clear skies? What's happening?"

Focusing my Aura on my eyes to see far away, I could make out two men in orichalcum armor clashing swords at incredible speed in the distance.

"You serve the Montmartre king snail, but you're quite skilled with a sword!"
"You're not bad yourself!"
"Enough with the flattery!"

Even Dalten's sword, an Aura Expert, would be infinitely slower compared to those two, and its power incomparably weaker.

"Is that the realm of Aura Master I should aim for? Damn, I can't believe a human sword can make such a heavy sound. One strike could cut through an elephant's body."

Watching fighters so far beyond my level made me sigh in frustration and disbelief.

But if I keep training, gaining experience, and taking elixirs to get stronger...

*Someday I too can reach that level.*

I gripped my halberd tightly, strengthening my resolve.

"Squad Leader, damn it! The Montmartre snails are crawling right in front of us! Hey, grip your spears tight, you weaklings!"

They say even a dog in a school for three years can recite poetry—even Baker, after about half a year as a mercenary, knows exactly how to handle the new recruits, the cute bastard.

When we fought under Count Saltzheim before, he was just a snot-nosed rookie.

He seems more useful than I thought.

Separately, I hit him on the head with my halberd shaft, just enough to sting.

"If you're going to give orders like that, do it as a senior mercenary, you perverted baker who can't think with anything but your tiny head! You're messing up the chain of command, damn it! You're booked for 70 reps of drill 8 and 50 reps of drill 11 when we get back!"

Mercenaries may be free-spirited, but there's no forgiveness for disrupting the chain of command.

The basic whip punishment tears skin with just one strike.

And considering it starts at a minimum of 30 lashes, this punishment is me being extremely lenient.

"Martin Squad, you weaklings! Lower your spears and aim at the enemy's necks!"

Following my instructions, they all aimed their spears at the enemy at similar angles and heights.

The perfect formation, with spear shafts perfectly parallel to each other.

*All that drill training was worth it.*

Even in this situation, the corners of my mouth turned up.

"Align ranks!"
"Align ranks! Align ranks!"
"Once aligned, march in step! One, two! One, two!"

The footsteps of our entire squad were synchronized, everything in unison except for our breathing.

The enemies saw my Martin Squad and started grinding their teeth.

"Look at those whore bastards. They seem pretty good? But they're just a bunch of idiots who have nothing decent except sausages and beer."
"Take it easy. Their flag shows a white wolf, but they're actually white cats. Weaklings, white cats are cute though."
"Thank Deus. Meeting such idiots on the first day."

As they scratched at our soldiers' nerves, some of our men started acting up.

"You slug-eating, slithering bastards!"

When one new recruit gets excited, everything falls apart. Like pulling out one pillar supporting a building, causing everything to collapse.

"Hey, you weakling! Who told you to open your mouth? Want me to arrange your funeral today? Want to run drills until your legs give out?"
"N-no, sir!"
"No my ass! Seems like you have too much energy since we haven't been doing field training lately, chatting during war. What, you think you're something special because your body's improved from recent training?"

As I berated them harshly, the squad's atmosphere grew increasingly tense.

And just before clashing with the Montmartre troops, I concentrated Aura throughout my body, gripping my halberd tightly.

When fighting under Count Saltzheim, I had ordered Lucia to use magic immediately...

"Any of you who fall behind today, I'll drill you to death tonight. I'll make you wish you'd died here today! Just follow orders!"
"AHHH!!"

Taking a breath, I continued.

"Mages, stay close and be ready to cast spells as soon as I give the order!"

Ch.42 - Roybit Battle (3)
"Ah, I smell fresh meat. Hey, you little shits, we're some pretty skilled and scary guys here. If you want to live, drop your spears and run."
"If you run fast enough, who knows? You might survive."
"If I'd married my first love, I'd have kids your age by now. I'm just worried about you. This is all for your own good, you worthless recruits."

Until now, the enemies we'd met could only hurl insults at us.

But these Montmartre Snail bastards are exceptional at cursing and their mockery is absolutely garbage-tier trash.

Wow, seriously? Listening to them talk, they sound like old fogies who have no life achievements except getting older.

*Just hearing them makes me want to vomit. I need to kill them quickly and shut those mouths permanently.*

I lowered the blade of my halberd toward the waist of the old fogey in front of me.

When we clash, I'll sweep away his spear shaft and then harvest his neck right after.

"W-what! Do you think we're three-year-olds? Are you senile?"
"Aren't you the ones who want to piss yourselves and run away? Your mouths are crooked but at least speak straight."
"You idiots, let me show you just how strong Martin's platoon really is."

These Montmartre Snail bastards, trying to provoke hot-blooded youths who wake up with morning wood and make them lose their composure.

At this rate, someone might break formation as soon as we clash.

I immediately taunted them, infusing my voice with Aura.

"We're young, so our dicks work perfectly fine. But you old farts have eaten so many years through your assholes that yours probably don't even get hard anymore, right? You look like you have plenty of experience pissing yourselves while running away. Old and weak bastards! You're already looking for escape routes, aren't you?"

I didn't use extremely harsh language, but by touching on erectile dysfunction—the greatest concern of older men...

"You fucking dog! How can a man say such terrible things!"
"Oh, can't get it up? Sorry about that."

The spears of my platoon and the enemy mercenaries clashed head-on.

As both sides tried to sweep away each other's spear shafts, dull thudding sounds echoed.

"Kid, your spear grip is pathetic! Is a young guy like you only good at getting it up at night?"

The mercenaries hired by the Montmartre Snails continued to provoke us.

Whether it's because they've never accomplished anything in life except being born on time, or because I'm used to the blazing insults I always saw in Korean online games...

Personally, I felt nothing hearing their curses.

"Shit, shit!"
"Idiot, the demon platoon leader told us to follow our training. Keep sweeping their spears!"
"Fuck! Argh, this is fucking awful!"

The new recruits had no time for distractions, just using exactly what they'd learned in training to fight against the veteran bastards attacking with spears from the front.

"Those snail bastards. Looks like they put veterans in the first and second rows to gain the upper hand. Disgustingly good."

Just holding their own against these skilled fighters is sufficient—no, it's fucking impressive.

Because if I had trained them half-heartedly, our formation would have collapsed by now, and I'd be putting on a tearful ass show trying to hold on somehow.

"Ugh, fuck. That bastard who probably can't even get it up..."
"To think that this elder would be against such worthless punks."

As I heard the dying sounds from both our platoon and the enemy...

I approached the enemy in front of me with fierce momentum.

"Fuck! Get that bastard! He's coming to break our formation!"
"Rat-like vermin!"
"Show him the terror of the Golden Rooster Mercenaries! Turn him into a porcupine!"

Several spears were aimed at me.

They targeted my neck, armpits, between my pelvis, and my face.

Seeing that even common infantry were equipped with iron breastplates, I thought they were skilled fighters, but to create such coordination on the spot...

"Maybe someday I'll command soldiers who can coordinate like this too."

As I muttered my admiration, they all thrust at me in anger.

"The one who's going to die today sure talks a lot!"

With a halberd specialized for slaughtering civilians in enemy territory, it's impossible to sweep away so many spears.

*I'll have to dodge.*

I immediately moved my body half a half-step to the left.

"What the fuck? He dodged..."
"You Montmartre Snail bastards are disgustingly slow, but you shit as fast as rabbits, huh?"
"Fuck..."

Charging the ground with Aura through my left foot, I swung my halberd with full force.

The hammer attached to the blade smashed the head of the man in front of me like a bursting watermelon.

Brain, eyeballs, blood, and flesh splattered like fireworks.

"I thought snail bastards would have transparent blood. Guess not?"

After scraping him once more, I began to slaughter the surrounding enemies.

I stabbed the ones directly in front of me with the spear blade, and for those slightly further away, I jumped and either brought down or swung up the attached hammer to crush their bodies or heads.

This might look no different from when I was worthless or just a squad leader.

*If your position changes, you should change accordingly.*

"Martin platoon, charge! Keep formation as trained, sweep away the spears of whoever's in front of you and stab immediately! Seniors and squad leaders, call out commands if the recruits get nervous!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Just follow your training! If you can't follow training, I'll put you through field training so harsh you'll wish you'd died today!"

In manga, anime, and novels, they often say to just follow your training.

This phrase is so universally applicable it could be described as "truth anywhere, anytime"—it's textbook wisdom.

While real combat and training are definitely different, moving as trained minimizes the mistakes you might make in actual battle.

"Argh!"

Even when I fought against Count Saltzheim, I just charged in with my squad, but...

*If one platoon tries to show off, the entire mercenary company will be fucked in no time.*

So I completely abandoned the idea of going wild.

*It's enough if we just hold our position and fight.*

"Push in! Time to show these bent-backed old bastards how hot a spear shaft can be!"
"Fuck, I'd rather die than do field training again! Fuck, fuck!!"
"You bastards, do you know what that fucking 8-count exercise is? No, you don't!"

The sight of both recruits and veterans expressing their anger by recalling the pain they felt rolling around during field training.

To me, it's just a heartwarming scene, but from the enemy's perspective, it must look like this:

Elite soldiers with perfectly synchronized movements charging like crazy zombies while shouting about field training.

*I should make them do this regularly for morale management and physical conditioning.*

As we broke through the enemy's first and second rows and gradually overwhelmed them...

"Fuck, you fucking bastards! Why are you still fucking around with spears! When the enemy is pushing in, jabbing with spears is no different from fucking the air!"
"Get out your maces! You crazy bastards! Charge in one go!"
"Men acting so cowardly, fuck, I'll cut off your dicks!"

The high-ranking officers of the enemy mercenary company stepped in to boost morale, and they began to resist again.

"You primitive bastards with nothing but beer! I, Dalten, platoon leader of the Golden Rooster Mercenaries, will send your necks to Deus!"

Someone like Prime, whom I had fought before, appeared wielding dual swords and going wild.

Each time he swung those man-sized swords, one of my platoon soldiers lost their life.

"You fucking son of a bitch! I raised those kids..."

Just as I was about to throw down my halberd, grab a sword, and charge...

I saw Karin aiming her bow at him.

As she concentrated magic power on her bow made from Ent branches, a soft green light enveloped her.

Even the wind began to blow around Karin.

*She looks just like a mage.*

While I paused to watch her, the chicken-heads of the Golden Rooster Mercenaries swarmed toward me like dogs in heat.

"Die! You crazy bastard!"
"I'll make you fuck the air!"
"Give me your armor!"

When incompetent guys form a group, they're still just pathetic weaklings who can't avoid a dog's death.

Why do they delude themselves into thinking that gathering in larger numbers will make them strong enough to defeat me?

I struck down all their weapons with my sword.

"Fucking... shit."

Then I immediately sliced through their necks and torsos.

"Did your mothers teach you to gang-bang one woman during sex? Otherwise, why are you worthless bastards making such a fuss as a group?"

Meanwhile, Karin aimed her arrow at the enemy.

"Just because you're wearing armor doesn't mean you won't die from an arrow."

That platoon leader bastard rushed toward her, but I didn't bother moving to protect Karin.

The enemy mercenary platoon leader sneered.

"Do you think you can pierce my armor with such a thin, powerless arrow?"

Karin didn't answer his words.

She simply shot her wind-wrapped arrow.

And the arrow precisely pierced through the eye hole in that big bastard's helmet, and he collapsed.

*...That was incredibly cool. I'm falling for her again.*

At the same time, the Golden Rooster-heads called for reinforcements.

They all clearly looked panicked, but there's no need to worry since we brought a mage for this very situation.

"You're fucked."

Ch.43 - Roybit Battle (4)
Whether I said anything or not, those chicken-heads over there were absolutely thrilled.

"Kill all those boar bastards! Damn it, let's avenge our platoon leader who died like an idiot!"
"Fuck, let's go back in! Make sure to kill that crazy bastard showing off over there!"
"Just push forward with manly vigor, that's all!"

These guys who had been whimpering like dying cats until reinforcements arrived were suddenly full of confidence.

Their shoulders stood up tall as if padded, and they were prancing around like boys going to meet their first love.

To me, they just looked pathetic.

*What a bunch of posturing idiots.*

But my subordinates, who had nearly been on their way to the grave, started getting tense now that they were suddenly back in the fight.

"Maintain spacing and reform the formation! Don't be intimidated just because there are a few more chicken-heads!"
"When the platoon leader gives the order, just smash their heads in! Damn it, don't chicken out!"
"Show half the swagger you display in front of prostitutes, you bastards!"

The reinforcements approaching from over there were only equipped with one-handed swords, shields, breastplates, and helmets.

But they didn't look all that easy to deal with.

While I was contemplating how to handle them, Karin approached me.

"Platoon leader, what should we do? Should we ask the captain for support too? Those guys might be too much for our new recruits, though you and I could handle them."
"True, they might not be trained enough for close combat with swords and maces, even if they can handle spears."

But I shook my head.

"I don't think that will be necessary. Lucia, soak those new reinforcements with water."

Karin tilted her head in confusion.

"In this situation?"
"Especially in this situation, we need to slow them down. Better than reducing their numbers with magic... Lucia!"

Lucia raised her tail straight up and began chanting her spell.

"Water that soaks the earth and brings abundance, breathe life into the ground! Water Splash!"

A blue light flashed from the staff with its blue mana gem.

A large, round mass of water like a giant water balloon formed above the heads of those chicken-heads coming to help.

The water burst with a "pop" sound, thoroughly soaking them.

The drenched men started laughing.

"Damn, that's refreshing. Now they're even giving us a water shower because they're worried we might be hot. You brain-dead idiots, are your heads completely rotten?"
"Still hungover from last night's beer? That's why you're messing around with water. But it does feel damn good."
"Thanks for the refreshing shower, you morons."

They laughed as they charged toward us like crazed wild boars.

When using balanced weapons like swords and shields with good defense and offense, pushing forward with momentum like that is the best approach.

They could block incoming attacks with their shields, break through enemy formations, and stab with their swords, leaving opponents with no answer.

*These bastards actually know what they're doing.*

I clicked my tongue at the sight.

"Lucia! Lightning! Fry them!"

Lucia immediately extended her magic staff forward.

"Yes! Power of the sky that burns the earth, reveal the divine authority before me! Lightning!"

Whether she cast magic or not, the enemies charged at us like wild boars, hurling insults.

As the distance closed, the new recruits in my platoon began to sweat nervously...

But Lucia's magic struck the enemies before they could clash with us.

"Damn, those pig bastards all..."

Though there wasn't actual thunder like during a real thunderstorm, white lightning bolts struck down from the sky.

The men who had been charging so confidently were frozen in place, electrocuted by the lightning.

"Worse than dogs. Why did they have to show off like that?"

The men who died from electrocution soiled themselves as they died, filling the air with the unpleasant smell of human waste and burnt flesh.

A few lucky ones were still alive, convulsing and twitching.

Since they had tried to kill us, we couldn't just leave them like that.

"Kill them all."

At my command, the new recruits stabbed their necks with swords or smashed their heads with maces, sparing them from prolonged suffering.

"Damn fools who only know how to push people with shields."

After we killed all the reinforcements, the chicken-head mercenaries shrank back again.

"Crazy bastards like rutting pigs."
"Shouldn't we surrender, Captain? It looks like we're screwed."
"Damn it, do you idiots have a ransom value? Shut your mouths and raise the retreat flag!"

Unless they were fortunate enough to work under a Count, mercenaries typically get paid by the number of enemy heads they collect.

"Senior Karin, has Captain Dalten given the charge order yet?"

Karin raised one corner of her mouth in a smirk.

"Charge! Take down those idiots right in front of us! This is our chance to teach those Rheinpfalz soldier bastards who've been giving us a hard time! Scrape together every bit of strength you've got!"

When you have momentum and the situation allows, you should strike as boldly as possible.

Otherwise, we'd get swept up in the massive flow of war.

When told to prepare themselves, some men talked about visiting prostitutes as soon as they returned.

"What mother's milk at my age? Damn, if I make it back alive today, I'm going to grab Emma's breasts and just..."

One man mocked the guy next to him.

"Premature ejaculator! The way you talk, anyone would think you're some kind of stamina king."

The baker acted like he was something special.

"This time I'm going to earn some achievements and make a ton of money. I'll earn enough to get myself a custom suit of armor."

When I raised my sword high, the soldiers gathered around me.

"Get ready to charge forward! Damn it, let's go take all those bastards' heads!"

The soldiers pressed close to me, shoulder to shoulder.

Soon, Captain Dalten's voice rang out.

"The commander says to fuck them hard. Don't finish quick like premature ejaculators!"

Immediately, our entire mercenary company moved as one mass toward the enemy.

The new recruits, hardened by months of brutal training, matched pace with the veterans, moving like a single boulder—heavy and solid.

Yet they charged forward as fast as arrows.

Seniors, squad leaders, platoon leaders, and even Captain Dalten started shouting.

"When charging like this, the coward loses! Don't chicken out, push in like a man!"
"If you don't want to die, just focus on the enemy in front of you! When he falls, just step over his corpse and keep going!"
"Just smash those pathetic bastards' heads! Nothing difficult about it!"

I circulated Aura throughout my body.

Just as the heart pumps blood throughout the body, I circulated the Aura generated in my lower abdomen from head to toe.

Without even consciously flexing my muscles, I felt my speed increasing exponentially as I charged toward the enemy.

I had a premonition that killing the enemy would push me beyond my current limits.

The anticipation of proving my worth as a man and as a mercenary by slaying the enemies before me.

The expectation that I—who had abandoned even my hollow knighthood and been left with nothing—would gain money, honor, wealth, and women, enjoying a life I could never have had in Korea.

Damn, this must be why war-crazed bastards say they prefer war to sex.

"Shit! Arrows and magic!"

Hearing this, Dalten didn't even flinch as he shouted.

"If you're scared of something this trivial, cut off your dick and put on a skirt! Anyone who chickens out, I'll beat you so badly you'll wish you'd died today!"

Arrows and magic rained down on us.

"Damn, to die like this."

One man hit by an arrow let out a death cry as he collapsed.

"Hot! Water, water!"
"Ugh..."

Those dying from magic like fireballs couldn't even speak properly, only screaming in agony before dying.

The battlefield became heavy with the fear of death.

*I can't let myself be intimidated by this.*

After steeling my resolve and shaking off the fear, we ran for about a minute before colliding with the already broken chicken-head bastards.

The clash between the shattered formation of the Golden Chicken mercenaries and our tightly-knit mercenary company.

"Damn you filthy boar bastards!"

Some guy in front of me was so terrified he was pissing himself, but still tried to resist by swinging his weapon.

However, his movements were so slow that they weren't particularly threatening or deadly.

"You're so slow it makes me yawn, you slug-like idiot."

The men from our platoon beside me maintained their coordination while hunting down the stragglers.

"Die, you filthy bastards!"
"Chicken-head bastards, clucking like chickens even as they die."
"One silver coin for this bastard's head, two for..."

As we continued cutting through the enemy forces and breaking through their formation, I noticed a mage wearing obviously expensive clothes staring me down.

"Damn, one mountain after another?"

Ch.44 - Roybit Battle (5)
The mage was pointing his staff at me and chanting a spell.

"Before me, arrows of flame to burn all that is unclean..."

The moment I heard those words, I charged forward at an insane speed, channeling Aura into my legs.

No, I had to run for my life.

With allies on both sides and behind me, I couldn't just push my squad members aside to save myself.

"You cowardly bat-like bastard! Our men are dying out here while you hide in the back casting spells like that!"

Despite my taunts, the mage in his expensive clothes and high-end equipment continued his incantation without reacting at all.

"A spear of fire shall burn the enemy and protect me..."

*Damn, this stubborn bastard.*

Even in this game world, becoming a skilled mage required focusing on leveling up and developing intelligence and concentration.

The fact that he continued his incantation without losing focus or getting confused by my provocations meant he was undoubtedly a competent mage.

I could tell from the high-quality staff with an aquamarine crystal that he wielded.

Looking at the positive side, this meant I had an opportunity to behead someone quite valuable.

In other words, if I made one wrong move here, it wouldn't be his head flying off but mine.

*Damn, this is war.*

I gripped my sword with sweaty hands and raised my voice to threaten the enemy.

"I am Martin Meyer, the mad dog of this mercenary company! You damn mage!"

The mage immediately raised his left hand, and soldiers with shields and swords, along with archers, surrounded him protectively.

"Protect the intermediate mage! This man must not die!"
"Just hold out until he finishes his incantation, damn it! Brace yourselves!"
"Push with the shields!"

The men wielding the classic combination of swords and shields restricted my movement with their massive shields.

*If only I were an Expert like Captain Dalten, I could cut through them shields and all.*

I sincerely lamented that I hadn't yet reached the Expert level.

"Damn, you call yourselves men while hiding behind shields like children behind their mothers?"

The one who looked like the leader among the shield-bearers twitched his shoulder.

"Yeah. If you're jealous, use a shield too, you little shit."

Damn, what a cheap shot.

Instead of expressing my anger with curses, I concentrated Aura in my legs and entire body and charged toward them.

The men in front of me seized the opportunity to stab and slash at me with their swords, but they couldn't penetrate my sturdy armor.

I retreated slightly, then gritted my teeth and crashed head-on into their shields again.

The shield of the man I collided with remained intact, but the man standing behind him had his waist bent at a right angle.

"Damn it! Get that bastard! Just stab him until he dies! Protect the mage, you useless pieces of shit!"

After breaking through their defensive wall, I quickly pushed past them and continued running.

If I let that intermediate mage cast his spell, not only my subordinates but I myself would end up as barbecued meat.

Even in that situation, the mage completed his incantation.

"The spear of Ignis shall burn the enemy!"

Perhaps because the spell was nearly complete, a hot ball of fire had formed on his staff.

Blue magical energy, concentrated enough to be visible even to my untrained eyes, gradually gathered in front of the magic stone at the tip of his staff.

It might have looked pretty in the game, but seeing it aimed at me in reality felt like staring at a bomb about to explode.

The mage pointed his staff at me and gritted his teeth.

"Fire Spea—"
"Not a chance, you virgin mage who'll die without ever getting laid!"

Just as he was about to finish his incantation, I sliced his staff in half with my sword.

"Damn it, my staff!"

The mage didn't seem to care about his expensive staff being cut, not even attempting to pick up the fallen pieces as he immediately turned to flee...

"Damn, if I let you escape, I'll cut off my own dick. You pathetic mage who can only cast spells while hiding behind others!"

As I swung my sword, his head flew off his turned back.

"Martin Meyer has beheaded an enemy intermediate mage!"

When I held up his head and shouted, our mercenary company erupted in cheers.

Some sighed and shook their heads.

"They called him a mad dog, but damn, I never thought I'd see someone crazy enough to charge head-on at a mage in the middle of casting."

The newbie meat shields looked at me with shining eyes.

"Wow, damn, that's so cool. Charging into shields with his own body and then taking a mage's head..."

The squad leaders and other higher-ups responded enthusiastically while swinging their weapons.

"Don't let Lieutenant Martin have all the glory! We need to get our share too, damn it!"

The fact that my actions alone could raise the morale of hundreds in our mercenary company made my heart race.

I could feel my entire body heating up with excitement.

*I want to unleash this burning sensation right here.*

I was seized by an urge more intense than the desire to have sex with a beautiful woman, and I decided not to resist it.

"Martin's squad!"

My squad members responded.

"Yes!"
"The enemy formation is broken beyond these bird-brains! Isn't it time for us to go wild?"
"Yes, sir! We must kill them all!"

Except for the veterans and squad leaders, they're all just chicks who only know how to peep, but why are they so brave at times like this?

Still, if you're a man, it's better to be simple and brave than to be a coward who trembles and wets himself like a girl.

"Captain Dalten!"
"Martin's squad takes the vanguard! Damn it, charge at those stumbling cattle in front! Show them what it means to be men today!"

Those words moved me so much that my body trembled.

"Thank you, sir! We'll kill every last one of those cattle today."

When Dalten acknowledged me, over 300 soldiers gathered around me.

"Follow Mad Dog Martin! Today we'll show them what it means to be bitten!"
"Let's earn a ton of money this time and bring a pretty girl to live comfortably in the countryside. What's life about if not that?"
"A man's life should be short and intense. Either die or hit the jackpot!"

*Good. Now's our chance.*

I gripped my sword with both hands and looked for weaknesses among the enemies scrambling under their black bull banner.

After focusing for a few seconds, I spotted a completely empty area in their already chaotic formation.

If we strike there, those bastards will all die without being able to put up a fight.

Now that I've identified the perfect angle for our charge, all that's left is to attack with reckless abandon.

"Long live the White Beard Mercenary Company! Let's go in for the kill!"

As I started running, all the other soldiers around me began to follow.

I could hear the voices of men grinding their teeth, wanting recognition from those who had looked down on them.

"You Rheinpfalz bastards, from today on you'll have no choice but to acknowledge how great our mercenary company is."

Shouts filled with the desire to achieve glory.

"I'm going to earn a fortune this time and retire! Build a house in a quiet countryside, buy some land, get a pretty virgin, hehe..."

Everyone else probably had their own goals, but our immediate objective was...

*To crack those cattle's heads and return safely.*

The sun was almost setting, so after this charge and a good fight, today's battle would be over.

"Those idiots can't even cast spells or shoot arrows anymore! Damn, we just need to kill them all!"

When I shouted, the morale of our mercenary company rose even higher.

And we literally rammed into those slow, cattle-like enemies right in front of us.

"Kill them!"

I gripped my sword firmly and swung it with the determination to kill every single enemy soldier.

"Damn you crazy bearded bastards! How can you call yourselves human?"

I cut off the head of the man who uttered those words with my sword.

"What a salty bastard."

And the others, boosted by our momentum, all fought exceptionally well.

"Don't let that crazy bastard go wild alone! Is Martin the only capable one in our mercenary company?"
"Just strike them! Hit anywhere and you'll crack at least one enemy head!"
"Sex is nothing special, this is real sex!"

Our crude words and the heavy destructive force that followed instantly crushed the cattle hired by Montmartre, and from behind, not only Karin but also Lucia, who had been in the rear, came forward to support us.

"Burn the enemy before me, Fireball!"
"Wearing armor doesn't mean arrows can't penetrate, you know?"

As we all worked together to beat the remaining cattle, the trumpet signaling retreat sounded.

Dalten heard the sound and smiled, twitching his shoulder.

"Alright, let's head back. Tonight, meat and drinks are on me!"

Ch.45 - Burn The Enemy's Supply Line First (1)
In the command tent of the White Beard Mercenaries.

To get straight to the point, Captain Dalten didn't pay for the meat and alcohol.

However, since that didn't exactly break any promise, Dalten's smile now stretches so wide it might tear his face.

"Yeah, damn right. People need to play in deep waters to get proper respect even after working their asses off. Isn't that right, you bastards?"

Lieutenant Heintz wore a bitter smile and grumbled.

"Honestly, I was planning to get you drunk that day and then ask for money to pay for the men's expenses. But damn, how did you manage to wriggle out of it like that?"

Dalten gritted his teeth hearing those words.

"You damn bastard."
"Honestly, Captain, if we got you drunk, you'd have happily thrown money around, right? I wanted to see your wallet completely emptied."
"Y-you son of a bitch. Even at my worst, would I spend money like an idiot?"
"Of course not. If the Captain did something that stupid, we'd kick you out, damn it."

Our Captain might be generous when he's in a good mood, but he's not the type to spend recklessly and bankrupt the mercenary company.

No, if he were that kind of person, he wouldn't be able to run a mercenary company like this in the first place.

Still, Heintz exchanged silent glances with the other officers.

The other squad leaders snickered at Dalten.

"Captain, who was it last time? In Salzburg, you said you liked that woman Alice's chest and threw 10 gold coins from your wallet, didn't you?"
"This armor I'm wearing now, you bought it for me from a camp merchant at three times the market price when you were drunk."
"Honestly, I was looking forward to it. I've had my eye on an expensive woman."

Hearing this, our Captain just laughed.

"You greedy bastards, you're like a bunch of crows desperate to pick at someone else's money."

I wanted to join in and ask if he'd ever done something like that with me since I'm new, but...

Seeing his reddening face, I think pushing any further would be dangerous.

I'm no gentleman, but even Confucius said if you want to live long, stay away from danger.

The other squad leaders looked at Dalten's face a few more times, then suddenly whistled and asked:

"Why did you suddenly call us? Honestly, you told us yesterday there wouldn't be much happening, so we wouldn't need meetings like this."

Dalten grinned at that and shrugged his shoulders.

"That was true yesterday, but today, damn it. Baron Gatten, our formation commander, specifically ordered us for an important mission. You damn bastards."

A formation commander is someone who gathers various small mercenary units and runs them as a single force.

For example, a company formation commander would oversee about four mercenary groups of around 30 men each.

And our Baron commands about 3,000 men in total, including the White Beard Mercenaries.

The squad leaders' interest was piqued.

"Ha, damn. Are we finally getting some recognition for our worth?"
"Yeah, you bastards. It seems all your hard work fighting has reached the ears of the higher-ups."

A smile naturally formed on my face at those words, and my shoulders lifted.

Getting attention from the "higher-ups" during a war and receiving opportunities would be a stepping stone to enhance my abilities and increase my value.

It would provide plenty of chances for new challenges.

While I was thinking this, Dalten glanced at me and nodded.

Though a brief and simple signal, it seemed like a really good sign.

The other officers must have had similar thoughts, as they suddenly started getting excited.

"Damn, didn't I say it? A mercenary company like ours could make it in the big leagues. Honestly, we might not be first-class with 5-10 Aura Experts, but with effort, we could get close."

Squad Leader Walter smacked the back of the head of the man who said that.

"You sound like a bug crawling out of a hardtack's side, you idiot. That's why you're not popular with women, you ugly bastard."
"Like you're any better looking, damn it."

Dalten watched them and clapped his hands a few times.

"Cut the crap and listen. Whether we're recognized and given an opportunity or not, we need to succeed, right? If we fail after all this fuss, we'll be worse off than if we'd stayed in our corner."

Wherever you go in this world, opportunities do come along if you live long enough.

If you seize that opportunity, you can climb up a little, but if you fail, you'll be thrown to the bottom of hell as a consequence. It's happened countless times.

So getting excited now is honestly foolish.

"Baron Gatten has ordered us to cut off one of the enemy supply routes."

Cut off the enemy's supply route.

When those words came out, all the officers sighed and laughed dejectedly.

"Damn, of all things, it had to be such a shitty order."
"But still, if we succeed in cutting off the Montmartre snails' supplies, which is dangerous work, wouldn't our reputation soar?"
"That's not what I'm asking. Cutting off supplies means they'll starve, and that won't be easy. Those snail bastards aren't like rookie soldiers with only sex on their minds."

The importance of supplies can be summarized in one sentence:

'If supplies are cut off, everyone starves.'

Even doing nothing, you feel like dying when you're hungry, let alone fighting a war while starving for days—you'd go crazy and drop dead.

Lieutenant Heintz asked:

"So specifically, when are we supposed to hit them from behind?"
"In three days, camp merchants will be carrying food and alcohol, passing near the Alpenroute mountains. We should ambush them then."
"Ha, damn. Good thing those merchants aren't crossing the plains. Those goblin-like money-grubbers would have mercenaries and escorts with them."

Dalten laughed at that.

"Idiot, no matter how crazy I am, would I fight against an unknown number of enemies on an empty plain?"
"What if they force us to?"
"Even if they pay properly and they're the ones asking the favor, if they say 'just go die for no reason,' you should tell them to go to hell and leave. What's the point if you end up dead?"

While soldiers belonging to a nation can receive survivor's pensions or compensation if they die in battle or line of duty, we get nothing if we die.

That's why those who hire mercenaries sometimes secretly pray that the mercenaries will perform greatly but die in an unfortunate accident.

So they can work them like dogs and not pay a penny.

Dalten cleared his throat.

"So here's the plan I've thought of."

He pointed to the area near the Alpenroute mountains and lowered his voice.

"We're exempt from regular duties starting tomorrow because of this operation. Tomorrow afternoon, we'll pack up and move near the Alpenroute mountains. Then we'll scout the enemy's position, numbers, and the terrain around the likely paths."

If you know your enemy and know yourself, you might not win every battle, but you won't get completely screwed either.

As expected of someone who reached the rank of senior knight and has been a mercenary captain for over five years, he's using a textbook strategy. I should learn from this.

"And I'm thinking of ambushing them when they start taking the mountain path, as is standard. What do you all think?"

Everyone thought for a moment, then nodded.

"Since we don't know how many there will be, that seems right."

But I shook my head and objected.

"I disagree."
"Why do you disagree?"

I sighed deeply and answered.

"Captain, won't the enemy be thinking the same thing? The Montmartre snails might be weak, but they're not brainless."

Squad Leader Walter agreed with me.

"Martin's right. If they have brains, they'll be thinking along similar lines, won't they?"

Heintz nodded too.

"If we underestimate them based on the rabble we've faced before, we might get screwed."

Seeing everyone agree with me, I spoke confidently.

"So let's target when they'll feel most at ease. They'll know the mountain path is the best place for an ambush. There's a forest just as they leave the mountains."
"That's right."
"It might be slightly disadvantageous for us to ambush there, but if we hide in the forest and strike all at once, we can hit them when they've let their guard down."

Dalten asked after hearing my suggestion:

"What do you all think of Martin's opinion? I think it's fine."

The other squad leaders didn't object either.

"Honestly, if they have brains, they'll be on guard thinking we might ambush them on the mountain path..."
"And if things go wrong, the forest is better for escaping than the mountains."
"Let's try it. Thanks to that crazy bastard Martin, we escaped from a tight spot with Count Saltzheim where we would have been hanged."

With opinions gathered, Dalten grinned and said:

"Then we'll scout once, assess the enemy's size, and ambush them in the forest. Make sure you're well prepared."

Ch.46 - Burn The Enemy's Supply Line First (2)
Three days later, in the forest near the Alpenroute Mountains.

Instead of setting up an ambush at the foot of the mountain as I had suggested, we quietly hid ourselves in the forest.

I grumbled to myself in the bushes.

"Damn it. Ambushes might be fun in games, but in reality, having to hold your breath and stay completely still is driving me insane."

Still, this was better than charging head-on into a supply unit on high alert and getting everyone killed.

When Dalten saw my sour expression, he raised one corner of his mouth in a smirk and slapped my shoulder.

"So even Martin, the squad leader who rose through the ranks faster than any mercenary I've ever seen, can't stand the hell of hiding and waiting during an ambush?"
"I can manage."
"Really? I thought you might be suffering like those idiots scratching their arms and legs because of mosquitoes and leeches, so I was trying to comfort you."

Despite his words, his grinning face made it obvious he was just messing with me.

Still, since he was helping ease the tension, I didn't feel the need to hit back with something stronger.

"Boss, Boss."

Dalten turned his head toward the voice.

"Jackson? Damn it, make some noise before you speak. You scared the shit out of me."
"How could someone like me assassinate an Expert like you, sir?"
"True, even if you died and came back to life, you couldn't manage it with your skills. Anyway, how many enemies are there? Around 200-300 as expected?"

Jackson pursed his lips, clenched his teeth, and shook his head.

*Shit, are we screwed?*

Just as I was thinking that, Jackson opened his mouth and carefully said:

"It's at least twice what our coordinator Baron predicted. There must be about 600-700 of them."
"Damn, that's bad."
"And judging by the lily emblems and family banners of Montmartre nobility all over the supply unit, it seems like someone of Baron rank is in charge of the escort."

Dalten clicked his tongue.

"Even though we made a contract, this kind of disadvantageous situation is an exception. Their supply unit is twice the expected size, so we're justified in running away."

Just like when we make insurance contracts or various deals with "exception clauses" that free us from responsibility.

From a mercenary's perspective, if a situation looks completely hopeless, no one can blame us for abandoning the mission.

Naturally, it wouldn't negatively affect our reputation as mercenaries.

"That's true. Let's just run."

But thinking about it differently, if we succeed where others would give up, wouldn't our reputation and fame soar? Why give this up?

*If there's absolutely no chance, running is the right call. But if there's even a slight possibility, we should go for it.*

"With so many men in the supply unit, they might get careless and sloppy. How did they look?"

Jackson sighed at my question and answered:

"I watched them until they came out of the mountain path. They were tense on the mountain trail, but as soon as they reached flat ground, they completely dropped their guard."

The behavior of those Montmartre snails was perfectly logical.

After all, no sane person would divert over 500 troops just to raid a supply unit.

And just as Captain Dalten suggested running away after seeing their numbers, even those who planned to ambush them would naturally back off when faced with "that many" enemies.

Since they had already passed the ravine and foothills—the best spots for an ambush—they naturally felt safe and relaxed.

"Then isn't this our chance? If we hit them from behind, we could have a fighting chance."
"Are you suggesting we bang our heads against a brick wall?"
"Honestly, no one would blame us if we just ran away, but wouldn't it be better to at least pretend we tried something before retreating?"

Between someone who tries something in a hopeless situation but inevitably fails, and someone who gives up in advance because things look bad—

In the professional world, wouldn't the former be much more highly regarded?

Dalten nodded.

"With our forces hidden in the forest, we shoot arrows and cast spells. If we can catch them off guard with a surprise attack, we might actually win. No matter how many enemies there are, if we hit them hard from behind and push forward, we have a chance. And from what we've seen so far, they won't find us until we attack first."
"To make a successful surprise attack, we need to make it look like we outnumber those snails."

I beat my chest with my fist and answered:

"That's why I brought enough crossbows to match our numbers. If we fire 300 shots at once, they'll make their own assumptions. And if we tell our archers to rapid-fire arrows, we can easily fool them. Trust Martin one more time."

Dalten glanced toward where Jackson and Heintz were standing.

They both quietly nodded in response.

"Fine, damn it. Pretending to try something before running away is better for White Beard's reputation than just fleeing. Everyone except the deputy commander, return to your squads. Tell them to load their crossbows with arrows and wait. When those bastards pass by, we'll turn them into porcupines."
"Thank you, Captain."
"Save your thanks until after your plan succeeds."

**

A few hours later, Baker whispered in a small voice, covering his mouth.

"Squad Leader, how many of them are there? Looks like at least 600... Aren't we screwed?"

Baker and the other new recruits, even Karin, were repeatedly biting their lips and clenching and unclenching their fists, showing clear signs of tension.

But the corners of my mouth rose high enough to pierce the sky.

*Since they haven't sent a single scout this far, our surprise attack is already half successful.*

"Idiot, look at the state of those fools. If they had noticed our ambush or sent scouts, it would be different."

I perked up my ears and observed the enemy.

"Damn, this is such bullshit. Shouldn't peasant soldiers be handling supply escorts like this? Why are we regular troops doing this crap?"
"Shut up, idiot. Our general ordered it, so the Baron had no choice. Stop complaining—you don't know what will happen if the Baron hears you."
"We have our ranks too. It's frustrating to be assigned work that should be done by mercenaries or peasants."

Peasant soldiers have no hope of rewards unless they kill a knight or something, so their goal in war is simply to return alive.

But soldiers need to distinguish themselves in battle to get promotions and make good money.

So naturally, they're upset about escorting merchants and supply units where they can't expect any rewards.

*But supplies are the most important aspect of war. For soldiers and their superiors to have such an attitude...*

Idiots. I understand nobles and soldiers of this era live and die by honor...

But that's an incredibly stupid mindset that crosses the line.

"Looking at them like that, I feel reassured."

Then I turned to Lucia.

Like the others, she was biting her lips and had her tail raised stiffly.

"Lucia, when I give the signal, cast the strongest spell you can use right now. Not fire magic."
"Yes."

I like her short but firm answer.

"Good. Now let's wait for Captain Dalten's signal."

I could feel Karin's gaze on the back of my head.

"Senior, you need to cover me well with your arrows. Otherwise, I'll die."

She raised one corner of her mouth in a confident smile.

"Don't worry. Just trust me, Squad Leader."

After a minute or two passed, when the enemy mercenary unit had passed about halfway through our ambush point...

A whistling arrow was shot into the sky.

"Attack! Fire arrows, grab your weapons, and charge!"
"Anyone trembling like a mouse will answer to me personally!"
"Time to show what real men are made of! Stand proud like you do in front of whores!"

As the enemies tried to respond in confusion, a barrage of magic and arrows rained down on them.

"Ambush! We're under ambush!"
"Argh, my body! My arm! My arm!!!"
"Protect the supplies! Guard the food and goods!"

Though they didn't know our numbers, they were trying to mount a defense...

"White Beard Mercenaries! Prove you're real men today! Charge!"
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As soon as the charge order was given, we rushed forward like madmen.

"Hand over everything you've got! You slow-ass snails!"
"You sluggish bastards who can't do anything but wobble around, today I'll crack all your shells!"
"If you don't want to die, you might as well lick our boots!"

Since we're vastly outnumbered, our only option is to run like hell.

Strictly speaking, the strategy is to sweep through initially while they're still confused about our numbers, then make a quick escape.

When a man makes up his mind, he shouldn't think about backing down.

*Push with full force from the start.*

Behind us, mages and archers continuously fired spells and arrows.

"Argh, damn it. Save me..."
"My body! My arm, my leg, ugh..."
"Don't panic, look at the enemy! This is the war you wanted so badly... ugh."

The Montmartre snails we ambushed couldn't regain their senses amid the sudden barrage of magic and arrows.

They seem like soldiers with no experience of being ambushed. They're completely disoriented, looking here and there, utterly dumbfounded.

"Should I grab my spear? No, draw the sword at my waist?"

Some squad leader was babbling about forming a defensive formation even as the enemy closed in.

"Did you train with your dicks? Group up! Are those long spears just decorations? Form spear formations by squad units!!!"

One rookie knight charged out recklessly without even receiving orders from his superior.

"I, Glace Brong, knight of Baron Garçon, will fight at the vanguard!"

When people face unexpected disasters like earthquakes or fires, some do act like complete idiots.

"Squad Leader Haksen, are these guys retarded?"

Haksen answered with a smirk even as he charged forward.

"What's so surprising about people talking nonsense when suddenly woken up or becoming idiots when hit from behind?"
"True enough."

Then I gripped the sword in my hand tightly.

I circulated Aura throughout my body, just like how the heart pumps blood.

I feel my strength instantly increasing, making my armor weighing over 20kg feel somewhat lighter, though not quite as light as feathers.

*This sensation is always thrilling, no matter how many times I feel it.*

At the same time, I shouted encouragement loud enough for my squad to hear.

"Forget everything else and charge with pure aggression! Put in half the effort you use when pounding whores, you perverts!"

Captain Dalten and other officers encouraged their soldiers with similar words.

"It's time to show just how powerful the White Beard Mercenaries are! Charge without hesitation!"
"I'll kill any coward first!"
"Every one of these bastards is an idiot. Show these idiot snails what real pain feels like!"

Just as we were about to reach the supply unit led by the Baron and swing our swords...

Orders came from the Baron and other high-ranking officials.

"Put down your spears and group up! Form tight formations and hold them back! Knights, dismount and fight alongside the soldiers!"

The order itself makes perfect sense.

Mounted knights are essentially killing machines like tanks.

But they can only properly demonstrate their destructive power after gaining momentum at a sufficient distance from the enemy, and right now they're completely engaged with us.

In such close quarters, even the noble knights would flop around on horseback like fish out of water.

"Crush the heads of the enemies in front of you first, and if you see mounted knights, form groups of five! Surround them and break their legs first!"
"Yes, Squad Leader!"

Then my squad and I immediately clashed with the enemy.

"Damn it, die if you're scared!"

I stabbed the heart of a poor soldier right in front of me.

"Kuhuk, shit."

His blood splattered onto my breastplate.

The rest of my squad slaughtered the confused enemies with maces, short swords, and other weapons.

"You snail bastards, you move so damn slowly! What pathetic scum!"
"Shut up and kill the guy in front of you! You need to take some heads to make money!"
"Don't worry, sir. I'll take down at least ten of these bastards today, Sergeant."

The enemy soldiers, lacking proper preparation and too shocked to respond effectively, couldn't withstand our mercenaries' merciless attacks.

And among the enemy knights, those still in confusion...

"Damn it, calm down! Victor! I said calm down! Victor!"

They looked like amateur lower knights who had just been knighted, and Baker, the most opportunistic troublemaker in our squad, didn't miss his chance.

"Senior Dilton! Let's take that bastard down."

As soon as Dilton heard this, he rushed over with Baker and others.

"Hit both legs with maces! Don't hit the horse! If that huge beast goes wild, we're screwed!"

Then our senior mercenary Dilton grinned as he surrounded the lower knight.

"Start with the legs! Crush everything from toes to shins to thighs into powder!"

Baker and the others raised their maces.

"Cute little knight, time to die."
"Damn, seeing you show off on horseback pisses me off. We've been walking until our legs are about to break."
"Just die already."

At those words, the lower knight frantically tried to swing his sword infused with Aura while struggling to control his horse...

"Argh! Damn! Victor, calm down. I said calm down!"
"Swinging your sword on horseback will only end up beheading fellow knights."

In truth, if that knight regained his composure, he could probably subdue our five soldiers without much trouble...

But with his composure shattered, and stuck on a stationary horse...

"My, my legs. Aaaagh, my legs!!"

The lower knight's legs were completely shattered by our soldiers, and Baker pulled him down with his mace.

"Crack!"

Baker immediately smashed his head.

"Hell yeah, I'm the Knight Slayer!"

Even those worthless guys managed to kill a knight by working together, so as their squad leader, I need to show something even better.

*Damn, a man is ultimately about pride and guts.*

"The mad dog Martin of the White Beard Mercenaries is coming through! If you don't want to die, get out of my way!"

Of course, no one actually clears the way when you say something like that.

"What nonsense. Didn't your mother teach you that showoffs die first?"

When people won't move aside even when asked nicely, what can you do?

You have to kill them to force them out of the way.

"I told you not to block the way, bastard!"

I immediately raised my sword and cut off his neck, then proceeded to kill everyone in my path, whether they were enemy mercenaries or regular army soldiers.

"I don't care if you're porters or serfs. I'll spare those who move aside and kill everyone who doesn't. Martin Squad! Follow me! Anyone who falls behind will be killed with exercises 8 and 11 when we get back!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Take them all down while they're still disoriented!"

After about 10 minutes of frenzied fighting, a loud voice came from the center of the supply unit.

"I don't know how many enemies there are, but don't fear these pathetic sausage-eaters! Everyone group up and protect the supply wagons!"

At those words, the enemy soldiers suddenly regained their senses and started to form up.

"Group up, damn it! No matter how many they are, just gather together!"
"Protect the supplies at all costs! You merchant bastards, at least draw your swords and pretend to fight!"
"If we lose the supplies, we're all dead! We'll starve to death!"

Damn, things are about to get tougher.

"Gather around me! We'll break through in one go!"

At my command, our squad soldiers quickly formed up behind me.

From the enemy side, someone who looked skilled dismounted and pointed his sword toward us.

"Marcel Le Blanc, senior knight of Baron Garçon, will cut all your cowardly necks! Let's have a proper fight!"

Then he lunged toward the adjacent squad and swung his sword.

The power wasn't at the Expert level like Captain Dalten, but the sword's force was no joke.

"That madman, someone do something about him! Every time he swings, bodies are...!!"

Those dead soldiers were wearing leather armor, if not steel...

To cut through that with a single stroke?

*Damn, he must be close to the Aura Expert threshold.*

As I was watching tensely, looking for an opening, a voice came from beside me.

"Martin, you take care of that guy going wild over there. I'm going to take the Baron's head!"

Dalten said this and immediately rushed toward where the Baron was.

The rampaging knight looked at me with a rotten smile and beckoned with his finger.

"I, Sir Le Blanc, will properly evaluate your skills. Come!"

...... We need to kill all the high-ranking officials to completely loot this supply unit anyway...

And to provoke me in this situation... I can't hold back!
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Anyone who falls for provocation and charges in like a dog in heat without thinking is a suicidal idiot.

Getting baited into a frenzy would create the opening my opponent is looking for—they're only aiming for my neck.

They'll target my weakness in one strike.

So I suppressed all emotions except my desire to kill him.

"Damn that pretentious bastard! I'll definitely kill him."

I drew up as much Aura as possible while searching for the Leblanc knight's weakness.

"I deliberately tried to provoke you, thinking you were just some reckless youth. Not taking the bait—quite impressive."
"Who the hell do you think you are, looking down on me like that! Let's fight like men with real skill, you high-ranking knight with nothing but false bravado!"

Leblanc immediately circulated Aura through his body, suddenly approached me, and swung his sword.

It was sharp and fast, but also felt as heavy as being hit by a one-ton truck.

"The punishment for insulting me, a noble high-ranking knight, must be death, you lowborn scum!"

I concentrated Aura in my arms and throughout my body, using that power to block his strike.

*Damn, is he even swinging a sword?*

It was a powerful, heavy attack that felt like something only the strongest men from Earth could deliver.

Still, the fine sword Captain Dalten had given me held up well without bending or breaking.

Leblanc sneered at me again after I blocked his strike.

"You blocked my attack. Not bad. But you'll still lose your head to Marcel Leblanc's sword. Tell me your name before that happens, commoner."

His voice, tone, and behavior all suggested he looked down on me even while asking my name.

Everything about this garbage person made my blood boil.

What irritated me more was that while his personality was rotten to the core, his skill was far above mine.

Damn, no matter what I say or do, I'll have to keep hearing this crap until I take his head.

So if I feel wronged, what can I do but kill him and prove my superiority?

With rage simmering inside, I answered, "Martin Meyer, platoon leader of the White Beard Mercenaries."

"A platoon leader at such a young age. What a pathetic mercenary group!"
"You don't know until you try, my noble knight!"

This time, I thrust my sword toward his neck.

"Die!"

Leblanc immediately saw through my intention and dodged by turning his body to the right, leaving my sword to cut through empty air.

I felt uneasy as my sword failed to reach its target.

*Damn, I need to avoid his next attack no matter what.*

Leblanc must be looking for an opening to attack me anywhere.

Where would he aim? The back of my neck, my armpit, groin, or behind my knee?

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't tell without turning around.

No choice then, damn it...

"Die, you mouthy little brat!"

As I heard those words, I threw myself forward and rolled.

After creating distance between us, I stood up, faced Leblanc, and pointed my sword at him.

"The little brat has quite a talent for dodging like a rat. As expected of a lowborn—using the same skills you developed stealing like a mouse."

Then he approached me again.

"No matter how much you dodge, you'll die all the same! Whether you die now or a second later. Don't try so hard, kid!"

This time, Leblanc concentrated Aura in his legs, quickly approached me, and swung his sword.

He was clearly swinging a sword, but the sound of it cutting through the air and its pressure felt as heavy as swinging a log.

*Damn, is he a bear or a human?*

Yet I couldn't see the blue mist symbolizing an Expert on his sword.

Just how much more impressive and powerful is the Expert level?

When our swords collided, my arm felt like it had been beaten with a wooden club.

"Is that all you've got?"

Leblanc swung his sword again with the speed of a raging storm.

His speed and power seemed impossible for normal eyes to follow, but with my Aura-enhanced vision, I could see his movements.

I carefully observed each movement, thoroughly analyzing his strengths and weaknesses.

Anyone watching might think I was an idiot studying someone else's swordsmanship in the middle of battle, but to defeat a stronger opponent, you must identify their strengths and weaknesses and strike at their vulnerable points.

*Just one opening. If I can see just one opening...*

I continued to block his relentless attacks with my sword.

"Have you realized you can't match me and decided to focus only on defense? Not a bad decision, but merely blocking won't be enough to defeat me, Leblanc."

Even the rookies who just joined our mercenary group know that.

But I didn't respond at all, focusing instead on calming all my emotions.

Imagining a quiet winter lake that freezes everything around it.

I watched, read, and analyzed his attack patterns based purely on reason.

"You were running your mouth until just now! Why so quiet? Are you speechless from fear after witnessing my family's secret swordsmanship and my superior skill? How fortunate that a lowborn like you recognizes your place before death."

Was he trying to provoke me to create an opening, or was he trying to disrupt my analysis of his weaknesses?

Whatever his intention, only one thing mattered to me now.

*Finding an opening in Leblanc, who is currently stronger than me.*

I focused as much as I could.

His attacks flowed naturally like a river yet hit as heavily as logs.

His relentless sword strikes were overwhelming to the point of dizziness, but I observed and analyzed them calmly as if watching a video.

While hiding my intentions, I provoked him.

"Sorry for not answering, Sir High-Ranking Knight. I keep laughing because your sword is so dull."

"Y-you lowborn scum! It's not my swordsmanship that's dull, but your eyes that are blind! I'll kill you today, gouge out your eyes, and feed them to eagles!"

"Go ahead and try. But judging by how much you talk, it seems false bravado is all you have left."

Leblanc's voice began to tremble.

"Y-you! How dare! How dare you! To me, a noble high-ranking knight!"

Then Leblanc, now agitated, delivered even faster and stronger blows without pause.

The strain on my arms increased, making it harder to follow his movements.

*Finally, his movements have become simpler.*

I could now see the habits embedded in his sword.

Whether he learned from a proper instructor during his apprentice knight days, the angle of his sword wasn't fixed in one place.

Up, down, diagonally up, right, left.

His stance of swinging his sword in various directions to prevent anyone from finding a pattern in his attacks was truly commendable.

However, like a knight whose life's most important achievement is boasting about his "noble status," his sword was too honest.

*A dirty brawl is perfect against someone with this kind of swordsmanship.*

Just then, Leblanc stepped back to adjust his stance.

"This time I'll kill you for sure."

I wiggled my fingers in response.

"Go ahead and try if you can, you poser knight!"

"Such insolence!"

Leblanc charged at me like a mad bull, kicking off the ground.

Gritting my teeth and exploding with Aura, I stared directly at his attack.

A downward slash aimed at my head from the front.

"Not a chance!"

I swung my sword in the same way to block his attack.

A heavy sensation transferred to my hand, and the man in front of me tried to break my stance by pressing down with his strength.

At that moment, several of Leblanc's openings entered my vision at once.

Ankle, shin, waist, stomach, head.

Weaknesses that might not kill an armored opponent in one blow, but could disrupt his stance and instantly turn the fight in my favor.

*It's like being at a buffet. Where should I strike to bring this bastard down?*

Leblanc, unaware of my intentions, continued focusing only on breaking my stance.

"Die! You damned lowborn scum!"

When I heard those words, the corners of my mouth rose involuntarily.

I no longer needed to worry about not being able to land a proper hit on that damned bastard.

"Bullshit."

Then I filled my gauntleted left hand with Aura and struck his helmet with full force.

*Damn, that felt good.*
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I swung my mithril-steel alloy gauntlet with full force, snapping the opponent's head back.

"Ugh."

The man let out a short cry and staggered momentarily.

Two thoughts flashed through my mind in that instant.

Should I take advantage of this opening to stab the gap between his helmet and breastplate? Or should I strike his arms and legs a few more times to break his stance?

Both would certainly be excellent means to achieve my goal of killing this LeBlanc bastard, but...

*That rank-obsessed bastard has been through hundreds of real battles. I won't get a second chance... so then?*

About one second later, LeBlanc seemed to regain his senses, recovering his stance to show he was still in fighting condition.

"You cowardly, lowborn mercenary scum. Where did you learn such underhanded tricks!"

As he shouted and pointed his sword at me, ready to continue the fight, I concentrated Aura into both legs and lunged toward him.

LeBlanc hadn't anticipated this move and failed to properly counter as I grabbed his waist and attempted to take him down.

*I knew he'd be weak in street fighting, but this confirms it.*

The corners of my mouth rose involuntarily to my ears.

But it was still too early to be complacent or satisfied.

I put all my strength and body weight into driving LeBlanc's waist into the ground.

"Ugh! You son of a—"

Slammed down, LeBlanc groaned, his body unable to exert strength from the tremendous impact.

Not missing this opportunity, I firmly pinned his arms with both my knees and kicked his sword as far away as possible with my left foot.

"Can't move now, can you? Will you surrender? I'll give you a quick death if you do."
"Don't play games with me! You bastard!"

LeBlanc circulated his Aura through his body, straining with all his might to throw me off, focusing power into his waist, legs, and arms.

Damn it, the man pinned beneath me was a grown adult, but subduing him felt like restraining a large bear.

"I acknowledge your skill and underhanded tactics that pushed me this far, but I, LeBlanc, will be the victor! And I'll kill every last one of you mercenaries to avenge this humiliation."

With his face hidden behind his helmet, I couldn't see his expression or eyes... but I could clearly hear him grinding his teeth.

Since it would be difficult to stab his neck with the sword I was holding, I grabbed the dagger from my waist with my right hand.

I aimed for his neck and struck immediately, but LeBlanc moved his neck somehow and avoided a fatal wound.

Still, blood spurted from where the blade caught him, soaking my armor.

*He lives up to his name as a high-ranking Knight. Stubborn bastard just won't die.*

"How dare a lowborn scum like you try to kill me! You worthless piece of shit!"

He concentrated his Aura into his right arm and pulled it out from under my leg.

I quickly thrust my sword, determined to kill him this time, but...

"Martin Meyer!"

He shouted my name while grabbing my sword with his gauntlet.

LeBlanc resisted fiercely, ignoring how the blade cut into his fingers and palm.

For a moment, I thought I might be pushed back.

*If I falter here, I'll be the one who dies.*

With the desperate realization that if I couldn't kill him now, I'd be the one to die, I circulated Aura throughout my body, gripped the sword with both hands, and gradually applied pressure with my full body weight.

"Don't think a lowborn mercenary like you can kill me!"

Despite being at death's door, his continued arrogance made me smirk.

"Today, this lowborn will take your head. Die!"

Our struggle continued for five minutes—me trying to thrust the blade while he blocked it with his hands—until I felt his strength gradually fading as he lost more blood.

Not missing my chance, I drove my dagger into his neck.

Having killed dozens, no, over a hundred people before, I thought I'd grown accustomed to the sensation of taking a life.

Perhaps because I too had walked the line between life and death so many times?

Or maybe because I'd struggled so hard to kill him, the sensation of the blade cutting through flesh and muscle was distinctly palpable through my hand.

Even as he died, Marcel continued to insult me.

"How dare such a cowardly, lowborn mercenary..."

As the victor, I opened the face guard of my helmet and said with a twitching right corner of my mouth:

"If you didn't want to feel bitter and wronged, you should have won. Now you're heading to the afterlife, defeated by a lowborn—that must eat you up inside."

Then I beheaded him and proudly announced:

"Martin Meyer, platoon leader of the White Beard Mercenaries, has taken the head of High Knight Marcel LeBlanc!"

Until I shouted those words, my body had felt completely drained from the life-or-death one-on-one battle.

Was it because this world applied a system where defeating strong opponents gradually raised one's "level"?

Or was it the adrenaline rush from defeating someone stronger than myself?

*My body feels more energized now than before the battle began.*

The men in my platoon were cheering at my announcement, but rather than responding to them, I wanted to test this new strength surging within me.

I gripped my sword tightly and circulated Aura throughout my body as before.

The method was the same, but the power and vitality flowing through me seemed to have risen to a new level.

"Martin's platoon, we're moving in to support Captain Dalten!"

With those words, I began cutting down the enemies blocking my path.

My cuts were cleaner than before killing LeBlanc, and the sensation when striking vital points felt much smoother.

*My skills have improved.*

This feeling of increased power when cutting down enemies with my sword.

It wasn't like having sex or drinking alcohol, but this sense of achievement excited me.

"Damn, this is why I quit being a Knight."

I dodged a mace swung at me, then spun to the right and took the attacker's head.

Unlike before, the momentum of my sword never faltered despite the continuous fighting.

I beheaded three men charging at me with consecutive spinning slashes that looked like something from a game.

In a world without the concept of Aura, even a master swordsman would worry about their blade getting caught in neck bones, struggling to make even one clean cut.

But now, thanks to the explosive enhancement of Martin Meyer's sword skills—built up through years of Knight training—by the manifestation of Aura, I could perform these near-miraculous movements.

The platoon members following behind me expressed their admiration.

"Lieutenant, that's fucking amazing. How can anyone cut through necks like they're slicing paper?"
"No wonder they call him the Mad Dog. Your skills are insane. You took down a high-ranking Knight and instead of collapsing from exhaustion, you're practically flying."
"Don't just follow the Lieutenant's back! Let's push forward with everything we've got!"

My shoulders rose involuntarily at my subordinates' sincere praise.

Now I needed to continue setting an example so they would have no choice but to keep respecting me.

As I steeled my resolve, a group of enemy Knights and soldiers charged toward me with weapons raised.

"Die, Martin Meyer! Avenge High Knight LeBlanc!"
"I'll take your head and change my fortunes!"

Back when I was facing Count Saltzheim, I would have tensed at the approach of "Knights," but...

*Now these pathetic low-ranking Knights don't scare me at all.*

Still, regardless of the enemy, the most important thing was to kill the weakest ones first...

I swung my sword at the man in quilted armor right in front of me.

With Aura and strength behind it, intending to cut his body in half.

His waist was instantly split in two, quilted armor and all.

Sensing a strike aimed at my head from behind, I spun my body in a full circle to the right and beheaded that attacker.

After cutting them down one by one, only a single low-ranking Knight remained before me.

The low-ranking Knight grandly announced his name and gathered his Aura as he charged at me.

"Rainwood Style One, Azure Dragon!"

As he used his special technique in a thrusting attack,

I shifted half a step to the left and countered with my own thrust to his neck.

The Knight who had shouted "Rainwood Style One" was immediately skewered on my blade.

Shortly after, Captain Dalten's triumphant voice boomed loudly:

"Dalten of the White Beard Mercenaries has captured Baron Garçon! We've won!!! Damn it, all these supplies are ours now!"

As soon as I heard those words, the excellent phrase "game over" flashed through my mind.
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When Captain Dalten announced that looting was permitted, our entire mercenary company erupted in cheers.

"Fuck yeah! Let's go get our share!"
"Idiot, whatever you collect will be confiscated by the captain and distributed according to merit anyway. Why are you so excited?"
"But we'll still get at least 4-5 silver coins as reward after this war ends, moron. Do you know how many whores that buys?"

Baker poked my shoulder repeatedly, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

*What a predictably simple-minded bastard.*

"Even if you work your ass off collecting stuff, it all goes into the common fund anyway. Why are you so excited?"
"Come on, we're mercenaries after all. Honestly, wouldn't Captain Dalten look the other way if we pocket a few gold rings or coins?"

I snickered at his words.

It wasn't completely wrong, but asking so blatantly during looting...

Damn, he's basically saying he'll grab whatever extra he can when given the chance. What an idiot.

*Still, he's been doing well since getting over his rookie sickness...*

I smacked Baker's head, channeling some Aura into the blow.

"Ugh."
"Idiot, don't you know you'll lose your head if you get caught hiding loot?"
"...You don't think I was actually serious, do you?"

I put my hand to my forehead and said:

"Looking at your behavior, I thought you were. Anyway, just take the men and collect weapons, armor, and valuables. We can't carry anything else because it's too heavy."

Baker stuck out his lips like a duck, and when I pretended to hit his mouth, he ran away like lightning.

Watching him flee, I couldn't help but sigh.

"Crime only exists if you get caught, so why ask about it and draw attention to yourself?"

I looked around.

The rookie mercenaries were looting the enemy wagons, searching for the most valuable items.

"Wow, damn. These so-called merchants are carrying armor and weapons too. They're like snails carrying their shops on their backs."

The more experienced men were busy searching the bodies of enemy knights.

"Why doesn't a knight carry even one money pouch? Damn idiots. No wonder people call the Montmartre folks snails."

I inwardly laughed at them.

*Idiots, digging in all the wrong places.*

While merchant wagons do contain decent items, they're too visible to pilfer from without being noticed.

And knights might carry armor and weapons because they need them for battle, but they don't carry truly valuable items because they're inconvenient to travel with.

Why don't these idiots understand that?

Meanwhile, Senior Karin was looting what appeared to be a knight's attendant's corpse...

Looking closely, though she didn't show it on her face, her ears were twitching as she concentrated.

I approached and poked her shoulder.

She winked at me with her left eye and put a finger to her lips.

"Martin, I'll give you this if you look the other way. It's a pouch with five gold coins that the attendant was carrying."

Refusing in this situation would only make things awkward between us...

I secretly accepted it, tucked it away, and asked with a smile tugging at one corner of my mouth:

"Did you find anything good for yourself, senior?"

Karin shook her head and pulled at my collar.

"A ring with a large ruby and a necklace with several sapphires and emeralds. The knight this guy served probably had the habit of giving his jewelry to his attendant during battle since it would get in the way."

The ban on private looting in our mercenary company was less about maximizing profits and more about preventing fights over who found what.

But since the senior found these items herself...

*If you don't get caught, it's not a crime.*

"You got lucky. When you offered me five gold coins to keep quiet, I figured you must have found something big."

Karin shrugged.

"You better get going. You should get your share too."
"Well, I'll turn a blind eye this time. But you owe me a drink later."
"Once you take the money, you're an accomplice, Squad Leader Martin."

As I was looking around for my own score, I spotted a horse with a saddle bearing the same crest that was engraved on Leblanc's armor.

*Damn, isn't that a goldmine?*

Without any evidence, that horse looked like a walking treasure chest to me.

Not only was the horse itself valuable, but the various pouches hanging from the saddle suggested there might be something extraordinary inside.

No, knights and their horses are inseparable, so the saddle would be the perfect place to store valuable items except when sleeping...

"My mouth is watering, damn."

I immediately approached Leblanc's horse.

Knowing it might cause a scene if the horse started acting up, I gently stroked its neck and mane to calm it down.

When its nervous breathing finally settled, I wasted no time in untying the pouches from the saddle.

"Ah, if I could just find one elixir, I'd have no regrets."

Such coincidences don't just happen in real life, but...

I said a brief prayer to Deus with a somewhat reverent heart, then immediately began searching the left saddlebag.

I whistled softly, quiet enough that no one else could hear.

"This guy must be a high-ranking knight, judging by what's in his saddlebag. Dozens of gold coins, rings with jewels, necklaces..."

I carefully selected items that looked valuable and compact, secretly slipping them into my pocket.

Since I was doing this covertly, I made sure to keep a careful watch for anyone approaching.

If someone lower-ranked than me came by, I'd have to either pull rank or bribe them to keep quiet.

Though we all knew about this kind of theft, and I'd done it countless times in games, doing it for real made my heart race wildly.

"......"

Then I opened another pouch.

As soon as I did, a cold chill like a winter wind touched my face.

When I felt that energy, I almost cried out in joy.

Because only one thing could emit such energy—the elixir I had been searching for so desperately.

*Judging by how strong this energy is, this is no ordinary item.*

I haven't consumed many elixirs, but I'd be an idiot not to recognize this.

"Ha, thank you, you pretentious Leblanc bastard."

Reaching into the pouch, I found a griffin leather bag as expected.

Carefully opening the double-wrapped elixir, inside was a plant with a massive root that looked almost human-shaped.

*Mandrake, and a high-grade elixir at that, filled with cold energy...*

I wanted to devour it right then and there, but if I consumed it and started meditating here, it would be like announcing I'd stolen something.

Suppressing that urge, I carefully placed it in my leather pouch.

"...I should save this for when I start feeling 'the wall.' That's when I'll need it."

While it would be good to consume it now, it would be most efficient to save it for when I need to break through the Expert barrier.

I had to join the other veteran mercenaries in pretending we hadn't found anything valuable.

Captain Dalten looked at us and smirked.

"You'll wear or carry the armor, and the same goes for weapons. As for gold, precious metals, and other valuables, you know how to handle them on the way back, right?"
"Yes, Captain!"
"Good, damn it. Everyone worked hard. We'll take the baron and the surviving knights back with gags in their mouths. Leave the whores and other insignificant people tied up here. Burn all the remaining food and supplies."

The higher-ups would probably send someone to look for these people in a few days when they notice the supplies haven't arrived.

By then, we'll have returned to the Rheinpfalz army camp.

"Let's hurry back, damn it. Today, this captain will treat everyone to drinks until your noses go crooked!"

Lieutenant Heintz chimed in:

"Last time, the viscount bought drinks and it all fizzled out, but if the same thing happens again, I'll empty the captain's pockets the next day for sure!"

Our entire mercenary company burst into laughter.

"Lieutenant, I'm going to drink at least 5 liters of beer."
"Captain Dalten, this time I'm going to empty an entire merchant wagon by myself. Don't try to stop me."
"A feast on the captain's coin is the absolute best. Damn, even if I die, I want to die after gorging myself on the captain's meat and alcohol."

Our White Beard mercenary company returned safely to camp without any conflicts, and the enemy's food and supplies were burned to ashes.

And just like in any company, workplace, or government organization, after successfully completing a difficult mission, we were assigned an even more important and heavier task.

Strictly speaking, if until now we had played a supporting role rather than being the "main force"...

This time, although at the tail end, we would serve as the hammer in the "main force."

Ch.51 - The Main Forces Of The Rhinepfalz Empire (1)
The first day assigned to the main force.

Baker, acting as the representative for the new recruits, sighed and said to me, "Squad Leader Martin, I mean, what the hell is this bullshit?"

"What? You damn fool."

"Look, forget everything else. Those guys up front are fighting for their lives, so why are we just waiting in the rear? It's driving me crazy. Are we really part of the main force?"

The other squad members nodded in agreement with Baker's complaints.

Seeing them like this, they probably thought being in the main force meant charging straight at the enemy as soon as battle began.

*Ah, ignorant, pitiful bastards.*

Their ignorance is so blatant it makes me sigh.

Still, I have to understand them. About 70-80% of our unit's new recruits are equivalent to not even having finished elementary school back in Korea, so many can't even read. What can I do? As squad leader, I have to teach them everything.

First, I smacked Baker on the head.

"You idiot. Did you think the main force in war just fights at the front all day?"

All the other squad members scratched their heads.

"Isn't that right?"

Since we're the main force, the backbone of this army's combat capability, it's not unreasonable for these inexperienced, ignorant guys to think that way.

In reality, "main force" can refer to several types of units.

"No, you morons. Our reserve role is to act as a hammer, breaking through when gaps appear in enemy lines."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah, damn it. In short, our job is to hit hard and fast like premature ejaculators and destroy those enemy bastards. So wait until a gap appears in the enemy line, then charge in like real men. So shut your mouth and stop whining to me until the order to fight comes down."

After my somewhat kind explanation, the new recruits nodded in understanding.

"Our squad leader really is smart. You explain things so damn clearly."

Baker shrugged and agreed.

"Our squad leader is pretty awesome. Thanks to serving under him for so long, I've become quite capable myself."

The stupid new recruits nodded in agreement.

"Seeing how Senior Baker took down that Knight during the ambush, you really are impressive."

If those new recruits are privates, Baker would be about a corporal...

It might be natural for guys like Baker who've been under my command for a while to show off like this, but watching them do it right in front of me is just disgusting.

*I want to expose Baker's true nature like a drill sergeant would.*

Thinking that, I turned my gaze toward where Lucia and Karin were.

Karin, as a squad leader with years of experience, was handling the soldiers assigned to the main force very well.

"Don't waste energy unnecessarily right now, just rest. It's better to go to the bathroom in advance. You won't be able to go once we're fighting."

The bathroom—it might seem trivial, but if your stomach starts hurting during battle, you're done for. It's an important issue...

Lucia was nibbling her lips with her tail standing straight up.

"Squad Leader trusted me... I'll definitely be helpful to Squad Leader Martin..."

I appreciate her determination to help me, but if she stays this tense, what will happen when we enter actual combat?

So I approached Lucia from behind and patted her shoulder.

"Lucia."

"Y-yes?"

Lucia perked up her ears and tail.

"You're doing well enough, so just keep doing what you've been doing. Don't push yourself too hard. No matter what others say, I believe in you."

Lucia didn't respond with words.

Instead, she blushed, twitched the corners of her mouth, and swished her tail gently in response.

Just as I was finishing encouraging and comforting Lucia and the other squad members, the sound of hoofbeats and trumpets came from the distance.

Although we hadn't received specific orders yet, it was obvious what the knight on horseback coming toward us was going to say.

"It's time for your main force to shine. Everyone charge! Go break through the enemy's right flank!"

When I heard those words, I swallowed hard.

My heart started beating rapidly, and without intending to, my Aura spread quickly throughout my body in rhythm with my heartbeat.

I'm so excited, so thrilled.

Being in the main force means I'll have the opportunity to cut down numerous Knights and Mages, prove my worth through achievements.

And thinking about gradually turning the admiration that Karin and Lucia feel for me into romantic interest, making them my women...

*Damn, am I too excited? My lower half feels stiff.*

My lower body, which I hadn't used since reincarnating into this world—or even before that—was asserting its presence, making me chuckle.

"Damn, getting hard before battle—doesn't that make me a perverted war maniac?"

Just as I was organizing my thoughts, Commander Dalten shouted in a booming voice:

"Move out, you bastards! It's time to show those Rheinpfalz Empire dogs that our White Beard Mercenaries are a little—no, an incredibly awesome mercenary company!"

We all responded in unison:

"We'll take a big chunk out of those Rheinpfalz Empire bastards, and damn it, we'll use these heroic tales to seduce village maidens! Don't try to stop us!"

"We'll show them what badasses we really are!"

"We'll show them we're the best at cutting off Montmartre snail heads, Commander! Let's fucking go!"

And so, as the main force, we marched in step toward the battlefield, showing off our awesome swagger.

From the sides came the constant sounds of battle cries, death throes, and screams as allies and enemies fought.

"You Rheinpfalz pigs! No matter how much you struggle, you're just fleas! Die like the fleas you are!"

"Long live the Black Sheep Mercenary Company! Charge forward! Crush those slug bastards' heads!"

"Argh, fuck..."

We were still passing through our allied lines, so we weren't in any particular danger or under attack yet...

But just watching from the side made my palms sweat.

*Damn, seeing this is making me tense.*

Looking around, my squad members seemed to be feeling similar.

Still, having been through several fierce battles, they might bite their lips a few times, but their faces didn't show outright fear.

*The state of my subordinates isn't bad at this level.*

Then, as we emerged from our allied formation.

"Magic and arrows incoming! Keep your heads down and just look at the ground as you walk! Don't raise your heads for no reason!"

As soon as those words ended, arrows and magic rained down furiously around us.

With my head lowered, I couldn't see much around me, but I started hearing explosions and death cries nearby.

"Argh, fuck! My body! My body!! Water! Water!"

"Dying from a fucking arrow like this..."

"Damn it, getting hit in the arm hurts like hell. I'll turn these bastards' guts into sausages."

The sounds of killing enemies become familiar after hearing them a few times, but the death cries and screams of allies are still very uncomfortable and unpleasant.

No matter how much my job involves killing and being killed...

*It's sad and lonely when someone you were drinking and joking about sex with yesterday dies.*

Still, our job is to move forward, and my job as squad leader is to bring as many men back to camp safely as possible.

"Spears! Form a defensive formation with spears! Keep your heads down and maintain spacing! No, stay close! We're breaking through enemy lines, so stick together like you're with a whore, you sons of bitches!"

At my command, my squad members pressed their shoulders together.

During normal combat, it's better to maintain distance so we don't interfere with each other's movements, but when breaking through enemy lines, it's advantageous to bunch up like a "solid rock," which is why I ordered this formation.

"Just hold on a little longer and we can stab those damn slug bastards in the side!"

Everyone raised their left hands in response.

"Yes, Squad Leader! I'll take at least ten Montmartre heads myself!"

"I'll slice them all up without leaving a single one!"

"Just trust us and leave it to us!"

After walking exposed to enemy attacks for about 15 minutes, we could see the enemy's flank directly.

Seeing that, I exhaled with a mixture of relief and anticipation as I said to Karin:

"Those idiot slugs. They must be too busy fighting to notice. They only turned three rows to the side when they should have repositioned their entire formation."

"It seems heaven is helping our Squad Leader earn some merit."

"Is that so?"

The situation was perfect for charging in, as our conversation indicated.

Not long after, a high-ranking officer from the Rheinpfalz Empire army shouted with the sound of trumpets:

"Pierce the enemy's flank and cut off their breath!"

Ch.52 - The Main Forces Of The Rhinepfalz Empire (2)
As soon as the order from the higher-up came down, Captain Dalten, who stood at the front, shouted loudly.

"I'll take the lead! Shit, Martin! Take your platoon and stick to the rear! And formation! We'll use the spears once and discard them! Just think of it as thrusting once and finishing it!"

Under normal circumstances, no one would give such crazy orders to use expensive long spears once and throw them away.

But no matter how expensive those things are, they're just objects—not worth comparing to human lives.

This also means that the key to success in this charge is to rush forward so boldly and fiercely that the spear shafts break when colliding with the enemy.

*This is fucking exciting.*

"Martin platoon! Stay close behind Captain Dalten! Our unit is the vanguard of the mercenaries! Everyone form up!"

The men following behind quickly gathered around me and Captain Dalten.

Captain Dalten gripped the swords in both hands tightly and twitched the corner of his mouth.

"Kid, do you think you can cross the threshold this time?"
"I don't know, sir. Expert still seems far away."
"I see. Then try to kill some bastards in this fight and raise your level. Our mercenary company needs at least two Experts, damn it."

The Expert level—a realm that only one in thirty knights ever reaches.

If I could reach that level as Captain Dalten suggested, my reputation would suddenly jump three or four times.

Just thinking about it makes my heart pound with anticipation and excitement.

"You think you can't do it? Shit!"

Dalten lightly smacked the back of my head.

"Actually, the officers placed bets on you, excluding you. Whether you'll reach Expert or not. Only me and that bastard Walter bet three gold coins that you'd break through to Expert."

And then the men in front of us began to charge forward.

Together with Captain Dalten, I cast aside all worries and the fear of death, focusing only on the enemy before my eyes.

*Unlike Captain Dalten who needs to oversee the entire battlefield as the mercenary captain, I'm different. My role right now is simply to kill the enemies before me like an arrow.*

"Lucia! Cast Fireball as large as you can!"
"Yes!"

The other mages in our unit were already panting from the brief movement as they chanted their spells.

"Fire, fire, grant me strength. Sweep away the enemies before me. Fireball."

As the spell was cast, a fireball flew toward the enemy soldiers ahead.

When several enemy spearmen were hit by the massive ball of fire, they burned to death.

"Argh, it's hot! Ahhh!!"

Meanwhile, Lucia, having consistently trained in formation and physical exercises with the other soldiers, could enunciate each word of her incantation clearly despite running at full speed.

"Fire, become a sphere that burns the enemies before me, Fireball!"

Unlike the other mages in our mercenary company, her magic was a blue-burning fireball, different in color from the start.

When Lucia's magic engulfed the enemy soldiers, they turned to black ash instantly without making a sound.

The area affected by her magic was also about 1.5 times wider than other fireballs.

I did give her an intermediate magic staff as a gift, but this level of difference in her Fireball... it's not just about the staff.
She had been training her magic relentlessly where others couldn't see, and with my trust and encouragement boosting her confidence, she's grown stronger this quickly.

If that's the case, I should live up to her expectations too, right?

"Martin, you bastard, follow me from the front!"
"Yes, Captain!"

I immediately launched myself toward the gap in the formation that Lucia and our mercenary mages had blasted open with their attacks.

Those slug bastards tried to point their spears and somehow block us as soon as they saw us...

*These idiots dare to challenge me?*

"If you want to stop us, at least be an Aura Expert first! You slow-moving slugs!"

The mercenaries belonging to the Montmartre army thrust their spears at us, but...

"Shut up and die! I'll rip out your guts and grill them into sausages!"

Before their spears could reach my body, I swung my sword and knocked away several spear shafts at once.

Without Aura, I would have been limited to one at a time.

But Aura, which allows one to exceed human strength, made my sword as sharp as a razor—no, like an imaginary sword that cuts through everything.

"Shit, that damn sausage bastard!"
"Get him! If our formation breaks, we're all dead!"
"If you don't have spears, grab maces and swords to block him!"

They drew their weapons and rushed to kill me, but I wasn't afraid or nervous at all.

*Those weaker than me cannot kill me.*

Circulating Aura throughout my body, I rotated my torso to the right and swung the swords in both hands widely.

It was just a simple spinning slash, but...

This strike, combining all my training, techniques accumulated from killing enemies, resolve, and inner strength, severed multiple necks at once.

The heads that flew from my blade fell like hailstones.

"Those who don't want to die, get out of the way! Martin platoon, follow me! Anyone who can't take at least five enemy heads will do 200 reps of PT 8 when we get back!"

The platoon members coming up behind me roared.

"Argh! Shit, I'd rather die than do PT 8! Isn't that too harsh?"
"You threaten to kill us if we hold back so casually!"
"If we don't take enough heads today, the platoon leader will kill us himself?! Fuck, I better take all these bastards' heads and survive!"

While blocking and slashing at enemy attacks, I shouted:

"Thrust with your spears! Just do it like when you're having sex!"

Then came the sounds of spear shafts colliding and the death cries of both enemies and allies.

"Damn, dying from being stabbed sucks. Never thought I'd be on the receiving end..."
"Schwartz, you crazy bastard!!"
"Die, you worthless slugs whose heads I should rip off!"

From what I could see, the Montmartre forces whose front lines Dalten and I had broken through were suffering much heavier casualties.

Having successfully buttoned the first button, all that remained was to fight like hell.

Dalten, seemingly already aware of this, was rampaging with his Aura-infused sword, cutting down enemy soldiers like paper.

"Hahaha! Is there no one who can match Dalten von Prime, captain of the White Beard mercenaries? If not, raise your hands and surrender!"

That power that cuts through steel weapons, armor, and plate in one stroke—I envy it every time I see it, damn it.

If you're upset about it, what can you do but grit your teeth and get stronger?

Just then, I spotted what looked like important figures rushing toward me from behind with swords and weapons.

"Die!"

A sword, short halberd, mace, and flail.

The one with the flail aimed for my head from above, while the one with the halberd tried to block my approach.

The swordsman and mace-wielder behind them were watching my sides carefully, showing no openings.

*Shit, these guys actually know what they're doing?*

But unlike Earth, in this world, if you have enough strength and Aura...

"Four slugs gathering together are still just slugs! What are you pretending to be?"

I concentrated strength and Aura in my legs and threw myself toward the thrusting halberd.

"Is he crazy?"

The halberd-wielder's attack pierced my armor, but the iron armor deflected his strike with a metallic clang.

Simultaneously, the flail, mace, and sword attacks sliced through empty air.

"Shit! Get him! Kill him, you bastards!"

Just as they were about to launch their next coordinated attack, I sliced through the neck of the closest one with the halberd.

In succession, I cut through the shaft of the flail-wielder behind me, then used the momentum to strike his neck with my iron greaves.

I felt the sensation of a human neck breaking against my right shin.

*To think I can rampage like this alone.*

It feels like controlling an overpowered character in a game, slaughtering common enemies.

The remaining two glared at me, grinding their teeth.

"This bastard somehow got Pierre and Montblanc!"
"I'll smash your head and avenge our comrades!"

I sneered at them.

"Do you youngsters think you can defeat this elder, whether one or two of you?"

Then I beheaded both of them with a single stroke.

"Huh, this is the first time I've seen bastards attack in such a coordinated way in actual combat."

Fortunately, after they died, the ones blocking my path weren't particularly impressive.

Not slow enough for flies to land on them, but attacks slow enough that I could dodge just by looking.

Or attacks that had decent speed but no feints, so I could see exactly where they were aiming just by their sword stance.

Dealing with such opponents, I naturally became aware of the movements of my platoon members around me.

"Ha, shit. Those guys have no skill but still..."

After muttering, I immediately went to find enemies troubling those whose coordination was breaking and kindly beheaded them.

"You idiots, I told you you'd all die if your coordination breaks!"

The senior mercenary acting as squad leader responded with an apologetic look.

"I'm sorry."
"Ha, you guys better know you'll be doing military calisthenics until you drop when we get back. If you don't like that, then fight properly."
"Yes!"

So I continued cutting down everyone blocking my path, and soon found myself facing what appeared to be regular troops from a noble family.

"These guys must be Montmartre's real strength? Heh, let's see what they've got."

I did face off against that Baron's army before, but that was then and this is now.

Let's have some fun.

Ch.53 - The Main Forces Of The Rhinepfalz Empire (3)
The Montmartre regulars reacted calmly, as if they had been expecting our arrival.

"Rheinpfalz mercenaries spotted on the left flank! Everyone, lower your spears and change direction!"

At their captain's command, the regular soldiers quickly turned to face us.

Their imposing stance, as if they were tigers in the forest, suggested they were veterans hardened through countless training sessions and real combat.

*What a stark difference from Baron Garçon's army.*

Captain Dalten shouted, infusing his voice with Aura.

"Everyone stay sharp! Work together! Senior mercenaries and squad leaders, take them down one by one! Don't get yourselves killed by showing off skills you don't have."

The captain then gave a hand signal, and the archers and mages immediately launched ranged attacks at the enemy.

Karin began gathering wind into her arrows while carefully observing the enemy.

"That guy in the expensive-looking armor strutting around must be their commander?"

As she released her bowstring, the man she'd pointed out in the middle of the enemy formation let out a scream and collapsed.

"Ugh, damn."

Karin turned toward me with a smile, lifting one corner of her mouth.

*Ugh, my heart is racing. Her deadly beauty shines even on the battlefield, and her archery skills are exceptional...*

Lucia, as if unwilling to be outdone, finished her incantation and launched a fireball burning with blue flames toward the enemy.

"Fireball!"

The enemy soldiers' morale visibly dropped when faced with Lucia's spell, which was more powerful than an ordinary fireball.

"Damn, the fireball is blue, and the heat is no joke. This looks dangerous."
"A squad leader and several others were instantly reduced to black ash."
"What mercenary company are these bastards from? They're clearly not pushovers."

When praise for Lucia's magic came from the enemy side, she wagged her tail gently and smiled.

My instincts told me this was the perfect moment to charge into the enemy formation.

"Now's the time! Charge forward! Let's kill all these damn Montmartre snails! Show them that the White Beard Mercenaries are the strongest in the Rheinpfalz Empire!"

As I inspired courage in those around me and myself, I suddenly felt stronger.

It wasn't that my actual skill level or strength had increased.

But this exhilaration and confidence somehow made me feel like my capabilities had expanded.

Would this be groundless confidence, or confidence based on my actual abilities?

It all depended on how I performed.

"Get out of the way if you don't want to die, you Montmartre slugs!"

I said that, but I didn't expect the enemy soldiers to actually move aside for me.

Instead, like the veterans they were, they pushed against me with heavy, aggressive force.

"He seems skilled with Aura. Engage him in squads of ten!"
"Yes, Captain!"

Following their captain's orders, they surrounded me in a semicircle.

Not stopping there, they attacked simultaneously from different directions, making it momentarily dizzying to respond.

"Cowardly bastards."
"Thanks for the compliment, you soon-to-be-sausage-meat!"

Although I complimented them, that didn't mean they were stronger than me.

I bent both knees to lower my stance completely.

Weapons—swords, maces, and battle hammers—whistled over my head, missing their target.

"Damn it! Push harder!"

Their intention to follow up immediately after I dodged was impressive, but ultimately, unskilled men who overreach just end up dead.

So I sprang up and kicked off the ground, ramming my helmet into the jaw of the man in front of me.

He died instantly as his jaw, teeth, and neck broke.

"Died well. Idiot."

Then I slashed the waists of two nearby men with my Aura-infused blade.

"Damn mad dog."

I returned the sentiment.

"Thanks for the compliment, morons."

I immediately plunged deeper into the enemy formation, with my squad following closely behind.

"Kill the remaining men in the squad the lieutenant softened up! Don't lose sight of the lieutenant!"

When someone shouted this, the men desperately swung their weapons and followed me.

"Let's coordinate too! Group in units of five and pick them off one by one!"
"Hans, you idiot! Can't you see what's in front of you? Do I need to watch out for the mace flying at your side too?"
"Fight with everything you've got! If you collapse from exhaustion here, you're heading straight to the grave."

Unlike me, none of my squad members could handle Aura, so they only had the combat ability of "ordinary soldiers."

But they fought effectively—three men in front blocking or checking enemy attacks, while the other two struck at the enemy's flanks or weak points.

This fighting style was certainly slower in terms of taking down enemies. But perhaps because everyone's roles were well-defined?

They were effectively pushing back the enemy, suppressing them like a wall.

All that drill training and guerrilla tactics practice was clearly paying off.

"If my men are working this hard, I can't fall behind as their squad leader."

Now knights in plate armor began to block our advance into the enemy formation.

Were they finally acknowledging that our mercenary company, though not yet famous, had skills worthy of concern from the higher-ups?

They say truly exceptional people are recognized by their enemies before their allies.

This is quite an honor—I'm moved to tears.

*I'll kill them all and raise our value.*

As I was taking down enemy regular soldiers one by one, I noticed a knight approaching me with his sword pointed.

"I am Knight Fleur Salz, serving the Viscount Bisi family! I don't know who you are, but how dare a mere mercenary massacre our lord's regular soldiers! Unforgivable!"

Wait, killing enemies in war is literally our job.

You've been killing our mercenaries too, even if you're somewhat outnumbered.

Why am I and my men the only villains here? That's unforgivable.

"Save your nonsensical sleep-talking for your bed, you foolish knight."

The knight who had announced himself pointed his sword at me and charged in a straight line.

With power in his legs and at high speed, like a bullet.

"I'll skewer your neck and make you into a kebab, mercenary!"

His speed was decent and his sword trajectory sharp, but his attack was too straightforward.

Still, if this had happened when I first possessed Martin Meyer in this world, I might not have been able to handle him.

Now I'm a knight considered skilled even among other knights.

*I absolutely cannot fall to such a mediocre attack.*

"Die, mercenary!"

He extended both arms holding his sword and thrust straight at my neck.

I twisted my body to avoid the strike aimed at my neck.

When his attack missed, Fleur's eyes widened and his mouth fell open.

"Huh?"

I swung my sword from the lower right up to his neck, and the ornament that had been on Fleur's shoulder fell to the ground.

"You young punk, this is what happens when you show off without skill, acting high and mighty just because you're a noble."

If he was going to lose his head in such a simple exchange, he should have shown some restraint.

Not knowing either his own skill level or mine, he acted rashly with youthful vigor, and the only conclusion was death.

I rested my sword on one shoulder and wiggled my left hand to provoke them.

"Come on, try again. If you're all knights like Fleur, I wouldn't be afraid even if ten of you came at once."

Feeling insulted, one of the rabble charged at me like a mad bull.

"How dare you insult Sir Fleur! I'll tear you limb from limb!"

I smirked at him.

"A knight who doesn't give his name?"
"I have no name to give to a lowly one like you!"

Unlike a proper knight, he raised a heavy two-handed battle hammer.

"Could it be that both you and Fleur are such low-ranking knights that you're embarrassed to give your names?"

The insulted man brought his hammer down toward my head.

"Die, you filthy, lowborn scum!"

I blocked his two-handed hammer with my sword and raised one corner of my mouth.

"Why is this hammer so light? Does the Viscount Bisi family make two-handed hammers out of cork?"
"Shut up, you!"

He tried to force his hammer down on my head, but...

*Only amateurs rely solely on brute force.*

I tilted my sword to deflect his two-handed hammer attack downward.

"Wha—?"

As he was about to fall, thrown off balance by the hammer's weight and momentum, I quickly reversed my sword and stabbed the back of his neck.

"...Stupid bastard. Relying only on strength when using a sword—is that what makes a knight? Just a dumb brute."

Even as I grumbled, my heart kept pounding.

Because the men I had been fighting, though merely low-ranking knights, were opponents I would have struggled against before I felt my skill level rise after killing Le Blanc.

Now I could defeat them easily.

The fact that I had grown stronger really hit home.

As we pushed deeper, I began to see the banner symbolizing the presence of Viscount Bisi.

Captain Dalten and other mercenary officers shouted loudly.

"Damn, we might not be high-ranking enough to take on the commander-in-chief, but we should at least capture a viscount! Let's go in!"
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Despite Dalten's energetic speech, the soldiers couldn't respond with the same enthusiasm.

"Yes, Captain."

The platoon leaders and squad leaders tried to rally their men alongside Captain Dalten, but...

"Boys, we just need to capture Baron Bisi and we're done. Just hang in there a bit longer, damn it."

How could the men find strength when even those encouraging them looked exhausted?

Maybe I should have pushed the new recruits harder during guerrilla training? No, they would have died. Regret always comes with disappointment.

"Martin's platoon, if we beat that dog of a baron, I'll spend my entire month's salary treating you all to a feast."

At those words, the men in our platoon perked up.

Just then, what appeared to be Baron Bisi's personal guards or elite troops charged toward us with weapons raised.

"Take down all those White Beard or White Spider or whatever they're called!"
"You'll pay for insulting our baron with your limbs torn off!"
"Die, you worthless scum!"

Seeing the enemies rushing toward me and the banner symbolizing the baron's presence (a large flag with the family crest), I steeled myself and gripped both my swords tightly.

*I need to show these guys following me how it's done if we're going to win.*

After making my resolve, I immediately launched myself toward the enemy.

"What are you weak bastards barking about!"

I squeezed every bit of Aura from my body and began cutting down enemies one by one.

"Damn it! Take that one down first!"

Were these truly the elite among the baron's regular forces? Their swordplay was quite fierce and powerful.

"Die, you mad dog!"

One of them attacked me using his Aura despite not being a Knight.

It wasn't particularly threatening, but seeing someone who didn't appear to be an officer handling Aura...

*These must be the baron's elite troops.*

I could hear Captain Dalten's voice from across the battlefield.

"Looking at how these bastards handle their swords, they're definitely Baron Bisi's elite troops! We're almost there! Keep it up!"

It did seem like we were close to victory, but perhaps because I'd been cutting down so many enemies, my body was signaling that I was running out of strength. I was even getting a bit short of breath.

That's when a booming voice filled with Aura came from Baron Bisi's forces.

"Everyone, make way! I, Louis Jackri, Senior Knight of House Bisi, will deal with him personally!"

The enemy elite troops sneered at me as they cleared a path.

"That mad dog is as good as dead. No matter how much he thrashes about, he's no match for Sir Jackri."
"He's been irritating to watch. This is perfect."
"He'll learn there's always someone stronger as he dies."

The knight called Jackri swung his sword through the air to create a heavy atmosphere, then pointed his blade at me and asked:

"Young mercenary, what is your name? For someone of your strength, I'd like to know before I kill you."

Most knights I'd met before would look down on mercenaries without exception, but this one seemed to have some concept of respect in his words.

However, I found this attitude more ominous and unpleasant.

*I'd prefer if he underestimated me, then I could find an opening to strike. Damn it.*

Perhaps from tension, cold sweat began to form on my hands gripping the swords and across my body.

"Martin Meyer, platoon leader of the White Beard Mercenaries."

Sir Jackri heard my words and asked with interest:

"You sound young, yet you're already a platoon leader in a mercenary company. All the mercenary platoon leaders I knew were seasoned veterans. You must have been recognized for your skill?"

I nodded at his words.

"Good, then seeing your skill and confidence, I'll give it my all as well."

Jackri then concentrated Aura in his body.

Though weaker than Dalten's, a faint blue mist-like Aura began to form around his entire body.

He seemed to be a knight who had just reached Expert level, which made him quite a challenging opponent for me right now.

*I need to prepare myself.*

With that thought, I pointed my sword at him and began searching for weaknesses.

Jackri immediately swung his sword, aiming for my helmet.

"Let's see if you can dodge this."

With an ordinary sword, I might have trusted my helmet's durability and taken the hit.

But against an attack from someone beyond Expert level...

The mithril-infused armor wouldn't shatter, but the impact would be like taking a heavy mace to the head, potentially leaving me dazed.

So I twisted my body at the last moment and somehow avoided the attack.

"Not bad."

After saying that, he immediately swung his sword toward my waist.

Unlike before, I couldn't dodge by turning my body or stepping back.

I had only two options available.

Either dive inside his guard, or block with the sword I received from Captain Dalten.

"Damn it. He's ridiculously strong."

Instead of trying to get inside his guard for close combat, I completely blocked his strike with my sword.

When Jackri's sword met mine, a heavy sound rang out like a massive hammer striking a thick iron plate.

The impact traveled through my hands and arms like they'd been struck with a hammer.

"Ugh, that's heavy."

After I blocked his sword, Jackri immediately stepped back and reset his stance.

"You're better than I expected. To block the sword of an Expert like me."
"You seem a bit light for an Expert?"

Jackri responded to my words with an angry voice.

"You may be more skilled than I thought, but that's as far as you go."

He gathered his Aura, then launched himself toward me as swiftly and lightly as an arrow.

"This ends now!"

As he approached with a stance to thrust his sword at my neck, I thought I should deflect his attack and look for an opening.

*When he thrusts at my neck from the upper right, I need to strike down as hard as possible.*

I changed my stance accordingly and waited for his thrust.

"You're still too young and clumsy with your sword!"

When he was just 2-3 meters away from me, he suddenly changed his sword stance.

Now he was positioned to strike down at my neck from his right shoulder.

This meant I couldn't execute my plan to deflect and counter.

*Is this what makes him an Expert?*

To feel the wall between an Expert and myself even in these tactical maneuvers...

In the end, I had no choice but to raise my sword and block his strike just as I had before.

"Kuk. Damn it."

The same burden as before traveled through my sword, hands, and arms.

"Your skills are insufficient to defeat me!"

Judging by the brightness in his voice, this seemed to be his plan.

He would continue to deliver attacks that were difficult for me to handle, wearing down my arms until I could no longer properly hold my sword, then finish me off in one blow.

He would also use considerable strength in the process of wearing me down.

But this was the safest way to kill an opponent somewhat below your skill level.

By not taking risks, he wouldn't make mistakes and would remain safe, while I would gradually lose even the strength to hold my sword and eventually fall.

*Damn these Experts...*

For someone with skill to be so methodical against a weaker opponent, pressing forward with his sword so relentlessly—it seemed almost cowardly.

"You won't give up after just this much, will you?"
"Not even close! Your head will be taken by me, Martin!"
"Good, then how about this?"

With those words, the Aura emanating from Jackri's body like mist grew stronger.

At the same time, he pressed me with attacks that flowed naturally like water.

Swings targeting my head and waist, thrusts aiming for under my arms, and various other attacks targeting vital points.

The heavy, continuous attacks made me feel like I was fighting not a person but a powerful current in a river.

"Ugh..."

My arms, which had blocked several incoming attacks, began to tingle as if cramping.

*My grip on the sword seems to be weakening. Damn it.*

I hadn't felt this sensation since I first faced that platoon leader Schmitz, who used Aura.

Looking at him, I felt like there was a wall dozens of meters high blocking my path.

Daunting, but I had to climb it somehow.

"You've held up well, but this is the end!"

Jackri swung his sword down at me once more.

Just then, an arrow flew past my side toward him.

Seeing the arrow, Jackri quickly altered his sword's trajectory to deflect it.

"Damn it."

Glancing briefly in the direction the arrow had come from, I saw Karin with one corner of her mouth turned up in a smirk.

"You can go more aggressive. I'll cover you from behind."
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At the sudden intrusion, Jakri showed his anger by pointing at me and Karin.

"You cowardly mercenary scum! How dare that bow-wielding elf wench interrupt a sacred duel!"

Hearing that, a scoff escaped my lips.

This isn't some dueling ground where knights throw down gauntlets and posture against each other.

This is a battlefield where soldiers win by any means necessary—whether they join forces or use underhanded tactics.

Talking about duels in the middle of war? If you're so upset, you should have taken my head long ago.

"This is a battlefield, not a dueling ground where knights gather for leisurely combat. Have you perhaps broken through the Expert barrier straight into dementia, making it hard to distinguish your surroundings?"

"You lowly mercenary whose entrails should be made into sausages and fed to pigs!"

I extended my left hand and wiggled my index finger.

"If you're upset, either cut off my head or accept defeat from me. Choose one of the two, shall we?"

At those words, our knight swung his sword at me in rage.

"Die! You lowly mercenary!"

A weight like a crushing boulder transferred through the sword to my arm.

*Damn, that's heavy. Is this a person or a machine?*

After blocking the strike, I responded like the untrained mercenary I am by kicking Lord Jakri in the waist.

My position wasn't great, so I couldn't deliver much impact, but...

"Such cowardice?"

Jakri's posture wavered momentarily after putting all his strength into swinging his sword.

Seizing the momentum, I summoned every bit of Aura remaining in my body and pushed against him.

Like a raging wave, I put maximum power into each sword strike.

"Are you courting that elf archer or something?"

Karin and I are just flirting, not dating yet.

Even if we were dating, I wouldn't need to smile and say, "We're in a relationship."

"Shouldn't you focus on killing me instead of that nonsense?"

"That's not wrong! You cowardly mercenary!"

I continued swinging my sword, gradually pushing him back.

If I lost this slight advantage, someone with my limited abilities would undoubtedly be overwhelmed.

I needed to press forward decisively and kill him here.

"Die, you pretentious snail-eating bastard!"

"Heh, even snails become exquisite delicacies when properly cooked. As expected, a lowly mercenary doesn't know how delicious snails can be!"

"No wonder your soldiers are so sluggish if they're eating snails!"

I continued swinging my sword, but...

"Boy, you can't kill me with such meager skills!"

Jakri infused his sword with Aura, deflected mine, and began pushing me back.

"Not a chance! You weak sausage of a mercenary! Just die!"

His sword strike, filled with Aura and the weight and inner strength of an Expert, hit me like a typhoon.

Each time our swords met, it felt like stopping a rampaging bull with my bare arms.

This attack had enough power to be a finishing move for most knights, but Jakri's posture revealed everything.

With his foundation built through countless training sessions and battlefield experience, he could unleash attacks of this caliber as naturally as breathing when focused.

*So this is why they're called Experts. Look at that incredible power.*

I thought to myself while blocking his attacks.

Someday, I wanted to reach this level by any means necessary.

No, I wanted to surpass the swordsmanship of this bastard standing like a wall before me and eventually reach the pinnacle known as Sword Master.

I couldn't lose to someone who was just one or two levels above me—a clear challenge to overcome.

So I pondered.

*How can I defeat this guy?*

"Martin, you coward! Are you thinking of running away from Lord Jakri's sword? I can see the hesitation in your blade! Seems like you'll lose even after bringing in my woman!"

He was getting under my skin.

With him insulting Karin too, I wanted nothing more than to use all my strength to cut out his tongue.

But a fighter lacking skill loses when they get excited first.

Even if I gave it my all with emotions running high, my skills weren't enough to defeat the knight before me.

Just as I had kicked him earlier to disrupt his posture while he was pressing forward, if I could create an opening at the critical moment to stab his neck...

*I could seize victory.*

So I endured, no matter how much he provoked or pushed, determined to stand firm like a rhinoceros horn.

"Die! You worthless mercenary!"

After I had blocked his sword for forty exchanges, his patience seemed nearly exhausted as emotions began to fill his blade.

Well, he's the type who values honor above life.

His pride was already wounded when Karin interrupted what he considered a duel by shooting an arrow.

And now that I kept deflecting his attacks without responding to his provocations...

*This guy is seriously agitated.*

"I'll kill you for the honor of my house!"

When his emotions reached their peak, I shouted loudly.

"Senior Karin!"

As soon as I said that, Karin's voice responded.

"Got it!"

I hadn't given specific instructions, but after working together and coordinating for so long, she would make the best move to support me in this situation.

Believing that, I gripped my sword tightly with both hands.

Thinking this might be my last chance to defeat him, I was determined to win by any means.

"Please."

Just as I finished that word, Senior Karin's arrow grazed his ear.

It merely brushed his ear, not causing any significant or fatal wound, but...

He was currently swinging his sword with full intent to kill me, and suddenly an unexpected attack came in.

"Huh?"

Jakri's sword definitely wavered at that moment.

It still had enough power to kill me, and its trajectory was relatively stable, but...

"Are you so weak that a single arrow makes you falter, Lord Jakri?"

I wrung out every last drop of Aura from my body and even into my sword like squeezing a rag.

The remaining Aura in my body momentarily made me forget my fatigue and gave me the illusion that I could do anything in this moment.

*Aura really is something amazing.*

Then I struck the side of Jakri's sword with all my might.

Since I hadn't reached the Aura Expert level that could cut through steel, I couldn't directly cut through Jakri's sword.

But I could knock the sword far away from his momentarily vulnerable hand.

"Damn it!"

Like the veteran knight he was, he immediately reached for his backup weapon, which was a good attempt, but...

"As if I'd let you!"

I swung my sword and cut off Jakri's head.

Without Karin, I probably couldn't have defeated him with my strength alone, but I had won this battle and gained enough momentum to advance to the next level.

Now if I could just consume that frost-filled elixir I obtained earlier, reaching the Expert realm might not be just a dream.

With all those thoughts, I shouted loudly.

"Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries has taken the head of Jakri, senior knight of Viscount Bisi!"

After shouting, I expressed my gratitude to Karin with a glance.

Karin twitched the corner of her mouth and made a drinking gesture with her right hand.

I hope I'll get a green light this time.

It would be nice to savor the moment of beheading an enemy senior knight a bit longer, but we still had to capture the enemy viscount.

"No time to bask in the moment! Let's help Captain Dalten capture that damn viscount! Run!"

With those words, I charged forward with Aura.

The squad members followed me, even if they had to foam at the mouth to keep up.

"How can anyone move like that? That speed is insane, shit..."

I ran desperately to reach Captain Dalten's location.

Around the captain, a thick mist of Aura was rising, and he was cutting through enemy junior knights, armor and all.

"Viscount! Viscount Bisi, come out! Fight me one-on-one like a man!"

As we reduced the enemy numbers and pushed through, Dalten had nearly reached the viscount's position, but...

The knights under Viscount Bisi weren't fools, and they were concentrating all their forces on our strongest captain.

Meanwhile, the viscount was trying to escape to avoid being captured, but...

"If he's so fixated on Captain Dalten and trying to escape without escorts, he's practically begging me to catch him. What a lewd fellow."

I immediately pushed forward, willing to deplete all my remaining Aura and stamina.

I encountered enemy soldiers and knights along the way, but I cut down those I could and avoided those I could dodge, advancing quickly.

And just as the viscount was about to mount his horse.

"Where do you think you're going!"

I grabbed him by the nape and threw him to the ground.

"Ugh..."

I held a dagger to his neck and announced.

"Martin Meyer, squad leader of the White Beard Mercenaries, has captured Viscount Bisi! Soldiers and knights under the viscount, lay down your weapons!"
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When I shouted that I had captured the baron, all the regular soldiers under Baron Bisi turned to look at me.

"You filthy, lowborn mercenary! How dare you touch our baron!"
"Get your hands off him—they're dirtier than a pig's hooves!"
"Baron, are you alright? I, Gilbert, will rescue you immediately!"

They're not grasping the situation—I've captured their baron, yet they're still acting foolishly.

Let's see if they'll still refuse to lay down their weapons after this.

I used my dagger to make a shallow cut on Baron Bisi's neck, drawing blood.

The Montmartre snails' eyes blazed with fury, and I could clearly hear their teeth grinding in anger.

Despite being pinned beneath me, Baron Bisi refused to back down and shouted loudly.

"You lowborn scum! Release me at once! How dare a filthy mercenary like you wound a noble with those dirty hands! Do you think you'll survive after this?"

It seems our baron, having been born into nobility and raised in luxury, has never been beaten within an inch of his life or faced a truly life-threatening situation.

Otherwise, he wouldn't be acting so arrogantly when his life hangs in the balance.

Hah, do I need to teach him manners the mercenary way too?

Having made my decision, I whispered quietly into the baron's ear.

"If you don't want a hole in your throat, tell your men to put down their weapons and keep quiet. Otherwise, this 'lowborn scum' might do something rash."
"A-alright."
"I'm glad you understand quickly, Baron."

The baron ground his teeth before speaking in what he thought was a dignified voice.

"The House of Bisi has lost. We surrender!"

At those words, his men sighed deeply as if the ground had collapsed beneath them and threw down their weapons.

"Damn it. How could we, the regular troops of Baron Bisi, lose to those four-legged Rheinpfalz mercenary bastards?"
"The baron captured by that sausage-eater—this must be a nightmare."
"Deus, why have you abandoned us?"

Our mercenary troops quickly began collecting valuable items like the weapons they'd discarded and steel armor from the corpses.

"We can sell these for money, and with money, we can have sex. Now that's sex."

My squad member Baker seemed to have learned something in all this.

"This armor is pretty decent, isn't it?"

As he said this, he secretly pocketed a gold ring.

*I hope he doesn't get caught by the others.*

As Dalten was about to say something, victory trumpets began blaring from the imperial forces we belonged to.

At the sound, the mercenaries following the Montmartre snails put down their weapons in frustration.

"Damn, I was hoping to make a fortune in this war. What a mess."
"Shit, we've lost. Let's at least collect our wages for fighting for Montmartre until now."
"Hah, we're losing like this? Is this for real?"

As I was about to direct my Aura and killing intent toward these men who had been our enemies just moments ago, Dalten lightly tapped my shoulder.

"That's the mercenary life—we fight to the death during war, but once it's over, there's no need to stay hostile."

I nodded at his words.

Honestly speaking, we weren't fighting because we hated each other, but because we had different employers.

We might even meet as allies on another battlefield someday, so there's no point in grabbing each other's collars after the war is already over.

"You're right."

Not long after, the men we had been fighting approached us.

"Look, you won fair and square, but please just let us go. These Montmartre idiots are already on the verge of bankruptcy after getting thrashed. If you take our weapons too, we'll all starve to death."

Even without taking their weapons, we had captured the baron and enemy knights—our payday.

We were about to receive a fortune that would make lottery winners jealous.

So there was no need to take the mercenaries' weapons too. It would be better to build a reputation for generosity.

"Captain Dalten, do we really need to take their weapons too? Let's just let them go."
"That was my plan from the start. No point making enemies here."

Dalten simply pointed behind him.

"Put your weapons away and get lost. If you touch any of my men, I'll rip out your guts and string them up like rope, got it?"

The opposing mercenary captain bowed his head.

"Thank you. We're the Black Whale Mercenaries. If we ever meet as allies in a war, I'll buy you a drink."
"Cut the bullshit and just get out of here."
"Still, if we meet again, I'll repay this debt."

And so the Black Whale Mercenaries passed through our camp without causing any trouble.

Dalten slapped my back hard and asked:

"Ah, Martin, you bastard. You haven't awakened as an Expert yet, have you?"
"No. But how did you know?"
"When you break through the Expert barrier after awakening your Aura, the quality of Aura flowing through your body changes, and your strength and stamina suddenly increase. People usually collapse when their bodies can't handle it. But you're fine."

In the game, there was also a setting about passing out when becoming an Expert, and here it is in reality.

"Damn, I lost a bet with the other squad leaders because of you. What are you going to do about it?"
"Please forgive me since I captured Baron Bisi instead."

This time he hit the back of my head hard.

"If you hadn't captured Baron Bisi, I wouldn't even be talking to you with a smile, you bastard. I'm asking you to pay up for my lost bet."

As I was about to respond, Dalten waved his hand dismissively.

"The Rheinpfalz Empire will probably throw a big feast tomorrow, so don't waste your money. Let's head back—we won."

**

The next day, at the Rheinpfalz Imperial camp.

As Dalten had said, the Rheinpfalz Empire threw a grand banquet for all soldiers and mercenaries who participated in the war.

Although our White Beard Mercenaries didn't manage to take down a big shot like the enemy commander-in-chief, thanks to capturing the baron...

"Damn, these imperial bastards are so petty. We're all mercenaries and nobles who fought in the same war. Yet they separate the noble's soldiers by their master's rank, and mercenaries by their achievements and reputation."

When Squad Leader Walter flared up, someone stepped in to calm him down.

"If you're upset, the only solution is to recruit more Experts, or mid to high-level Mages, to build up your mercenary group's elite status, size, and reputation."
"You think I don't know that?"
"Come on, Squad Leader. We're being treated quite well, aren't we? We have premium wine that even knights rarely drink, and precious dishes. Look, there's even rare monster meat like Wild Boar on the table!"

Walter snorted at those words.

"Honestly, after capturing a baron, I would have caused a scene if they'd tried to fob us off with beef or something."

Monster meat is graded according to which monster it comes from. While "Wild Boar" is relatively common monster meat, it's still about three times more expensive than high-quality beef.

Then Walter gave me a signal with his eyes.

"I believe I was able to capture the baron because our entire mercenary group fought well. We captured a baron and made quite an impact this time, so things should be even better next time. And look over there—the Rheinpfalz knights are talking to Captain Dalten about something."

Though they were too far away to hear clearly, I could tell from the captain's expression that it was positive.

They must be genuinely praising our mercenary group's achievements and suggesting we maintain good relations in the future.

I then walked over to Karin.

"Senior Karin, your skills have really improved since you changed your bow! I was truly amazed when you shot that arrow that just grazed Jakri's ear before taking his head."

Karin's lips curled up slightly at my words, and her ears perked up.

"That's just my skill—it has nothing to do with changing bows."
"Anyway, now that the war is over, you'll treat me to a meal as promised when we get back, right? Just the two of us. You know what I mean?"

I made a drinking gesture.

A man and woman drinking alone together is something only done when there's romantic interest...

Karin's face turned bright red at my words, and she smiled broadly.

"Alright. When we get back, we'll go drinking, just the two of us. But don't get any strange ideas."

Judging by how she lowered her head, blushed, and fidgeted with her fingers...

It seems Karin might be having those "strange ideas" herself.

Still, like a gentleman, I pretended not to notice.

"Yes, Senior. You'll definitely treat me properly this time, right?"

Just as I was trying to move our relationship beyond mere flirtation...

A knight who clearly looked wealthy approached us.

He placed his hand on Karin's chin, raised one corner of his mouth, and gave her a lustful look as he asked:

"An elf, what a beautiful lady. What is your name?"

...... Hah, damn it. This tactless bastard. Why does he have to butt in now?

I feel like killing him on the spot.
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As much as I'd like to cut that bastard's throat, we civilized people don't kill others just because we're angry.

I forced down my rage and pulled Karin into my arms.

Once she was nestled against me, Karin looked up at me with slightly raised eyes and blushed.

"M-Martin..."

It's sudden, but seeing her get so flustered by this level of skinship is heart-meltingly cute.

I turned to the knight, bowed my head, and spoke politely but firmly.

"I am Martin Meyer, platoon leader of the White Beard Mercenaries. And as you can see, Karin is my woman."

The knight heard my words, nodded slightly, then clicked his tongue, his expression making it clear he wasn't going to give up.

Watching him, I had to question what I was seeing.

Nobles and knights can usually take commoner women as concubines or maids if they push their status, but even if the other man is of lower status, taking someone else's woman crosses a forbidden line.

So even if someone wants to steal another's partner, basic decency in this world dictates doing it discreetly.

*This crazy bastard, what's he playing at?*

I was too dumbfounded to speak, when the guy kissed Karin's hand and bowed his head.

"Forgive me for startling you. I am Paulo Schwaben, son of Baron Schwaben. Though just the second son, I admit."

Karin was also caught off guard, staring at him with wide eyes, speechless.

Paulo grabbed her hand again and pulled her toward him with a smirk.

*Is this lunatic for real?*

I wanted to bash his head in with a hammer...

I'd love nothing more than to cut off his limbs, but starting a fight here would cause unforgivable trouble for our entire mercenary company.

Plus, it would end my career as a mercenary.

So like an office worker who restrains himself from killing his boss, I'll hold back for now.

I clenched my fist until it bled and yanked Karin back toward me.

This caused her face to bury against my chest in a rather sensual position, but I couldn't enjoy the moment given the circumstances...

I gritted my teeth and stared directly into his eyes with a warning.

"Lord Schwaben, I apologize, but Karin is indeed my woman. Furthermore, she's a squad leader in the White Beard Mercenaries. Please refrain from trying to make her yours."

As the atmosphere between us grew hostile, the excited mood among our mercenaries instantly cooled.

The men who should have been enjoying themselves started glancing in my direction and whispering.

"Is that Schwaben guy crazy? Even most nobles would back off if a pretty girl already has someone."
"The world is wide and full of lunatics, right? He seems exactly like one."
"Does that guy have sausages and pig's feet in his head instead of a brain?"

I wish they'd help chase this bastard away instead of chattering.

But I can't move carelessly since interfering might cause conflict with the Empire, our employer.

*Right, this is my chance to show Karin my manly side.*

By now, he should be showing the wisdom to know when to back off...

Instead, Paulo shoved my shoulder and glared at me.

"Listen, lowly mercenary. How dare you talk back so insolently? You're a commoner, and I'm the second son of a baron's family and a true knight."

Well, I am technically a commoner since I gave up my knighthood...

But I'm not even from his precious Schwaben barony, so I don't deserve this contempt.

Anyone can see he's in the wrong here, so why is the guilty party acting so self-righteous?

Still, even if I'm slightly outranked, I can stand my ground.

Because everyone here, including the knights talking with Dalten over there, will be witnesses if things get serious.

"Lord Schwaben, Karin is my woman. I don't understand why someone as noble as yourself would desire a mere mercenary's woman. You seem overly intoxicated, so please return to your quarters and rest."

"You're speaking too harshly for a mercenary."

At that, Karin stepped forward.

She looked Paulo straight in the eyes, squared her shoulders proudly, and declared:

"I am this man Martin Meyer's woman. While I appreciate your offer to become yours, I cannot accept it. I'm sorry."

I carefully observed Karin's expression as she said this.

Was it just empty words to defuse the situation, or did she genuinely consider herself my woman to some extent?

This was a golden opportunity to find out.

*Paulo's provocation is one thing, but what's important now is understanding Karin's feelings.*

Unwavering eyes, a resolute expression with closed lips, and she was firmly gripping my hand while subtly pulling my arm toward her.

Paulo blinked at Karin and shook his head.

"Wouldn't you rather be my woman than belong to that worthless mercenary? I'm an Aura Expert who's already secured a position in His Majesty's royal guard."

Despite his terrible personality, I have to admit his face is quite—no, extremely handsome.

With blonde hair, blue eyes, and a high nose bridge, he looks quite good even to me.

He appears only about three years older than me, yet claims to be an Expert with a guaranteed position in the royal guard...

*Honestly, this guy is already socially successful.*

He'll likely receive a title when he becomes a Master.

So this isn't just some baseless boasting from an idiot.

Paulo said this and then sneered at me.

"I'm saying I'm in a different league than you. Why not just give up now, commoner?"

"That's ridiculous—"

He tried to pull Karin toward him again by grabbing her hand.

Karin shook off Paulo's hand and said:

"I despise persistent men who can't take a polite rejection, my lord."

This shifted the atmosphere again, and not just our mercenaries but even the knights standing at a distance began looking at Paulo like he was pathetic.

"That elf is certainly beautiful, but fixating on a woman who belongs to another? Disgraceful."
"Such behavior will bring dishonor to his family..."
"I heard the genius of House Schwaben had a weakness for women, but to fight with a mere mercenary over a woman?"

Still, everyone considered this a private matter between Paulo and me, so no one intervened.

*Well, at least it seems everyone's on my side...*

Just then, Dalten appeared behind me, grabbed Paulo by both shoulders, and pushed him back.

"I am Dalten von Prime, commander of the White Beard Mercenaries and former senior knight of House Falkenheim. It seems you wish to take our Karin as your woman, but isn't it inappropriate to try to take a woman who already belongs to someone else?"

Paulo gritted his teeth at those words.

"I can protect that elf Karin better and make her happier than that fool can!"

...This crazy bastard, damn it.

Meanwhile, Dalten glanced at the knights nearby.

"The young lord of House Schwaben seems too intoxicated. This could lead to an incident at this auspicious Imperial banquet. Would you knights please take charge of him?"

Though Dalten spoke as if commanding the high-ranking knights, the fault in this situation clearly lay with the Imperial side for failing to control their knight.

So the knights who had been standing back approached and grabbed our troublemaker by both arms, dragging him away.

"Lord Schwaben, you're too drunk. Clear your head—perhaps finding a prostitute will help cool your heated body."
"The White Beard Mercenaries are skilled enough that other nobles covet their services. You shouldn't make enemies of such people."

Ha, so it ends like this? I really wanted to punch him once.

Just as I was thinking that, his leather glove suddenly flew into my face.

I muttered in disbelief, barely audible:

"...What the hell?"

The Schwaben bastard scattered his Expert-level Aura mist everywhere and declared:

"A duel! Let's see who wins. Let's properly determine who deserves to claim Karin!"

...Heaven is helping me. I really wanted to half-kill this bastard.

Now I have the opportunity to nearly beat him to death under the pretext of a duel.

His Expert level is somewhat concerning, but when have I ever backed down from such challenges?

This is my chance to smash through the wall blocking my path and climb higher.

"Very well, I'll show you exactly how grave your crime of coveting my woman is, my lord."
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The duel with Paulo was scheduled for the very next day after the banquet.

Right now, I'm preparing for the duel by maintaining my sword and checking the condition of my armor.

It feels a bit silly to be doing this when I'm not heading to war, but what can I do?

A duel is essentially a one-on-one war that only ends when either I die or my opponent dies.

Usually, it's considered virtuous to spare your opponent's life by just holding a blade to their neck, but if you happen to kill your opponent during a duel, you face no punishment or responsibility.

As I finished my inspection, I tapped on my mithril-infused armor and let out a sigh with a hollow smile.

"I can't even count how many times this armor was struck by arrows, maces, and swords during the war. Mithril really is amazing—not a single scratch! Damn, I'm counting on you."

While I was muttering to myself, someone tapped me on the shoulder.

"Martin, you little punk."

I turned around to see Captain Dalten frowning with a bitter smile.

"You're not even an Expert yet. Think you can handle that trash Paulo? When he unleashed his Aura last time, it was no joke."

It's true that I'm much weaker than him in terms of skill.

So there's a high chance I'll get slaughtered, and considering his personality...

*He'll probably try to cause an "accident" to kill me. Or just kill me outright.*

But how could I, the great Martin, stand by and watch that vermin try to touch my woman? That's absolutely unacceptable.

I'd rather hang myself from a beam than just watch.

"Didn't that bastard harass Senior Karin? How could I possibly let that slide?"

Hearing this, Dalten's lips twitched slightly.

"Is that so? Well, what kind of man would you be if you let someone mess with the woman you care about? Just a pathetic loser."

Then he patted my shoulder and said:

"Your squad members are out there with their shoulders slumped, worried sick. Once you've got your armor on, go out and say something to them."

I quickly checked my armor one last time and left the tent.

The guys outside rushed over, surrounding me in a circle, and spoke with nervous expressions.

"Lieutenant, will you really be alright? They say that guy is an Expert, but you haven't reached that level yet."
"What will we do if something happens to you, Lieutenant..."
"Can't you just say you won't participate in this stupid fight? You were just unfairly provoked, Lieutenant."

When someone of high status challenges someone of lower status like a commoner to a duel, the person of lower status absolutely cannot refuse.

Of course, since I'm a mercenary, I could just tell him to go to hell and refuse...

*If I win here, my reputation will soar, and I can make Karin mine—both body and heart.*

So even though it's an unfavorable battle, it's worth risking my neck for.

Despite my determination, hearing their words made my nose tingle with emotion.

If I started crying with these guys, it would really feel like I was walking to my death, and that wouldn't feel good.

So I pushed them aside with both hands and grinned.

"Am I going to die or something? Me? I'm going to pound that Paulo into the ground and make him cry like a baby. Just watch carefully!"

Lucia's fox tail and ears were completely drooped as she stared at me intently.

She grabbed my sleeve and said while fidgeting with her lips:

"L-Lieutenant. You have to come back victorious, okay? Don't get hurt, please..."

Though Lucia now contributes more than her fair share on the battlefield, moments like this remind me that she's still a fragile girl who needs protection.

Unlike before, now she only shows this vulnerable side to me. I like that.

Finding her adorable, I patted her head.

"I'll come back in one piece, don't worry."

Lucia gave a slightly bitter smile and swished her tail gently.

Meanwhile, Karin was watching me from a distance, fidgeting with her fingers but not approaching.

She probably feels guilty that I have to duel such a formidable opponent because of her.

If she won't come to me, I'll go to her.

I strode over to her with purposeful steps.

"Martin, I'm sorry you have to duel someone like him because of me..."

I interrupted her by bringing my face close to hers and whispered in her ear:

"I like you, Senior. That damn Paulo makes my blood boil just by looking at you—I want to gouge his eyes out. So letting him put his hands on you was never an option. It twisted my guts and I couldn't stand it. So please don't worry about it too much."

In novels and dramas, you see guys confessing when things are ambiguous, or when they're certain the other person isn't interested but they go for it anyway as a last resort.

Some agonize over confessing for a month or longer, while others consider it right after meeting someone.

My thinking is this:

*You only confess when you're confident it will succeed.*

Unless I was blatantly trying to lure her to a hotel without any other words, at this stage I'm certain Karin will definitely accept my confession.

Karin's face turned as red as a ripe apple, and she nodded slightly.

"...Come back alive. I like you too."

Then she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

It was such a light peck that it lasted only about 0.1 seconds, as if she'd never dated or even flirted with anyone before...

But the moist, soft feeling of her lips on my cheek was so electrifying.

At that moment, the squad members got excited, whistling and shouting all at once, drawing everyone's attention and creating quite a commotion.

Feeling embarrassed, I quickly said:

"Well then, I'll be going now, Senior. Thank you for your support."

With the entire mercenary company seeing me off, I made my way to the temporary dueling ground.

An ordinary person would probably feel fear at the prospect of risking their life in a one-on-one fight against someone stronger.

But I'm actually excited at the thought of winning this fight everyone's worried about, gaining fame, and taking one step closer to the wealth and harem I desire.

It seems my way of thinking has changed since being reincarnated into this world, awakening my Aura, and fighting with a sword.

Still, it's better than approaching an unfavorable duel with a defeatist attitude before the fight even begins.

"Phew, damn..."

After taking a deep breath, I entered the dueling ground.

The man before me had his sword resting on his shoulder, wiggling the fingers of his left hand with a smirk.

"To think a mere mercenary would come all this way prepared to risk his life fighting Lord Paulo Schwafen! I must commend you for that!"

Then he stomped his right foot hard on the ground while dispersing blue Aura around him.

For an ordinary person, this would just leave a footprint, but when someone who had reached the Expert level of Aura stomped with full force, the ground sank to the depth of a thumb.

I don't think even a truck could do that.

"So in recognition of your courage, I'll give you a special opportunity! If you put down your sword now, bow your head to me in apology, and leave, I'll count it as my victory and let you go unharmed."

Even though I'm of humble status, insulting your opponent like this at a duel crosses way too many lines.

That's why I could hear the knights surrounding us clicking their tongues and muttering:

"I heard Baron Schwafen's son was talented, but his character is completely rotten. Well, insulting that mercenary might be expected since he's lowborn, but..."
"Isn't behaving like this in a dueling ground an insult to our empire's sacred dueling culture?"
"Wasn't he a pervert trying to put his hands on another man's woman in the first place? What standards can we expect? The Baron seems to have failed in raising his son properly. His Majesty won't look kindly on this."

Judging by the surrounding reactions, even if this sex-obsessed idiot beats me, his reputation will hit rock bottom.

He'll lose his chance to join the Imperial Guard, and if he tries to join another house, he'll hardly be employed as a knight and will struggle to make a living.

What a fool. If he had at least pretended this was an honorable duel because he was blinded by love for Karin...

*If he just won, he might have somehow managed to join the Imperial Guard and get Karin too...*

Of course, the mere thought of his fingers touching Karin makes me want to vomit, so I have no intention of losing.

Paulo, unable to read the atmosphere, continued spouting nonsense.

"What will you do? Will you surrender now and at least save your life?"

Hearing this, I thought of a brilliant move to boost my reputation.

I looked up at the sky and made the sign of the cross with one hand.

Then, assuming a posture as if praying with both hands together, I looked straight at his face and shouted:

"I believe Deus will surely grant me victory to punish you for trying to take away the woman I've sworn my love to. So despite my humble status and lacking skills, I will certainly defeat you."
"How dare a lowly, vulgar wretch like you insult me by invoking Deus's name?"
"Isn't it obvious to everyone? Not only did you challenge me to a duel to take my woman, but now you're even insulting the sacred duel, Lord Schwafen?"

At those words, he rushed toward me, dispersing his Aura.

Then, despite no declaration of the duel's start, he swung his sword at my neck.

Since I already had my sword drawn, I was able to block his attack.

It was a very heavy blow, but... this isn't an insurmountable wall.
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Paulo sneered at me.

"A weak mercenary dares to block my sword."
"You swing it with enthusiasm, but there's so little power behind it. I thought a fly had landed on my blade."

Despite my words, even if his personality was filthier than a dirty rag, he was certainly skilled enough to deserve the title of Expert.

I tried to act tough by saying his attacks were as light as a fly landing, but blocking his sword was truly overwhelming.

"Hah!"

Still, I'd rather bite off my tongue and die than acknowledge and praise this trash's skills.

"I should skewer your mouth with my sword instead of a skewer!"

Paulo stepped back and pointed his sword at me again.

Judging by where he was aiming, he intended to pierce my chest near my heart.

Many die focusing only on protecting armor gaps like the neck or armpits...

"Think that'll work, you pervert?"

"Die, you lowly mercenary!"

Paulo charged at me with bullet-like speed.

His gaze was still fixed on my chest—was he really planning to stab my heart?

As my thoughts drifted in that direction, my sword naturally moved to protect my chest.

When I stepped forward, extending my sword to block his thrust, he kicked off the ground and leaped into the air.

My sword missed its target and sliced through empty air.

"Shit."

When I tilted my head up, I saw him bringing his sword down toward my neck.

"Die!"

If I die, Karin would become his woman, and that can't happen.

That's one reason I can't die easily.

No, if someone has to die, it should be that NTR bastard, not me.

"Would you die for me?"

It was already too late to step back and dodge.

I concentrated as much strength and Aura as possible in my lower body, then swung my sword toward his attack.

The clash of our swords echoed like thunder.

"Ugh... shit..."

My arm tingled like it had cramped after blocking his attack, which combined his weight, Aura-infused strength, and the velocity of falling from above.

Soon after, I felt pain as if the muscles and tendons in my arm had torn.

The Expert I faced before wasn't this powerful...

This single exchange made it clear there was an insurmountable wall between Paulo and me.

Rationally, I should tuck my tail and run...

*But I can't give up.*

Just then, I heard the voices of my mercenary comrades worrying about me.

"Don't lose to that bastard who's going after another man's woman like a rutting boar!"
"Damn it, Squad Leader Martin! Turn that arrogant young master into a eunuch!"
"Don't lose, Martin, you bastard!"

With renewed determination, I gripped my sword with both hands and blocked his next attack.

After exchanging three, no, four blows, he readjusted his stance.

He lifted the face guard of his helmet and sneered, his lips twitching.

"What a magnificent romantic knight. A man with no skill, no status, and no honor, being cheered on by fellow mercenaries just like himself. How impressive. What does that make me then? The villain in some play performed by clowns and actors?"

Does he have enough intelligence to admit he's the villain?

No, if he had that kind of judgment, he wouldn't have approached Karin that way even if he fell for her at first sight.

Paulo pretended to retch, then wrinkled his nose.

"I can't stand seeing a lowly, unskilled nobody acting like he's the protagonist of this world."

Honestly, seeing someone of high status and skill with such garbage personality makes me so angry I want to kill him.

He gritted his teeth and pointed at me.

"If you were born lowly, you should know your place and live with your head bowed. How dare you rise up against a noble like me? Know your place and die quietly, you inferior, lowborn cockroach of a mercenary!"

After catching my breath, I countered.

"Is a nobly born person so desperate to steal a lowly mercenary's woman that you're acting like you're in heat?"
"You bastard! I, Paulo Schwaffen, simply love the beautiful lady Karin. You're the one who's lost his mind with lust and is behaving disgracefully!"

When I do it, it's romance; when others do it, it's adultery.

That's exactly his level of thinking. Disgusting and repulsive bastard.

Still, Paulo's anger and determination seemed genuine, as a different, more severe aura began to emanate from his body.

The blue mist-like Aura grew increasingly dense.

"Better prepare myself."

Unlike before, Paulo was now approaching me slowly.

I briefly considered taking the initiative with speed, but...

*I need to target his openings. That's my only chance.*

I counted silently, considering every possible scenario while waiting for his attack.

"I'll face you with my full power, commoner."

When Paulo came within his sword's reach, he stomped the ground hard.

Then he swung his sword with textbook-perfect form.

Though his stance was straight from a manual and I could easily recall how to block it, the weight of Paulo's skill and effort behind it was extraordinary.

The weight of the sword, the sound of it cutting through the air, the intensity of the Aura within it—everything felt unfamiliar, as if I was experiencing it for the first time.

*This won't be easy.*

Cold sweat ran down my body from tension, and my hands gripping the sword and my entire body tensed up.

When Paulo's sword collided with mine, a shock like being hit by a hammer spread throughout my body through my hands.

"Damn, shit..."

Is this the true skill of Paulo, who has reached the Expert realm?

The wall between us, which already felt high, seemed to instantly grow even higher.

*I might die here.*

Such a weak thought briefly crossed my mind, but I tried not to let it take hold.

"Lowly weakling!"

Paulo pressured me from all directions, not just with downward strikes.

Horizontal slashes from the right, diagonal cuts from the upper left, thrusts aimed at my chest or neck whenever he saw an opening.

Normally, switching between such varied movements should create small openings...

But there were no gaps in his attacks.

The more I blocked, the more I endured, the greater the strain on my body became.

Paulo continued to mock me with apparent joy.

"You fool, no matter how much you struggle, this is your limit!"

I couldn't give up.

So I gritted my teeth and fought on, desperately trying to hold out until the end.

After blocking dozens more exchanges, my vision began to blur.

When I tried to put strength into my body, only a little would come before quickly fading away. My body, having lost so much strength, was swaying as if it could collapse at any moment.

My instinct was already whispering to me:

*Give up now. Just surrender. You can't beat him with your current skill level. Be a wise mercenary and acknowledge what needs to be acknowledged. Build up your skills and challenge him again later.*

But after coming this far, I couldn't just give up...

My spirit was willing, but my body couldn't keep up—truly a pitiful situation.

"Die! You son of a bitch!"

Paulo brought down his sword fiercely, as if this would be his final attack, with the determination to kill.

His attack came with the sound, wind pressure, and weight of a massive car rushing forward to ram into something.

I gathered my remaining strength and Aura to block the attack.

I managed to block it, but one of my knees involuntarily fell to the ground.

*Am I going to die like this?*

Just as this thought crossed my mind, I heard Karin's voice from behind.

"You promised you'd stay by my side!"

When I heard those words, the burning desire to kill this bastard that had been smoldering deep in my chest began to blaze with explosive intensity.

*If I die now, that damn pervert will take Karin's virginity.*

The thought of such a disaster happening filled me with a level of anger I didn't know I possessed.

The first time of the woman I love being taken by that rotten bastard?

Just thinking about it briefly made me want to retch—no, my stomach was already churning as if I would vomit.

My tightly clenched hands now felt the sticky sensation of blood rather than sweat, and my teeth ground together involuntarily.

*Damn it, if only I could awaken here. I could defeat this garbage who's trying to steal another man's woman.*

I wished that even if I died here, please let me at least kill this bastard, and I squeezed out what little Aura I had left with all my might.

As I pushed the source of life beyond its limits, even greater fatigue washed over my already exhausted body, but...

*Even if I die here, I will definitely kill this bastard.*

After a moment passed, I felt something like a wall breaking in my mind.

"Ah..."

A faint blue mist was now emanating from my body.

When Paulo saw the blue Aura mist symbolizing an Aura Expert coming from my body, he scowled and immediately swung his sword.

"Die! You lowborn trash!"

I received his sword just as I had blocked his strikes until now.

But this time, unlike before, his sword felt light.

I snorted with honest assessment.

"Your sword feels light."
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"You bastard! How dare a lowly wretch like you mock the sword of Paulo Schwappen!"

Despite him being the one who first called me lowly and trash for not voluntarily giving up the woman I care about.

Does he have dung where his brain should be?

That's the only explanation for how he could consistently spout such nonsensical garbage.

After creating some distance between us, I tilted my head and said:

"Ah, I see you're terribly unskilled with a sword as well. You tried to steal my woman in front of all the knights of the Rheinpfalz Empire and the White Beard Mercenaries. Isn't that dishonorable conduct for a knight? You lack both character and swordsmanship."

Hearing this, Paulo flew into a rage and charged at me.

"I'll tear that mouth of yours!"

He concentrated Aura in his right foot, kicking the ground hard enough to leave a crater as he leaped forward like a bullet... his attack was still powerful.

Though he hadn't swung his sword yet, the wind created by Paulo's movement hit my face.

*If this had happened before I awakened as an Expert, I would have struggled even to attempt blocking it.*

I watched both his eyes and the tip of his sword simultaneously.

As I focused on circulating the Aura within my body to block his attack, a blue mist-like Aura enveloped my sword, and my mind filled with confidence that I could now defeat him.

*I'll punish this trash who tried to treat Karin as a mere plaything, and protect her honor and heart.*

Karin—steadfast, beautiful, wise, and fond of me—someone worth risking my life for. For her sake!

"Die, you trash!"

Paulo swung his sword, aiming for my neck.

Before crossing the wall, I could see his attacks and block them, but they were so powerful that blocking alone was extremely difficult.

Now it's different. I can handle this much easily.

"The one who dies will be you who tried to steal another man's woman!"

I deflected his attack with my Aura-infused sword.

"How could this lowly wretch...?"

His stance momentarily faltered in shock.

For the first time, he showed me an opening.

Thinking I couldn't miss this precious opportunity, I feinted a sword swing to draw his attention, then channeled Aura into my shin and delivered a powerful kick to his side.

With the sound of armor crumpling, Paulo flew across the arena and became embedded in the wall.

"Ugh!"

Although I hadn't dealt him a fatal blow, the fact that I finally landed a solid hit on him felt incredibly satisfying.

This rotten bastard, lower than swine—even maggots would avoid him for being too filthy—I wish he'd die there, squashed like a mosquito.

Just then, I heard Karin's voice cheering from behind me.

"Martin! Well done!"

Instead of turning to smile at her, I raised my left hand.

I could hear others saying something behind me, but I didn't have the luxury to listen carefully.

Right now, using this growth opportunity of Expert awakening to achieve complete victory over Paulo was my priority.

With that in mind, I began to recall the emotions I felt when I awakened as an Aura Expert.

*The game commentary clearly stated that recalling and intensifying the emotions felt during awakening helps with growth.*

Several thoughts came to mind.

The rage that made me want to kill that bastard Paulo, the desperation I felt when I thought I needed to protect Karin at all costs.

And the natural lust of a young adult man wanting to hold Karin in my arms, along with the passion to grow toward my goals.

Perhaps due to the instinct of all living beings to leave offspring?

All sorts of erotic fantasies began to flood my mind.

How soft would Karin's breasts be? What reaction would she show if my rough hands caressed her body while sharing a deep kiss?

How would her pointed ears react if I whispered words of love during sex?

Curiosity and anticipation about her reaction if I came inside her after passionate lovemaking.

As these thoughts stirred my desires, I could feel the Aura flowing within me becoming faster and stronger.

"Damn it, I'm going to kill that bastard."

I pointed my sword at Paulo again.

Though I had kicked him hard enough to dent his armor, as the saying goes, "even rotten fish still has bones"—he was an Expert after all.

He got up, dusting himself off, and his posture was straight and proper as if nothing had happened.

Soon I'll make him unable to stand straight.

"This time, I'm coming for you."

I put all my strength into my right foot on the ground.

Wishing to be faster than an arrow and more fierce than a storm, I launched my body forward, achieving movement at a completely different level than before.

*Is this the power of an Expert?*

"You lowly creature!"

When Paulo took his stance to block my sword, I immediately changed my target.

The straight eye slit in his helmet visor—one of a knight's greatest weaknesses.

In the moment just before striking him, I squeezed out my Aura to its maximum.

The more I drew on my Aura, the lighter my body felt and the faster I became.

As a knight, no, as a swordsman, I knew that becoming intoxicated with one's own skill and power could halt further development, but still...

*To think I've become this strong.*

I couldn't help but marvel at my own skill.

"Die, Paulo!"

Paulo wasn't going to go down easily either, as he immediately leaned his body backward and managed to awkwardly avoid my strike.

Though I was slightly disappointed that my attack missed, I was still thrilled to have pushed him back with my own strength.

"You're full of openings, you perverted womanizing knight!"

After stopping right in front of him, I put all my power into my right fist and uppercut his chin.

When Paulo's body rose into the air, I stomped down on his stomach from above.

A groan escaped from his mouth.

"Ugh!"

If I placed my sword against his neck now, the duel would end.

Or I could drive my sword through his neck and end his worthless life.

*Letting him die honorably would be too merciful, wouldn't it?*

So I waited for Paulo to get up on his own.

"You filthy mercenary dog! I'll kill you by any means necessary!"

I could see with my own eyes the Aura bursting from Paulo's body with intense pressure.

I knew his ultimate technique was coming.

He came at me with speed and sharpness of a completely different dimension than before.

I thought that if he had attacked like this from the beginning, I wouldn't have been able to handle it.

Moreover, the tip of his sword kept wavering, seemingly to prevent me from dodging or blocking.

*Is he aiming for my neck? Or does he plan to pierce straight through my armor with Expert power?*

The way to deal with not knowing how he'll attack is...

To keep a cool head, focus, and take a stance that can counter any move.

I changed my sword grip to prepare for the most basic counter—thrusting at just below the enemy's neck.

"Die! You lowly wretch!"

Then Paulo revealed that his sword was targeting just below my armpit.

In response, I instantly changed my stance, raising my sword above my head, then brought it down with all my strength and Aura to strike Paulo's sword.

My full-power downward strike came down on his sword, which had lost some power due to his deliberately wavering blade, and he couldn't withstand the strong impact, causing him to lose his grip on his weapon.

A genuinely shocked voice burst from Paulo's mouth.

"Wha...? Ah!"
"Don't make such sounds, you pervert!"

With that rebuke, I kicked him with all my might in the groin—his manhood.

Though it's one of the easiest vital points to target in combat and is thoroughly protected by armor...

The transcendent power of an Aura Expert combined with the momentum of him charging toward me meant his groin guard couldn't withstand it.

My foot clearly felt the sensation of a man's privates being crushed...

"Aaaaargh!"

Paulo fell backward, unable to continue fighting, covering his groin with both hands while writhing in pain as a massive amount of blood poured from his lower body.

*If I leave him like this, he'll probably die from blood loss soon.*

But the more I thought about it...

In many ways, letting him live would be a far more painful punishment.

He's already become known as an NTR-obsessed deviant who openly tried to steal another man's woman in front of everyone in the Rheinpfalz Empire, so his social standing has fallen to that of a sex offender.

Therefore, he won't be able to serve as a knight again, either as a royal guard or anywhere else in this empire.

Moreover, even with healing magic from a high priest, an injury like that won't fully heal, so he'll never be able to enjoy the sex he so loves again.

So I immediately placed my sword at his neck to end the match.

"Sir Paulo Schwappen, I have won."

With those words, the referee raised a blue flag and announced:

"The winner! White Beard Mercenary Squad Leader Martin Meyer!"

After being declared the victor, I immediately walked toward where Senior Karin was.

My body was struggling to adapt to the sudden changes from breaking through to the Expert realm, and honestly, I felt like I could collapse at any moment from the beating I'd taken from Paulo, but...

*I can't miss this golden opportunity to sell my reputation to those nobles watching me.*

How perfect is this picture?

Despite being much weaker than that trash, I risked my life fighting for my love for Senior Karin.

After achieving victory through a dramatic reversal by breaking through the Expert barrier...

To realize the chivalrous romance that nobles so love by dedicating my victory in the duel to Senior Karin.

Even I think this is quite impressive.

And it seems the other high-ranking imperial figures think so too...

"That Martin, was it? I heard he was a former knight—quite a principled fellow."
"Not only skilled, but perfectly observing the etiquette of dueling, isn't he?"
"Fighting to the end for the woman he loves, knowing he could die—quite commendable for a young man these days."

My shoulders involuntarily straightened with pride each time I heard such comments.

Then I dragged my exhausted body until I reached Karin.

"I've defeated the bastard who coveted you without regard for your feelings, Senior. Did I do well?"

At those words, Karin, with reddened eyes, simply nodded in response without saying anything.

"Then please offer me your hand. I want to dedicate this victory to you."

The act of a woman extending her hand to a man victorious in a duel...

This was essentially a declaration of accepting the man's feelings...

We had already confirmed our mutual feelings for each other.

Karin, her face as red as a ripe apple, carefully extended her hand to me.

"Alright..."

And I respectfully kissed the back of her hand.

Everyone around us, from the nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire to the mercenaries, erupted in loud cheers...

Perhaps from pushing myself too hard?

I lost consciousness and collapsed right there.

Ch.61 - Victory And Its Spoils (1)
In the tent of the White Beard Mercenaries, Karin was nursing Martin.

"Martin, you idiot! Why did you get hurt so badly..."

Despite her words, Karin looked at Martin's sturdy body with an expression that suggested she might cry at any moment.

The red and purple bruises covering his body showed just how difficult the battle had been.

*If I had known this would happen, I should have learned more from the herbalists back home...*

Karin regretted that besides removing arrows and applying herbal first aid, she didn't know how to provide proper treatment.

*Martin...*

She gently caressed his face.

Gone was his rough and cold mercenary demeanor. With a slight blush on her cheeks, Karin gazed at Martin with concern and let out a deep sigh.

"You promised to stay by my side, so why do you keep making me worry, you fool."

Despite her words, Karin's eyes reddened as she let a few tears fall.

"Still, thank you for winning and coming back safely."

She quietly placed her hand on Martin's face and began stroking it.

His prominent nose, sharp yet thick eyebrows, and chiseled jawline.

She had thought him handsome from the first time they met, but now he looked as beautiful as a work of art.

Even the way he breathed peacefully in his sleep seemed cute to her.

"The priest who treated you said your life is no longer in danger, and you'll wake up soon."

As if seizing the opportunity, Karin began to touch Martin's body.

After caressing his face, she slowly moved down to his collarbone and chest.

*Warm but firm. He really is different from me because he's a man.*

Karin spent thirty minutes touching Martin's body, and before she knew it, her ears had turned bright red.

"...You won't know since you're asleep, right?"

Giving in to her arousal, she slowly brought her face closer to kiss his lips.

10cm, 5cm, 3cm...

As she got closer, Karin's heart began to race wildly, and the unfamiliar feelings and pleasure excited her.

"That's right, Martin risked his life fighting for me. This much of a reward is fine."

Being slightly honest with her feelings, she carefully pressed her lips against Martin's.

Experiencing her first kiss, Karin felt a light sensation and, intoxicated by the pleasure, was about to do something more intense when—

"Is that bastard Martin awake?"

Hearing those words, Karin quickly straightened up and wiped Martin's lips.

"He's still sleeping."
"Is that so? There's no shortage of people looking for this damn guy. And there are plenty asking me to let them see his face just once. Shit, why do I have to clean up after him?"

Hearing this, Karin chuckled.

"Captain, if you're going to talk like that, at least hide the corners of your mouth reaching your ears. Your smile is giving you away."

Dalten snorted at her comment and turned his head sharply.

"Shut up. I'm the captain, and it's annoying as hell to be cleaning up after a mere platoon leader. While Heintz and the others are drinking and enjoying themselves with prostitutes, what kind of trouble is this?"
"Well, if you're going to be like that, at least stop smiling first..."
"Still, that guy caused trouble because of you, and our mercenary group's reputation has soared. Honestly, I can't help but smile. Just like we made money by selling out Viscount Bisi, there are other second-rate groups who've captured nobles too."

Among the mercenary groups that had joined the main force, quite a few had captured high-ranking nobles.

While not extremely common, there were about ten such groups.

And there were plenty of mercenary groups that had achieved feats far beyond capturing a baron or viscount.

So while the White Beard Mercenaries' achievements were somewhat notable, they weren't extraordinary enough to attract significant attention.

But because Martin, a mere platoon leader, had defeated Paulo, who had reached the level of Aura Expert, and created a romantic scene of "protecting the one he loves" that knights and nobles go crazy for—

With a bit of exaggeration, in terms of current attention, they were no less than a first-class mercenary group with over 20 Sword Expert-level fighters.

*If we can make one more big splash here, becoming a first-class mercenary group isn't just a dream.*

Karin perked up her ears at those words.

"This is already quite impressive. Martin, who just turned 20, has reached the level of an Aura Expert, and his awakening was triggered by protecting his woman? The nobles who are obsessed with their subordinates' reputations are going wild."

At those words, Karin recalled the banquet held at the count's mansion recently.

Noble ladies had flocked to Martin, saying he was handsome, skilled with a sword, and cool.

There was even a vixen-like woman who pushed her not-so-large chest against him and subtly tried to move his hand toward her bottom...

Thinking about it, she began to nibble on her lips.

*Other women touching Martin...?*

Dalten just watched Karin with a smirk but didn't say anything.

"And the offer that came in this time is quite substantial."
"Substantial?"

Dalten took out one of dozens of letters sealed with a golden emblem, broke the seal, and handed it to Karin.

"Usually, mercenary recruitment offers are only read by the person concerned and me. But since you and Martin are lovers, I'm showing you as a special case."

Karin smiled inwardly at those words, her face flushing.

However, her joy didn't last long.

"They're offering Martin a territory? A whole village?"
"Lower your voice. And this is one of the weaker offers. That's how much his reputation has risen."

Dalten patted Karin's shoulder and whispered.

"Outstanding talent, lion-like courage, the ability to draw people in. That bastard has it all. He's a genius."

While the mercenary captain Dalten generally lived for his own pride, he wasn't blind to objective assessment.

*Lucky bastard. Even in my youth, I couldn't do what he's doing.*

Karin smiled at those words but also widened her eyes in surprise.

"Is that so?"
"I've been a high-ranking knight in a count's family and a mercenary captain. I've met Sword Masters and high nobles above the rank of count, so I have an eye for people. Hell, could I have been a mercenary captain without that much insight?"

Karin shook her head at his words.

Seeing this, Dalten gave a playful smile.

"I'm just average. But putting that aside, women won't leave a genius like him alone. So it's best to secure him by whatever means necessary."
"We're already dating, you know?"

Dalten chuckled at her response.

"What if Lucia snatches him away? And when he wakes up, send him my way. I have some things I want to discuss with him."
"Understood, Captain."

Before leaving the tent, Dalten turned back.

"And don't jump him while he's sleeping."

Karin, feeling guilty inside, couldn't refute and just lowered her head with a blushed face.

**

A few hours later.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Senior Karin with a flushed face, smiling and gazing at me intently.

"Martin, are you feeling better?"

To be honest, I'm not fine at all.

The bruises from being beaten countless times by that eunuch Paulo cause pain throughout my body with every slight movement.

Plus, I feel muscle pain as if I've run three consecutive 42km marathons.

But separately, after breaking through the Expert barrier—

*My body feels much lighter than before.*

Considering that my physical abilities have decreased due to overexertion, this is truly a remarkable change.

"Yes."

Upon my answer, Karin hugged me tightly.

"I'm so glad you're safe. When you were getting beaten one-sidedly by Paulo, I really thought something terrible would happen..."

As Karin's chest pressed against my body, I felt its distinctive softness.

Part of me wanted to start with a kiss and set the mood right now, but...

I decided to exercise superhuman patience and hold back.

If I were to push forward in this atmosphere, it wouldn't be impossible, but then...

*I need to make her first experience good so she'll be more active in the future.*

To completely color Karin with my hue, I needed to be patient for a bit.

"After confessing that I like you, Senior, how could I leave first? I love you, Senior Karin."

At those words, Karin's face turned red as she nodded in agreement.

"I love you too. And I'm counting on you from now on."

Having made a promise for the future, once things settle down, I should take Karin on a date, set the mood according to her preferences...

I can give her the first experience she desires, and she'll gradually fall into sexual pleasure.

*Men can do it without the mood, but women feel pleasure from the entire package—the atmosphere and the date before sex.*

Ch.62 - Victory And Its Spoils (2)
After whispering words of love to Karin, I immediately went to find Captain Dalten.

"Damn that Captain Dalten, why does he have to interfere when I'm trying to have a romance? He should just be happy with Milia instead of being so spiteful."

Of course, he wasn't the type to call people in for no reason while everyone else was having fun.

Honestly, after months of hard work since coming here, I was finally getting to the point where Karin and I could be lovey-dovey and have adult dates...

"Damn it, if this isn't something important, I'm going to give him a piece of my mind."

With that resolution, I sighed and entered Captain Dalten's tent.

As soon as Dalten saw me, he slapped my shoulder and snickered.

"You're up early? I thought you'd be sleeping like the dead until tomorrow."
"Senior Karin nursed me devotedly, so I recovered quickly."
"Is that so? Well, Karin did take care of you quite diligently. She stayed by your side, constantly wiping your sweat, keeping others away. She was like a newlywed wife."

The moment I heard "newlywed wife," an image flashed through my mind.

Karin waiting for my return, cooking while wearing nothing but an apron. The apron covering her front, but from the side, her pink nipples and beautiful figure visible...

And from behind, the view of her back, shoulder blades, and white buttocks greeting me.

Just imagining it made my mouth water and my body heat up.

*Should I tell Karin that since we're dating now, we should take things to the next level?*

Dalten looked at me with a smirk and gave me a light punch on the head.

"Why are you standing there with that disgusting smile on your face? What are you thinking about?"
"Nothing at all, sir."
"Cut the crap. Your face just now looked like a rookie soldier seeing a naked woman for the first time. You like her that much?"

Honestly, even setting aside her personality, Karin is...

A woman beautiful enough to be a top model in Korea.

*She's almost too pretty for someone like me.*

I smiled sincerely.

"I like her so much I could go crazy. Anyway, why did you call me here?"

Dalten pressed his lips together and looked straight into my eyes.

"I called you because we need to talk about something concerning you, kid. Shut up and read these letters."

I gulped when I saw dozens of formal letters sealed with golden emblems.

*Golden seals that nobles only use for important matters, and so many of them...*

Even before reading the contents, my heart was pounding and my palms were sweating with anticipation.

As soon as I opened a letter and read it, I couldn't say anything and pinched my cheek as hard as I could.

[To Sir Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries, I send my greetings.

(Middle section omitted)

Our Alford Baronial House wishes to grant you 'two villages as territory, with a total population of 400 mas [400 serf households].'

We will provide full support so that you can maximize your abilities, and we look forward to your positive response.

-Baron Ludwig von Alford-]

"Is what I'm seeing real? They want to grant a rookie like me two villages? Captain Dalten, am I suffering from an eye disease? Or am I dreaming?"

Dalten heard my words and pinched my cheek hard, infusing it with Aura.

The pain that felt like my cheek was being torn apart confirmed this wasn't a dream.

"Happy? Geez, look at you grinning like an idiot."
"Even among those pretentious noble knights, hardly anyone has received a village as territory. But me, a mere low-ranking knight who wasn't even treated like a person, getting two villages? Isn't that much better treatment than most high-ranking knights receive?"

Just as there are vast differences in social status among professionals like lawyers and doctors in Korea when you look closely...

Knights' treatment naturally varies enormously too.

Low-ranking knights technically have territory, but with only 1 to 10 serf households, they're essentially salaried employees who need additional income to make ends meet.

Mid-ranking knights maintain a knight's dignity with income from about 20 to 80 households.

High-ranking knights are, without exaggeration, the golden spoons of this world...

*With this one achievement, I've elevated my own value to golden spoon level.*

Dalten nodded at my words.

"When I was a high-ranking knight, I had five villages as territory. Considering your age and that you didn't climb up by accumulating merits under another noble, it's honestly impressive. The other offers have similar conditions."
"I suppose they're all offering high terms because they're judging that I might become a high-ranking Expert or Sword Master in the future?"
"Being an Expert at 20 would make you a genius anywhere on this continent. Plus, the honor you gained from that duel for Karin is being highly valued. Even the gold coins that trickled down to me are enough to fill a chest."

Dalten gestured with his eyes toward a box in the corner.

The fairly large box was filled with gold coins. How much could that be worth?

"So what are you going to do?"

Until the Saltzheim incident, Dalten would have just told me to go if I wanted to go, or stay if I wanted to stay.

But now his attitude was a bit different.

He said I should do whatever I wanted without worrying, but he was biting his lip and clenching his fist.

*Now that my value has increased, I get to see this side of him.*

Seeing Dalten like this, a smile spread across my face.

"What should I do?"

When I tested him, Dalten pressed his lips together and clenched his fist even tighter.

As much as I wanted to tease him more, my answer had been decided from the beginning.

"I appreciate the recommendation, but I have no intention of serving under another noble house."

Dalten grinned when he heard my answer.

"You little punk, teasing your elder. Did becoming an Expert make you cocky?"

If I had acted like this before becoming an Expert, he might have scolded me for being impudent, but an Expert can earn a knight position through skill in any house.

So while Dalten said that, he didn't seem upset at all.

"I have grown a bit. But I've been thinking—isn't my value skyrocketing right now?"

Dalten nodded.

"That's right. Unlike others, your value will increase much more in the future."
"Those nobles must know my value will rise much higher, so they're offering high prices for me as an investment."

At an age when others are just being commissioned as knights and starting to see real combat, I've reached the level of Expert and achieved feats like capturing a baron.

Those eyeing me probably think that by the time I'm 30, I'll be leading their family forces to victory in every battle and greatly expanding their family's power.

"So wouldn't I be a fool to become a retainer now for the comfortable life of a knight?"

It's extremely difficult for knights to change employment.

So once I become a retainer to Baron Alford or Baron Goldenapo or whoever, even if my skills and achievements are highly valued...

'A knight must be loyal to the lord they choose.'

Bound by this principle, unless the family I serve withholds my salary or territory, changing employment becomes difficult...

When your value is continuously rising, committing to a family is a foolish choice.

"Besides, if a man is going to be a mercenary, he should make a name for himself through impressive achievements, receive a title from the Emperor, and live grandly. My dream is to get a title and have Karin be called Countess Karin."

Dalten laughed, pounding the desk after hearing my words.

"When I first met you and you talked like this, I thought you were just crazy, but it turns out you were serious. Yeah, unlike me, someone like you might be called 'Count' by the time you reach my age."
"And I'm going to build a harem of beauties that will be the envy of the entire continent. What else does a man need? Wealth, power, and beautiful women. That's enough. No, that's everything, isn't it?"
"After listening to Professor Martin, I've gained great insight. I should also bring in another beauty or two if I get the chance."

Then Dalten wiped the smile from his face and handed me a letter stamped with the imperial crest.

"Since you seem to want opportunities to shine, let's see you play in the big leagues now."

If it bears the imperial crest, it must contain a major matter at the imperial level, not just from some minor noble...

"The Rheinpfalz Empire is planning a real war, not these small skirmishes with the Montmartre Snails, but an invasion into Montmartre territory. And they want to hire us as 'standing mercenaries' for the one-year preparation period and until the end of the war. What do you think? Want to do it?"
"Even though it's limited to one year, it's basically treatment as the Emperor's direct army, right? And there will be enormous rewards and opportunities. Of course I'll do it."

Dalten laughed like a madman when he heard my answer.

"Damn, I knew someone like you would definitely accept an opportunity to make a name for yourself. I've already convinced the others, so now go and be lovey-dovey with Karin or whatever you want to do."

Ch.63 - Date With Karin
After the war ended, it took a week to handle the rewards and cleanup.

Our entire mercenary company received a month of vacation and substantial bonuses according to each person's achievements and rank.

"Karin is running late. I wonder if she got lost?"

For a moment I considered going to find her, but then realized I had arrived much earlier than our agreed time.

I've almost—no, I'm at the point where I just need to reach out to make her mine, and yet here I am getting excited over something so trivial.

I'm not some high school student, so I don't know why I'm acting this way.

Is it because this is my first relationship?

After doing well up to this point and putting on all kinds of airs, why am I like this now?

"Martin, did you wait long?"

Light golden hair, pointed ears, and a village girl-style dress in light green and white.

Her chest, smaller than Lucia's who could make any outfit stand out, but still appearing to be at least an F-cup.

Unlike her usual attire, the flowing dress made her look even prettier.

Thinking that such a woman would be mine made my shoulders straighten with pride.

"Not at all. I actually came early because I wanted to see you, senior."

Karin smiled brightly at my words.

"Really? I was so excited about going out with you that I couldn't wait."

Karin gently bit her lip and blushed.

Then she glanced at me and lightly tapped my shoulder.

"You look good. You're always pretty, but right now you're dazzling, senior."

It's a bit difficult to say with normal sensibility, but...

*Since she's been reading romance novels from the first time I met her, this will definitely work.*

Karin's face turned as red as the sunset, and she tapped my shoulder.

"It's about time to eat. Is there anything you'd like, senior?"

In Korea, instead of suggesting food, we might have gone shopping, to a movie, or at least to a busy street.

But in this world, there aren't many good date spots, so whether you're a couple being lovey-dovey or friends chatting...

In the end, eating at a place slightly more expensive than usual is the most reasonable option.

*Going to choose weapons or armor wouldn't really feel like a date.*

If I had known this, I would have dated more in Korea.

"I'm fine with anything, but what do you want to eat, Martin?"
"Meat, I guess. The stuff the army merchants sold was cheap meat with excessive salt. This time I'd like some good quality meat."

On the battlefield, everyone fights to exhaustion, so honestly, even cheap meat with salt and herbs tastes amazing.

Frankly, when you're that tired, who cares about meat quality?

But after the war ends, that kind of food gets tiresome...

I start craving something like a lightly seasoned roast beef.

*A person needs to enjoy fine food occasionally.*

Karin looked at me and grinned.

"You're like other guys, preferring meat above all else."
"I never get tired of it. Cheap, heavily seasoned meat has its own charm, and expensive cuts have their own delicate flavor."
"That's true."

Karin smiled at me and linked her arm with mine.

As I felt her chest press against me, a tingling sensation spread throughout my body, starting from my spine.

I didn't get a nosebleed like in manga, but I could feel my face heating up.

*This feels better than I imagined.*

At this rate, if things progress as I hope they will and we move to the main event, I can't imagine how I'll react.

Maybe I really will get a nosebleed?

Revealing that this kind of romance was also new to her, she blushed deeply and stammered.

"I got a recommendation from Bella about a place nearby that you might like. I'll treat you this time. We, we promised, right?"

With the reward money I received for capturing the baron in this war, plus what Dalten gave me, I could buy quite a large piece of land and a house in the countryside.

I could easily pay for everything myself, but...

I had promised to let Senior Karin treat me to a meal in exchange for buying her the bow she's using now, and ignoring that would make things awkward.

*I'll let her buy the meal and then buy her something nice later, like prettier clothes.*

"Is that so? Then I'll look forward to it."

Karin puffed out her chest and pretended to punch it.

"Just trust this senior and follow me."

She doesn't usually overact like this.

"Yes, I'll trust you completely, senior."

Karin led me into a place called "The Golden Pig."

Unlike the cheap inns mercenaries usually frequent, it had properly shaped tables and chairs with a clean atmosphere that I quite liked.

"This looks nice."
"Right? Bella may not look it, but she knows her stuff when it comes to good food and romance."

I sighed at those words.

"Different mercenary companies have different cultures, but it's amazing how she's dated ten men already. She's only been a mercenary for three years. How does she manage it?"

Ten men in three years—honestly, even considering how mercenaries tend to have brief relationships, isn't this a bit much?

But it wouldn't look good to gossip during our date.

*What does it matter what that woman Bella does?*

Karin smiled at my comment.

"Everyone's different. Some people, like you, can't even go to a prostitute for s-sex unless they're truly in love."

Karin blushed and nibbled her lips.

"And others, like Baker and the rest, just pay for it when they have an agreement."
"That's true."

Then Karin looked into my eyes and gently stroked my chin.

"I fell for you because you're not that kind of casual man."

My face suddenly burned hot at her unexpected words.

Until now, I had been the one approaching Karin, but our positions suddenly reversed.

It felt both refreshing and intensely stimulating.

Karin gave me a little smirk and called over an employee.

"Three steaks, please. Two for this knight here."

As soon as she finished ordering, I immediately looked at Karin and said:

"What knight?"
"You may not be one to others, but didn't you save me from the villain who tried to take me by force? And couldn't you become a landed knight anytime you wanted?"

I waved my hand at that.

"What does it matter if I'm a mercenary or a knight when it comes to saving the woman I've fallen for? And I told you before, I want to rise higher than my current position and go all the way to the top someday."
"So that's why you turned down the opportunity to become a knight and settled for being a senior platoon leader. Of course, I'm happy you've risen to the highest position among platoon leaders, but... it's a bit of a shame."

Though Karin said this, her face was full of playful smiles.

"What's there to regret? Thanks to that, my monthly salary increased to 10 gold coins, and this is just the beginning. Who knows? Now that I've become a standing mercenary for the Rheinpfalz Empire, I might catch the Emperor's eye with some great achievements."

Strictly speaking, if I can continue to increase my value...

I'd consider offers from any kingdom or empire, as long as they're at least at the count level.

Otherwise, I don't see the value in giving up my free mercenary lifestyle and limiting my growth potential.

*Just as no one sells a stock that keeps rising, my value will continue to increase.*

Just then, the steaks arrived.

Unlike what the mercenary merchants sold, these had no burnt marks and were perfectly cooked to a brown color...

They looked delicious.

Karin looked at me with a slight smile, cut a piece of her meat, and held it out to me with her fork.

Though she was smiling, her ears turned bright red with embarrassment as she actually did it.

"Here, say aah."

I felt embarrassed too, but...

If this is what Karin wants to do, accepting it is the manly thing to do, right?

So I opened my mouth and ate the steak.

I was so embarrassed and excited that I couldn't taste anything despite eating good quality meat.

I wanted to ask for another bite, but Karin's face was already so red it looked like it might steam.

Though I was happy, the shyness and innocent feelings of a first-time relationship prevented me from saying anything more.

"..."

There was a slightly awkward silence between us, but it wasn't unpleasant.

After finishing our meal without saying anything, just looking into each other's eyes...

Karin lowered her head and whispered in a voice only I could hear:

"I'd like to go rest now."

Even while being so shy, she pressed her body against mine and blushed.

That day, I climbed the adult staircase with Karin in my lodgings.

Ch.64 - Snail Hunting (1)
Martin's Squad Campsite.

When today's training ended, all the men under my command collapsed to the ground as if they'd planned it together.

The new recruits who had just joined our mercenary unit started gossiping freely while lying on their backs.

"Damn... Doesn't our squad leader's training feel like death every time? Is this even legal training for humans?"
"I can't take another step, but it's 'Come on, just 1km more.' Is that a joke or what?"
"If he orders more training today, I'll kill the squad leader and then myself."

Seeing them chattering away, one of the veterans quietly covered his mouth with one hand and whispered.

"Those idiots don't realize how good our squad leader's hearing is. They're going to get 'extra training' again."

Just as he said, they seem to think I can't hear them from over 50 meters away.

*After reaching Expert level, I can hear a leaf falling 100 meters away just by focusing my hearing.*

These chirping recruits are so cute I want to bite them.

So I signaled the veterans to stay quiet, quietly moved closer to the recruits, and stared down at them.

"Senior Squad Leader?"

At someone's shout, the faces of those who had been happily chattering away turned pale.

"Cute little bastards. Seeing how you're gossiping behind my back, maybe we should do another set of guerrilla exercises?"
"P-please spare us!"
"No, seeing how you're all still able to run your mouths, maybe 50 reps of exercise number eight would be good? Don't you think, Baker?"

At those words, the troublemaker Baker looked down at them with a grin stretching from ear to ear.

"As you say, Squad Leader. If they have energy left to talk, they should train more. When I was new, I couldn't even imagine complaining like this."

That bastard, look at him acting like my word is absolute only when it comes to tormenting the newbies.

Even though we're playing along together, it's so annoying I want to smack the back of his head.

But the recruits had already turned pale and were trembling like wet mice.

"Number eight, please not number eight... We'll die if we do that now."
"We'll never gossip again, please spare us. Not that one..."
"Squad Leader, we'll really die. I don't want to die during training."

Looking closely at them begging like that, their hollow eyes told me that if I pushed them any further, someone might collapse or even die.

Unlike in the Korean military, no one would blame me if a soldier died or got injured during training here.

*But these are my soldiers, what use are they if they die during training?*

"Fine, I'll let it slide just for today."

The men, freed from the terror of guerrilla training, sighed with relief, and some even started sobbing.

"We won't do it again, sir."

Even with guerrilla exercises, I only pushed them to the point where they 'wouldn't get injured or die' considering the recruits' physical condition, but they're still so scared.

Besides, badmouthing superiors is human nature, so these guys will definitely get caught talking behind my back again somewhere and repeat the same promises.

"Really? Then I'll trust you."
"Thank you, Squad Leader..."

After that, I looked down at the sprawled men.

"I'll give you plenty of money, so go to those merchants and buy plenty of food. Pork, chicken, beer, bread, things like that."

At the mention of alcohol and meat, they jumped up as if they'd taken ginseng.

"Yes, sir!"

With all traces of fatigue gone, they ran off chattering like rutting boars.

"Our squad leader may train us to death, but he sure feeds us well!"
"If he didn't, I would've deserted already."
"Let's get whole pork belly this time instead of pig's feet. We've had pig's feet twice this week already. Don't buy anything weird."

People really don't change across eras—soldiers will spring back to life for alcohol and meat, as long as they're not actually dead. What is this phenomenon?

*It's honestly baffling.*

Still, seeing them so energetic, I think I can put them through another set tomorrow.

"Martin, why are you smiling so wickedly?"
"Senior Karin? It's nothing. I was just thinking about putting those guys through more training. The more they sweat in training, the less likely they are to die in war."

Hearing that, Karin sighed and puffed her cheeks.

"Even so, isn't it too harsh? Four hours of weighted physical training, two hours of running, two hours of spear training. That's eight hours of just the hard stuff, and with all the formation drills and other small things, it's all day long. Not just the recruits—I thought I was going to die too."

I admit I might have pushed the squad members a bit hard.

But they need this level of training so that when these recruits first enter real combat, they won't be like those idiots from other mercenary units who stab at empty air.

Or wet themselves and cower in fear when faced with enemy spears.

Karin came closer to me and whispered quietly.

"Since you worked me so hard, be prepared for tonight, okay?"

Though she was incredibly shy the first time, after our first experience and my endless investment in time and effort to develop her...

She now not only enjoys sex with me but sometimes even suggests different positions, becoming quite the passionate woman.

Of course, her charm point is that despite becoming more passionate, she still doesn't give even a glance to other men, just like always.

"Yes, Senior. Since there's no training on weekends, I won't let you sleep tonight."

Hearing that, Karin gave me a light hug.

Though I've touched her breasts many times before, the sensation against my body always feels new and thrilling.

I couldn't feel their warmth through her clothes, but the characteristic softness and weight of her breasts sent a tingling sensation up my spine.

I felt blood rushing to my lower body.

*Is this why they say just looking at a woman's breasts makes you healthier?*

"Don't drink too much. It's not good to do it while drunk."
"Understood, Senior."

After letting go of Karin and looking around, I saw Baker and the others smirking.

"Oh my, looking at the Squad Leader makes my eyes hurt... It's so hard to live with my eyes open..."
"Damn, if you're jealous, you should get promoted. Is it bearable to be a man without a girlfriend?"
"Must be nice, even in broad daylight."

Toward those guys, I waved my hand.

"If you're jealous, go find your own relationships."

Surprisingly, romance and marriage aren't prohibited within the mercenary unit.

Looking at other squads and companies besides ours, internal relationships aren't uncommon.

*Though most cases involve female workers and male mercenaries, rather than both being mercenaries like me and Karin.*

"But if I get into a relationship, I won't be able to hold our Sarah anymore, so I'll wait until I retire."

After that, the guys went off to eat the meat and drink the beer the recruits had brought.

A little distance away from us, I could see Lucia.

She was watching Karin and me with her lips tightly pursed and her tail standing straight up, which was really cute.

*The way she looks at me is just like a puppy.*

So when I look at Lucia, I often have this desire that comes before wanting to make her my woman.

I want to nibble her gently or stroke her tail thoroughly.

Karin doesn't seem to notice because she's looking at me...

But Lucia keeps staring at me intently and pouting her lips.

Since I don't plan to stop with just making Karin my woman.

"Senior, you go ahead and eat first. I'll wash my hands and join you."
"Okay, got it."

So I made an excuse about going to the bathroom and went over to Lucia to pat her head.

Not too hard, not too soft.

When I patted her, Lucia's lips twitched and her tail wagged gently.

"Hehe..."

If Karin is sexy and cool, Lucia has the charm of a friendly puppy.

"Thank you for keeping up with this training even though you're a mage. It would have been really hard to train the recruits without you."

Blushing and smiling, Lucia replied.

"I just follow whatever you ask because you believed in me when I was just a poor mage. I'll follow you no matter what you ask."
"It's because you're so good, Lucia."

She could have refused physical training because she's a mage, and no one could have blamed her, but thanks to Lucia not refusing and following along well...

The recruits can't complain and participate in the physical training I lead.

Lucia looked into my eyes with a bright smile.

"No, it's thanks to you that I've become a somewhat recognized mage now. And yesterday I got a message from the priest—I've been sending my salary regularly, you know. He said the children are doing well without worrying about meals, and he's very grateful. All of this is thanks to you, Squad Leader."

I could push things further here, but to completely win Lucia's heart...

*Let's wait a bit longer. There's no need to rush things before they're fully ripe.*

And since I already have Karin, I need to at least get her acceptance about making Lucia my woman too.

"Thank you as always, Lucia. Now let's go eat."

As we were about to head back, I saw Deputy Commander Heintz waving at me from a distance and walking toward us.

Judging by his grim expression, it seems like a work bomb is about to drop...

"Dalten has something to say about the war. Come quickly."

When I heard those words, I knew that a new war was about to begin in earnest.

Ch.65 - Snail Hunting (2)
From the moment Heintz's expression turned sour, I had prepared myself for some bad news.

But the current atmosphere was so serious that it seemed excessive.

Dalten slammed his fist down hard on the wooden desk, leaving a fist-shaped hole.

An innocent desk had reached the end of its life.

"...Damn that fucking Baron Schwaffen. How dare he screw us over like this?"

I figured I'd better keep my mouth shut rather than ask what was happening, or I might be the next target of that fist.

As I was sitting there quietly, Walter, who was beside me, carefully spoke up.

"Lieutenant Martin, aren't you curious about what's going on?"
"We're not at war, why so formal between us? Just speak casually."

Walter nodded with a faint smile at my words.

"That Baron Schwaffen bastard has connections with higher-ups in the central government, and he used them to assign us under some weird commander. That's why Captain Dalten is going ballistic."

Frankly speaking, in war, almost everything depends on the commander.

To put it another way, during the Japanese invasion of Korea, Admiral Yi Sun-sin and the Japanese daimyo Won Gyun both commanded the same Joseon navy.

Admiral Yi achieved historical feats by defeating hundreds of thousands of Japanese invaders while losing almost none of his own men.

But Won Gyun completely destroyed that powerful Joseon navy at Chilcheollyang.

And now Baron Schwaffen had pulled strings to put us under some strange commander...

*I understand why Captain Dalten is so angry.*

"So who is this assignment officer and commander we'll be serving under?"
"Some Baron Pappenheim. He's known for being an absolute worm of a commander who needlessly gets his own soldiers killed and grinds up mercenaries' lives."

One of the differences between mercenaries and a lord's direct troops is whether they're replaceable.

What this means is that if one mercenary company is lost, you can just hire another one to replace them.

But direct troops are gathered from citizens and knights of the territory, so if their numbers drop significantly, it takes time and money to replenish them.

That's why nobles generally try to protect their direct troops while treating mercenaries roughly and recklessly.

*Isn't this crossing a line?*

"Is that so?"
"That's why Captain Dalten is so upset, even after our senior lieutenant secured us the 'standing mercenary' opportunity."

Meanwhile, Deputy Commander Heintz was busy trying to calm Dalten down.

"Baron Pappenheim may be a bit of an idiot, but this war is important enough for the Imperial Marshal to get involved. So he probably won't give our mercenary company suicidal orders outright."
"If that weren't the case, I would have quit and left already, damn it. Why is life like this? Should I just retire?"
"Don't get too angry. Tell us what orders we've received first. If we think it's impossible after hearing it, we can gather our opinions and refuse, can't we?"

Dalten sighed deeply and clapped his hands.

"As you can probably tell from the atmosphere, this assignment officer is quite the fool, but that's secondary. What's even more absurd are the orders he's given us, damn it!"

A great commander always gives proper orders, but a foolish general always gives stupid orders that grind his subordinates' lives away.

Sure enough, this worthless noble hasn't failed to meet those low expectations.

If someone like him were commanding my enemies, I'd be applauding with joy, but why does he have to be our direct superior?

*This is driving me crazy.*

"The orders we've received are none other than 'fortress assault,' damn it. And we're supposed to do it alone as a mercenary company. He's basically telling us to go die."

At those words, the other officers rose up in protest.

"Damn, this is too much. Even if we succeed in taking the fortress, it's obvious most of our men will die, and if we fail, we're just finished."
"He thinks our lives are as worthless as flies because we're not his soldiers? I should just cut his..."
"A solo fortress assault? Next he'll be asking us to hang ourselves."

Even in a world with machine guns, cannons, and bomber aircraft, capturing an enemy fortress requires sacrificing friendly troops like putting them through a blender, not just a grindstone.

And in this world, where the only decent long-range weapons are bows, crossbows, catapults, and magic...

The difficulty of capturing a fortress is beyond words.

Dalten frowned and held his head in his hands.

"Still, they say the fortress isn't that large. It can hold about 200 men."

In the midst of this, Centurion Hans sighed and said:

"Our White Beard Mercenaries are good at fortress assaults, and the combat abilities of our new recruits have improved quite a bit thanks to Martin's training. But to bring down a fortress, we need at least three times the number of men. We don't have enough. Don't you agree?"

Dalten couldn't argue with that.

"These orders are too unreasonable. We should immediately complain to someone higher than Emperor or Baron Pappenheim. Either ask for additional support or request to be transferred under someone else's command."

The centurion's words made sense, but...

Military life is such that unless you're explicitly ordered to die, you should at least pretend to follow unreasonable orders before saying it can't be done.

Otherwise, the reputation our mercenary company has built up will instantly be replaced with the stigma of being cowards.

*And who knows, it might actually work out.*

"I think we should at least pretend to follow Baron Pappenheim's orders, even if they're the worst."

Hans glared at me, but I didn't care.

"Think about it. Unless Baron Pappenheim has mashed potatoes for brains, what would he gain by giving us impossible orders and letting us die? Especially with all the higher-ups watching."
"Unlike that Schwaffen bastard who has a grudge against us, he probably didn't give the order with the intention of killing us outright. If we're annihilated or defeated, his reputation suffers too."
"So I suggest we thoroughly scout the fortress situation, attempt an attack, and then make a judgment. If it truly seems impossible, then we can request support as Hans suggested, or take other actions."

After I presented my reasoning, everyone including Dalten nodded.

"Just imagine what happens to Baron Pappenheim's face if our White Beard Mercenaries openly refuse right now. For mercenaries like us, reputation might survive one embarrassment, but it's different for nobles."

The nobles here don't commit crazy acts like honor killings where they'd kill even family members for honor, as some Islamic people do.

However, nobles from Rheinpfalz or wherever are prepared to sacrifice their own lives for honor at any time...

To protest to such people that 'this order is wrong' without sufficient grounds?

*Unless Baron Pappenheim is an enlightened person...*

He'll throw a fit about mere mercenaries disrespecting him.

I spoke with conviction in my voice:

"So let's at least pretend to try, and if it seems doable, let's go for it. Honestly, what do we have to lose? Even if we decide not to do it later, we'll have an excuse, and we'll gain a reputation among other nobles as mercenaries who try their best even in difficult situations."

The other officers agreed with me.

"Why not scout properly first, attack if it seems feasible, and protest then if it's not? It would be stupid to rush in and hurt the nobles' pride."
"Since we're getting paid for this, it's better to at least pretend to risk our lives."
"I don't see any downside to following Martin's suggestion. Let's do it."

As opinion shifted this way, Dalten looked into my eyes and shook his head.

"Fine, let's assess the situation there first and then decide. Since we're going to be Rheinpfalz's standing mercenaries anyway, it's better to at least pretend to die if they tell us to. Alright, for now, let's go with Martin's plan."

Meanwhile, I heard Hans muttering through gritted teeth:

*'Until now you've been everyone's favorite, but is this a sign that won't always be the case from now on?'*

It's a bit unfortunate, but when you really start to succeed, it's natural that people like him appear, so there's nothing to be done about it.

**

Three weeks later, we arrived at Seriz Fortress, which Baron Pappenheim had ordered us to capture.

When I first saw this fortress, I found myself grinning from ear to ear and muttering:

"It looks incredibly difficult, but this might actually be doable."

Ch.66 - Snail Hunting (3)
Over the course of a week, we surrounded the fortress and prepared for a proper siege.

Though our siege preparations were modest—checking for any large enemy forces that might target us and crafting siege hammers and ladders.

But these preparations could mean life or death for the entire mercenary company, so we had to be thorough.

*All preparations are complete. Now the rest is up to us.*

While I was lost in thought, Baker spoke up beside me with a sarcastic tone.

"I thought a fortress wouldn't be much, but how tall is that wall? About three meters?"
"It just looks tall because we're looking up at it. The scout captain said it's about 2.5 meters."
"Is that so? Still, thinking about climbing over that and capturing it is absolutely maddening."

I nodded in agreement.

Even if the wall was only about 2.5 meters high, we'd need to place ladders and climb up one by one.

Meanwhile, the enemy would be throwing stones at us and shooting so many arrows we'd look like porcupines.

By the time we reached the top, the soldiers up there would be greeting us with "Welcome!" while trying to bash our heads in.

*Just imagining it makes me sick.*

The mere thought made me want to retch.

The others seemed to be thinking similar thoughts, as I could hear grumbling behind me, but I pretended not to hear.

Like those in high positions, I didn't want to discipline every little complaint when they weren't openly deserting. That would make me like those officers who only enforce discipline after accidents happen.

This time, Karin tapped my shoulder and asked:

"They say there are 250 soldiers inside that fortress. Worried?"

Though she asked if I was worried, her chest was puffed out and the corners of her mouth were already twitching upward.

I matched her confidence with a relaxed smile of my own.

"Three out of ten soldiers up there are just holding farming tools. Another thirty percent are wearing quilted armor worse than linen armor, barely equipped with weapons. Why would I worry about fighting such pathetic opponents?"

Walls are always intimidating, but the danger varies depending on who's defending them.

Seeing that they've mobilized civilians without proper equipment for sixty percent of their force, it's obvious what kind of mercenaries must be inside that fortress.

*There can't be anyone that strong in there.*

No, the fact that sixty percent are serfs could actually make it easier to exploit unexpected weaknesses.

And looking at that situation, I had a strategy in mind.

The trumpets and drums signaling the attack began to sound.

"Martin's platoon, forward! Time to send those men who'd rather plow fields with their farming tools to Deus's side!"

As I stepped forward, countless arrows and spells rained down from the walls.

"Die, you bastards who'd turn our guts into smoked sausages!"
"You lowly serfs, just throw stones! Hitting their heads or bodies is enough!"
"Don't let them get anywhere near the walls!"

With each volley of dozens of arrows, the sounds of our soldiers falling could be heard everywhere.

"To die so meaninglessly..."

Soldiers hit by spells died without even a final cry.

Those hit by fireballs turned to ash from the hellish heat that felt like a steam bath even outside the spell's range.

Those struck by lightning spells died with rigid bodies, wetting themselves as they fell.

I've been through many wars, but this sight is something I can never get used to, no matter how many times I see it.

Some rookies started dry heaving as they looked around, and a few even tried to turn back.

"Ugh, shit... Is this how I'm going to die too?"

Even in fair battles on open plains, hearts tighten when magic and arrows fly, so with these seemingly insurmountable walls, it's understandable why rookies would react this way.

However, those who spoke such words couldn't escape the kind fists and kicks of the veterans.

"You coward with rotten hardtack for brains! If you don't get up and grab that cheap needle of a sword, you'll die here by my hand!"
"Would you rather get beaten to death, or kill those bastards and get your reward?"
"I'll count to three, snap out of it! One, two, three!"

Thanks to proper mercenary-style discipline and training, the rookies who had been trembling moments ago quickly regained their composure.

Baker in particular was patting the rookies as if he were a veteran mercenary himself.

"If you fight properly here and make it back alive, I'll buy you beer and meat. So don't think about anything else and just do what the platoon leader says, got it?"

He's already acting like a veteran when it comes to beating sense into people and then comforting them.

Maybe I should promote him when a position opens up?

Our mercenary company also began firing arrows and spells at the enemy.

As we ran toward the walls carrying ladders, we cheered at the arrows and spells flying over our heads.

"Damn it, kill them all!"
"Burn those dogs to ashes!"
"Good job, archers!"

Whether our wishes were heard or not, the effects were certainly powerful.

Fireballs exploded, scattering fire and ash, killing soldiers everywhere.

Soldiers hit by numerous arrows either became porcupines or died outright.

"Cowardly mercenaries..."
"Captain! We agreed to make it back alive!"
"Peter turned to ashes!!"

Even as I walked carrying a ladder, I examined the walls and the soldiers and knights above.

The reason was simple.

No matter how sturdy a fortress is, the defense varies in thoroughness across different sections of the wall.

*If I strike at a weak point, we could deal a heavy blow to them on the first day.*

"Platoon Leader Martin! We'll cover you from below!"

When I turned my head, Karin and Lucia were there.

Karin stood with her chest out, smirking with one corner of her mouth raised, while Lucia had her teeth clenched and her tail raised high.

"I'll be counting on you two."

They nodded at my words and aimed their weapons at the enemy.

"First, we should target the commander..."
"Let fire eliminate the evil ones blocking my path..."

Unlike Lucia who was chanting a spell, an arrow wrapped in wind whizzed past me like a bullet. The arrow was aimed at a knight who was using his sword as a baton to command nearby soldiers.

"Don't be afraid of these mercenary fools! Calmly, one by one. D..."

His neck was pierced precisely by Karin's arrow.

"How could I be..."

With the enemy knight's death, the previously orderly enemy forces on the wall fell into chaos.

"The knight is dead!"
"Stay calm and follow the platoon leader's orders! Don't tremble for nothing!"
"Listen to me if you want to live!"

Of course, some nearby soldiers began to restore order, but perhaps because the army was nearly sixty percent ordinary farmers?

It seemed like it would take quite some time for the panicked soldiers to regain their senses.

At this moment, our mercenary troops arrived at positions where they could place ladders.

"Prepare to set up ladders!"

Following that command, our platoon members quickly began searching for positions to place their ladders.

"Baker, place yours more to the side!"
"Set it where the wall is recessed! If you place it in a strange spot, you won't be able to climb up even after scaling the ladder!"
"This is where it begins!"

The soldiers on the wall, realizing the danger, began to regain their senses.

"Damn it, arrows! Stones! Throw everything! We're all dead if they climb up!"

Some women ran around bringing pots of boiling water.

"I've brought water here!"

Men carrying close-combat weapons like axes rushed to places where our ladders might be placed.

"If they set foot on the wall, smash their heads first!"

Just as we were about to place our ladders, Lucia's voice came from behind.

"Fireball!"

With those words, a blue fireball flew over our heads.

Even without direct contact with the flames, the surrounding air became scorchingly hot.

*That's not the power an ordinary novice mage could produce...*

While I was secretly impressed, several soldiers on the wall were hit by the blue fireball.

Soldiers directly hit by the fireball turned to ash without even a final cry, while those caught in the aftermath began to burn.

"My body! My body! Someone spray water on me!"
"Help me!"
"Mother, mother! Argh!"

After one powerful spell passed through, the wall was momentarily cleared.

At this moment, I immediately placed my ladder against the wall and climbed up steadily.

*This is the best time to climb up the wall.*

As I expected, no one attacked me as I climbed the ladder.

Or rather, they couldn't...

"Peek-a-boo. Let's see you all die today."

Ch.67 - Snail Hunting (4)
The fortress soldiers must have had snails for brains, because they reacted immediately when I climbed up the wall.

"Take that bastard down first!"
"Don't let him cause trouble on the wall!"
"Surround him and attack together!"

Following orders from what appeared to be squad leaders, the serf soldiers began rushing toward me.

They carried all sorts of crude weapons—cheap iron maces, swords, threshing flails used for harvesting, and sickles.

*Pathetic fools pretending to be soldiers.*

"Smash his head first!"
"Send him to our lord with one blow!"
"Die!"

It was truly laughable to see them charging at me while their shoulders trembled, their faces turning pale, despite their tough talk.

Though I had little motivation to fight such worthless opponents...

*Once they point weapons at me on the battlefield, they're all enemies.*

I circulated Aura throughout my body and gripped the swords in both hands tightly.

Blue mist, the symbol of an Expert's level, rose from my blades.

A soldier behind the serfs shouted in a loud voice.

"He's an Expert!"

At those words, the men in front of me began to tremble.

"I'll make it easy for you, you snail bastards!"

With that, I swung my sword infused with Aura.

Stepping forward with my right foot, I put power into my waist, arms, and wrists as I made a wide swing to the right.

This would normally be just a basic rotating slash.

But in my state as an Aura Expert who had consumed elixirs, even this basic attack demonstrated power that made it appear like a secret technique.

With just one swing, I cut several soldiers blocking my path clean in half.

"M-monster..."
"...I don't want to die."
"Insane..."

The bodies of those cut by my sword fell to the ground like felled logs.

The corners of my mouth curled up in satisfaction at the impressive display of power.

"Martin Meyer, senior platoon leader of the White Beard Mercenaries, is the first to scale the wall. Everyone follow me!"

I wanted to keep moving forward, cutting down the soldiers blocking my path...

But even Aura Masters, who can face anywhere from one to hundreds of soldiers, don't fight alone in war.

If I, merely an entry-level Expert, went wild here alone?

*I'd definitely die surrounded by dozens of soldiers.*

"Only those brave enough to face death, come at me! I'll send you honorably to the afterlife!"

After saying that and releasing my Aura, the serf soldiers hesitated momentarily.

Behind them, our mercenary soldiers were climbing up the ladders with determination.

"Follow Platoon Leader Martin!"

But the enemy wasn't stupid either, and they kept firing arrows and throwing rocks toward the ladders where our troops were climbing.

"Die, you mercenary bastards!"

Those hit by rocks fell from the ladders, their bodies shattering on impact.

Those hit by arrows held on at first, but as the enemy's concentrated attacks continued, they couldn't endure and died.

"Argh, damn it."

Unlike fighting on flat ground, ranged attacks kept coming even in close combat, making this extremely difficult.

And the commanders behind the soldiers were trying everything to kill me...

They swung their swords wildly from behind while shouting.

"Expert or not, just push forward! If more mercenaries join him, we're all dead!"
"Request reinforcements! Tell them to send all reserve troops here!"
"Hurry if you don't want to die!"

With those words, the serfs and soldiers rushed at me as if their feet were on fire.

Each one's skill was worse than or barely equal to our new recruits.

Dealing with them one by one wasn't difficult at all, but the problem was they came in swarms...

"That bastard has an opening!"
"Hit his arms or legs with everything you've got!"
"Kill him!"

The narrow space on top of the wall restricted my movement, and facing so many opponents alone gradually pushed me back.

*So this is why they offer such big rewards to the first person to scale the wall?*

Most of what I'm facing aren't even regular troops but worthless soldiers. I can't even imagine how difficult it would be fighting at a real fortress or castle.

"Damn, this is insane."

Nevertheless, I continued swinging my sword with the determination not to be pushed back.

I concentrated so intensely that I couldn't tell if I was wielding the sword or if the sword was wielding me, continuing my attacks.

"Push slowly!"
"Damn it, argh!"
"Monster bastard..."

Though dozens of weaklings surrounded me, they ultimately failed to land a proper hit.

And just then, I heard our mercenaries climbing up the ladders behind me.

"Platoon Leader Martin!"
"Damn, sorry we're late!"

They were indeed quite late, but with the enemy frantically throwing stones, arrows, and even magic...

It couldn't be helped that they were delayed.

"Gather behind me!"

They began clustering together in a mass behind me.

"Kill the catapult operators, mages, and archers first!"

In a siege, what drives people crazy isn't the soldiers guarding the walls.

It's those hiding behind the walls and soldiers, cowardly firing magic and arrows.

*They're actually the ones who kill the most soldiers.*

I looked around and spotted the fortress tower where arrows and magic were raining down like a storm.

"Kill those cowards first!"

Saying that, I once again circulated Aura throughout my body.

"Die, you weak field-plowing bastards!"

As I swung my Aura-infused sword and advanced, their heads fell like leaves in the wind.

Nevertheless, attacks from those trying to kill me kept coming like a river.

However, since the skill of those wielding weapons was extremely poor...

They had some aggressive momentum, but their attacks weren't particularly burdensome to me, Martin Meyer.

*I'll just block attacks without Aura or weight with my armor and move on.*

As I gripped my sword tightly again and continued cutting down enemies indiscriminately...

Someone shouted loudly from the side.

"Die, you tin can bastard!"

He swung his mace toward my vital point.

The man struck my armor with all his might, his lips curling into a smirk.

I felt a heavy weight transfer to my body, but it didn't hurt much.

"I thought a fly had landed on me, you bastard."

Then I cut his neck in a straight line.

I shoved the corpse away with my shoulder and immediately began slashing at those swinging weapons behind and beside me.

Gradually, my breathing became a bit labored, and my body felt heavier.

*Did I overdo it?*

But hearing the voices of those following me gave me strength.

"Follow the platoon leader! Kill all those idiots on the wall!"
"Fall behind and you're dead!"
"We'll open the gates today!"

I didn't look back, but seeing how well they were following me without much difficulty...

They must be easily crushing those weak serf soldiers thanks to how brutally I'd trained them.

*I can't collapse in front of them.*

So I steadily advanced toward the tower, cutting down enemy soldiers with my Aura-infused sword.

When I reached the tower, the enemy archers, mages, and catapult operators all fixed their gazes on me.

"Kill that bastard!"
"Defend the tower! Hold until reinforcements arrive!"
"Turn him into a porcupine!"

With not just archers but mages as well, this was honestly dangerous...

*I'll dive right into their midst.*

I lowered my stance and stepped on the ground with my right foot, infusing it with Aura.

My body flew like an arrow—no, like a bullet.

The one I needed to kill first was that mage leisurely chanting spells up front.

"Flames that will burn the enemy, Fireball!"

As befitting a spell that shoots a fireball, the approaching flame with its scorching heat did make me shudder a bit...

But the hastily cast spell was more awkward than I'd expected.

If I were at the intermediate level of Aura Expert, I could have cut through the magic with Aura...

But there was no need to take such a risky gamble now.

So I dodged the fireball by charging with Aura to kill someone on the other side.

"What the hell?"

After avoiding the spell, I immediately made a large spinning motion and cut through both the man's staff and waist.

The soldiers on the tower no longer dared to use ranged weapons to subdue us.

"Damn, is this even possible?"
"He dodged a spell fired right in front of him?"
"Is he even human?"

Enjoying the enemy's astonished praise, I immediately issued another order.

"Kill everyone on the tower! Destroy the catapults!"

Following that order, our mercenary soldiers promptly slaughtered those who had been cowardly firing arrows from the tower.

"Die, die! You worthless pieces of dust!"
"Not so clever now that we're face to face, are you?"
"Die, just die!"

After completely securing the tower, I grabbed a torch and waved it frantically to signal.

It wasn't completely over yet, but this was quite good progress.

Ch.68 - Snail Hunting (5)
When I sent the signal that we had captured the tower, a loud cheer erupted from below the castle wall.
"Lieutenant Martin has taken the tower! Damn, put the ladders up there!"
"Let's push forward! Let's break through this castle today!"
"Keep order and climb slowly! The castle isn't going anywhere, so no need to rush!"

Our mercenary troops quickly set up ladders against the tower I had secured and began climbing rapidly.

The ladder placed against my captured tower was largely safe from enemy arrows and magical attacks.

At this point, I figured there was no need for me to stay here and watch over the other mercenaries as they climbed up.

"Martin Squad! Those with energy left, follow me. Those who are exhausted, stay here and provide cover."
"Yes, Lieutenant!"

I took a moment to catch my breath.

As I inhaled deeply, my ragged breathing became regular again, and strength returned to my body.

"Alright, damn it... Let's see how far we can go today."

As I steeled my resolve once more, organized troops began entering to replace the disorderly rabble that had been there before.

*Those bastards must be this castle's hidden trump card.*

Proving my suspicion correct, they were all equipped with decent breastplates and helmets.

But what really drove me crazy was what they were carrying...

Baker pointed ahead and said, "Why the hell are these crazy bastards carrying short spears, shields, AND maces? Who uses that kind of gear when fighting on castle walls?"

Such long weapons are rarely used in either defensive or offensive siege warfare.

However, when deployed at precisely the right moment when the defense is being pushed back, that combination becomes a deadly strategy...

I gritted my teeth and stomped the innocent ground hard.

"Damn it, as if it wasn't hard enough to break through in these cramped castle walls with them keeping their distance with spears and shields. And if we get stuck, they'll bash us with those maces!"

The path was already narrow with barely any gaps visible, and just thinking about breaking through such an iron-tight defense felt like climbing one mountain after another.

But what else could I do?

If I wanted to conquer this castle, raise my reputation, and gain wealth and women...

I couldn't hesitate at an obstacle like this.

"Everyone, follow me! And be prepared!"

With those words, I carefully took a step forward, looking for weaknesses in the enemy's formation.

At the same time, a large flag bearing a white chicken holding an olive leaf was raised among the enemy forces.

"I, Baron Seike, stand with you. Fight without fear!"

They banged their spears against their shields and shouted.

"Come and try us, White Beard or White Thread or whatever you call yourselves!"
"We'll crush you completely."
"You're all dead."

Seeing their arrogance, I was overwhelmed by the urge to break their noses.

"I'll sew that mouth shut!"

I swung my sword with Aura infused in it.

The soldier in front of me thrust his spear while raising his shield to block my slash, but his spear never reached me.

Instead, my Expert-level sword cut through his metal shield as if it were a wooden board.

"What the hell?"

Those became his last words.

"Know your place, you nobody."

After cutting down the enemy soldier through his steel breastplate, a mace immediately swung over my head.

The moment I heard the sound of metal cutting through the air, I stepped even closer into the enemy's embrace.

At the same time, I clicked my tongue.

"Coward."

In war, being called a coward is actually a compliment, but this was an impressive combination that made the word slip out.

It seems they might have hastily filled their ranks with soldiers, but were trying to hold out with their direct regular troops.

Otherwise, whoever prepared such sophisticated tactics for these regular troops wouldn't have placed such incompetent soldiers elsewhere.

"Die."

As I gradually countered their combinations, I reduced their numbers one by one.

If these mere regular soldiers were making me flustered...

From behind me came the urgent voices of our White Beard mercenaries.

"Damn, what's with these guys?"
"Snail bastards."
"We need to stick together! Form up!"

Without turning around, just hearing what they were saying, I could tell the situation wasn't going well for us.

Thanks to all the drills and training I'd put them through, they weren't being pushed back and were holding on, but...

*They're probably completely stuck, like a traffic jam on a highway.*

As the situation developed this way, I unconsciously started chewing on my lips.

"Damn it all."

Meanwhile, the enemy commander, the Baron, waved his baton frantically as if sensing an opportunity.

"Keep pushing forward!"

Following his orders, the enemy regular troops slowly began to drive us back using their thorough coordination as a weapon.

I continued swinging my sword, killing them while encouraging our troops.

"We still outnumber them! Keep pushing!"

In the midst of this, I heard the voices of mages from inside the castle wall.

"Burn my enemies to nothing, Fireball!"

At the same time, the shouts of archers from the side pierced my ears.

"Shoot at will! Kill all those dogs right here!"
"Shoot until your fingers fall off!"
"The Baron is risking his life to protect you!"

Being deep in enemy lines, I wasn't in direct danger from arrows or magic, but...

*Damn, the soldiers behind me...*

Strictly speaking, receiving ranged attacks from below the castle wall during a siege is completely normal, so I couldn't really blame myself, but...

As fireballs scorched the surroundings and arrows whistled through the air, goosebumps covered my body.

Soon, the death cries of our soldiers pained my ears.

"Argh, damn it!"
"Help! It's hot! Water!"
"To die like this..."

Considering those who died without even being able to cry out, the actual number of casualties was probably much higher than I thought.

Even knowing these losses were inevitable, my emotions and anger burned more fiercely.

"You damn dogs!"

I swung my sword more violently, as if venting my anger on them.

Everyone in the path of my blade died equally.

Among them, thinking I was getting tired...

"Knight of Baron Seike, I, Joseph Apo, will take your head!"

The enemy knights charged out, but...

"Worthless bastard, how dare you!"

I blocked his sword with my left gauntlet, then immediately thrust my sword into his neck, killing him.

"Kuhek."

The pathetic knight fell without even a proper death cry.

As I continued fighting the enemy, the surroundings gradually turned red.

At the same time, the sound of retreat horns came from outside the castle wall.

"Retreating already?"

Still, I thought the timing wasn't bad.

If the fight had dragged on longer, our soldiers might have suffered even more casualties, even if I would have been fine.

Thinking about this made my shoulders feel incredibly heavy.

"Damn, if only I had fought a little better."

I muttered this and shook my head to clear such thoughts.

Besides, considering we had crossed the castle wall and completely destroyed a tower, wasn't this quite a good achievement for the first day of battle?

With that, I shook off my gloomy mood and supported the soldiers' retreat.

Fortunately, the Baron also seemed to prioritize reorganizing his troops...

"Don't chase them recklessly. Take care of the serf soldiers."

We were able to descend from the castle wall and retreat without much counterattack.

However, soldiers experiencing this kind of siege warfare for the first time drooped their shoulders and grumbled.

"Damn, weren't we hit too hard? Even for a siege..."
"I don't know how many died..."
"Do we have to do this again tomorrow?"

Although our progress was relatively good for a siege, honestly, those "regular troops" and their tactics attacking from below the castle wall were too strong.

Because of this, the more experienced soldiers maintained a neutral state, neither disappointed nor pleased, as they grumbled.

"The resistance is fierce, but we might still be able to capture the fortress somehow."

**

However, this fortress did not fall as easily as we had thought.

Despite launching fierce attacks for about a week, the Baron's leadership, the coordination of the regular troops, and the increasingly determined defense of the serfs proved surprisingly solid.

As a result, the morale of our mercenary troops hit rock bottom.

"Even after capturing this fortress, we'll have to fight another full-scale battle."
"Damn, we're all going to die at this rate!"
"Haven't we done enough to say we can't do this anymore?"

Everyone was saying they couldn't go on, but...

As I coldly analyzed the battle situation, a smile crept onto my face.

It wasn't a bitter smile from being pessimistic about our troops dying in droves, nor was I smiling because I was happy about people dying.

It was because now, having reached this desperate situation, it was finally time to implement the strategy I had been planning since I first arrived here.

"This will definitely work."

And I immediately headed toward the sound of Captain Dalten fighting inside.

Ch.69 - You Strike Me As Someone Who's About To Get Backstabbed (1)
"Captain Dalten, if we keep going like this, honestly all the men will die! Martin is putting up a good fight, but there's a limit, damn it."
"That may be true, but if we push just a little more, we can win."
"You've been saying the same thing since day one, haven't you? Meanwhile, 7% of our mercenary company has either died or been maimed."

When we consider that total annihilation in battle is around 30%, and in major historical wars, losing more than 10% of forces is commonly recorded...

One might think that losing 7% of forces in battle isn't such a great loss...

But battles that make it into history books are actually quite rare events, which is why they're recorded. In real warfare, if more than 5% die or are wounded, it's considered an extremely high casualty rate.

*I understand why Hans is angry.*

But that doesn't mean I agree with his argument.

Dalten, absolutely furious, shouted so loudly my ears hurt.

"Who doesn't know that, damn it? But if we retreat now, everything becomes a waste of effort! The sacrifices of those who died or were maimed will all be for nothing."
"But avoiding greater losses would be—"
"Our reputation will suffer too. The fame Martin earned by taking that perverted Expert's head, the reputation we gained by capturing Baron Bishi after grinding down our men—all that prestige will be lost!"

We call this professionally a "sunk cost."

It means that if I give up now, all the investment made so far becomes unrecoverable—literally "buried costs" when you break down the characters.

Anyway, I entered the tent where the two of them were arguing.

Inside were Dalten, Vice-Captain Heintz, Centurion Hans, and other important officers above the rank of platoon leader.

Hans, apparently having some grudge against me, immediately gritted his teeth when he saw my face.

"Why the hell is someone who wasn't called showing up? Don't you know when to butt in and when not to?"

Given our mercenary company's rank structure of Captain, Vice-Captain, Centurion, Senior Platoon Leader, and Platoon Leader, Hans could technically pull rank on me, but...

*That doesn't mean I have to take this bastard's disrespect.*

I straightened my shoulders, looked Hans directly in the eyes, and said:

"I'm not some rookie meat shield but a proper Senior Platoon Leader. I believe I'm qualified to be in this meeting."

Hans flushed red and stared daggers at me.

"You've had a few achievements and been praised a bit, and now you're disrespecting me?"

What nonsense.

Sure, I'll admit that Hans has put in his time—twenty years as a mercenary including his time with the White Beard Mercenaries.

Being a mercenary means doing work where you could die at any moment, so surviving for twenty years definitely puts him among the capable ones.

But I've risen to this position in just two years through my accomplishments, and I've built enough reputation that I could apply to any noble house right now and immediately become a Knight.

*Wouldn't that mean my value and ability are much higher?*

Still, creating friction with veterans would only tarnish my reputation.

I took a deep breath, lowered my voice, and said:

"I'm not disrespecting you at all. I'm just saying that I'm no longer some rookie kid. I am a Senior Platoon Leader."

Hearing this, he just gritted his teeth but didn't say anything more.

Dalten sighed and said:

"Damn it, Hans. You've made it to Centurion, so show some restraint. What are you doing picking on someone so much younger than you?"
"I apologize."
"Well, our situation isn't good, so I'll chalk it up to you being in a bad mood this time. But Martin here is a proper Senior Platoon Leader and a pillar supporting our mercenary company's reputation. So don't mess with him carelessly."

I felt a sense of satisfaction as the Captain took my side, completely trampling Hans's dignity.

At the same time, realizing how far my standing had risen, my chest swelled with pride.

"So, did you come here with something to say?"
"Yes, I have a strategy to propose."

Dalten raised his eyebrows and shrugged.

"Oh? A strategy proposal in this situation? I'm quite curious what our Senior Platoon Leader Martin is going to suggest."

This isn't the first time I've proposed a strategy to Captain Dalten, but I always get nervous at the moment of presentation.

Moreover, last time I proposed it when I was alone with Captain Dalten, but now everyone is watching, which makes me even more nervous...

*But I'm certain my strategy will work.*

Clenching my fist, I began speaking with a confident voice.

"We fake a retreat, then launch a surprise attack on the fortress again. That way, we can capture Seriz Fortress."

Hans snorted at my words, while Dalten and the others tilted their heads.

"It doesn't sound completely unreasonable, but would that Baron guarding the fortress fall for such a trick? Rather than using such an uncertain strategy, wouldn't it be better to just keep pushing forward?"

In general cases, a fake retreat followed by a counterattack is such a textbook tactic that it might not work.

Then we'd essentially be giving that Baron time to rest.

As soon as we leave the fortress, he could use that short gap of a day or two to strengthen the defenses.

*Attacking a reinforced Seriz Fortress would mean much greater sacrifices for our side.*

Just imagining that outcome makes me want to retch.

"If the forces inside that fortress were regular conscripts, regular army, or mercenaries, Baron Seike would 'strengthen defenses first' and rest while reorganizing. Because he wouldn't know when we might attack again."
"Judging by what that Baron Seike has been doing, that's exactly what he'd do. Strengthen defenses first, then rest."

Hearing that, I clicked my tongue and shook my head.

"Captain Dalten, but 60% of Baron Seike's soldiers are serfs conscripted from nearby areas, aren't they? And countless numbers of them have been killed by our White Beard Mercenaries, including me. Their mental state must be completely unstable right now."

At those words, even Hans nodded along with Dalten.

"Mercenaries or regular soldiers can somehow maintain morale even when many comrades die, but serfs? They're the kind who tremble and beg for their lives at the mere sight of a drawn sword. Honestly, it's amazing they've held out this long. Now, if you tell such people that the enemy has retreated, which is good news, but they still need to quickly repair and reinforce the walls just in case—what do you think will happen? Their already rock-bottom morale will sink even further underground."

Baron Seike ordering exhausted soldiers to "reinforce fortress defenses" after fierce battle would be comparable to this:

Ordering soldiers who just completed a seven-day winter training exercise with full gear to immediately start digging extensive fortifications because snow might collapse their positions—right after they return to base.

If you give such orders to people who've just experienced something even more terrible than winter training—watching their comrades, family, and fellow villagers die in war...

*They'd grab pitchforks and flails and charge to behead the Baron.*

"So the Baron will look for a compromise."
"A compromise, what kind of compromise?"
"Since faking a retreat and attacking on the first day is too common, he'll somehow convince the serfs to at least maintain proper 'vigilance.' But on the second day..."

Dalten interrupted me, his eyes gleaming and the corner of his mouth twitching.

"He'll call in camp merchants or something and let them feast on meat and alcohol to their hearts' content. Otherwise, those serf soldiers might turn their swords around."

He'll have no choice.

Because even if they endure the first day, by the second day, those serf soldiers trapped in that fortress will start protesting that they can't continue like this.

I'd stake both my wrists—no, my neck—on this certainty.

And to drive my point home, I continued:

"Honestly, if we continue pushing this siege, we'll lose not 7% but over 10% of our forces to death and injury, reducing our combat effectiveness by that much. While that's not total annihilation, wouldn't it severely hamper our ability to fight the 'bigger war' ahead?"

Vice-Captain Heintz responded to my words with a grunt:

"We might manage with 7% losses, but honestly, once it exceeds 10%, our combat effectiveness drops so much that it becomes difficult to function effectively."

Other officers nodded and added their thoughts:

"I'm all for increasing our share through capturing this fortress, but I'm against losing more of our men to do it. Let's follow Martin's suggestion."
"Martin might act like a mad dog, but he always speaks sense."
"Captain, let's just do it, damn it. There's a limit to how much we should blindly charge in just to take one fortress."

As opinions started converging, Dalten looked me in the eyes and asked seriously:

"Are you confident?"

I answered with a nod.

"Good, then damn it, we pack up and retreat tomorrow morning. Only you all know this is a retreat operation—tell the men below that we're retreating because we can't hold out anymore."

Ch.70 - You Strike Me As Someone Who's About To Get Backstabbed (2)
The next morning, the loud wake-up bugle was blaring throughout the camp.

The "pa, pa, pabapa" sound made me feel terrible every time I heard it, making it impossible to stay in bed. The feeling that my eardrums might rupture was just a bonus.

Seriously, this isn't the Korean military, so why wake people up with such an awful noise?

*I should talk to Captain Dalten about changing it to drums next time.*

Outside, I could hear the angry voices of squad leaders and senior mercenaries that reminded me of military boot camp.

"Retreat! Prepare to retreat, you bastards!"
"Pack your stuff first! Leave the swords and spears as you'll need to carry them, but load all the tents and other equipment onto the wagons!"
"Sudden retreat orders! Don't bother organizing the campsite. Just clear everything out!"

Whether in 21st century Korea or a fantasy world, military life seems pretty similar everywhere.

I quickly packed up my cot and neatly gathered my belongings.

When I went outside, Karin approached me.

"Why are we suddenly retreating? We were almost winning."

If we were prepared to make a few more sacrifices and push forward with brute force, we could probably capture that small fortress somehow...

But I couldn't tell her that we were falsely retreating as part of my plan to strike the enemy from behind and take the fortress more efficiently and decisively.

It was tempting to share...

*A woman with a loose tongue is bad enough, but a man who can't keep secrets is absolutely worthless.*

So I rubbed my forehead and sighed.

"If our mission was just to capture the 'fortress,' we might push forward despite the casualties. But isn't our main mission to serve under Baron Pappenheim and fight against the Montmartre forces?"

"That's right."

"So they probably think it's better to retreat than lose soldiers unnecessarily. Frankly speaking, that Baron Seike is so ruthless, who knows how many more of our people would die?"

Karin clenched her fist and gritted her teeth at my words.

"That's true."

I patted her shoulder.

"It can't be helped, so please go check on the men packing up."

She sighed and walked over to her subordinates who were packing, and started scolding them.

"Baker! You've only been in the mercenary company for two years and you're already dumping the heavy stuff on the rookies? Life must be good for you!"

"No, Squad Leader!"

"This isn't one of those training exercises we sometimes do in the mercenary company—this is a real situation! Instead of helping the rookies with their loads, what are you doing?!"

Karin, who sometimes acts cute in front of me, shows only this strict side to the others, making her even more lovable and adorable.

I must have heart-eyes for her... No, Karin is naturally so beautiful that even that damned Paulo fell for her at first sight and crossed the line...

I shook my head to clear away these distracting thoughts and turned toward where the other men were.

"Since we won't be ambushed by the enemy during retreat anyway, load all the arrows and spare weapons onto the carts except for the spears and swords we need to carry!"

"Yes, Squad Leader Haxen!"

The man's assumption was correct.

The number of soldiers in Seriz Fortress would only be about 160, and since they were engaged in fierce defensive battles with us until yesterday, they wouldn't have the luxury to launch a "surprise attack."

So if we were simply retreating, it would be better to travel as comfortably as possible since we were already leaving in what looked like defeat...

*It's better to load weapons we won't need immediately onto the carts and travel with less discomfort.*

However, since we actually need to return to strike the enemy from behind...

"These guys are trying to slack off again. Are you not thinking straight?!"

Haxen gave me a genuinely wronged look.

"No, Lieutenant. I've been a mercenary for over 10 years, and I've never seen people who are being pushed back come out of their fortress to launch a surprise attack."

"That's certainly true. Logically speaking, unless those fortress guys with fewer troops than us have a death wish, they wouldn't try to 'ambush' us."

"So wouldn't it be better to have minimal armament and load everything else onto the carts?"

His reasoning is absolutely correct, so I'll talk to Captain Dalten later and give them extra rewards from my own pocket...

But right now, following his suggestion would ruin our plan.

"Remember when we ambushed the Rheinpfalz Empire's supply unit? Did those guys expect us to ambush them?"

Haxen fell silent at my words.

"If they had anticipated our ambush, they would have been thoroughly prepared. We would all be dead or half-dead. Isn't that right?"

Haxen bowed his head, looking truly wronged.

"That's correct."

"So tell the archers to keep their quivers full of arrows and carry them! We'd be helpless if the enemy launched a surprise attack!"

"Yes, I understand..."

Then I pointed at two confused rookies under Haxen's command.

"You two, go around the platoon and tell everyone not to unload their arrows or anything else! Hurry!"

So I continued preparing for the Seriz Fortress assault by packing military supplies myself and directing the platoon to maintain readiness for immediate "operation."

*Cute little things, let's see if you can survive getting stabbed in the back.*

**

The next day, at Seriz Fortress.

Two sentries on guard duty on the wall were sighing and complaining.

"Haah, damn it. Uncle Jean, what kind of situation is this? Neighbor Pierre died, Peter died, Lucas died too."

"Gabriel, but we survived. That's what matters. Isn't that what our lives are about? Living, dying, and suffering as the higher-ups command."

Young Gabriel gritted his teeth upon hearing this.

"Damn it, but this is too much, isn't it? As soon as the enemy retreated, the Baron immediately ordered wall reinforcement work, saying the enemy might attack at any time and enforcing strict guard duty..."

Jean also sighed at those words.

"Our Baron is honestly a bit too much. I mean, those guys retreated because they lost many men too. Coming back from retreat and immediately ordering fortress construction, what is this?"

"He might as well tell us to die. It's not like he's giving us serfs any extra money either. This really makes me want to hold my sword backward."

Gabriel's words were dangerous enough that normally Jean would have smacked him on the back of the head and beaten him severely to shut him up.

After all, "insubordination" against nobility was a serious crime where even just talking about it could get not only the speaker but also anyone nearby beheaded in the worst case.

"Bear with it, bear with it. The Baron must have his reasons and knows what he's doing."

"Come on, are those mercenaries who ran away after losing so many men really going to attack again?"

"Our Baron must have his reasons. You need to endure it. Everything will work out somehow, won't it?"

"Ah, damn it. It's bad enough being born lowly, but being born under a Baron who just works us to death—that's the worst mistake."

Their misfortune was that Baron Seike happened to be walking around inspecting the wall condition at that moment.

One of his senior knights drew his sword and asked the Baron:

"Those lowly serfs have dared to be disrespectful to you, my lord, and discussed insubordination. I will behead both of them to maintain proper discipline."

Baron Seike shook his head at those words.

"Under normal circumstances, I would have executed them for my authority and to maintain order, as you suggest. But calm yourself—we shouldn't shed blood here unnecessarily."

Even as the Baron said this, he was clenching his fists and grinding his teeth, barely containing his rage at being badmouthed by "mere serfs."

His superior intellect, which had allowed him to withstand the White Beard Mercenary Company's fierce attacks until the end, barely managed to control his anger.

*With the war likely to drag on, we shouldn't do anything to break morale here.*

"Pretend you didn't hear it and let it go. We shouldn't let the nonsense of these lowly creatures interfere with fulfilling the order to defend this fortress."

"Understood, my lord."

As the Baron was about to leave, an elderly knight who had served him for a long time carefully spoke up.

"My lord, I apologize for saying this, but would it be possible to let the soldiers and knights rest for one day? Everyone is exhausted from the long and intense battle; they need time to recover from fatigue."

"Sir Conrad, but what if the enemy attacks at any moment?"

"They lost a significant number of troops and retreated with their tails between their legs. Could such forces immediately attack again?"

Being a commander capable of rational judgment, the Baron had to nod at those words.

"That's unlikely. Forces that retreated after losing many soldiers wouldn't attack right away. However, we still need to strengthen our defenses in preparation for other Rheinpfalz Empire armies attacking."

"I agree with that. However, while our regular troops and the few mercenary companies might follow your orders if given more money, the serf soldiers have nothing to gain by following your orders, do they?"

Serfs drafted into war received only 5 copper coins per month and the bare minimum of food as compensation.

"If I promise them generous rewards..."

"That's something you'd have to give them anyway. Moreover, even those lowly guards are discussing insubordination against you, showing how severely morale has dropped. If you order them to continue construction work in this state, I worry whether they'll be able to fight properly in the next battle."

Baron Seike had to agree with the elderly knight's words.

*I can't fight with soldiers whose morale is depleted. So if it's just one day...*

"I understand what you're saying. Let's do this: gather maidens from the surrounding villages and bring in prostitutes as well. Tonight, let all the soldiers, knights, and serfs enjoy themselves without distinction. Announce that our baronial house will cover all expenses."

"A wise decision, my lord. However, I will ensure minimal guard duty is maintained."

"Do so."

And that night, as Martin had predicted, a drinking party funded by the Baron broke out inside Seike Fortress.

It was a party held out of tactical necessity, and even the Baron hadn't thought they would be attacked at this time.

Martin and his platoon members, hiding in the forest some distance from the fortress, grinned at the sight.

"Wow, damn. Lieutenant, are you actually a genius?"

"Those bastards are so relaxed, we'll take them easily!"

"They're really letting loose. Isn't this what they call the Last Supper? Idiots."

Martin smirked at their comments.

"Save the laughing and chatting for after we've captured that damned fortress and taken the Baron prisoner."

Ch.71 - You Strike Me As Someone Who's About To Get Backstabbed (3)
I could see the brightly lit torches from the castle despite being in a forest quite far away, and the sound of people inside making a ruckus carried clearly.

"Wow, this drink is amazing! Long live the Baron! Right, what's life anyway? Either you die drinking or die without drinking!"
"You idiot, you should be devouring the meat that's more expensive than alcohol!"
"So I killed all those wild boar bastards climbing up the ladder, you know?"

Some were bragging with exaggerated tales of heroism, others were focused on enjoying their food and drink like there was no tomorrow...

Seeing them eating and drinking so cheerfully despite being at war, it seemed their lives were truly about to end here.

'Such unlucky bastards.'

"Senior Karin, can you hit that guard holding the torch over there?"

Karin gave a thumbs up.

"Good, then let me explain the plan once more before we attack. Clean your ears and memorize this, you bastards."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"Those guards at the outpost we can see, Karin's ten-man squad will take care of them. Then my five-man team will immediately set up ropes and climb up the castle wall."

In movies and dramas, they often show scenes where people signal their allies as soon as they climb the wall.

That's just for dramatic effect. In reality, what would happen if we sent a signal after killing just two guards and climbing the wall?

We'd be caught by those drunken fools, ruin the entire operation, and all end up dead.

'Lucia seems to have come halfway over too, not just Karin. We can't die so pathetically.'

"Once we're up the wall, we move quickly to the south gate, open it, and then fire the signal. Anyone with rocks for brains who doesn't understand this far?"
"But since we're launching a surprise attack anyway, wouldn't it be better to shoot some fire arrows after climbing the wall? Why just quietly open the gate?"

Personally, I'd love to rain arrows down on those drunken fools sprawled out there as soon as we reach the top of the wall...

But if we did that, those intoxicated idiots would realize we're attacking, and they'd drag their drunken bodies up to the wall to fight us.

"You rock-headed fool. Think straight for once. What would you do first if enemies started shooting arrows from the wall?"

The soldier who asked me the question smacked his forehead.

"Ah, Baron Seike's soldiers would climb up to surround us on the wall. And the gate would be locked. We'd all die..."

I smacked him on the head.

"That's right, you empty-headed idiot. When we open the gate, those drunk fools will come staggering over, and we'll hold the gate until the captain arrives. Good, any more questions?"

Even though the enemies are drunk, there are about 150-200 soldiers remaining in the castle. If they all rush to kill our platoon, holding them back won't be easy.

But what can we do? If you want to advance and make money, risking your life in battle is what being a mercenary is all about.

Everyone nodded to signal they understood.

"Good, then Karin, Baker, Ains, Bolton, follow me. Let's send those lazy Montmartre guards to hell like the snails they are."
"Yes."
"The rest of you, come to the gate as soon as I wave a torch at the gate entrance."
"Yes, Platoon Leader. Let's meet again alive."

In some ways, this is the most dangerous mission I've had so far.

I can feel my palms getting sweaty from tension and sweat streaming down my back.

Still, a man has to pretend to be brave and show off to survive.

"Worry about yourselves, you bastards. Do you think I'm going to die?"
"Do you have to be like that even when people are concerned about you?"
"Just watch your own necks. You'll be in danger too once the gate opens. And keep an eye out for the signal and follow. If you're late joining us, all five of us will die."

After that final warning, I quietly moved toward the isolated watchtower I had marked.

Without torches, we took careful steps to avoid making noise as we crushed the grass beneath our feet, which took some time...

Eventually, we arrived near our target watchtower.

I signaled for everyone to stop, and fortunately, those guys hadn't noticed us yet.

"Damn it. I want to have fun too, why am I standing guard at this hour?"
"The shift changes in an hour. Just wait until then. We can use our saved money to seduce a village virgin. Who knows? Maybe we'll get lucky here?"
"What nonsense. That's why you're still a virgin."

They were just chatting casually while on guard duty, looking so carefree. I felt sorry for them in a way.

To die without ever experiencing it even once in this world.

'Poor bastards, I'll make it as painless as possible.'

"Senior Karin, can you hit those two in the neck?"
"Leave it to me."

Karin aimed precisely at the necks of the men holding torches in the watchtower and shot arrows in rapid succession.

There was a slight time difference, but both men collapsed without even letting out a scream.

"......"

The distance from here to that watchtower is only about 30-50 meters, but seeing how she hit both of them in the neck, killing them without letting them make a sound...

Maybe she could become a real sniper if I bought her an even better bow later?

When this war ends, I should spend some money to gift Karin a more expensive and better bow.

"Hook the ropes, you bastards. We're climbing the wall."

We attached ropes with iron hooks to the castle wall.

After pulling hard to check if the hooks were secure, I climbed up the wall slowly and quietly.

I had climbed ropes a few times during my mercenary life in my previous life, but doing it again in the dead of night felt strangely new.

After climbing the wall, I immediately looked around...

"Good, no one noticed us."

I gestured for the others to climb up.

"Now that we're up here, being quiet doesn't matter. Just don't speak and run quickly."

Now that we're on the wall, anyone below could see our movements if they looked up.

So it's better to get to the gate as quickly as possible and open it.

As we continued running south, I looked down at the scene below the wall.

Soldiers were continuously consuming alcohol and meat, and regardless of whether they were knights, mercenaries, or serfs, some were so drunk they were lying on the ground sleeping.

"Drink, one more drink..."
"Ah, this feels good. So sleepy. Need to take a nap."
"So I was saying, I just smashed the head of the guy climbing the ladder with my flail!"

Some of them seemed to have caught the eyes of women and were heading to secluded places with suspicious steps, holding their sleeves...

"Yeah, enjoy while you can. What's life anyway? Have sex, eat well, live well, and when your time comes, you go."

After muttering that, we reached the southern part of the wall and suddenly encountered two soldiers.

"Enemy! Enemy!!"

I immediately drew my sword and cut one's throat to silence him.

Then I put my finger to my lips, and the other one fell silent too.

"Where's the gate opening mechanism?"
"...... I can't tell you that."
"Then you'll have to die."

As I pointed my sword at him, the guy trembled and waved his hands.

"Will you spare me?"
"If you tell me correctly."
"Go down the stairs right in front of us. Follow me."

We followed his guidance down the stairs, and he stopped in front of a door.

"The gate opening mechanism is in here."
"Ains, hold this bastard's arms tight so he can't escape."
"Yes, Platoon Leader."

I summoned all my Aura and slashed the door diagonally, cutting it apart.

Inside, there was a sturdy rope mechanism used to open the gate, and a couple having sex in the corner.

The woman had her upper body completely exposed, and the man had a dazed expression...

"You pervert, you're having sex even in a place like this?"

I immediately beheaded the man and turned his corpse face down.

I couldn't let Karin see another man's hideous thing that wasn't mine.

"Woman, if you don't want to die, shut your mouth and do as you're told. I have no intention of raping or killing you. Schmitz, gag that woman with rope and tie her up completely. Kill her if she resists."
"Yes, Platoon Leader."

Then the rest of us worked together to turn the gate opening mechanism.

The gate was quite heavy, making it difficult to turn, but we kept at it until it wouldn't turn anymore.

The gate was open.

"Kill that traitor bastard who helped us open the gate, and let's head to the gate."

Ch.72 - You Strike Me As Someone Who's About To Get Backstabbed (4)
As soon as we reached the city gate, I gave Ains a signal with my eyes.

"Wave the torch. The enemy will be here soon."

Despite my words, I was hoping those idiots would be too drunk to come to the gate.

But it seemed Baron Seike had utilized the "guard rotation system" well, even when everyone else was collapsing from alcohol...

"Huh? Oh! Shit! Old man Jang is dead! Enemy! The enemy is attacking!"

A panicked, terrified voice shouted from atop the wall.

Damn it, couldn't they have just focused on drinking until our entire mercenary company gathered at the gate? These bastards couldn't even do that right.

Ah, these guys would be dead inside the fortress if they didn't notice us soon anyway.

"Everyone gather! Hold out with everything you've got until Captain Dalten arrives with the main force! I promise you'll get a hefty share if you make it back alive!"

Karin and the others responded to my words.

"I gave up on dying peacefully the moment I became a mercenary."
"Martin, I'm counting on you."
"What's so scary about those alcohol-reeking bastards?"

Everyone spoke confidently, but in the worst-case scenario, just five of us would have to face over 200 enemies, even if only temporarily.

Perhaps that's why, despite their brave words, I could see their shoulders trembling.

I wasn't drenched in cold sweat myself, but I could feel my palms getting clammy from tension.

*Can I really do this?*

While I was pondering this, I heard important people inside the fortress rushing around shouting.

"Damn it all! Everyone hurry and get into d-defensive positions. Otherwise, blegh, we'll all die."
"S-stop drinking! It's an enemy ambush, an ambush!"
"Baron Seike was right! Damn it all! Everyone move!"

Judging by the one sober voice among those barking orders, it seemed the fortress's defense captain had some sense.

That actually made me feel more accomplished and pleased.

Knowing what was coming but still falling for my trap—what an idiot.

"I guaranteed Dalten that these bastards would be too drunk to think straight today and suggested the ambush. Look at them now. I was exactly right. Isn't it funny?"

Among the high-ranking knights, some seemed prepared for our ambush, or perhaps they were moderate drinkers...

Though not wearing armor, their gait and posture were no different than usual.

"You vile rat-like mercenaries, I'll personally behead every one of you and mount your heads on pikes!"

But the mercenaries, regular soldiers, and peasant troops all seemed to have drunk excessively to forget the fatigue and terrible memories of war.

They were stumbling into each other and vomiting as they ran toward us with weapons.

"Blegh, shit... I think I'm dying... blegh..."

Some idiots came to face us with swords but couldn't even draw them from their scabbards, just fumbling around.

"W-why won't my sword come out?"

Still, most of them, though weakened by alcohol, seemed to be overcoming their drunkenness in the face of an enemy ambush.

Though their steps were unsteady, they were somehow managing to stand straight and approach us in fighting stances.

"Damn it... kill all those bastards!"
"Interrupting our drinking. Is that something a human would do?"
"Shit, I was just about to get somewhere good with Anna! I had to leave because of you! I won't let this slide!"

I felt a tiny bit sorry for interrupting their drinking, especially for the guy who had to leave Anna when they were "almost there."

So I should kill them quickly so they wouldn't have any more attachments to this world.

*Sending them away from this world of pain is our job, and not everyone can do it.*

"Those idiots know we're attacking but they're still too drunk to get their wits about them. They're insane!"
"Even hundreds of guys like that wouldn't be a problem, right?"
"Shit, our squad leader really is a genius. I'm completely in awe."

If the ones coming out of the fortress were in their "right mind," it might be different, but since they were half-drunk, everyone seemed to think we could handle this.

With just our squad members, we could hold out sufficiently.

And right on cue, Lucia and the squad members approached us, wagging her tail.

"Squad Leader, am I late? I'm sorry. I ran as soon as I saw the signal."

Late my ass, she arrived at the perfect time.

"No, you came at just the right time."

She smiled at my words and wagged her tail rapidly.

I've thought this many times, but at moments like this, she's not like a fox but more like an adorable dog that really follows me.

Seeing her like that, I wondered if she might want to play with a dog collar and call me "master" someday...

I shook my head vigorously to clear those inappropriate thoughts and gave a firm order.

"Lucia, cast your strongest spell at those guys."
"Yes, Squad Leader."

Lucia aimed the ridiculously expensive staff I'd gifted her at the enemy and began chanting.

"Grant me fire to burn my enemies, Fireball!"

When the chant finished, a blue fireball shot from Lucia's staff.

The men hit directly by the intensely hot blue flames let out agonizing death cries before instantly turning to ash.

Some of the drunkards, honest with their emotions, simply collapsed at the sight.

"H-help me!"
"I don't want to die! I can't die before going home and having sex with Emily, damn it!"
"Mom, mommy..."

Tsk, tsk, such childish honesty about fear—I quite like it.

*When you're dead, you won't have anything to fear. I'll kill you all.*

"Lucia, fall back now and raise the signal. Senior Karin, please put some air holes in the necks of enemy knights or anyone who looks important from behind us."
"Leave it to me."
"Men, from now on, we're going to harvest the necks of those drunk bastards. By the way, if anyone in our squad fails to take at least one enemy head today, you'll be seeing me privately, so do your best."

I won't beat them or engage in military abuse when they see me privately.

I'll just show them how helpful combat gymnastics can be for building strength and attack power.

"Shit, isn't that too harsh?"
"If you think it's unfair, take some heads. Don't tell me you can't even behead a drunkard?"
"Of course I can."

The staggering drunks began pushing forward like a wave, weapons in hand.

"D-die, you trash!"
"Why did you have to attack while we were drinking and make things difficult?"
"Damn, you cruel bastards!"

They seemed to have fought off the alcohol from their faces after hearing we were attacking, but their bodies hadn't sobered up.

They were swinging their maces and swords with excessive wobbling.

*Are they playing snake games with those maces and swords?*

"We're just trying to make a living, you bastards."

I helped them stop suffering from fear by cutting off their heads one by one with my sword.

The guys beside me joined in the work, swinging their weapons.

"Die and find peace!"
"Move if you want to live!"
"Just die, all of you!"

The soldiers I had trained with combat gymnastics and drills weren't quite flying around, but they had no trouble dealing with the staggering drunks.

They stood firm against multiple attackers, calmly cracking heads one by one as they advanced.

When it became clear that their 200 men couldn't defeat a single squad, someone stepped forward.

"Make way! I, Sir Apocafe, will kill all these cowardly mercenaries and show how strong Baron Seike's army is!"

This Apocafe fellow walked proudly toward me, glaring, while Baron Seike's soldiers watched him with hopeful eyes.

Then I heard the sound of an arrow whizzing past my ear.

A gentle breeze—no, small in size but fierce as a storm—it was definitely Karin's arrow.

"Kuh, kuhuk..."

Whether Apocafe or Apocato, the showoff couldn't dodge the fast-flying arrow and collapsed, clutching his neck.

"Idiot, showing off because you wanted to die quickly. I granted your wish!"

When the enemy knight fell instantly, the drunk soldiers were paralyzed with fear.

"S-shit..."
"Sir Apocafe went down with just one arrow..."

Not missing the momentum, I began slashing through them mercilessly.

Necks, legs, waists, torsos—I cut indiscriminately, helping the drunks on their way to the next world...

*Death will make you happy.*

I threw away any guilt and focused on my job like a dedicated professional, swinging my blade diligently when cheers erupted from behind.

"Captain Dalten! Captain Dalten is here!"

Our squad members opened a path to let Dalten through as they shouted.

"Martin, you crazy bastard! You're the best!"

Dalten slapped my back hard before grabbing his sword and began cutting down enemies.

"Surrender if you don't want to die! You're already surrounded!"

A man who appeared to be Baron Seike tried to protest those words, but...

The White Beard Mercenary Company's flags were already hanging all over the walls, with archers and mages spread out above.

"Surrender if you don't all want to die!"

At those words, Baron Seike gritted his teeth and put down his weapon.

"Treat our esteemed guest with respect."
"Yes, Captain Dalten."

Ch.73 - Luck Always Comes From Unexpected Places.
In this world, the profession with the clearest before-and-after difference is that of mercenaries.

This might sound like nonsense, but we mercenaries may fight like demons possessed during war, but once combat ends, we rarely mistreat prisoners unless something extraordinary happens.

"If you don't want to die, put down your weapons, raise your hands, and get inside that building."

Whether it's Rheinpfalz or Montmartre, regular armies typically beat prisoners with spear shafts and threaten them with weapons after capture to prevent resistance.

We, however, made every effort to treat them with respect.

"If I catch you looking around, I'll smash your head in."
"Keep your eyes down if you want to live. Act up and I'll really kill you."
"As long as you don't try to escape, you won't get beaten."

The profanity-filled speech and gentlemanly behavior seemed awkward coming from tough men obsessed with women and alcohol.

But this was all calculated behavior, based on our noble philosophy and duty as mercenaries.

As I watched my men capturing the soldiers who had been stationed at Seriz Fortress, organizing my thoughts, a new recruit from our platoon approached with a puzzled expression.

"Lieutenant, may I ask you a question?"

I smiled at his words and nodded.

"What is it? You can ask two if you want, just hurry up."
"Why are we treating the prisoners so well? To be blunt, regular army soldiers often sell mercenaries or serfs who can't pay ransom to slave traders."

There are countless mercenaries in this world, but those captured in foreign wars can indeed be sold to slave traders if they're unlucky, just as he said.

So we could treat them harshly and sell them as slaves for a fortune, but...

*That would be the act of a fool who knows one thing but not the other nine.*

I flicked his forehead with a bit of Aura.

"Ouch!"

He cried out, clutching his forehead.

"You idiot, do we only ever fight alongside Rheinpfalz?"
"N-no, sir?"
"Right. We might be fighting the Rheinpfalz sausage-eaters today, but tomorrow? We could be fighting alongside those Montmartre snail-lovers. That's why it's best not to create bad blood once the war ends."

For this reason, mercenaries who invade enemy territory rarely engage in "looting," while regular soldiers often commit looting, murder, and rape without restraint.

Of course, there are some who commit all sorts of atrocities like the evil mercenaries people typically imagine...

*Our mercenary company is a rising star, so we need to maintain a good image by acting decent.*

"Lieutenant, Captain Dalten asked you to speak with those camp followers over there."

As another man approached with this message, I nodded with obvious reluctance.

Looking toward the camp followers, they were all grumbling with sour expressions.

"Damn those Montmartre idiots. Why did they get caught in an ambush and lose everything?"
"We're going to lose all our capital at this rate."
"We need to save our lives first before we can do anything else."

For men captured by the enemy, they seemed remarkably casual, almost like veteran warriors.

*They probably think they won't be killed after seeing how we treat prisoners.*

As I approached, they all brightened their eyes and began groveling, ready to rub their palms together.

"Oh, mercenary sir... please spare our lives."

Merchants in this era are half snake-oil salesmen and half con artists, but their quick change in attitude was simply amusing.

"I won't kill you or beat you. I won't forcibly take your goods either."

At those words, they all smiled brightly, their eyes gleaming.

"Really, sir?"

We might be hired by Montmartre someday, so there's no need to create bad blood with them.

If they hold a grudge and later sell us goods at inflated prices or deliberately supply poor quality food...

*We could all die because of those bastards.*

In Korea, military corruption that supplies spoiled food might cause a scandal if food poisoning occurs, but in this world, unless "nobles" are served spoiled food or people die en masse, such incidents are typically overlooked due to a culture of compromise that's worse than vermin.

Instead, if I become friendly with them, I can get all sorts of information and good products relatively cheaply even on the battlefield...

*It's much better to stay on good terms.*

"Of course, I can't pay full price for food or prostitutes."

Despite hearing this, they still teared up and bowed deeply.

"My goodness, we're grateful just to be spared. To even pay for goods and services—thank you so much!"
"We'll definitely report your kindness to our guild."
"We didn't even expect to be paid at all, sir."

I could feel the sincerity in each of their words.

"You must have had a hard time getting here, and selling at city prices would mean a loss for you. So charge double the city price. Same for the prostitutes."
"Understood, we'll serve you generously."

I drew my sword from its scabbard and pointed it at one man's throat.

"If you try anything funny or stab us in the back, it won't end well for you."

With a sword suddenly at his throat, beads of cold sweat ran down his face.

"Let's write up a contract first. You know why I'm doing this, right?"
"Yes, sir."

With a contract, we can later use the "mercy we showed them" as leverage for substantial discounts when buying in bulk from their guild.

It also suppresses their instinct to play tricks with prices.

*Even with their lives at risk, they came here for profit, so without a contract, they'd try to cheat us on city prices.*

"Set up your shops and prepare to receive customers."

At my words, they immediately scattered and ran toward the carts they had brought.

They would normally try to make at least ten times the profit, so only making double is quite a loss for them...

Yet their steps were quite cheerful, and their voices showed clear relief.

"When the castle was ambushed, I really thought we were going to die."
"It's a shame we can't collect full price, but double is still something. It's more than breaking even, so I should be satisfied."
"Ha, thanks to that bastard Baron Seike, I almost went bankrupt. But this mercenary lord saved us."

Camp followers may have left their conscience at home, but it's good to see they genuinely appreciate being saved from death and bankruptcy.

They'll probably give us something extra when they meet us again, and they'll spread the word about how our mercenary company showed mercy when we could have taken everything without consequences.

As I was about to leave, I noticed a camp follower whose steps were heavy despite being saved from "the brink of bankruptcy."

"Hah, I saved my life, but if I only get double the city price, I'll go bankrupt anyway."

I was a bit angry seeing him grumble despite my saving his life.

*A guy like that would sell his soul for more money.*

I immediately approached him.

"Hey, you merchant bastard."

The grumbler broke into a cold sweat.

"When someone shows you mercy, why are you muttering complaints behind their back? What's your problem?"

He shook his head vigorously and waved his hands in denial.

"No, no! I'm sorry, please just spare my life!"
"Hmph, look at how this guy talks. Won't you speak honestly?"

Threatening to kill someone after sparing their life seems contradictory.

"Are you in urgent need of money?"

At that question, the merchant nodded.

"Yes, I borrowed money expecting to make a profit from this war. If I can't repay it, my younger sister and older sister will be sold as sex slaves to the nobles."

What a crazy bastard. If you borrow money, you should do it within your means.

Why did he use his innocent sisters as collateral? What an idiot, no, a piece of trash.

Still, this works out well for me in the current situation.

"So you need quite a bit of money?"
"I'd need to sell my goods for five times their value to repay the debt. Double is far from enough."

Normally, I'd have told him "not my problem," but as it happens, I have a way to solve his problem while benefiting myself.

This bastard is actually quite lucky in a way.

"What's your name?"
"Matio, sir."
"Do you happen to know any military secrets? Even something you've overheard is fine—if you provide valuable, reliable information, I'll pay you."

It might seem ridiculous to ask such a question of a mere merchant.

But camp followers often handle army supply duties, so while they might not know military operations, they often receive information about when and how enemy forces will move.

And right now, this kind of information would be worth its weight in gold to us.

"If you don't speak now, you won't get another chance. But if you provide helpful information, this lord can give you enough money to change your fate."

Then I opened a leather pouch containing several platinum coins in front of him.

"Our mercenary company is wealthy. We can easily give enough money for a small merchant like you to start your own trading company."

At those words, our Matio finished deliberating and opened his mouth.

"Alright, according to the information I've gathered, actually..."

And so our friend Matio provided extremely detailed and valuable information over the course of an hour.

"...That's all."
"How did you learn this?"
"To survive as a camp follower, I need to know the general movements of the army I'm attached to, even if it means bribing knights. Otherwise, I can't make money."

I wrote down all the information he gave me, carefully controlling my expression.

"For now, I'm going to spend time with my men today. You stay here even after the others finish their business and leave, until we can verify your information. I'll pay you then."

*If this checks out, it would be incredible...*

Ch.74 - Luck Always Comes From Unexpected Places. (2)
As soon as the prisoner processing was complete, a drinking party broke out at Seriz Fortress.

Soldiers and officers alike piled up mountains of meat and alcohol sold at 20% of the usual price, feasting and drinking to their heart's content.

After a round of drinks, the tense atmosphere among the mercenaries instantly melted away.

"Bring more alcohol! And more pork belly for snacks!"
"Just two days ago, I thought this damn fortress was too solid for us to capture, but now that we've taken it, it wasn't really much."
"That's not because you're so great, but because Captain Martin is exceptional, you idiot."

While Baron Seike's soldiers guarding Seriz Fortress were caught off guard while drinking, it didn't matter if we had a drinking party now.

*According to the scout captain, no enemy troops were spotted in the vicinity.*

In this world without tanks, trucks, or trains, it was practically impossible to move enough troops to capture this fortress without being detected by the scout captain's eyes.

"Today I can just enjoy myself without any worries."

So I loaded a small cart borrowed from the camp merchants with roasted chicken, pork, and a barrel of beer, and as I was passing by...

"My Baron, please try some of this. We may have lost the war, but isn't it proper etiquette for cultured knights to share a drink and war stories after the battle ends?"

When Dalten said this, Baron Seike's expression soured.

"You're not wrong, but it's not particularly pleasant to have a mere mercenary lecture me on noble etiquette."

In this world, after a war ends, captured soldiers can be treated poorly or sold as slaves, but nobles and knights are considered highly dignified individuals who must be treated with respect.

Moreover, captured nobles simply accept this courtesy.

The reason seems to be not only because the ransom for nobles is ridiculously expensive, but also because these high-ranking individuals created this etiquette to avoid suffering the same hardships as commoners when captured in war.

"Until five years ago, I was born into a senior knight family in a county and lived as a knight. Please look at the crest engraved on my armor."
"...So you're the one who was falsely accused by that foolish Count from the neighboring country? Ahem, in that case, please provide good food not just for me but for my knights as well."

Dalten's lips twitched when he heard this.

"If the Baron permits, I would like to bring some women the camp merchants have brought along to help relieve the knights' fatigue..."
"Could you arrange that?"

Dalten's smile stretched from ear to ear.

*That fellow is excited about overcharging for the food and women's services provided according to custom.*

I let out a hollow laugh and sighed.

"Even if it's customary, how much is he planning to extort?"

When I arrived pulling the wooden cart, the squad members cheered and waved their arms to welcome me.

"Captain, the alcohol! Please give us the alcohol first!"
"This bastard talks like he paid for the captain's drinks. Hey, did you pay for it?"
"Why are you being like that, Senior Ains?"

These guys seem more excited about the alcohol and meat than seeing me.

But then again, if I imagine these smelly, hairy men welcoming me more enthusiastically than the alcohol and meat...

*That would be slightly—no, very disturbing.*

"Take the alcohol and meat, you bastards! Today, we're the heroes of victory!"
"Hurray for Captain!"
"Since stingy Captain Dalten has graciously provided a large sum for us to spend today, enjoy all the alcohol, meat, and women you want."

As soon as the mercenaries heard that, they began unloading all the meat and alcohol from the cart I had brought.

At a speed that made me wish they moved this quickly during wartime.

"Meat, gotta eat the meat first."
"What are you talking about? Beer comes first."
"Hey, rookie over there. When the captain brings a cart, you should quickly return it. Have you no manners?"
"Rookie Franz! I'll take care of it, sir!"

With alcohol, meat, and the pride of being the heroes of victory...

Our squad members began a boisterous drinking party as if they didn't have a care in the world.

"Honestly, when the captain suggested attacking this fortress again after we retreated, I thought our captain had finally gone mad."
"But when we got there, just as the captain said, the enemy soldiers were drunk and staggering around. They still tried to fight us, but they were wobbling on their feet, and some were even vomiting..."
"One guy swung his weapon at me, and I thought I was done for because I couldn't block it in time. But the drunk bastard hit the wall instead of me. So out of gratitude, I cracked his skull."

While I was gnawing on a chicken leg listening to these conversations, Karin naturally walked over to the seat beside me, winked, and sat down.

Then she pressed her body against mine and flashed that maddeningly beautiful smile.

I was dumbstruck by her beauty, but I was still the squad captain.

"Senior? Everyone's watching us?"

When I said this, our squad members started whistling with sly smiles.

"Hey guys, let's move the beer and chicken. There's a jester performance over there, no need to stay here."
"Hold the dishes carefully! If you spill anything, I'll make you repeat 'I'm dead' all night."
"Damn it. If you don't have a lover, you might as well die. I'm going to confess to Anna today and go all the way. Don't try to stop me, you bastards."

With that, they took almost all the food and drinks that were in front of me and disappeared in an instant.

Even as all the squad members left, only Lucia remained seated, biting her lip and puffing her cheeks as she looked back and forth between Karin and me.

Thinking she wouldn't be heard, she muttered in a very small voice.

"...Me too..."

It was obvious to anyone what Lucia was thinking, but I decided to pretend I didn't notice.

Although this world permits polygamy...

I already have Karin as my woman, and if I were to approach Lucia without Karin's prior consent, it could strain my relationship with Karin.

What I needed to do now was give Karin time to accept Lucia.

*Karin doesn't seem to be the jealous or possessive type, so for now, it's probably enough to just let her recognize how much Lucia likes me.*

After all, I've declared multiple times since I first met Karin that I intended to build a harem, so even if Lucia became my woman, Karin might feel uncomfortable but...

Since Karin also adores Lucia and takes care of her like a little sister, I think it might work out surprisingly well.

"Lucia?"

When I called her name, Lucia wagged her tail.

"Yes."

"Don't you want to see the jesters perform or something?"

It was a subtle request for her to leave, but Lucia looked at Karin, whimpered, and wagged her tail.

"Jesters are nice, but I prefer being praised by you, Captain."

Lucia looked up at me with eyes full of expectation while wagging her tail.

"When you pat my head and tell me I did well, I feel at ease like when the orphanage director used to pat me, and I feel good about myself knowing I'm doing well enough to be acknowledged by you."

Then her face turned red and she began wagging her tail rapidly.

"My body gets warm and I feel good. And it's thanks to you that I've been able to gain everyone's acceptance since I first joined this mercenary group..."

In this world, each subspecies has its own characteristics.

Elves have eagle-level eyesight or exceptional ability to sense magical power, which is why many of them, like Karin, are skilled archers capable of infusing arrows with magic.

Fox-kin like Lucia are generally agile and tend to fight using short weapons with nimble movements.

Another characteristic of fox-kin is...

*When they fall in love or become sexually aroused, their bodies turn red and warm up.*

Since Lucia grew up in an orphanage from a young age, she doesn't know about this, and the mercenaries have an unspoken agreement not to teach "innocent" Lucia about such things...

So they watch their words around her, making this a fact that only Lucia doesn't know.

"Is that so? Come here."

With those words, Lucia walked over to me and naturally presented her head.

I carefully stroked it as if I were brushing her hair, and Lucia made a purring sound like a cat.

"Mmm, Captain's touch is warm and reassuring..."

After about five minutes of petting, Lucia stood up with a satisfied look, gave a small bow, and left.

Karin looked at me with a wry smile and teased:

"Being so nice to another girl in front of your girlfriend makes jealousy creep up a little."

But she didn't show the burning hatred or sense of betrayal you might see in dramas.

"I knew about it. But I didn't expect that when all the other guys tactfully left, Lucia would be the only one to stay and approach me like that."

Lucia's behavior was clearly that of a girl in love.

Focusing on magic studies and training even when others were playing, saying she wanted to impress the captain, and always coming to me for praise whenever she did something well.

What else could it be?

Karin whispered in my ear.

"My support for your dream remains the same as always. Whether you build a harem or work yourself to death for advancement, I won't stop you and will always support and help you from behind."

Her words drew an uncontrollable smile on my face.

"Just remember this one thing. I'm Martin's first woman. You need to prioritize me and love me more than other women."

To acknowledge my dreams and desires while asking to be prioritized...

Before I knew it, I was holding Karin tightly in my arms.

"Of course, Senior."

That night, I worked my hips until they nearly broke to prove how much I loved Karin above all others.

And two weeks later, Baron Pappenheim finally arrived at Seriz Fortress with 2,000 troops.
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Our baron must be a crazy bastard.

There's no other explanation for this bullshit order...

"Baker, why do we have to stand in formation just because the baron is coming? Sure, we've had enough rest, but this is ridiculous, isn't it?"

Baker sighed deeply in response.

"You're right. I mean, we're standing mercenaries, so we're half under imperial command... but even Count Saltzheim never made us do this. We're doing it because he ordered it, but I also wonder what this is all about."

I grumbled while looking around.

Because that Baron Pappenheim sent word in advance that he wanted a formal reception when entering the fortress...

Everyone was dressed impeccably, maintaining perfect angles as if measured with a ruler, holding pikes, swords, shields, and flags while waiting for that bastard to arrive.

If he'd demanded this from other mercenary companies, they might have barely managed to look presentable, but...

*Thanks to our drill training, every single posture is perfectly aligned—it's blinding, damn it.*

Just remembering how we had to choreograph unnecessary movements and practice them because he demanded it made my teeth grind.

"Having to practice this nonsense since yesterday morning because of that baron bastard—this will go down in the White Beard Mercenary Company's history as a true legend."

As I grumbled, the platoon members around me joined in.

"We fought well and won, and should be resting, but instead we can't even drink and have to do this insanity."
"Anyone watching would think we're his regular troops."
"Sigh, truly insane. I wish he'd get struck by lightning on his way here and drop dead."

Though I didn't say it aloud, I wished that baron would at least fall off his horse—not necessarily get struck by lightning—but get injured enough to be removed from the battlefield quickly.

After we successfully conquered a fortress that should have been impossible to take, he makes us do this meaningless formation ceremony.

I can't even imagine what other idiotic things he'll make us do next.

After about 30 minutes of gossiping about Baron Pappenheim, trumpets sounded.

"Baron Emil von Pappenheim arrives! Everyone, show your respect!"

That bastard who deserves to be deep-fried in soy sauce—just a baron, the lowest noble rank, yet having his name announced loudly at a formation.

What, has he caught some disease where he needs to experience all sorts of pompous ceremonies in the battlefield from mercenaries that he could never receive in the Rheinpfalz Empire?

God, what an insecure piece of work.

Though I think this, he's our commander, so I endure it rather than openly showing my contempt.

As I suppressed my anger, Baron Pappenheim waved his arm toward us while sitting on his horse.

"Ahem, ahem. Everyone has worked hard."

Unless we were his regular soldiers or serfs who had to watch his every move or pretend to respect him...

Waving at mercenaries like he's some triumphant general. Does he seriously think we'll be pleased by this?

Looking at the expressions of the regular soldiers following behind him, none of them seemed happy either.

*Well, it must have been hard enough just walking here. No wonder they look like that when they're doing such nonsense.*

After the formation was more or less complete, the baron called our mercenary company to the plaza of Seriz Fortress.

"Squad Leader, doesn't this bastard give you a bad feeling?"

With his obsession with unnecessary authority like he has some commander syndrome, plus his history of ordering our mercenary company to carry out difficult operations that would normally be impossible to execute...

*This bastard reminds me of the ghost of the Imperial Japanese Army.*

Feeling that our entire mercenary company would be annihilated along with him if I said that out loud, I decided to phrase it differently.

"Between that woman-obsessed Schwaben and Baron Pappenheim, I don't know why we keep getting stuck with crazy people. But what can we do? We have to do our job."

Baker sighed and then joked with a grin.

"If I don't get promoted after this war, I'm changing jobs."
"Look at you acting all high and mighty just because you fought a little, buddy."
"That's why you should look after me, Squad Leader."

While we were joking around trying to shake off the ominous feeling, Pappenheim climbed onto the platform and shouted loudly.

"I, the baron, am extremely satisfied with your achievements in capturing Seriz Fortress, establishing the foundation for our Pappenheim forces to display their might against the Kingdom of Montmartre!"

When I heard those words, only one thought crossed my mind:

*Why is this bastard talking like a discharged company commander?*

Next, he'll probably say something like "this commander is disappointed."

No wait, since he commands 2,000 troops, maybe he'll say "this regimental commander is disappointed"?

The baron pounded his breastplate, squared his shoulders, and said:

"All of this was possible because I, Baron Emil von Pappenheim, with my excellent judgment and bold initiative, trusted in the bravery of you, the White Beard Mercenary Company. I have no doubt that all of you will fight valiantly under my command in the upcoming war against the Kingdom of Montmartre and spread our fame far and wide."

Is he insane?

He ordered our mercenary company of just 500 men to attack a fortress garrisoned by 250 soldiers on our own, and now that we've succeeded...

Instead of acknowledging his mistake and saying "I apologize for my error," he's just sitting there bragging about himself?

My head is spinning, and I feel an urge to grant this bastard an "accidental death."

*I understand why American soldiers in Vietnam put bounties on their sergeants' and company commanders' heads, asking the Viet Cong to kill them...*

Looking around, not just our squad but other mercenary friends were also looking at the baron with awkward smiles.

He spread his arms wide and struck a pathetic pose.

"Finally, this baron is very close with Deputy Commander Duke Konrad. After formal banquets, we always drink together at after-parties and even visit high-class brothels together. So the more I accomplish, the greater the rewards that will come to you."

According to the baron, he wants us to know that he's close enough to the deputy commander to go womanizing and drinking together.

But why is he telling us this nonsense?

Does he think we're his regular soldiers or knights who can't survive without clinging to him?

"That is all. This baron expects the White Beard Mercenary Company to follow my orders and do your utmost. Furthermore, I will now convey the upcoming operation plans, so the mercenary company's captain and officers should attend the strategy meeting."

He deliberately made his red silk cape flutter as he descended the stairs.

Seeing this, Lucia drooped her fox ears and tail...

"Is the baron really okay?"

Karin perked up her ears and sighed.

"I knew he was crazy when he ordered us to attack Seriz Fortress with just our strength. But he keeps going too far, doesn't he?"

I couldn't help but nod at those words.

"Sigh, I'll go to the strategy meeting for now. I just hope he doesn't say anything insane there."

And so I headed to the meeting room with Dalten and some other higher-ups from our mercenary company.

Everyone's expressions looked like they had just eaten something foul.

**

Seriz Fortress meeting room.

The baron sat at the head seat, surrounded by knights and mercenary captains at the table.

Ambiguous officers like me naturally stood against the walls like decorative screens.

*Why invite us if we're just going to stand here?*

Baron Pappenheim began his explanation, pointing at a bulletin board with a map of the surrounding area.

"Our Pappenheim forces, 2,000 strong, belong to Margrave Estel's command and are part of the Montmartre Expedition's 3rd Army. The 3rd Army totals 15,000, and our orders are to move from Seriz to Marseille, capturing fortresses and castles along the way."

Between Seriz and Marseille, there are about two castles, but they're in small cities with populations of only about 4,000 and 5,000 respectively.

"The number of defenders is less than 1/3 of our forces, so we should be able to capture them easily."

.... You madman, you need to consider the troops we'll lose while attacking those two castles.

If that's the case, you should have conscripted serfs from your barony to reach 3,000 men.

*Did I make a mistake by stepping up and allowing our mercenary company to attack Seriz alone?*

If not, this lunatic might have hired more third-rate mercenaries or local serfs to increase our numbers.

But I soon shook my head.

*Anyway, the operation this madman has outlined will be rendered useless according to the information provided by the captured merchant, so it's all pointless.*

"Therefore, this baron intends to continue pushing all the way to Marseille. Are there any other opinions?"

Though he said that, the baron's attitude suggested he had little intention of listening.

At that moment, Dalten stood up and carefully began to speak.

"Baron, I apologize for interrupting your operation briefing, but my mercenary company's senior squad leader has obtained critical information that cannot be ignored. May I speak?"

Pappenheim shrugged and gestured with his chin.

"Go ahead and speak."

Dalten gave me a look.

Receiving the signal, I stepped forward with my chest out and carefully said:

"According to information obtained from a captured military merchant after conquering Seriz Fortress, an enemy force of 5,000 is heading this way."
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The Baron snorted at those words.

"Merchant followers? Are you suggesting we should believe those parasites who just trail behind us and overcharge for everything?"

Indeed, merchant followers were Shylock-like characters who inflated prices up to ten times the normal market value under the pretext of "hazard pay."

Naturally, neither the noble aristocrats nor the mercenaries liked them—no one did.

*Five thousand troops are reportedly marching this way, and you can't even pretend to be concerned?*

For God's sake, restrain yourself from letting personal feelings interfere with official matters, especially when the information could severely impact the army under your command.

When the Baron took this stance, several knights beneath him rebuked me.

"To be swayed by the words of a mere merchant follower and spout such useless information! Aren't you just wasting the Baron's time?"
"You've become quite arrogant after capturing this small fortress! A mere company commander..."
"You're questioning our strategy based on a merchant follower's word?"

They say trash attracts more trash—are these guys in their right minds?

They're giving me this kind of attitude? Me, a mercenary company commander who successfully captured a fortress with 250 defenders using only 500 men despite receiving such an impossible order?

I—and our mercenary company—know exactly what would happen if we put a knife to their throats, but we'll refrain.

*If they mess with the wrong people, they'll end up with a blade in them.*

While I stood there dumbfounded, one of the knights under the Baron pointed at me with a surprised expression.

"Ah, Baron Pappenheim. This is the young mercenary who defeated Schwaben. The one with exceptional swordsmanship and tactical brilliance—Martin Meyer, whom other lords have been trying to recruit."

Baron Pappenheim's eyebrow twitched at those words.

"Hmm... is that so?"

I bowed my head in affirmation.

"Yes, I once had a dispute with Sir Schwaben over Karin, my woman."

The Baron cleared his throat and gestured to his subordinates to change the atmosphere.

Then, with a subtle smile, he showed me goodwill.

"I wasn't present at the time to personally invite you to join our house, but I was deeply impressed by the story of how you fought honorably to protect your woman."

That duel I fought had been a spectacle witnessed by nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire who had flocked to see it after the war ended when they had nothing better to do.

The reason for the duel was to protect my woman, and it was a human triumph where I fought to the end and reversed a seemingly hopeless situation.

I had made efforts to craft a story that would appeal to the nobles' tastes...

*Seems it's spread widely among the Rheinpfalz nobility over the past year.*

Dalten chimed in to support me.

"While it was our mercenary company that captured Seriz Fortress, it was Martin who devised the strategy and played the most crucial role in its capture. Perhaps you could hear him out, Baron. He's not one to speak nonsense."

The Baron cleared his throat, pondered for a moment, then nodded and said:

"Even for a mercenary, one couldn't achieve such feats at such a young age without exceptional abilities. In recognition of his role in capturing this fortress, I'll grant him the opportunity to speak."

The characteristic of those called "shit stars" in the military is that they treat soldiers like slaves from the Joseon Dynasty.

Damn it, what the hell is in his head to disrespect me this much just because I'm a mercenary?

And look at that expression—raising one corner of his mouth while gazing at me with that profound look.

*Does he think he's some benevolent king of a country?*

I'd love to tell him that being a Baron doesn't mean shit, but that would destroy my career as a mercenary.

Taking a deep breath and perfectly controlling my emotions, I spoke:

"Thank you for listening to someone like me, Baron. And of course, I'm not basing this information solely on the word of a single merchant follower."

"Do you have other evidence? If, as you say, an army of 5,000 is heading here, my reconnaissance team would have reported it to me already. According to my reconnaissance captain, they found no signs of a large army approaching."

I handed him a paper containing information I had gathered while visiting surrounding villages before the Baron arrived.

"Even the most capable reconnaissance captain cannot detect a large army if they're more than two days' march away, can they?"

Other knights and mercenaries nodded at my words.

"Reconnaissance teams are best at preventing surprise attacks and reporting the size of enemies right in front of us."
"There's a limit to how far reconnaissance can be sent."
"If you send reconnaissance more than three days away, you just lose scouts without finding crucial information."

Reconnaissance teams typically travel on horseback, but they cover an area about two days' walking distance around our unit.

Since they search both traveled roads and untraveled mountains and forests, there are natural limitations.

The Baron, though incompetent, proved he had at least basic common sense by acknowledging my point.

"That's true. Which makes me all the more curious—how could you possibly know that an army of over 5,000 is coming?"

With a confident smirk, I replied:

"I disguised myself as a merchant and asked village chiefs along their likely route if they would sell grain, cattle, and sheep that I could resell in Marseille. But the village chiefs around here all said, 'Someone has already purchased our food supplies, so we can't sell even a small amount.'"

The other knights nodded in understanding, but our Baron...

He furrowed his brow and made a throat-clearing sound.

"I fail to see the significance of that."

This sight truly made me sigh inwardly.

That a Baron would lack such basic military knowledge—this must be the cursed result of hereditary nobility.

Even incompetent fools can inherit titles if their fathers were nobles, leading to disasters like this.

"Baron, wouldn't it be difficult to supply food for 5,000 soldiers through merchant followers alone? They would need to requisition food from villages along their route to feed their soldiers, so they must prepare in advance."

"That's correct."

"So I thought I could at least determine whether the enemy was heading this way by using this method."

The Baron nodded at my explanation.

Meanwhile, other knights whispered just loudly enough for me to hear:

"Our Baron is actually listening to a mere mercenary company commander."
"Is the sun rising from the west?"
"Martin of the White Beard Mercenaries..."

At any other time, I might have been pleased to be acknowledged by the Baron's vassals.

But honestly, hearing these comments now just makes me feel disgusted.

*He seems to have a poor understanding of military matters and, from what I'm hearing, doesn't usually listen to others.*

Seeing them whisper like this just because he listened to a mere mercenary makes me anxious about the difficult path ahead.

Still, given his excessive pride, I might be able to guide the strategy in the direction I want by targeting this weakness.

"Baron, may I add something more?"

"Permission granted."

"First, this Seriz Fortress cannot accommodate 2,000 men. Even if 2,000 fought here, we couldn't properly deploy our forces and would inevitably be defeated."

At the mention of inevitable defeat, our Baron, unlike before, flushed with anger.

"I've been too lenient with you! How dare you speak of defeat—absolute defeat, no less—in my presence! I will never forgive you!"

The Baron, proving his incompetence, grabbed me by the collar even though he had given me permission to propose a strategy.

Dalten's expression hardened instantly, but I still smiled and answered:

"Baron, this fortress is already overcrowded with just 250 men. Even now, everyone except your regular troops is staying outside. How could we possibly stop an army of 5,000 here?"

Several other knights agreed with me.

"Baron, he's not wrong."
"Let's hear him out. You did say you would listen to his strategy."
"Please show your magnanimity."

Seeing how skillfully the knights placated the Baron, it's painfully obvious that this house is in complete disarray.

"Therefore, using this fortress as a base to stop the enemy is unreasonable. If we were to be defeated, wouldn't your reputation suffer, Baron? Though it may be presumptuous for a mere mercenary to worry about your honor..."

The Baron hesitated at the mention of "honor."

"However, the enemy likely believes we only have 2,000 men and is probably complacent. And the Montmartre forces will be passing through a place called Pastek Hill... which is perfect for an ambush."

"...Ahem, and so?"

Hearing this, I carefully rubbed my hands together like a company employee flattering a client, and said:

*If I can't persuade this bastard, our mercenary company is as good as dead.*

Therefore, I desperately needed to convince the Baron.

"Though I haven't heard much about you, Baron, the fact that you're giving someone like me a chance to speak suggests that you simply haven't had the opportunity to spread your wings. Shouldn't you take this first step toward becoming one of the great nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire by demonstrating your abilities now?"

The knights around the Baron sighed at my flattery but didn't stop me.

They probably thought my strategy was far better than holing up in this small fortress with just 250 men.

"The enemy won't notice our ambush. Please order preparations for a surprise attack. If we annihilate their army of 5,000 here, wouldn't Emperor Otto look upon Baron Pappenheim with great favor?"

At those words, the Baron reluctantly nodded and said:

"Very well. I'll discuss this with the mercenary captains and knights present. You may return to your post now."

"Yes, Baron."

And that day, my proposed ambush strategy was approved.

The reason was quite simple—as I had said, it was impossible to defend against an army of 5,000 in this tiny fortress.

Moreover, retreating from here would constitute insubordination, which could have consequences for both the House of Pappenheim and all the mercenary companies present.
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And two weeks later, at Pastek Hill.

"They call this a hill, but it's practically a ravine, Lieutenant."

A ravine refers to terrain where there's a path in the center wide enough for people to pass through, with cliffs blocking both sides. The landscape before us was so rugged it might as well have been a ravine.

The only difference was that the central path was wide enough for dozens of people to pass through, with rather steep hills on either side.

*Perfect spot for a small force to ambush a large army.*

"You're right about that. But if we weren't positioned here, we'd all have to retreat. Think about it—what kind of defensive battle could we fight in that fortress that can't even hold 250 men?"

Baker, standing beside me, nodded.

"That's true. That damn—I mean, that bastard of a Baron who wraps his concepts in sauerkraut and bread."
"Right. Hey, you don't need to go cut those logs over there?"

He started scratching his head.

"Come on, I may not have made senior mercenary yet, but I've got seniority, don't I?"

Hearing that, I gave him a light smack on the back of his head.

The satisfying feeling made me want to hit him a few more times.

"What seniority? If you're upset about it, get promoted, you bastard."

As Baker grumbled and disappeared, Karin approached me.

"Senior Karin, have you finished checking the surroundings?"

Karin straightened her chest and nodded.

"All done. About 2km from here, there's an army from Montmartre heading this way—looks to be about 5,000 men."

Walking alone, you could cover 2km in less than 20 minutes, but...

An army of 5,000 would take about two to three hours to reach us from that distance.

They can't move as freely as a single person or small group would—they have to match pace with horse or ox-drawn carts.

When a group of thousands moves while maintaining order, they inevitably slow down.

"I see. Thank you for your hard work."

When I said this, Karin smiled slightly and lowered her voice.

"It's nothing. Honestly, it was harder when we were with our Baron."

Since we have some time, a little chitchat should be fine.

I sighed at Karin's words and nodded.

"It's dreadful just thinking about it. Just between us, Senior Karin... I mean, what kind of Baron spends all his time drinking and groping women while preparing for an ambush? I've been called in several times for operation meetings, and that guy, seriously..."

Once we started gossiping about our superior, the Baron, Karin became engrossed in the conversation.

"What did he do?"
"He behaves during operational meetings, but the moment he has some free time, he's just sitting there fondling his maids' thighs and buttocks. When I asked one of the Baron's regular soldiers about it, he said the Baron claims this brilliant ambush will surely succeed under his expert command, so he spends his days drinking and his nights enjoying his maids."

Honestly, I don't want to criticize him for having sex at night.

After all, unless there's something urgent, Karin and I often enjoy ourselves until we're exhausted at night too.

But if you're a commander, shouldn't you at least spend your daytime hours working tirelessly to check for flaws in the operation? Isn't that common sense?

*No, the real problem is that this brainless bastard is going to ruin everything with his posturing.*

Karin sighed dramatically and said:

"When the Baron saw us walking together, he said, 'She's beautiful enough for Schwaben to be obsessed with. You're a lucky man.' What kind of relationship does he think we have to say something like that? If he weren't a Baron, I would have said something."

Strictly speaking, this isn't the Baron's fault.

Among nobles, it's considered proper etiquette to exchange compliments like, "Count, you're fortunate to have such a beautiful wife."

But separately, that Baron was looking at Karin from head to toe as if licking her with his eyes, with a secretly regretful gaze...

*That bastard, if I ever meet him as an enemy, I'll really kill him.*

I hope that after this war ends, whether Dalten joins Montmartre or somewhere else, I get a chance to crack that Baron's skull.

After chatting for a while, when no one was around us anymore.

Karin furrowed her brow, bit her lip, and asked:

"Martin, are you sure this operation will be okay?"

Honestly, even now I can't guarantee the operation will definitely succeed.

We're making all the preparations we can and getting ready to crush them, but...

If they just send scouts ahead, we could end up being the ones ambushed.

But war is essentially a dogfight where both sides risk their lives to claim honor, glory, and wealth.

*All we can do is prepare as much as possible and fight with the resolve to die.*

"It'll be fine, Senior. They have no choice but to pass through here now. They'll definitely fall into our trap. And haven't we prepared extremely thoroughly?"

Karin nodded at my words.

Then she smiled, somewhat forcedly.

"We spent all night cutting logs to roll down the hill, and we've prepared plenty of oil barrels as gifts for them. It was impressive watching you use your Aura to cut through those logs with your sword like you were slicing meat with a kitchen knife."

With Karin and Lucia watching from the side, I wanted to show off a bit, so I infused my Aura and cut down what felt like a hundred trees.

I thought they'd get bored, but Lucia kept wagging her tail and clapping, and Senior Karin kept watching me...

"As soon as they enter, we'll roll down the logs and oil barrels and set them on fire. Then we'll rain arrows and magic on them. What do you think will happen?"

It goes without saying.

When caught off guard, a person can fall from just a slight push, or die from a concussion after a single punch to the head.

An army, when unexpectedly hit by logs and oil barrels rolling down from the hills, followed by fire arrows...

They'll instantly lose control and be unable to regain their senses.

*They'll be like drunkards who've downed a whole barrel of beer.*

"When they're in that state, we'll pour arrows and magic on them, and they won't be able to come to their senses. They'll end up like those drunk soldiers at Seriz Fortress. Whether there are 5,000 or 10,000 of them, what's there to fear?"

Karin smiled at my words.

"Well, it's a plan you came up with, Martin. I should believe it will work out well."

I patted Karin's shoulder.

"When the enemy is in disarray, Senior, you just need to put arrows in the necks of their high-ranking officers. Then we'll definitely win."

With logs, burning oil barrels, magic, and arrows flying everywhere, and their officers dying too—who could withstand that?

Even the bravest person would tremble.

And to help Karin release any remaining tension, I decided to make a joke.

I lightly touched her chest and whispered:

"So when we win and come back, maybe you could do something with those breasts for me."

The only thing I find lacking about Karin in bed is that she's never used those E-cup breasts of hers for me, not even once.

So while I said it jokingly, it's actually quite an important matter to me.

*I may not be a virgin anymore, but for a man, breasts are still the embodiment of dreams and hope.*

She blushed to the tips of her ears at the sudden sexual joke and said:

"How much of a pervert are you? Fine... if we win and return, I'll definitely do it for you."

Just then, one of my squad members urgently said:

"Senior Squad Leader, Squad Leader Karin. Captain Dalten says it's time to move to your designated positions."
"Right, did he say anything else?"
"No, he said to follow the operation as planned."

After hearing that, I immediately moved to my position.

The enemy wasn't visible yet, but in the distance, I could already see the dust rising from their marching army.

The men around me started trembling at the sight.

"I wasn't worried during preparations, but seeing that now is really scary."
"Shit, can we really survive this? 2,000 against 5,000?"
"Shut your mouth! What if those bastards hear us?"

As squad leader, I kept quiet to maintain my dignity, but honestly, I'm terrified too.

My hands are sweating, and my throat keeps swallowing nervously...

*The moment you admit you're scared, it's over.*

I lightly punched my breastplate and clenched my teeth.

Then I imagined myself advancing further in rank someday, with Karin, Lucia, and other women by my side.

Suddenly, being afraid seemed foolish.

*Life is all about taking that one big chance. Wasn't I risking my life for my dream?*

With that resolve, I gave each of the scared men a slap on the back.

"Listen up, you bastards. Every day you all sing about wanting to find pretty girls to marry. To do that, you need money. And don't you see those money bags coming? Don't be scared, just fight. This is our big chance in life."
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After about thirty minutes, no, an hour later.

"Captain, look over there. A blue flag with a yellow lily—it's the Montmartre bastards."

I took a deep breath, patted his shoulder, and asked, "Where?"

"Over there, sir. If you look, you'll see the Montmartre scum swarming in formation."

Turning my gaze in the direction he pointed, I spotted the Montmartre troops.

Either they hadn't considered we might attack, or perhaps this was just how they normally handled security.

They were marching casually with only spears and weapons in hand, having placed their cumbersome and heavy armor on wagons—the very armor they should be wearing during a march.

"Time to cut off some Rheinpfalz sausage-heads and make a nice profit."
"I heard this Pappenheim or Paltzheim fellow is a complete idiot, even among idiots. My old squad leader used to grind his teeth just talking about him."
"True enough. Our captain laughed his ass off when Count Lezume heard who we were up against."

Our Baron Pappenheim is definitely a bit—no, a complete—idiot.

Other knights, specifically those ranked middle-tier and above, would have studied basic military tactics since they directly command and lead soldiers.

But this lunatic... when I told him that Montmartre troops requisitioning food from nearby villages meant a large army was coming...

He couldn't grasp such simple logic, and I had to explain everything step by step.

*Damn that idiot. Let's not end up on the same side again.*

Still, since that incompetent baron is such a moron, the enemy count seems to have completely dropped his guard...

"Ah! You really never know how things will turn out in this world, damn it."

When I grumbled, my squad members asked, "Captain, should we attack now?"

"Wait a bit longer. Keep your mouths shut until our idiot baron gives the signal, then we strike all at once. If we attack now, we'd be disobeying orders. Just keep an eye out for scouts."

Ten minutes passed, then twenty, then thirty. Eventually, the tail end of the enemy force of 5,000 came into view.

That's when loud trumpets and drums echoed throughout the valley.

The Montmartre troops heard the sound and, realizing they were trapped, began to panic.

Some mercenaries rushed to the wagons, frantically pulling out and putting on their armor.

"Armor! We need to put on our armor first!"

Knights in their fancy armor drew their swords and started barking orders.

"Damn it all! Cowardly Rheinpfalz sausage-eaters! Everyone, gather up! We don't know when the enemy will strike!"

With different orders coming from all directions, the Montmartre soldiers fell into obvious confusion.

If our side had fallen into such chaos, I might have trembled with fear, wondering if I was about to die.

*But it's not us, so who cares?*

It was pathetic watching them floundering, unsure whether to retrieve their armor or form ranks to face the approaching enemy.

"Roll the logs and oil barrels. Kill them all, leave no one alive."

At my command, the soldiers enthusiastically responded in loud voices.

"Yes, Squad Leader!"
"I'll turn those damn snails into roasted meat, sir."
"Just watch me kill every last one of them, sir."

After each had their say, they cut the ropes binding the logs with axes and rolled the logs and oil barrels down the hill.

Both the logs and oil barrels were quite heavy, so rather than bouncing with a light sound, they made a deep rumbling noise like boulders rolling downhill.

The Montmartre troops heard the logs coming and began to panic.

"Enemy ambush! Everyone, hide behind the wagons!"
"Will hiding even help?"
"Shit, are we going to die here?"

Would we charge down the hill and crash into them?

Should they hide behind the wagons anyway? Their indecision was quite adorable.

Cute little things—may your limbs be crushed under logs and your bodies turned to bloody pulp.

Moments later, the logs and oil barrels crashed into the enemy infantry.

Soldiers who couldn't dodge in time had their torsos, arms, and legs crushed, while the oil barrels shattered, spraying oil everywhere.

The logs and barrels also smashed into wagons, creating countless splinters that flew into the enemy soldiers' bodies. Those who had hidden behind the wagons were crushed to death as the wagons collapsed.

In an instant, the Montmartre army's formation turned into chaos, completely out of control.

"Aaaagh! Damn it! Someone help!"
"Those damn imperial bastards..."
"Mother, fuck..."

The Montmartre knights and experienced mercenaries swung their swords desperately, shouting orders in an attempt to survive.

"Formation! Maintain formation! If we lose formation, we're finished!"

But those who had been hit by the sudden onslaught of logs couldn't regain their senses.

Our soldiers watching this scene cheered as if they were about to stand and applaud.

"Look at those snail bastards. Serves them right. Did they think we were as incompetent as our baron?"
"Even so, they should have sent scouts when passing through such a suspicious hill path."
"Pathetic fools, tsk tsk..."

One of our men clicked his tongue, saying they should have sent scouts—but what if they had? The thought sends chills down my spine.

An ambush, if it successfully exploits the enemy's weakness, can allow a small force to defeat a much larger one.

But conversely, if you're discovered while preparing, you're completely vulnerable.

*Whoever that count is, thank you for staying careless until the end.*

Shortly after, Dalten's voice, infused with Aura, boomed out.

"Fire arrows and magic with everything you've got! Throw even rocks until the order comes to charge the remaining bastards! Kill as many as possible before we go in!"

Hearing that, I picked up nearby stones and threw them in high arcs, hoping they'd reach where the enemy might be.

Since I hadn't practiced throwing spears or daggers, the best I could do was aim for the general area where enemies might be.

*Trying to aim for their heads would just result in missing.*

But with many of us thinking the same way and throwing, the effect was definite.

"Argh, my arm! My arm!"
"Ugh, mother..."

Then fire arrows flew toward the enemy to ignite the spilled oil.

They seemed to have the same idea as us—not aiming at specific targets but firing as many arrows as possible before the enemy could recover.

With slight exaggeration, it was like a downpour of fire arrows.

Glancing to the side, I saw Karin steadily aiming her bow at the enemy lines.

A moment later, she released the bowstring with an exhale.

"Got him."

She flashed a sharp smile and aimed at her next target...

From the enemy side came a panicked voice: "Lord Poviron has been struck by an arrow and fallen!"

It must have been at least 300 meters away, and with enemies swarming in confusion, hitting a specific target would be extremely difficult. Yet she had pierced a high-ranking enemy knight's neck with a single shot.

Her skills have been improving lately—at this rate, she might eventually become like those elves in games, climbing trees and killing enemies from hundreds of meters, even a kilometer away.

She'd be a true sniper then.

At that moment, the fire from the arrows began to spread throughout the enemy camp.

As the logs, wagons, and various supplies the enemy had brought began to burn, the fire spread rapidly through their ranks.

"Fire! Put out the fire first! If you don't want to die, put out the damn fire!"
"Have the mages use water magic! If the food, hay, and weapons all burn, we're done for!"
"Damn it, water! Get water!"

In a world without magic, all those bastards might have burned to death.

Unfortunately, magic exists in this world.

"Water, soak the ground! Water Splash!"

When the Montmartre mages used water magic, the fire, fueled by oil, initially grew more intense before gradually subsiding.

Seeing this, Lucia and our other mages continued raining fire magic on the enemy, determined to burn as many as possible.

"Burn my enemies to nothing! Fireball!"
"Fire, kill those who stand in my way! Fire Spear!"
"Fire Arrow!"

Enemy soldiers died helplessly under the barrage of our fire magic, arrows, and stones.

"Damn, fire! Argh! Hot!"
"My arm, my leg... help me! I don't want to die!"
"The fire, we need to put out the fire."

Despite the situation, the Montmartre soldiers focused on extinguishing the fires to survive...

*Unfortunately, they won't all be reduced to ashes like at the Battle of Red Cliffs.*

Still, they were completely defenseless while we bombarded them from a distance, so their numbers must have been greatly reduced.

Their morale would be completely crushed, and the smoke from hastily extinguished fires would be blinding them.

*Now is the perfect time to drive spears into the enemy.*

As if reading my mind—or perhaps it was Pappenheim's decision—urgent drumbeats signaling a charge echoed through the air.

"Good! Time to teach these Montmartre snails who rely only on numbers a lesson! Everyone, charge!"

Ch.79 - Pastech Hill Surprise Operation (3)
When I gave the charge command, our mercenary troops raised their weapons high.

"Time to crack the shells of those Montmartre snails!"
"Kill them all, leave none alive!"
"Pappenheim might be useless, but let's show them we're still damn good!"

Though they outnumbered us 2.5 to 1, everyone's morale seemed incredibly high—fortunately so—probably because they'd seen the enemy caught off guard by our surprise attack.

Before charging, I circulated Aura throughout my body.

As always, I felt that sensation of strength surging within me, my grip on the sword becoming much stronger.

No matter how many times I've used Aura—countless times now—this feeling I never experienced when living in Korea remains... exhilarating and satisfying every time.

"Everyone charge with spears! Drive them in like men!"

With those words, my soldiers and I raced down the hill at full speed.

Doing this would maximize our impact—the acceleration from running downhill combined with the weight of both men and spears.

*With their vision limited by smoke and caught by surprise, the terror they must be feeling is enormous.*

Proving my theory correct, screams from the Montmartre troops reached our ears through the thick smoke.

"Shit, spare me! Ambush! It's an ambush!"
"Stop putting out fires and grab your spears!"
"Form up if you don't want to die. What kind of scattered formation is this?!"

Just hearing the desperate cries of the higher-ups trying to avoid death and the confused voices of the lower ranks, I could imagine the enemy's situation.

The common soldiers would be too terrified to even think about fighting properly, while the senior mercenaries and squad leaders would be trying to beat some sense into their subordinates...

As I pictured their predicament again, the corner of my mouth unconsciously curled upward.

"Losing their minds at one surprise attack. Pathetic."

Of course, if I were in their position, they'd think my words unfair...

But if they were so afraid of dying, they should have deployed enough scouts and sentries to prevent this from happening.

After running for about ten seconds, I saw the stunned face of a soldier with his mouth hanging open in the rising smoke.

He wasn't even worth killing with my sword, so I rammed into him with my body instead.

"Argh!"

Then I began cutting down everyone who looked like an enemy without mercy.

"Die, you Montmartre snails!"

The soldiers following beside me used their momentum to stab the enemies in front of them all at once.

"Rheinpfalz bastards..."
"Mom, save me!"
"I can't die like this."

Judging by the death cries coming from the enemy formation...

"How do you like the White Beard Mercenaries' charge? Too spicy for you snails?"

It was obvious to anyone that they had suffered far greater losses in this clash.

Of course they did—unless they could somehow fly, they'd been ambushed and rammed by spears.

Anyone who could remain unharmed after that wouldn't be human, but some kind of monster.

"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"
"Look at those Montmartre snails now!"
"We're not such easy opponents!"

After everyone cheered, I heard Captain Dalten's orders from a short distance away.

"We're at the enemy's rear! Make sure none of them escape! Those with intact spears to the front, those with broken spears behind—form a defensive formation!"

Baron Pappenheim's 2,000 troops had ambushed the enemy by hiding along the paths at both front and rear.

In other words, even though we succeeded in surprising them, if either the front or rear opened up, they would use that as an escape route and flee en masse.

We would suffer the disaster of letting our caught fish slip away...

*We must hold this position at all costs.*

We soon pulled back from the enemy and formed a defensive formation as Captain Dalten ordered, completely sealing the lid.

Squad leaders and senior mercenaries drove their subordinates hard.

"Damn it, hold your spears properly if you don't want to die!"
"Just hold here and we win!"
"Time to show the strength of the White Beard Mercenaries."

Once the formation was set, the standard-bearer, on Captain Dalten's signal, tilted the flag forward.

My platoon and the other White Beard Mercenary soldiers followed the signal and walked into the area where billowing smoke still limited visibility.

"If you see an enemy, just stab and kill!"

Limited visibility made things difficult not only for the ambushed enemies but for us ambushers as well.

However, our mercenary troops moved according to their training and discipline.

"One, thrust! Two, withdraw! Three, strike! Now one, two, three!"

The soldiers attacked according to this rhythm, thrusting, withdrawing, and striking with their spear shafts at enemies suddenly appearing in the fog.

"Die, you Montmartre scum!"

The enemy wasn't stupid and tried to counterattack when they saw our mercenaries...

"No, you die!"

But our mercenaries' movements, following their training by reflex, were about half a beat faster.

"Ugh..."

After driving the enemy back for about ten minutes, the fog gradually began to clear...

Unlike when the smoke was thick, the Montmartre troops began to properly reorganize their units.

"Golden Barley Mercenaries! Assemble! Form up together!"
"Gather as one and push them back!"
"Don't let those Rheinpfalz bastards get cocky!"

Having been attacked by us, they would now do everything to escape from here.

This meant that from their perspective, trying to break out toward Seriz Fortress, they would concentrate all their attacks on the rear—where we were holding position—rather than their vanguard.

If we couldn't turn those troops trying to regroup into a disorganized rabble, we'd only be making a small problem much bigger.

*That would just lead to unnecessary casualties.*

"Captain Dalten! Are we going to let those damn mercenaries regroup?"
"Not a chance. I'll command your platoon myself and give you Heintz and the strong fighters. Go kill all those Golden Barley or whatever disorganized rabble they are."

Given permission to run wild, I circulated Aura throughout my body.

Gripping my sword tightly, I stared at the mercenaries and Montmartre soldiers who were gradually organizing their defensive formation.

*Is this Golden Barley group the weakest?*

Whoever they were, once I found their weakness, I would tear into them like a lion or tiger.

After observing the enemy lines for about twenty seconds, I spotted a gap in the Golden Barley Mercenaries' formation.

*I wouldn't be human if I missed this opportunity.*

"Vice Captain Heintz! I'll take the vanguard—please follow behind me!"

As soon as I said that, I channeled Aura into my legs and launched myself like a bullet.

The Golden Barley troops gave me a fervent welcome when they saw me.

They welcomed me so warmly that they all gritted their teeth, and some even broke into cold sweats.

"It's an Aura Expert!"
"Brace yourselves! Maintain formation!"
"Expert or not, swords and spears can still pierce him!"

As I approached, they huddled together to try to block my attack.

"Stop that bastard!"

But I ignored them, looking straight into the eyes of the man directly in front of me, aiming my sword at his neck.

In the blink of an eye, my sword pierced his neck, skewering him.

"He killed our squad leader! Bastard! Die!"
"You attacked us because we looked easiest, but we'll show you we're actually the strongest!"
"Rheinpfalz scum can try all they want!"

The others all tried to stab me to death, but...

*Too slow.*

I don't know who their mercenary captain is, but they seem like a second-rate mercenary company at best, probably among the lower ranks...

Exaggerating a bit, even if they sent a truckload of these guys, they couldn't touch my neck.

"You're the ones who'll die! Chicken brains!"

I wrapped my sword in Aura and cut through the weapons of those directly in front of me.

Seeing their weapons cut, their jaws dropped in shock.

"Huh... shit."

And soon their heads fell with a thud like dropping apples, cut by my sword.

"Amateurs. All skill and no substance."

Looking back, I could see Vice Captain Heintz and the other veterans handling these guys quite well.

With the first attack going so smoothly, are we halfway there already?
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I felt like we were halfway there, but that also meant half still remained...

To be honest, we'd only succeeded in the surprise attack. There was still a mountain of work ahead of us.

Right in front of us were these insolent bastards forming battle formations to make things difficult for us. First, we needed to kill them.

And soon, those trying to retreat would rush toward the White Beard mercenaries. We needed to stop them too.

Easy to say, but actually doing it meant risking our bodies being torn apart or possibly dying.

*I need to steel myself.*

Still, thanks to our surprise attack, we were in better shape than those Golden Barley fools who couldn't get their wits about them.

"The Rheinpfalz troops are coming! Request support from the neighboring mercenary group!"
"Should we advance?"
"Fall back and regroup!"

Their mercenary captain was changing orders frantically after the surprise attack.

His subordinates were being tossed around left and right following his commands, swaying like reeds in the wind.

*What idiots. Are they begging us to harvest their heads?*

Well, anyway, my mercenary group and I would be harvesting all their heads soon enough.

"What worthless trash!"

I immediately wrapped Aura around my entire body and started with the closest ones—one, two, three... Without exaggeration, every time I swung my sword, someone's head fell and rolled on the ground.

In Korea, even the most trained soldier or lifelong swordsman would find this difficult to accomplish...

But with an Expert's Aura enveloping my sword, I could cut through even steel harder than human bone in a single stroke. That's what made this feat possible.

When a single human can wield such power, I get the feeling I'm becoming addicted to the drug called war...

But what does it matter?

It's not like I'll suffer from PTSD or war trauma afterward, and I'm not slaughtering these guys without reason.

After swinging my sword and putting some distance between myself and the enemies, I caught my breath and wiggled my fingers.

"Drop your weapons if you don't want to die. Kneel and I'll spare your lives."

The men in front of me gritted their teeth, their faces turning red like ripe persimmons, and charged at me.

"Kill that bastard!"
"Stab him with spears! Even if he's not a Master, one good hit will take him down!"
"Stab him in the neck or anywhere!"

Even though their dying comrades had already proven they were no match for me, they still couldn't come to their senses.

Still, I didn't hate them, knowing they would soon become my achievements, converted into money and fame.

*They're actually kind of cute.*

They formed a formation around me.

Shield and sword wielders at the front, mace wielders behind them, and short spear users at the very back.

The fact that over a dozen men quickly formed such a formation was probably because my mercenary group and I were so good with our blades.

It's funny how even incompetent people become efficient when their lives are on the line.

"Kill that bastard! For the honor of our Golden Barley mercenary group, kill him!"

A seemingly higher-ranked man with a shield and sword started making a fuss at the front, and they first tried to restrict my movement with their shields.

For a moment, I considered taking the shield impact with my body to knock them down and find an opening...

But the shields they were carrying weren't small round shields—they were man-sized shields used by shield bearers to counter pike formations.

In other words, they could withstand even a charging horse, let alone a person.

"Even if I'm an Expert, charging might not work."

Despite saying that, I had absolutely no reason to worry about those shields.

"Can't a sword penetrate a shield?"

With the determination that today was the day I'd decided to kill them—making it their death day—I charged toward them.

The shield bearers moved exactly as I expected.

"Plant the shields in the ground! Restrict his movement and stab him!"

The shield bearers planted their shields, which had spikes at the bottom, into the ground and exuded a formidable aura.

"Come on in if you dare!"
"We'll crush you!"
"You're finished, you bastard."

Instead of answering, I just raised the corner of my mouth in a smirk.

Then, channeling Aura into my sword and using the same technique I'd been using to slice through armored bodies...

I first stabbed my sword into the shield of the man right in front of me.

I must have stabbed deep, or perhaps I got lucky, because I heard his death cry.

"Argh!"

The Golden Barley guys around me, perhaps trying to show off that they were the elite of this mercenary group, attempted to surround me with their shields and apply pressure.

"Die, you rotten bastard!"
"We'll turn you into a porcupine!"
"Die, you tin can bastard."

Regardless, I retrieved my stabbing sword, filled it with Aura, and this time sliced through the shield and the man next to me in one stroke.

After kicking the corpse in front to knock it down, I quickly turned my body to the right.

Behind that, some guys tried to smash me with flails or war hammers, but...

*No matter how high you jump, you're still in Buddha's palm.*

I immediately planted my foot firmly on the ground and rammed into the man in front of me with my armor.

Hit by armor much harder and heavier than a human body, the man flew as if he'd been struck by a motorcycle.

"Help me, aaaagh!"

He knocked down three of his comrades in his flight path, and I charged to the right, stomping on their faces with Aura-infused steps.

"Argh!"
"No, spare me!"
"Dying like this, damn it!"

The men whose faces were stomped died instantly as their heads burst, and the faces of those hiding behind shields turned deathly pale.

"Crazy monster."
"Kill that bastard!"
"Smash that bastard's head with a mace!"

Honestly, the most threatening opponents for a sword-wielder like me are those who apply pressure with shields or those who harass with the reach advantage of spears.

Weapons that can't utilize reach advantages, like maces or flails, aren't that scary.

Because if I can penetrate faster, they're helpless.

"Where's your captain?"

So I pointed my sword at them, considering them already dead men walking.

That guy with the flail looks the weakest, so starting with him would make it easier to clear the surrounding men...

I should kill him first and then penetrate deeper.

As soon as I set my target, I launched myself toward him.

Like an arrow flying toward its target, quickly yet calmly, to thrust my sword into his throat.

As I charged, the mace wielders and spearmen attacked me.

They struck my armor with maces and aimed for my vital points with spears, but...

*As long as I have this armor, this level of attack won't be fatal.*

So I decided to deflect only the attacks targeting my vital points and ignore the rest.

"Die, you piece of trash!"
"We'll show you how terrifying the Golden Barley mercenaries are!"
"Bastard, I'll crack your head open!"

I'm not sure exactly how many attacks were coming at me...

But only three could inflict fatal wounds.

I clearly saw the dangerous attacks with my eyes and either avoided them or deflected them with my sword.

"You think you can kill me?"

Then heavy blows from maces and spears landed on the parts I didn't defend.

The impact from the mace felt like being hit with a baseball bat, but the spears, being thrusting weapons, were blocked by my mithril-infused armor and only delivered the impact of being struck with a stick.

*No wonder medieval knights considered maces the specialized weapon against armored opponents.*

Still, those weaklings couldn't kill me with their maces.

"You're so weak. Can you even stand properly?"

After that taunt, I swung my sword and took off the head of the guy who had been annoying me with his mace.

Then there was someone trying to stab me with a spear from behind...

"Not a chance, you bastard."

I grabbed his spear shaft with my left hand and yanked it hard.

"You crazy bastard, damn it!"

As he flew toward me, I smashed his face with my left fist.

"With skills like that, how could you possibly catch me?"

After causing such havoc, I heard our mercenary group cheering behind me.

"That's our mercenary group's mad dog Martin for you!"
"Follow Martin!"
"Long live our platoon leader!"

In close combat, one rampaging hero can change the flow of battle, unlike in wars with flying bullets.

Thanks to the fact that my opponents are complete trash and we succeeded in our surprise attack, our morale is soaring.

"If only you fought like this normally."

I muttered a slight complaint, but I didn't really have any grievances.

And now I fixed my gaze on the Golden Barley mercenary group's flag visible right in front of me and the man standing nearby who looked like their captain.

"As expected of a captain, his Aura mist is quite visible. A perfect opponent."

I'll kill that bastard myself to demonstrate my superior abilities.
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When the mercenary captain of the Golden Barley Mercenaries spotted me, he greeted me warmly, filled with gratitude.

"You bastard! How the hell are you still alive after causing such chaos?"

While being cursed at in everyday life isn't particularly pleasant, being cursed at by enemy soldiers on the battlefield is actually a compliment.

Especially when they go on at length—it's high praise, essentially confessing how much weaker they are than us.

*I could get addicted to this.*

Still, I have no desire to become addicted to a man's voice, so I should cut his throat as quickly as possible.

"Stop barking like a dog. Is it my fault your mercenary band is so weak?"

The man's eyes bulged with blood vessels as he pointed at me and drew his sword.

"You son of a bitch!"

Son of a bitch? Honestly, looking at these mercenaries, barely any of them even have proper armor, they're all disheveled and pathetically weak.

They seem to be bottom-tier second-rate mercenaries at best...

*That makes them just slightly better than armed thugs.*

The man before me, as captain of such a band, proves my assessment with his excessively foul mouth.

He swung his Aura-infused sword toward my neck.

A single strike descending diagonally from right to left above the attacker's head, like a strong wind.

"Die, you bastard!"

The Aura emanating from his sword, the speed of the blade flying toward my neck, his stable stance, the killing intent in his eyes.

Considering all these factors, his skill level seems similar to mine, or perhaps slightly higher?

*I wouldn't die even if you held a funeral for me.*

So at the end of this exchange, it won't be me who dies, but this bastard.

"Shut your mouth!"

With that shout, I kicked the ground with Aura-infused force.

I flew quickly toward him with my sword aimed at his neck, but he twisted his head to avoid my attack.

Though I was disappointed my strike missed, his attack missed as well.

Moreover, my body continued flying toward his torso without losing momentum.

"Ugh!"

The mercenary captain was sent flying quite far after taking my headbutt.

His stance was naturally broken, making this the perfect opportunity to kill him.

"Die!"

I thrust at his vital points as he lay face-down on the ground, but he twisted his body and rolled sideways to avoid the attack.

Then he used the rolling momentum to quickly get back on his feet.

His entire body and face were covered in dirt from rolling, and his once-elegant cape had turned to rags.

Seeing his state, I let out a mocking laugh.

"Now you look the part."
"You goddamn son of a bitch!"
"Oh please, try to eat me if you can."

He immediately charged at me again with his sword.

It was the same simple attack targeting my neck as before, which made me doubt my eyes for a moment.

Why would he try the same attack that just failed?

"Give me your neck, you bastard!"

He pretended to swing his sword at my neck, but suddenly changed the trajectory to target my waist.

Considering how difficult it is to change the target or trajectory once you've started swinging a sword, and how rarely it happens...

*If my skill level were even slightly lower...*

I might not have even thought to respond properly to this attack and died...

"Enough with your tricks!"

I immediately blocked his attack with my sword.

"You bastard!"

After deflecting his attack, we spent dozens of exchanges looking for openings in each other's defense.

Perhaps because our skill levels were so evenly matched, the fight remained deadlocked no matter how hard we tried to gain the upper hand.

I gradually started to run out of breath, and my body's stamina slowly drained away.

When I was on the offensive, adrenaline had been pumping like crazy, making it bearable, but this was different.

The man looked at me with a sneer and asked:

"Tired?"

Judging by how heavily his shoulders were rising and falling, the captain himself seemed quite exhausted.

What a hypocrite, putting on airs as the captain of such a weak mercenary band.

"Stop the posturing. You look tired too."

After saying that, I heightened my vigilance.

According to lessons learned from my battlefield experience, when someone speaks like this, they're usually planning to unleash some kind of finishing move.

"I'll give you a parting gift for the afterlife. I am Wigo Langrale, captain of the Golden Barley Mercenaries. What's your name?"

See? Just like a strong boss in a game who's about to die, he's introducing himself as if acknowledging me...

But ultimately, his attitude suggests he still looks down on me because I'll be the one dying.

*Oh, I'm definitely going to kill this bastard.*

"Martin Meyer, senior squad leader of the White Beard Mercenaries."
"A mere squad leader who's an Expert? Impressive, but you'll still die here."

After saying that, he charged straight at me.

Unlike before, when I dodged his attack aimed at my neck, he immediately kicked me in the waist.

"Ugh!"

A shock and pain like being struck with a wooden club transmitted through my armor.

Then he continued to swing his sword at me.

His attacks were quite sharp, constantly targeting vital points like my head, neck, waist, armpits, and groin, but they weren't particularly threatening.

"Is that all you've got?"

Just as I said that, he swung his sword down toward my neck.

Did he really think he could kill me with such an obvious, exaggerated movement?

Or did he have something else planned?

I hesitated for a moment, but the answer in my head was simple.

*This bastard definitely has something up his sleeve.*

So while I swung my sword to block his attack, I kept a close eye on his hands.

"Die!"

The Aura flowing from his sword grew stronger, but...

Just as I expected, he started to pull something.

He was holding the sword with only his right hand...

*What's he holding in his left hand? And where is it?*

Widening my field of vision, I saw he was trying to stab a dagger into my right armpit.

He probably thought that even if one stab wouldn't kill me outright, it would weaken me enough to finish me off easily.

Did he think I'd fall for that so easily?

I immediately filled my entire body with Aura and forcefully deflected his sword with both hands.

"What the hell?"

It seemed his single right arm was no match for my sword, as his right arm was lifted upward.

With a smirk, I kicked his torso, pushing him away.

As his stance collapsed and he crashed to the ground, I quickly thrust my sword into his neck.

"Urgh, damn it..."

Blood from Wigo, who had proudly announced his name, splattered through the gaps in my helmet.

I immediately severed his neck with my sword and held it high.

"I, Martin Meyer, have taken the head of Wigo Langrale, captain of the Golden Barley Mercenaries!"

As I raised Wigo's head high, all eyes around us focused on me.

No matter how many times I experience it, those surprised expressions, those suddenly halted movements—it's always refreshing.

The reaction from the Golden Barley Mercenaries was predictably negative.

"Shit, our captain's head is gone!"
"Stay calm, follow the vice-captain's orders!"
"Damn it! Why did our captain have to die showing off like that?"

The reaction from my White Beard Mercenaries was, as I expected, extremely positive.

"Martin has taken the enemy captain's head!"
"Don't fall behind! Kill them all!"
"Don't let a single one escape! Each of their heads is worth money!"

I'm not sure if those pathetic enemies could escape from being surrounded on all sides, but they'll be pushed back continuously now, unable to regroup.

And behind us, Captain Dalten had now drawn his sword and joined the fight directly.

"Now's our chance! Kill every last one of these Golden Barley or Golden Pussy or whatever they're called!"

Dalten emitted an Aura one level higher than mine—something that once seemed completely out of reach, but now feels like I could almost touch it with a bit more growth—as he continued to slaughter the enemies.

As we kept killing their soldiers, a loud trumpet sound came from the enemy lines.

Damn, nothing good ever happens when trumpets sound from the enemy side.

"Retreat, retreat! Break through the rear line somehow and get out!"

When I heard those words, curses automatically left my mouth.

"Ah, shit..."

Still, my heart was secretly racing.

That's because the enemies we'd be facing now wouldn't be mediocre ones, but properly trained soldiers.

Dalten, who had somehow appeared beside me, grinned.

"Martin, prepare yourself. The bastards coming to break through here are no joke."

I nodded at his words.

At the same time, Dalten made hand signals to request as many reinforcements as possible, communicating with flags...

The Montmartre Snails began charging toward us, led by men carrying all sorts of colorful, elaborate flags.

"...This should be the last of it."
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As I muttered to myself, unfamiliar allies began rushing around me from all directions.

"Form a wall with shields!"
"Any mercenary who knows how to use a sword, get over here now!"
"If they break through here, we're finished!"

The men who gathered worked together with remarkable coordination.

They quickly formed a proper defensive formation with spears, shields, and swords that looked almost like a brick wall. It was impressive how well they coordinated despite being from different mercenary groups.

*People supposedly display superhuman strength when facing death, but I never thought it would manifest as this kind of teamwork.*

Meanwhile, all sorts of skilled swordsmen emerged behind me, boasting confidently.

"Shit, looks like it's our time to shine."
"White Beards? Can't let those old-timers take all the glory..."
"Martin? Heh, we'll show you what we're made of."

They seemed fairly skilled, volunteering to cut down enemies charging at our defensive line...

But among everyone gathered here, I could only sense Aura from about 20 people, and only about 5 of them, including myself, were at the Expert level.

Had I somehow risen to the upper ranks among mercenary fighters without realizing it?

*All that hard work fighting my way up without a moment's rest has paid off!*

As I was steeling my resolve, I saw mercenaries with heightened morale and what looked like the Count's soldiers charging from the distance.

"Damn it, Pappenheim's attack has weakened! Now's our chance, charge forward!"
"Let's all break out of this hellhole at once! Hurry!"
"We need to get out as fast as possible to survive, we're surrounded by enemies!"

Pappenheim, that bastard whose guts I'd gladly use as fishing bait.

Unlike that Schwaben guy, he wasn't openly flirting with Karin, but he'd been neglecting his duties and just having sex.

Wait, why would he create an opening for the Count's soldiers to escape after leading his own troops here for a surprise attack?

"Damn it, this is insane."

The one fortunate thing in this situation was that Pappenheim's knights and regular troops seemed to be holding the main force...

The real powerful main unit hadn't shown up yet...

Not only were there a lot of enemies charging toward us, but that flag waving among the Montmartre troops looked like a noble family's banner.

"It's Baron Eclair! That crazy nobleman who's stronger than most knights!"

The Rheinpfalz Empire and Montmartre have close to hundreds of barons, with some exaggeration, and if one's name is well-known, it means his troops must be quite formidable.

And our Count is using such a person to break through for retreat. What a mess of an encirclement.

I swear I'll make Pappenheim pay for this someday, damn it.

The man who appeared to be Baron Eclair was so confident in his abilities that, despite being just a baron, he was leading the charge with a spear in hand.

"Count Rezume has promised great rewards if we properly break through their retreat path! Mercenaries, regular troops, knights, soldiers—anyone who wants generous compensation, come with me and let's skewer these Rheinpfalz sausages!"

He talks too much, but that's probably because he's a nobleman and the commander of the hundreds of men charging with him.

*Damn Pappenheim, that premature ejaculator.*

If he had just held out a little longer, we could have easily captured Count Rezume. I don't understand what he's doing.

"Captain Dalten!"

Hearing my voice, Dalten sighed as if there was no other choice.

"Damn it, signal them to fire arrows and magic! Even if some of our own get hit and die, we have to hold them here!"

Other mercenary captains gave similar orders, and soon arrows and magic rained down mercilessly on the enemies.

Those hit by magic either got electrocuted or burned, groaning in pain or dying without making a sound.

Those struck by the endless barrage of arrows became like porcupines, bleeding profusely as they died.

"Damn Rheinpfalz bastards..."
"Cowardly arrow fire from the cliff..."
"Argh, it burns!"

With both magic and arrows raining down, the enemy numbers rapidly decreased, but...

Some spells and arrows accidentally hit our forces at the bottom of the cliff as well.

"Help me!"
"Damn it, can't you aim properly?!"
"Ignore it, just keep your eyes forward!"

Baron Eclair continued charging toward us, completely unconcerned that his mercenaries and regular troops were dying from arrows and magic.

"Fear means death! Let's all make it back alive somehow!"

...Why is this baron rallying even mercenaries to fight as one?

Thanks to his encouragement, their morale seemed fairly high despite being surrounded on three sides.

"Ah, these bastards are driving me crazy."

And because of that, they charged at us like cornered rats biting at cats.

"Martin's platoon! Hold your weapons tight! Somehow, we have to stop them!"

I gripped my sword with both hands and immediately beheaded the arrogant man swinging a mace at me.

After killing one, another jumped out like a zombie from behind him.

"Die, you vermin!"

Forced into a situation where they would die if they couldn't break through us, their eyes were blazing with determination.

Of course, no matter how much fighting spirit someone without skill had, they couldn't kill me...

*But when one or two becomes hundreds, that's no joke.*

Knowing this, I couldn't hide my tension.

The enemies continued to crash against us like waves, and I occasionally heard the death throes and curses of those dying around me.

"Damn these ant-like bastards!"
"Argh, mother..."
"Is this how I die?"

I was somehow holding out with my own skills, but if this continued, it would soon become dangerous.

Meanwhile, those trying to break through our encirclement kept raising their morale to survive.

"We have to take these guys down by any means necessary if we want to live!"

With that mindset, the Montmartre forces continued to push us back with increasing momentum.

At some point, casualties started appearing among my platoon members, and the number of people attacking me wasn't decreasing but increasing enormously.

At first, only two or three would attack at once, but now it had increased to four or five...

"Kill that showoff first!"

The enemy seemed to be using their brains, placing weaker soldiers at the front to wear us down, followed by stronger ones.

They were using every trick in the book to drive us crazy.

"Damn, these annoying bastards."

The baron, earning my praise, continued to deploy his soldiers.

"The only way to survive is to move forward! Advance!"

As Baron Eclair's reckless breakthrough strategy slowly wore down both armies...

Walter, one of our elites, requested to fall back.

"Captain, let me catch my breath for ten minutes..."

Dalten nodded in agreement while fighting the enemy.

The captain surely would have preferred to keep elites like Walter on the front line, but he knew it would be a greater loss if Walter died from exhaustion.

"Martin, can you hold out?"

To that question, I joked while killing an enemy.

"I feel like I'm dying. Can I fall back too?"
"Stop talking nonsense. Seeing how your mouth is still working, you can probably kill a hundred more."

Usually, jokes like this would help me forget the difficulty a bit, but now it was so tough that I felt nothing.

Even in this situation, enemies continued to swarm me...

After holding out for nearly an hour, the baron's knights began to appear.

"Die, you mercenary!"

A low-ranking knight swung his sword at me, which I deflected and immediately countered.

"You mercenary scum!"
"What's that? A weak knight acting tough."

I immediately beheaded him, all talk and no skill.

But as more regular troops and knights with some strength continued to appear...

I requested help from Hans's company, the only unit that seemed to have some leeway.

"Captain Hans, I need reinforcements here!"

He might be a bit stupid and look at me with disdain, but surely he wouldn't ignore a fellow mercenary's request for support?

However, contrary to what I expected, the reinforcements that Hans should have sent were continuously delayed.

**

Meanwhile, Lucia was with Karin, using magic to slaughter Baron Eclair and his mercenaries who were attacking the White Beard Mercenaries.

"Fireball!"

As Lucia cast her spell, several soldiers following Baron Eclair burned to death.

But her expression was troubled.

This was because Martin, the platoon leader whom Lucia had come to love, was in danger.

Moreover, Hans, who had received the request for support, was for some reason not splitting his company to send reinforcements, and continued fighting his own battle...

*At this rate, the platoon leader will...*

And just then, Count Rezume's army, including Baron Eclair, decided they couldn't miss this opportunity.

They mobilized numerous soldiers and knights at once to kill Martin, who stood at the center preventing their retreat.

Looking down at the scene, it seemed impossible for Martin to handle alone.

And since she couldn't ask other mercenary mages for help in this situation...

Lucia realized that, just as Martin had done before, she needed to attempt an intermediate-level spell, though it was beyond her current capabilities.

*With the power of an intermediate spell... I can save the platoon leader...*

And so Lucia began reciting the incantation for an intermediate spell she had memorized.

"Fire, become a spear that pierces my enemies before me, burn away all foes..."

It was a gamble likely to fail, not only because it was above her magic level, but also because her magic power was already heavily depleted...

*I must succeed.*

"As wood burns away in hot flames, and all life disappears. Fire spirit, judge them with your power... Fire Spear!"
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If the spell had been at her level, it would have shot from her wand immediately after chanting the incantation...

But because she attempted magic beyond her capabilities, the magical energy scattered instead of properly gathering.

Normally, she would have calmly tried again, thinking "not yet"...

But now she gritted her teeth and focused all her energy on gathering magic at the tip of her wand.

"I'll protect our squad leader."

While Lucia struggled against her limits gathering magical power, she recalled her memories with Martin Meyer.

Despite graduating from the Magic Academy, her orphan background prevented her from finding employment with a proper noble family. She remembered his kindness in taking her in when she was wandering around mercenary groups.

When other mercenaries mocked her as a cowardly rookie, he defended her and believed in her. When she struggled with difficult physical training, he encouraged her, saying she could do it.

*By not giving up on training and persevering, I eventually became a recognized mage.*

A senior mercenary's salary wasn't enough to afford the equipment she needed as a mage and send money to the orphanage to help the priest feed the children.

Back then, he secretly gave her 20 gold coins, saying, "This is to thank the priest who raised such an excellent mage as Lucia."

Before she knew it, she had come to depend on Martin Meyer, held him in her heart, and wanted to be of help to him.

Seeing him smile made her happy, and when he patted her head as proof of his acknowledgment, she felt like she could fly.

Organizing these feelings, Lucia whispered so quietly that no one could hear.

"I love you, Squad Leader. So this time, I, Lucia, will protect you."

Having sorted out her feelings, she squeezed every bit of physical and magical energy from her body like wringing out a rag, attempting magic beyond her capabilities.

Due to the excessive magical exertion, sweat poured down Lucia's body despite the weather not being hot, and her breathing became rough.

"Haa, haa."

Nevertheless, Lucia didn't let go of her wand and kept looking down.

Martin was being pushed back while facing multiple enemies alone, and her support seemed—no, was—absolutely necessary.

"I can't lose Squad Leader."

That's why Lucia challenged herself again and again, pushing beyond her limits to successfully cast intermediate magic.

Magical energy gathered around her in amounts incomparable to when she cast beginner spells, drawing the attention of all nearby mages.

"Isn't that intermediate magic?"
"Looks like it. Lucia may be talented as a mage, but she's only 20."
"Until yesterday, she could only use low-level magic."

Though she had gained everyone's attention, Lucia focused solely on her spell.

After what felt like an eternity to her, though not actually that long, a massive spear of flame formed in the direction her wand pointed.

"I did it."

After uttering these words of relief, she immediately aimed her spell at the soldiers rushing toward Martin Meyer.

"O spear that burns and pierces all, grant me the power to protect my precious person! Fire Spear!"

With those words, a spear made of flames shot toward the enemy at a speed Martin would have compared to a missile.

The flame spear engulfed those who had drawn their swords to kill Martin Meyer.

If her fireballs had the power to instantly reduce people to ashes, this properly cast intermediate spell...

Upon impact, it exploded like a flame bomb, spreading fire in all directions.

It had enough power to turn over a dozen people within a 1.5-meter radius into human kindling.

If she were any other mage, and if the situation weren't so urgent, Lucia would have been jumping for joy.

After all, countless mages graduated from the Magic Academy and struggled for decades without breaking through the intermediate barrier.

But for Lucia, even celebrating seemed like a luxury, and she continued chanting spells.

"O spear that burns and pierces all, grant me the power to protect my precious person until the end..."

The White Beard mercenary group's mage captain, overwhelmed by Lucia's intermediate magic, closed his gaping mouth, pulled himself together, and ordered:

"Time to earn our pay! Don't fall behind Lucia! Squeeze out every bit of magic until you're about to die! Just don't be stupid enough to hit our own men!"

Hearing this, the mages rallied, squeezing out their magical power to the limit and firing at the enemies.

"Time to show that the White Beard mercenaries are the best!"
"Die, die! Fireball!"
"O fire, burn my enemies to nothing, Fireball!"

This support immediately had a significant impact on those blocking the Montmartre army's retreat.

**

I, Martin, am witnessing an amazing scene.

Numerous spells, including intermediate magic, are raining down from where our mercenary group's mages are positioned.

"Argh, damn it!"
"Someone pour water on me!"
"Help me, damn it!"

The enemies died screaming, and their momentum against our allies weakened considerably.

Seeing intermediate magic suddenly being cast repeatedly... could it be Lucia?

It's rare for an ordinary mage to awaken during battle, but isn't Lucia someone who should have belonged to the protagonist's party originally? If it's her, she's certainly capable of awakening.

*Lucia becoming an intermediate mage, what gift should I give her?*

As such idle thoughts tried to fill my head, I shook it vigorously to clear my mind.

I should think about that after proper confirmation, or rather, after the battle is over.

Dalten seized the opportunity and shouted loudly.

"Let's finish these bastards. I can see the end of this damn battle! Push forward!"

As he said, there's only one reason we're risking our lives to stop Baron Eclaire's forces.

If we can properly block these guys, the Count who fell into our ambush will likely surrender with his hands and feet up.

They've already lost a huge number of soldiers from our surprise attack, which has severely reduced their combat power and morale. Even with our 2,000 men, they'll become unmanageable.

If they keep fighting, they'll only increase their casualties, leaving surrender as their only option.

*Of course, if we break first, it's all over.*

But we should be able to handle these guys who are confused and disoriented from the magical barrage.

Yes, perhaps we could even capture the Baron who's leading this vanguard.

"Captain, damn it. Now's our chance. Let's capture Baron Eclaire while they're disoriented."

Dalten answered while casually slicing the neck of an enemy charging at him with a sword.

"Let's do it."

Our captain immediately ordered the mages to cease their magical and arrow attacks.

Baron Eclaire, also sensing an opportunity...

"Reform the ranks! We'll charge once more! We must break through!"

As his men began to gather hastily at the Baron's command, Dalten waved his hand without me even asking.

No time for words. It was a signal to follow the plan and find an opening to charge into enemy lines.

"You're fired up, burning bright."

Understanding the captain's intention, I immediately summoned all the Aura remaining in my body.

Until just now, I had been inwardly despairing about how long we'd have to keep holding them back...

But now that I could see the end, whether it was my body's will to survive or the expectation of a great reward after battle, strength began to surge through me.

*They say even a marathon runner with depleted strength can somehow find the energy to sprint at the finish line.*

"For Lucia and Karin, and all our squad members, I should at least capture the Baron here. That's how this Martin will earn their respect and love, right?"

Muttering that, I looked at the enemies standing before me with their weapons raised.

They were just starting to form their ranks, and it looked incredibly sloppy.

Yet they were all furious with me for cutting down so many of their comrades.

"Kill that damn tin can!"
"The trash who won't die even when surrounded by more than ten men."
"Tougher than a cockroach, that bastard."

How angry must they be to insult someone as a tin can, trash, or cockroach?

But their insults are actually praise, proving how fearsome, cruel, and formidable I am to them.

*I can do this. I can capture this Baron who's acting as the vanguard leader.*

I gripped my sword with both hands and charged toward him.

One of the Baron's knights, who seemed quite skilled, rushed toward me...

But an arrow wrapped in wind flew toward the back of his neck.

"Ugh."

The knight collapsed face-first onto the ground and died.

The only person in our mercenary group who shoots wind-wrapped arrows is Karin...

It seems Karin is helping me.

"With such expectations on me, I'd better put on a good show."
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When the knight who had rushed to kill me collapsed feebly without even getting to fight me, I could see the soldiers under Baron Eclair freeze at the sight.

Though even if they had fought me, they would have died with just one swing of my sword...

*When they're shaken like this, crushing them becomes much easier.*

Like breaking ice is easier when it's already cracked.

I twitched the corner of my mouth into a grateful smile.

"Thank you, senior."

Then instead of swinging my sword at the frozen men, I charged at them, using the weight and hardness of my armor.

When someone weighing over 100kg rams into you at a speed of dozens of kilometers per hour...

The unfortunate man who took my hit head-on went flying as if he'd been struck by a horse at full gallop.

"Argh, shit!"

As he flew through the air with that cry, the men behind him hesitated, unsure whether to aim their weapons or flee.

"Shit? What do we do?"
"Lower your spears!"
"He's an ally!"

It was rather amusing to see grown men acting like women panicking with a time bomb, making such a fuss.

"Idiots."

The man I'd hit continued flying until he collided with his comrades.

Those who were hit naturally tumbled down like dominoes.

For a moment, I wondered whether I should kill them all or leave them be.

Normally, I would have cut all their throats to earn even one more copper coin, but my current mission was to capture the Baron alive.

So what I needed to do was quite simple.

*I need to capture him as quickly as possible before the vanguard under the Baron's command regains their composure.*

Besides, behind me...

"Martin, that son of a bitch. He's only fast at times like this!"
"Kill all the men Martin left behind!"
"Follow him by any means necessary! We can't let him get isolated!"

My reliable comrades from the White Beard Mercenaries were following behind, so it would be best to leave these fallen enemy soldiers to them.

Frankly speaking, if a person tries to do everything alone, they'll only have bad luck and miss what's truly important.

*I'll leave what I can't do alone to those behind me. In return, I'll do what they can't.*

What a simple and beautiful division of labor.

Having made that decision, I ran at full speed toward the inner area where the Baron was located, as the saying goes, "When your heart is set, it's a market day."

"Baron Eclair! If you surrender quietly, I'll capture you without hurting you!"

The Baron didn't answer my call.

Instead, his regular troops, what appeared to be knights, and his subordinates all rushed toward me, aiming their weapons and trying to surround me.

"That one is strong! Push him back with numbers!"

Seeing a knight-like figure abandon his pride and say such things, our Baron must be getting nervous?

Otherwise, our knights who live and die by honor wouldn't resort to such cowardly tactics.

Given the situation, I found myself increasingly pleased as their actions became more cowardly and underhanded.

Of course, if I fell for their tricks and suffered for it, I'd be extremely upset...

When the knight gave the order, the regular troops and mercenaries under his command echoed it.

"Push him back with numbers!"
"Surround him and beat him!"
"Capturing one Expert means a fortune!"

They moved in a somewhat orderly fashion while repeating these commands.

"Don't bother with your pathetic encirclement! It won't do you any good anyway."

I channeled Aura into my sword and concentrated all my senses.

*I need to break through in one go. If I hesitate here, I'll be like a mouse trapped in a jar.*

The knight gave his order.

"Stab! Strike!"

With those words, they raised weapons like maces and hammers above their heads and swung them down at me, while numerous spear tips aimed for vital points like my neck.

With our White Beard Mercenary soldiers behind me, I couldn't just dodge carelessly.

Nowhere to dodge forward, nowhere to retreat backward.

If I stayed still, it would be the perfect situation to die...

"Would you die if you were me?"

Instead of dodging their attacks, I swung my Aura-infused sword in a crescent shape.

The spearheads and shafts in the path of my sword were all sliced off.

"Shit!"
"Don't panic!"

No matter how loudly they bark, it won't change the fact that they're going to die.

I'll simply grant them the mercy of a quick, painless death from the magnificent Martin.

In an instant, I lowered my posture to avoid the mace and hammer attacks.

The dull, heavy sound of weapons cutting through air passed above my head.

*If I'd been hit by that, something would definitely have broken.*

If you suffer a fracture on the battlefield, you can't move, and then there's nothing to expect but a horrible death...

Just thinking about it makes me break out in cold sweat and feel a chill.

Of course, I can laugh it off since I didn't die.

"Is it my turn now?"

Saying that, I twitched the corner of my mouth, took a step forward, and then spun around while swinging my sword.

The necks, heads, and torsos of the men in front of me who had lost their weapons were split in half.

At that moment, the knight called his comrade and attacked me with Aura.

"You bastard!"

With such a difference in level between an ordinary Aura knight and an Expert, these worthless creatures still try to block my path.

I swung my sword to block their attacks.

"Not bad?"
"We'll kill you and reach the level of Expert ourselves!"
"'We'? Cowards."

For knights to gang up two against one because they lack skill.

Well... Baron Eclair has trained his knights and soldiers quite well.

If I ever become a Montmartre standing mercenary or fight under those slug-like nobles, I should definitely serve under him.

No, he'll soon be my prisoner and build up resentment...

Ah, how much better it would have been to fight under someone like him instead of that lung-diseased Pappenheim.

Well, can't be helped, I'll just have to cut off these bastards' heads with all my might.

"Even so, you're not even a mouthful to me, you fools."

Saying that, I concentrated Aura in my upper body, specifically my arms, and deflected the attacks of the two men.

Then I put my sword down on the ground for a moment and drew my dagger.

"First, the one right in front of me."

I stabbed the knight in front of me hard in the neck with my dagger.

He collapsed, bleeding profusely from his mouth and pierced neck...

"You son of a bitch!"

The other one swung his sword at me, but his movements were very clumsy due to the emotions from seeing his comrade's death.

After avoiding his straightforward attack by a paper-thin margin, I stabbed him hard in the armpit.

"Such an evil man."

To ease his pain, I struck his neck with my dagger.

Then I immediately picked up the two-handed sword I had put down and looked up to see what was ahead.

The Baron's flag, which had seemed distant just a moment ago, now appeared to be right in front of me.

The Baron must have spotted me too, as he drew his sword and ordered:

"Kill that mercenary knight!"

Mercenary knight—a term that accurately describes my current position.

Other nobles have only called me a lowly mercenary until now, but this guy seems to have a proper understanding.

"Kill him! At least kill him!"
"Avenge our captain!"
"I'll show you that the Golden Barley Mercenaries are not pushovers!"

As numerous men rushed to capture me somehow, our mercenary comrades who had followed me arrived urgently.

With this development, a fierce battle broke out between the two forces.

And my task became very clear.

*Baron, you're mine.*

"Baron Eclair, stand right where you are!"

Expressing my determination to capture him, I lunged toward him.

In between, men who looked like the Baron's personal guards appeared with weapons to block me, but what could the likes of them do to stop me...

"How amusing, you weak little pups!"

I kicked them down or beheaded them with my sword as I got closer to the Baron.

Seeing this, the Baron must have realized he couldn't escape, as he drew his sword and ran toward me.

*If you struggle, it'll be annoying to capture you alive.*

"Die, you mercenary scum!"

Eclair swung his sword at me.

Though born into a baron's family, he must have trained diligently with the sword, as I could feel Aura in the trace of his sword.

"So you know how to use a sword somewhat."
"You bastard!"

He swung his sword at me several times, but each time I dodged appropriately while looking for an opening in Eclair's defense.

However, if I stabbed that opening and he died, it would all be for nothing...

*Controlling my strength is important here.*

After exchanging several blows, when our swords clashed...

*Now's the time.*

I pushed the Baron's chest hard with my right foot.

"Ugh!"

Unfamiliar with such underhanded tactics, his stance wavered.

I threw him to the ground with just enough force to ensure he wouldn't die.

"Don't move if you don't want to die."

Then I held my dagger to his neck.

"...I surrender."

Though I hadn't made the Count surrender, capturing the commander of the vanguard who had come out to secure the Count's retreat route was very significant.

It meant that the Count had now lost even his last available option.

"Martin Meyer, senior squad leader of the White Beard Mercenaries, has captured Baron Eclair, vassal of Count Rezume!"

Shortly after this news spread widely, we could also hear that Count Rezume had surrendered.

"Defeating 5,000 with 2,000..."

After securing our victory and cleaning up the battlefield, we headed toward our next destination, Marseille Castle...

And there, we were able to take a short rest.
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The Marseille Castle, Golden Rooster Inn.

Normally this would be lodging for mercenaries, merchants, and occasionally penniless knights, but right now only our platoon was staying here.

Until we leave this castle, this inn will be used exclusively by Martin's platoon members—quite a luxurious arrangement, I'd say.

"The festival starting today is being held with food voluntarily provided by the citizens of Marseille, so eat your fill and don't waste anything! And don't grab just any woman because you're desperate—if you're caught, it's beheading!"

I added the word "voluntarily," but why would the citizens of Marseille willingly give food to occupying forces like us?

Obviously, they're just giving Baron Pappenheim and the other occupying forces massive amounts of money and free food as protection fees, begging us not to plunder them.

*It would be like throwing ashes on a well-prepared meal if I said we extorted it as protection money.*

Besides, if we didn't accept this, all the citizens and people living in this city would have to tremble in fear, not knowing when they might be plundered—no, when they might suffer the complete crime package of plunder, rape, and murder...

I suppose you could see it as a trade where both sides exchange what they need.

When I said this, all the mercenaries in our platoon raised their glasses high.

"To the victory of the White Beard Mercenary Company and the day when everyone in Martin's platoon becomes filthy rich—cheers!"
"Cheers!"

With that, the guys instantly emptied their one-pint (473ml) beer mugs.

"They drink disgustingly fast."

They started devouring meat and guzzling beer like they were possessed—or as if they were pigs.

They're the type who eat disgustingly well whenever they get the chance, but now with the added "free" label, it was absolute chaos.

Considering how they performed in that cursed valley last time, they seem like men with a clear ON/OFF switch, which makes them somewhat endearing in a way.

"Bring more alcohol here! And keep the meat coming!"
"You idiot, wait a bit. Ah, you pig. This is why your belly is so damn fat."
"You looking for a fight?"
"Come to the backyard, punk. Today I'll finally show you that even though we have the same rank, this senior mercenary is a cut above."

And with that bickering, they actually started heading to the backyard.

I quickly approached and gripped both their shoulders firmly, channeling my Aura.

"Milton, Saltz—both of you, stop. Fighting while drunk in an informal setting is a violation of discipline. On such a good day, do you want to eat and drink well, go to sleep, and then wake up tomorrow morning to be whipped together? Want to cure your hangover with a whipping? Is that your thing?"
"Argh, shit. Squad Leader, I'm sorry."
"Huff, I'll let it slide since today is a good day."

At those words, they sat back down as if they'd never fought, continued drinking, then threw their arms around each other's shoulders, laughing loudly and boasting exaggerated tales of their exploits.

Women brought in from the city continued to deliver meat and alcohol to the mercenaries.

Occasionally, men with wandering hands would briefly touch the women's breasts or buttocks...

"This wench has quite large and firm ones."

They were behaving like office department heads who enjoy sexual harassment.

Personally, I found it rather distasteful, but the other guys laughed and seemed to enjoy it.

"Ha, are you warming up your hands before going to release some tension after drinking?"
"You idiot. Touch a female mercenary carelessly and you'll get your wrist cut off. But here, they let it slide if you just touch them. Not touching would be a waste."
"Well, that's true. This bastard knows something..."

Well, in a place with no concept of human rights or sexual harassment, I can't intervene in this.

However, if someone commits rape or severe molestation, I would have to "execute" them for the sake of city order.

So I went around to each ten-man squad, drinking, when Baker asked me:

"I thought you'd be drinking cozily with Squad Leader Karin, sir. You're here but Squad Leader Karin isn't around. Is something wrong?"

Karin and I rarely have anything to fight about, at least not yet.

Occasionally she might complain "that was too much" the morning after I've been too rough during our intimate moments, or when I'm too obviously eyeing some strange woman, but that's about it.

"She was called by Captain Dalten because of Hundred-Man Captain Hans. If it weren't for Lucia, not just me but our entire platoon would have been wiped out."
"...Ah, so she was called for the trial regarding that matter."

You might wonder what kind of trial a mercenary company would have, but as a military organization, we have discipline and don't just kill people who "cross the line" without witnesses or evidence.

When someone commits a serious offense or crime, they're imprisoned, and high-ranking officials like the company commander and deputy commander act as judges to determine punishment.

In that process, evidence and witnesses to testify about the situation are naturally needed.

Since Karin could clearly see the movements of Hans's hundred-man unit and our platoon from the hilltop, she was called as a witness.

Damn, thinking about it makes me even angrier.

Thanks to that dog-like bastard's stalling and tricks to avoid coming, we all nearly went to the afterlife—no, to heaven where Deus resides.

I downed a drink fiercely to calm my anger and said:

"Because of that damn bastard, shit, we nearly died. And according to the archers and mages, that asshole could have come but deliberately didn't."
"Ha, that shouldn't happen between fellow mercenaries. Especially from a hundred-man captain, right?"
"That's why the bastard is going to die soon."

A hundred-man captain deliberately withholding support?

That's an inexcusable capital offense.

So they'll probably gather more evidence and execute him in a few days.

"Speaking of the hundred-man captain dying soon, that guy went too far. He even called us, who aren't even in his hundred-man unit, to set up his quarters."
"Did he really?"
"Oh, don't even get me started. And another time..."

Baker and the others around continued to gossip about Hans.

While not as severe as refusing to send reinforcements to me, there were plenty of stories that made me question his basic decency.

Calling our people who weren't even in his hundred-man unit to do work for him, or skimming a bit off our supplies when something rare came in, claiming his people needed more, and so on...

As I was listening to these infuriating stories during what should have been a celebration party after our victory...

Lucia approached, swaying slightly with slurred speech.

"Uhehe, Squad Leader, Squad Leader."

Who gave Lucia alcohol? Or did she drink it herself?

While I was momentarily confused, Lucia naturally sat on my lap as if it were her reserved seat.

Normally, Lucia would act very cautiously even when requesting head pats for praise, but with some alcohol in her system, she seemed to have become very brave.

*Well, I don't dislike it.*

I didn't push Lucia away and let her sit on my lap.

The feeling of her buttocks against my thighs, the soft, cute fox tail swishing and brushing against me—it felt too good.

"Hehe, I like Squad Leader."

The fox ears on Lucia's head twitched as if saying, "Aren't you going to pet me?"

I stroked them as gently as possible.

Seeing this, several guys clutched their stomachs simultaneously.

"Oh my, Squad Leader... my stomach hurts, I need to use the bathroom."

Baker dragged away the remaining tactless guys.

"I promised these bastards I'd show them how to taste women tonight. Oops, if I want to pick up a pretty woman, I'd better hurry..."

Just like that, my surroundings were quickly cleared, leaving just Lucia and me alone. She acted coquettishly, like a cat.

"Squad Leader, back in Pastek... when I thought you were going to die, I was so shocked and worried. That's why I pushed myself to attempt intermediate magic, thinking I needed stronger spells..."

I had already heard this story the day after the battle ended.

However, I hadn't been able to congratulate her or thank her because I kept being called away for post-battle matters...

"I kept failing when trying to use magic beyond my limits. I was so anxious. But thinking of you, I somehow endured."

Lucia pressed her body closer to mine.

While Karin has a fresh forest leaf scent, Lucia has a sweet grape-like fragrance.

And I could feel her tail, which was touching me, growing increasingly hot.

Until just now it was merely warm, but now it had become as hot as a forehead during a fever.

*I've heard that foxkin get hot when they're in heat...*

Lucia grinned.

"My desperate need to save you made me an intermediate mage. That's when I realized I can't live without you, Squad Leader... I'll talk to Ten-Man Captain Karin."

I could hear a tearful tone in her voice.

"Please accept me."

Hearing those words, I inwardly cheered.

Although I had already verbally received Karin's permission regarding Lucia...

I thought it would be better for Karin if Lucia spoke to her directly, rather than me announcing I was going to marry Lucia.

And a relationship formed by the other person confessing rather than me confessing because I thought it might work out—that's much better.

I stroked Lucia's head with an even more affectionate touch.

"I don't know if you already know this, but I like you too, Lucia. I love you. But before we talk with Karin..."
"You love me too, Squad Leader? Really? I can't say I didn't expect it at all, but I was half-doubtful. Ten-Man Captain Karin was always by your side, looking happy. But now I'm so happy. You love me too—what should I do? I'm so happy, but as you said, we can't do anything before talking to Ten-Man Captain Karin, right? It's okay. Leave persuading her to me."

With that, Lucia smiled brightly and pressed her lips against mine.

"Since I'm going to be your woman too, and we like each other... this much is okay, right...?"

...Knowing Lucia's personality, I'm certain that...

When she sobers up tomorrow, she'll probably kick me hard enough to put a hole in the blanket.

As I was celebrating my successful conquest of Lucia and thinking I should give my subordinates a generous "bonus" so they could go somewhere nice...

Suddenly, the inn door opened, and Albert, our mercenary company's administrator, appeared.

"Senior Platoon Leader Martin, Captain Dalten is looking for you. He says he has something to discuss regarding Hundred-Man Captain Hans."

Ch.86 - Aftermath (2)
When I entered Captain Dalten's room, he sighed as soon as he saw me.

He stared at me without saying a word, his desk covered with papers filled with what appeared to be poorly written text even from a distance.

*Those papers must all be related to Captain Hans.*

Even though mercenaries are a group of perverts who slash at anyone designated as an enemy just because they're paid to do so, and who excessively indulge in alcohol and women, "executing" one of their own requires proper review and valid justification.

This case was more complicated because we needed to determine whether Captain Hans couldn't send reinforcements when I requested support during the war, or if he could have but deliberately or mistakenly chose not to.

"Martin, you're here? Good, there's a chair in the corner, pull it out and sit down."

Hearing that, I gulped.

If this were going to be brief, he wouldn't have told me to get a chair, so he must be planning to start a long conversation about something quite serious.

After I brought the chair and sat down, Dalten slammed his fist on the desk and gritted his teeth.

Is he angry with me?

My thoughts must have shown on my face.

Dalten shook his head and said, "No, I'm not angry at you. I'm just furious thinking about that bastard Hans who deserves to be torn limb from limb, damn it."

Judging by his distant gaze and sighs, his mind seemed troubled in many ways.

Someone without tact would say something like "Is that so?" and make Dalten feel worse.

But I'm not the kind of idiot who speaks when he should be quiet and can't shut up when he should, only to be cursed at.

*I should give Dalten some time right now.*

After waiting silently for a moment, Dalten sighed deeply again.

"Well, before we get to the main topic, there's something I want to say. May I?"

I nodded at his question.

"Look, I'm being honest with you here. Hans didn't have exceptional combat or leadership skills that warranted his position as a captain of a hundred. I just promoted him because he was with me from the beginning, a meritorious retainer, so to speak."

"Is that so?"

"When he was appointed captain, he promised to work harder than before. And despite his shortcomings in actual combat, he worked hard in other areas and did his job well as a captain."

Captain Hans—that damn man—I dislike him, but that's just my personal feeling.

Objectively analyzing him, since I joined this mercenary group until now, he hadn't made any major mistakes in his duties.

Even people who disliked him grudgingly admitted his competence.

*But that's completely separate from this current issue.*

Dalten gritted his teeth with a hardened expression.

"So I trusted him, but that damned bastard stabbed me in the back."

He suddenly stood up, clenched his large fist, and slammed it down on the desk so hard I thought it might cave in.

"Honestly, as a former knight and a mercenary myself, I sometimes feel jealous seeing how quickly you're growing, Martin. So Hans could be jealous too—talking behind your back, finding fault to prevent your promotion—that's all understandable."

Though it feels disgusting to be the object of Hans's jealousy, it's natural for humans to envy those better than themselves.

Regardless of my feelings, I believe such ugly emotions are simply unavoidable.

Of course, while I understand those feelings, he tried to sabotage me and nearly caused a catastrophe for our mercenary group, so I intend to pay him back somehow, whether by taking his head or through other means.

*When taking revenge, returning it a hundredfold is the mark of a cultured person.*

"But, damn it. After gathering all the testimonies, it turns out this bastard, a captain of our mercenary group, didn't send reinforcements to Martin's platoon even though he could have. When I interrogated his subordinates to find out why, they said he had such an inferiority complex toward you that he constantly badmouthed you. When they received your request for support and asked if they should send reinforcements to Martin's platoon, he said, 'Why should we help that show-off?' and told them not to send support. My conclusion from all this is..."

Dalten took a deep breath and exhaled before continuing.

"This gut-wrenching bastard was so jealous of your rapid rise that he tried to vent his emotions on the battlefield where 500 of our mercenaries' lives were at stake, nearly wiping out our entire company."

"...I suspected as much."

Honestly, even though I despise Fior, who gave me all sorts of trouble after I was promoted to leader of ten and before I became platoon leader...

He harasses me on a personal level or to an extent that doesn't cause problems for the mercenary group, but on the battlefield, he helps and cooperates as much as possible when asked.

I never thought someone who had risen to the position of captain would pull such a petty stunt and cause such a major incident.

*This is so absurd it's driving me crazy.*

"Given the severity of his crime, according to our mercenary laws, 'execution' is the only option. We'll gather everyone in a few days and behead him. What do you think?"

Of course, execution is appropriate for someone who tried to kill not only me but also other members of our mercenary group.

*But simple beheading? That seems too lenient...*

Someone who tried to kill me deserves a more intense execution.

"He endangered our entire mercenary group. Let's cut off his limbs one by one before beheading him. Frankly, even stealing or attempting to steal items worth more than 5 gold coins from the mercenary group results in beheading, so there should be some distinction."

"Let's do that. By the way..."

Dalten forced a smile and handed me an official document.

"What's this?"

"Read it and you'll know, kid. Why is a man like you chattering so much?"

Reading the order Dalten gave me, it said:

[Martin Meyer, 1st Platoon Leader of the 2nd Company, is hereby appointed as Captain of the 3rd Company, replacing Hans of the White Beard Mercenary Group's 3rd Company.]

If this were a regular army under nobility, it would be filled with all sorts of flowery language, but is it brief and simple because we're mercenaries?

"Killing Hans is one thing, but we need to promote those who deserve it. The war isn't over yet so there's no bonus payment, but a position opened up, so I promoted you. Any objections?"

To be frank, it's not like I lack the ability.

I can manage a company of a hundred men somehow.

"Does anyone ever refuse a promotion? Besides, Hans is getting what he deserves, so I have no reason to complain."

"That's true. But how do you want to handle the execution? If you want to do it yourself, I think it would be best if you personally executed Hans."

I've killed many enemies before, but this would be my first time killing a comrade.

So I was hesitating a bit, but after seeing Dalten's expression, I changed my mind.

Though he wasn't sobbing or getting teary-eyed like a real man wouldn't, his eyes looked hollow...

Originally, Dalten as the mercenary captain should carry out the execution himself, but...

*While rationally he can sentence Hans to death for his crimes, it seems emotionally difficult for him to carry it out because of their history together.*

For me, killing him isn't particularly hard or difficult, but it seems to be a burden on Dalten's mind...

It would be better, much better, if I did it myself, both to ease Dalten's burden and to satisfy my own desire for revenge.

Revenge is cleanest and most satisfying when delivered by my own hands.

"I'll do it, sir."

Dalten's expression brightened a bit at my words.

"Really?"

"He tried to screw me over, so it's only right that I kill him with my own hands."

Dalten patted my shoulder.

"Good, thank you. And after executing Hans, Baron Pappenheim said he wants to meet with you personally to discuss something. He wants to hear your opinion on how our army should proceed. Talk to that idiot well and try to keep him from making any blunders. I'm really counting on you."

...Damn, I stopped thinking for a moment.


A few days later, at the open space outside Marseille Castle.

I was there to execute former Captain Hans on behalf of Captain Dalten.

Despite having cut countless throats as a mercenary, Hans was trembling even before mounting the execution platform.

He had a gag in his mouth preventing him from speaking coherently, but if we removed it, he would probably beg for his life.

Now that the reading of the prisoner's crimes was finished...

Other mercenaries brought Hans to the execution platform and laid him down.

I tied his arms and legs completely to a cross-shaped frame to make it easier to cut off his limbs.

"Remove his gag. We should hear his last words."

The men removed the gag from Hans's mouth.

"Damn it, spare me! What I did doesn't deserve death! Can't we just end this with exile? Martin, please put in a good word with the captain. Seriously, what good does my death do you? You're becoming a captain thanks to me, so after you've gotten everything you wanted, at least let me live."

I wanted to punch him a few times, but beating a condemned prisoner wouldn't be right...

"Shut your nonsense before I grind your face against a rock. You know full well our entire mercenary group nearly got wiped out because of you. And you still hope to live?"

When I said this, the men below all jeered at him.

"Damn it, even if you hated Captain Martin, there are things you should and shouldn't do!"

"You should have challenged him to a duel instead! What the hell is this?"

"We almost all died because of you! Die like a man and shut your mouth!"

Amid their uproar, I whispered in Hans's ear.

"Still, thank you. Thanks to you, Lucia will soon be my woman, and I'll gladly take your captain position."

Nothing irritates a soon-to-be-executed man more than expressing gratitude to him.

"Execute!"

With that command, I raised the execution sword and cut off one of his legs.

"Aaaaargh! Damn it!!"

An unskilled executioner might need multiple swings to cut through legs, arms, and the neck, but I didn't.

*If I can't cut cleanly in one stroke here, my skills would be questioned.*

After cutting off his remaining leg and both arms in sequence...

Hans was screaming for me to kill him quickly, while the men below clapped and cheered.

"Look at Captain Martin's skill! So impressive."

"It's not easy to cut off a man's leg in one stroke..."

"Kill him! Kill him!"

Perhaps because of the nature of his crime, or because executions are seen as a form of entertainment, the crowd was really fired up.

I raised the execution sword high in the air to match their enthusiasm.

"Now for the final blow!"

Then I struck Hans's neck.

His head fell into the wooden bucket, and everyone cheered three times.

I felt no mixed emotions—only relief at beheading the man who had tried to sabotage me.

A few days later, I was summoned by Pappenheim.

Ch.87 - Aftermath (3)
I arrived at Baron Pappenheim's office and knocked three times on the door.

Though it was just a simple knock, I felt my heart tighten with tension.

*Even when I was facing death on the battlefield, I wasn't this nervous.*

My instincts must be recognizing this incompetent baron as a threat to my life.

"You called for me, Baron. Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries."

After a moment, the baron's cheerful voice invited me in.

"Martin, come in. I've been waiting for you."

When I opened the door, Baron Pappenheim greeted me with a smile so benevolent it reminded me of Buddha.

A chill ran down my spine.

*Why is this bastard grinning at me like that?*

"Butler, bring a chair for Squad Leader Martin. He's an honored guest, isn't he?"
"Yes, sir."

As I sat down, Pappenheim looked at me with a dazzlingly bright smile.

"I've been too busy until now. I apologize for not calling you in sooner to personally commend you."
"It's nothing, sir."
"No, no. Even though I had many matters to discuss with the mayor of Marseille, the guild master, and the city councilors, I should have met with you earlier to praise you as the primary contributor to our victory at Pastek Hill. If it weren't for you, I'd still be stuck at Fort Seike, suffering without any achievements to my name, wouldn't I?"

Looking at this scene objectively, with him praising me based on facts, it was hard to tell if he was truly incompetent or a capable commander who strictly distinguished between rewards and punishments.

"There will be formal recognition of your achievements later, but this is my personal reward to you."

The baron placed a small box and a key on his desk.

"I've put my heart into this. Open it."

When I opened the box, platinum and gold coins gleamed inside, announcing their presence.

*This guy is surprisingly generous?*

Seeing this, I felt my prejudice against Pappenheim melt away slightly.

"It's about 170 gold coins if exchanged. You deserve at least this much for helping us achieve such a great victory."

One hundred seventy gold coins—enough to feed 34 serf families of four for a year, or roughly 34 million won in Korean currency. Despite my dislike for the baron, I deeply bowed my head in gratitude for such a generous reward.

Pappenheim waved his hand and smiled sheepishly at my words.

"It's nothing compared to your contribution. Besides, this money is part of the 'protection fees' legally collected from the nobles and influential figures after occupying Marseille. Don't feel burdened about accepting it."
"Thank you, Baron. I'll continue to do my best not to disappoint you."

It's my job to satisfy him as long as he pays me and doesn't act like some dark independence activist like Mudaguchi. I don't need anything else—just please don't cause trouble while I'm here and accept what I feed you.

Then I'll find a way to help us win this war for my own advancement and for my beloved Lucia and Karin...

*God, Buddha, Allah, please...*

The baron patted my shoulder and sighed.

"Ah, looking at you makes me think..."
"Yes, Baron?"
"I highly value your ability, intelligence, and courage, so I'd like to offer you a special opportunity to be commissioned as a mid-rank knight. What do you think?"

A mercenary swordsman with Aura Expert level could join any noble family as a knight just by applying.

No, if I really wanted, I could join any imperial knightly order except the Emperor's direct guard.

That's because among the many knights, only 4-5% reach Expert level, making them rare and powerful.

Moreover, with my duel against Schwaben and my achievements in the Pastek Hill surprise attack, my value has skyrocketed. Now it would take at least a senior knight title and "several villages" as territory to even attempt to recruit me.

Yet this mere baron is "specially" offering me a chance to become a mid-rank knight?

*Has this bastard lost his mind and forgotten his place?*

As I gaped in disbelief, Baron Pappenheim patted my shoulder and said:

"Haha, I see you're surprised by my extraordinary offer."

I'm surprised by how extraordinarily you've insulted me, damn it.

"To be honest, none of my knights have your intelligence and courage. No, compared to you, they're all worthless and incompetent."

This madman is now disparaging his own knights in front of me.

Does he not understand what would happen if rumors spread that a titled noble insulted his vassals in front of someone like me? Or is he just thoughtless?

*Does he have noodles for brains?*

There's no other explanation for such insane statements and behavior.

In all my time in this world, even when facing death, I've never felt true "fear."

But listening to this baron makes me tremble with terror.

Was Won Gyun, whom even Admiral Yi Sun-sin gave up on, this kind of person?

"I'm grateful for your offer. However, I owe my life to Dalten von Prime, the captain of the White Beard Mercenaries. Therefore, I must ask your forgiveness for declining your commission offer."

When I mentioned honor and loyalty—things more important than life to nobles—the baron seemed to accept defeat and sighed.

"I made this offer because you alone would be more helpful than my ten knights... but if that's the case, I can't force you."
"Thank you for understanding, Baron."
"Instead, I'd like to ask about our next operation."
"Please go ahead."

The baron spread a map before me and said:

"According to my regular troops, they've confirmed two small units of about 1,000 men each, a day and a half's walk from here. A captured Montmartre soldier said they came to support Count Résumé."

My experience from playing the game that serves as this world's source material, plus my practical experience as a mercenary, set off alarm bells.

*This is definitely a decoy operation.*

Even if they came to support Count Résumé, if those 1,000 troops weren't complete idiots, they would have sent scouts to check whether this castle was flying the Montmartre Kingdom flag or the Rheinpfalz Empire flag.

And if they saw the flag had changed, they would have realized they might be picked off one by one and quickly retreated to their main force.

The fact that they're just sitting there clearly indicates they're bait.

Yet the baron was grinning from ear to ear, even snorting with excitement.

"Since there's considerable distance between the two units, I believe we can defeat these 2,000 Montmartre troops if we attack them in sequence. What do you think?"

I wanted to shout:

*That's obviously bait, you idiot!*

But just as in any company or army, where you have to smile and flatter your superior no matter how ugly their face might be...

The baron currently holds our mercenary company's lifeline, and he's crazy enough to disparage his own vassals in front of me.

Pointing out his flaws would be like asking him to kill me...

*Let me try to dissuade him using the political ambition he loves so much.*

"Baron, while this is certainly an excellent opportunity, you shouldn't act rashly now. A misstep could give other imperial nobles something to criticize you for."

The baron gritted his teeth but raised his eyebrows with interest.

"...I'll hear what you have to say."

I began acting as if I were his loyal subject.

"Baron, let me be completely honest. While all imperial nobles are honorable, they engage in political battles based on their interests, don't they? For territory and power."

The baron nodded in agreement.

"However, the surest way to increase one's value beyond political maneuvering is through 'military achievements.' In that sense, you've already succeeded in capturing a count and his 5,000-strong army with just 2,000 men. With your current accomplishments alone, you'll receive greater status, power, and no small reward."

Pappenheim couldn't hide his smile at my words.

"But consider this: will other nobles view your achievements favorably? Some might try to find fault with your tremendous accomplishments that could even lead to a promotion in rank."

At this, the baron gritted his teeth and slammed his fist on the desk.

"Such nonsense shouldn't be allowed! How dare they try to tarnish the achievements I've earned!"

They say the simpler and more foolish a person is, the more they're blinded by immediate gain.

"From what I understand, your orders are to remain at Marseille Castle until further instructions, then move to the next destination. I recommend sending a messenger to the Count to report the current situation and await instructions. This way, you won't risk having your achievements discredited because of some trivial accusation of 'insubordination.'"

Pappenheim closed his eyes, pondering my words.

After a few minutes, he looked at me and sighed.

"You're right. These are all my achievements, so why should I give other nobles a chance to find fault? Though it pains me not to kill those 2,000 soldiers... I'll follow your advice."
"I'm honored, Baron."
"No, if it weren't for you, I might have suffered great losses due to jealous nobles. It's getting late—you may go now."

The baron waved his hand, dismissing me.

As I returned to my quarters, I felt uneasy.

Surely that bastard doesn't actually believe my ceremonial words about all the credit belonging to him, thinking everything was really his achievement?

...Well, even Instructor Mudaguchi, who truly deserves the title "Dark Independence Fighter," wouldn't go that far.

And so, following my recommendation, we remained at Marseille Castle for about three weeks until the Count, the baron's superior, arrived.

Ch.88 - Aftermath (4)
Marseille Castle, Grand Conference Room.

In this conference room where the Margrave had not yet arrived, knights and mercenaries were passing time by chatting about all sorts of topics.

Some were sharing lewd stories while keeping within certain boundaries...

"Huh, so you found a kind-hearted and pretty girl while lodging in a village near the capital Kaupenlent, and at dawn the next day, you asked around for her and took her as your concubine?"
"It cost me about 40 gold coins to convince her to come to me. Then I moved her family to our territory and even gave them a decent plot of land."
"You spent that much money on a serf girl and even took care of her family."
"If you take a girl alone, she'll likely fall into depression from loneliness, which isn't great for bedtime. But if you bring her family along, she gets comfort from them and works harder for their sake."

Others were discussing politics.

"Since His Majesty passed away, conflicts seem to be intensifying..."
"This attack on Montmartre is just the Regent, Duke of Bohemia, trying to drain our nobles' power. He's determined to eliminate both our ability and will to start a civil war."
"No matter how hard the Regent tries, it won't make much difference. Countless noble houses will fall again."

The lewd talk from those bragging about using money and status to buy women made me feel disgusted just listening to it...

But the political talk was useful information for someone like me who lacked "noble" connections.

Before being Martin Meyer of this world, I was a hardcore gamer who knew well how this world would unfold.

Even from these fragmentary conversations, I could easily figure out how far the current situation had progressed and where things were heading.

'It's about to explode.'

Just as I was about to say something to Dalten who was standing nearby, a loud voice came from near the door.

"Margrave Estel is entering! Everyone please rise!"

At those words, everyone in the room, including myself, stood up and bowed our heads.

"Ho ho, Wilhelm, I've told you such formalities aren't necessary."
"No, sir. By displaying your authority and dignity through these procedures, the mercenaries will follow your orders more wholeheartedly."

I don't know what nonsense he's spouting, like a cow eating meat instead of grass.

We mercenaries will follow orders well enough if we're paid on time and treated like human beings.

What's this about us following orders better just because of some ceremony?

"Wilhelm, your point has merit, but we're at war now. So from now on, don't force unnecessary procedures on them. There are not only my barons and knights here, but also mercenaries who aren't my vassals."
"Yes, Margrave."
"The military meeting will likely be lengthy, so when it ends, prepare plenty of food for everyone in the castle. Today, I intend to treat the nobles and mercenaries generously as a gesture of appreciation for their future efforts."
"I will do as ordered."

The man who looked like the head steward left quickly, and many nobles approached Margrave Estel.

"Margrave, haha. It's an honor to be under your command on the battlefield. This isn't much, but it's a fine sword made by dwarves."
"Baron Berg has crafted a new baton to wish for your victory, Margrave."
"If it pleases you, would you grant me the honor of entertaining you tonight?"

Estel responded to each of them with sincere gratitude, but...

"Baron Flugel, I'm sorry, but tonight I don't plan to drink or be with women. The duty on my shoulders as Margrave is heavy, and I need to review what's necessary for our upcoming operations."

Seeing him politely decline his subordinate's offer of entertainment, he truly lives up to his reputation as a capable lord from the game.

In the game, he appears as a diligent Margrave with excellent combat leadership skills, but seeing him choose to work alone while others enjoy themselves is really...

'Worlds apart from that Pappenheim fellow.'

The Margrave went to each mercenary captain, patting their shoulders and offering encouragement.

It's not very common for someone as high-ranking as a Margrave to encourage mere mercenary captains like this...

But encouraging and praising mercenary captains fighting under one's command before a war is considered an unusual but admirable virtue among nobles.

'Not much different from a company chairman praising contract workers.'

"Ah, so you're the captain of the Black Goat Mercenaries. I look forward to your performance."

Even though we mercenaries aren't particularly bound by the social hierarchy, perhaps because most of our members come from the bottom of society—serfs, citizens, fallen knights—everyone seemed to burn with enthusiasm after receiving encouragement from the "heavenly high Margrave."

'If only that Pappenheim fellow had been just this decent, no more, no less.'

After comforting several mercenary captains, the Margrave approached where Dalten was standing.

Estel gave a gentle smile and extended his right hand to Dalten.

"Are you Captain Dalten of the White Beard Mercenaries? It's good to meet you."

Dalten froze for a moment but then carefully took his hand.

"Baron Pappenheim's letter was filled with your name and achievements, which caught my attention. I heard you played a crucial role in stopping Baron Eclair's troops who were trying to clear a path to retreat from Pastek Hill."

Uncharacteristically, Dalten's lips twitched while sweat beaded on his face, expressing contradictory emotions.

"It's an honor, all thanks to Baron Pappenheim for giving me the opportunity."

The Margrave smiled awkwardly and said:

"Is that so? Pappenheim will be pleased to hear you say that. By the way, is that friend who proposed the ambush operation at the hill here as well?"

Dalten signaled with his eyes for me to step forward immediately.

"White Beard Mercenaries, Captain of One Hundred, Martin Meyer!"

Estel looked at me, laughed heartily, and patted my shoulder.

"Martin, Martin Meyer. It's such a common surname and name that I was confused for a moment, but aren't you the fellow who dueled that Schwaben man last year?"

Being a noble, he seems interested in my story of risking my life in a duel for the woman I loved and transcending my limits during the fight.

"Yes, that's correct."
"If you hadn't proposed that ambush operation, our allied forces under my command would have faced great trouble. We nearly fell for the enemy's trap, which would have cost us 2,000 troops and prevented us from securing our supply routes."
"You're too kind."
"Modest too. If I had achieved such merits at your age, I would have held my head high and boasted quite a bit."

Jealous gazes from Baron Pappenheim and many others focused on me.

"...He didn't encourage other mercenary captains or barons that much."
"At that age, a mere captain of one hundred mercenaries receiving such recognition from the Margrave."
"They say life is bitter, but today it feels even more so."

If I were even slightly timid, I might have asked him to withdraw his praise to avoid the envy and jealousy of those high-ranking people.

'Rising high inevitably brings more jealousy.'

Moreover, from a behavioral standpoint, if I were to act overly humble and say the Margrave's words were excessive, I would only be giving them a good reason to harbor hostility toward me.

Estel sent me an interested look in response to my attitude.

"Furthermore, according to the war report Baron Pappenheim sent me, you captured a baron who was trying to flee at the end. You may not know this, but Baron Eclair, whom you captured then, has a reputation as a combat-capable noble in our Rheinpfalz Empire, so a substantial reward will be coming your way."

I barely managed to stop myself from grinding my teeth.

'Baron Pappenheim, you deserve to be chopped into pieces and fed to pigs.'

I had my suspicions, but that cursed man, even after the successful ambush, failed to launch a proper attack due to his weak soldiers.

As a result, the Count was able to send elite troops our way to attempt a retreat.

Because of that, Eclair deployed over 1,000 elite troops to my position, and I barely managed to capture him while facing death...

And he downplays my achievement as merely capturing a baron who was "fleeing" with his subordinates?

It's like he's trying to cover up his own mistake by making me look like someone who only delivered the final blow to a fleeing insect...

"You contributed greatly to defeating 5,000 enemies with just 2,000 troops, so the Rheinpfalz Empire will reward you handsomely."
"Thank you."
"And if you wish, I can offer you the opportunity to be commissioned as a senior knight in our Margrave family."

Thinking about recruitment right away shows how eager he is for talent.

Of course, I plan to decline since I need to keep increasing my value.

The Margrave then unfastened the gold-crafted sword at his waist and gave it to me.

"This is a gift from me. It's a sword made by our family's dwarf blacksmith. It would be put to much better use by you than by someone like me who can't even wield a sword properly."

When a titled noble bestows a sword, it's an indirect invitation to become a "knight," and giving his own sword carries even greater significance.

'I intend to appoint you as one of my closest confidants.'

If I accepted this offer, I could receive extremely generous treatment, but there's no need to become a "knight" and limit my potential.

Right now, my priorities are to have Estel properly recognize my value and expose Pappenheim's "false report" to bring about "the downfall of his house."

'Pappenheim, did you think you could get away with humiliating someone to cover your own shame?'

Estel immediately clapped his hands and said:

"Everyone, please be seated. I will now issue the formal operation orders."

Ch.89 - The Battle Of The Seine Plains (1)
When everyone took their seats, the Count had a large bulletin board brought in.

The board showed a fairly detailed map of Marseille Castle where we were, along with the surrounding terrain, with blue and red wooden pieces attached to it.

Surely they couldn't be magnetic?

"The original plan was for our expeditionary force under my command to join with Commander-in-Chief Margrave Hohenzollern at Metz, then crush the enemy's main force and occupy surrounding castles as they surrendered. That was the original operation."

People who don't know much about war often mistakenly think that when we occupy cities or castles, we must necessarily besiege and capture each castle one by one.

But depending on the number of soldiers defending the castle, our troops' morale, and the war situation, each castle lord decides whether to abandon the castle and flee, or fight until reinforcements arrive.

*Honestly, that Baron Seike would have retreated immediately if Pappenheim had brought 2,000 men.*

From that perspective, it's only natural to expect that after defeating the enemy's main force, those who judge they can't defend their castles will open their gates wide and welcome us.

Margrave Estel let out a sigh.

"However, unexpected heavy rains have caused the Mare River to overflow, making it difficult to rendezvous at Metz. Therefore, the operation has been changed, and we will proceed as follows."

At those words, everyone, including myself, focused intently with gleaming eyes.

The Margrave immediately placed a blue wooden piece near Marseille, and it stuck firmly like a magnet on a refrigerator.

*Is this the power of magic? Or are they actually using magnets?*

As I was looking at it with curiosity, Estel continued his explanation.

"According to our spies infiltrated into the Montmartre Kingdom, the left wing of the Montmartre Kingdom's defense force, 20,000 strong, will move to Sedan via the Seine in a month. Our forces plan to catch up with them before they join the main force and attack them."

At this, one of the barons cautiously asked.

"Margrave, our original orders were to rendezvous at Metz. Even if it's impossible to carry out those orders, are we allowed to act on our own?"

The Count pulled out a sealed letter from inside his coat and showed it.

"I sent a messenger bird to inform the Margrave of the general outline of this operation and received approval, so there's no need to worry. Also, there's a reasonable explanation for why I've decided to fight against over 20,000 enemy soldiers with just 15,000 men."

If Pappenheim had said this, I and the other vassals would certainly have been frightened.

Dalten would probably have prayed to Deus, whom he normally never seeks out.

*Please shut that disaster's mouth.*

Because our Baron is so incompetent that even with 30,000 soldiers, he could be completely wiped out by 5,000 enemy troops.

However, Count Estel's words carried sufficient persuasiveness and confidence.

"First, the enemy thinks we will rendezvous at Metz. It may not matter now, but if everything had gone according to the original plan and we had occupied and plundered all the castles around Metz? Think about what consequences they would face from their perspective."

The surrounding nobles thought for a moment, then all nodded in agreement.

"Metz and its surroundings produce enormous amounts of food and materials, with numerous workshops in that prosperous region. If that area is plundered, our troops' morale and supplies would be bolstered, increasing our fighting power..."
"If we succeed in isolating Metz Castle, the gates might even open for us."
"Moreover, the Montmartre King's ability would be questioned for failing to deal with this situation, weakening his position."

As the Margrave and allied commander, he could simply order us to follow him because he's right, but he's explaining everything in such detail.

*What a world of difference from that baron who only steals others' achievements.*

"So those 20,000 troops are probably rushing to prevent us from plundering and pre-emptively occupying Metz, Montmartre's major city, and the surrounding prime territories. And if we predict the route they'll take..."

Margrave Estel attached a red wooden piece to the board and moved it along to the left.

"They will likely take this route. The closest place to our position in Marseille along this route would be Seine Castle. Our forces will meet and fight the enemy there. That's all. Any suggestions?"

At those words, Pappenheim stepped forward eagerly.

"Margrave Estel, I, Pappenheim, have a good strategy!"

Did Estel know Pappenheim's capabilities very well?

I noticed his brow momentarily furrow.

"What if we launch another surprise attack? Since you've roughly predicted the enemy's route, why not send scouts to determine their exact marching path and then ambush them?"

At this, the Count gave a hollow laugh and sighed.

"Baron Pappenheim, your suggestion is very commendable. But in my opinion, it seems somewhat premature. First, won't the enemy be more vigilant against surprise attacks after you nearly annihilated 5,000 troops at Pastek?"

The Baron was at a loss for words.

*Is this bastard planning to rush through his plan without thinking it through, and then steal someone else's achievements again if it succeeds?*

This guy is truly obsessed with taking credit for others' work, like that dwarf from some movie.

"That's true."
"Then there's a high probability we'd be discovered while attempting a surprise attack. What do you think would happen after being discovered? In my opinion, wouldn't our forces suffer heavy losses from a counterattack?"
"But if we succeed..."

The Margrave heaved a deep sigh.

"The probability of success is too slim, too slim. Besides, this isn't our territory but enemy territory. We would have to advance while being wary of even the local citizens and serfs. Is that possible?"

Pappenheim could only close his mouth like a mute who had eaten honey.

"I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I think it would be better to face them when they're tired from their hasty march."

Having his pride wounded by rational logic, Pappenheim squeezed out the words:

"Then, please assign the vanguard to my Pappenheim unit. We will show you even greater achievements than at Pastek."

At this, Margrave Estel held his forehead and sighed.

"I appreciate your enthusiasm, but that won't be possible. Your regular Pappenheim troops suffered nearly 35% casualties during the last surprise attack and are being reorganized. Moreover, many other mercenary companies lost an average of nearly 20% of their soldiers."

In war, when 30% or more of soldiers are wounded or killed, it means that unit can no longer fight on the battlefield.

Participating in battle after losing nearly 20% of your soldiers is, with slight exaggeration, not much different from running a marathon on crutches.

"That may be so, but if I, Baron Hilder von Pappenheim, command the soldiers, they will certainly exceed your expectations! Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries was able to perform well not only because of his own excellent strategy but largely because I supported him in utilizing his abilities."

If he's going to be crazy, he should at least be properly crazy. Why does he always spout nonsense worse than dog barking?

As he spoke, the Count's brow narrowed and his gaze sharpened.

"Baron, get a hold of yourself! A 20% loss in your subordinate units—volunteering to fight in such a situation isn't brave, it's foolish. Therefore, I firmly reject your proposal."
"B-but..."
"I respect your enthusiasm. However, having already achieved great merit, insisting on fighting when you're in no condition to do so is arrogance! When a person becomes too greedy, they ruin themselves. Stand down!"

When the Margrave, who held greater power and status than an ordinary count, became angry, Pappenheim had no choice but to lower his tail and retreat to his seat.

"...It was an opportunity to make my name known throughout the Rheinpfalz Empire..."

Come on, you didn't accomplish anything except taking credit for achievements I earned for you. Please just shut your mouth.

And how do you manage the miraculous feat of getting your entire unit wiped out when others only lose 20% at most?

Then the Margrave turned his gaze toward Dalten.

"I heard the White Beard Mercenaries suffered few losses. From what I've heard, you only lost about 5% of your forces?"

Perhaps because he was called on suddenly, Dalten showed signs of slight confusion.

"Yes, that's correct."

No matter how fierce or disadvantageous the battle, the commander's capabilities determine the extent of losses and the outcome.

Admiral Yi Sun-sin, in his first naval battle at Okpo, killed over a hundred Japanese soldiers without losing a single man on his side, which says it all.

"Good, then as of this moment, I'm reassigning you from Baron Pappenheim's command to be directly under my command."

Then the Count briefly looked in my direction and said:

"I have high expectations."

After several hours of continued meeting, I was convinced by the reactions I had observed.

*If the Margrave doesn't trust Pappenheim, we could gather the mercenaries after this battle and kill that bastard.*
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Ten days later, on the plains near Castle Senne.

When I was a squad leader, I had 30 men. Now as a centurion, I suddenly have 100 soldiers under my command.

Until now, I've been too busy cleaning up after Hans's death, taking over the century, and marching to really think about it...

But standing here on the battlefield, looking at the troops under my command, everything feels completely different.

"Does becoming a centurion give you a special feeling?"

I turned around to see Otto, the senior squad leader of Hans's century.

"Squad Leader Otto, I mean, Otto."
"You've been a centurion for quite a while now, haven't you? Seems like it still hasn't sunk in. And you can just call me Otto."
"Alright, Otto."

Otto nodded and smiled at that.

"But I'm curious about something—are you really not uncomfortable with someone like me suddenly becoming your centurion?"

I'm not asking this because I have any particular issue with Otto.

I'm a young guy who suddenly became centurion, and while Hans definitely deserved to die for what he did...

I was the one who killed that trash, so honestly, I thought it would be difficult to become centurion. But Otto helped smooth things over with the others.

If it weren't for him, I would have had a hell of a time taking control of this century.

"Honestly, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't uncomfortable at all. I've been a mercenary for nearly 20 years and only made it to senior squad leader, while you've become a centurion in less than two years. I thought I was capable, but seeing you, Centurion Martin, makes me feel incompetent."

It's like how the top student in school becomes just another average person at Seoul National University, falling into the delusion that they're not incompetent.

Otto smiled and gave me a thumbs up.
"Still, regardless of that, you're much better than that bastard Hans, Centurion Martin."
"Really?"
"Of course. Under a skilled commander, our chances of survival are higher, and we can earn more achievements. Bluntly put, fighting under someone useless like Pappenheim is a death sentence, but fighting with someone excellent like you means we earn more money and have better chances for promotion."
"Who's in charge is what matters most. Just look at that Pappenheim bastard—no, let's stop talking about him."

Just thinking about that worthless piece of trash gives me goosebumps. Thinking about him could make even my manhood, which stands proud when I'm with Karin, shrivel up and die.

On this dangerous battlefield, just recalling him makes me feel like I might die pathetically from an arrow or spell.

"I don't have any complaints at all. I actually think it's good, and I believe everyone else in the century feels the same way. So Centurion Martin, forget everything else and just win for us. That way, when I retire, I might receive a middle-rank knighthood and spend my later years comfortably fondling the breasts of a wife 30 years younger than me."

His eyes were filled with sincerity.

Well, honestly, men are creatures obsessed with women's breasts from age 20 to 80, until they die.

No wonder they say seeing women's breasts extends your lifespan.

"Right? Good, then let's do this properly."

Not long after, the sound of trumpets filled the air.

As the trumpets signaled the charge toward enemy lines, commanders everywhere began shouting loudly.

"Kill every last one of those Montmartre bastards!"
"Show them the true might of the Rheinpfalz Empire!"
"White Beard Mercenaries, charge forward!"

Hearing these ear-splitting shouts, I stood at the front of my century and advanced in step with my soldiers.

With each step forward, my heart pounds.

Despite having stood on battlefields many times before and having survived countless near-death experiences...

Marching in formation while thinking I could die in this war still makes my palms sweat.

The men in my century are chattering around me.

"Look at how many of those bastards there are. Like cockroaches, damn it."
"Still, they've been marching for over a month without proper rest."
"They might look fine on the outside, but they must be dying on the inside."

From what I'm hearing, the morale of our century isn't bad...

Now we just need to clash with them and deliver one good blow.

With that confidence, I continued walking until the Montmartre soldiers became clearly visible.

I had hoped they would be completely exhausted from their month-long march, barely able to hold their spears...

But their condition was much better than I expected.

Their gait and movements didn't look particularly tired, and I couldn't spot anyone visibly trembling.

"We'll kill all you Rheinpfalz Empire trash today."
"Hey, why are you so invested in fighting the Montmartre guys? You're a mercenary, remember?"
"Getting into it like this actually makes me fight better, sir."

If they can joke like this, their morale must be high, not low at all.

*Has Margrave Estel's plan gone wrong?*

So I focused my Aura on my eyes to observe their condition more closely.

Looking carefully, I could see traces of hardship on their faces, which appeared somewhat haggard.

Based on this, it seemed the Montmartre higher-ups, perhaps to prove they weren't complete idiots...

Had given their soldiers plenty of meat and alcohol yesterday, the day before battle, and let them rest well to recover their strength as much as possible...

*But they won't be able to endure a prolonged battle due to accumulated fatigue.*

And in most battles, especially infantry battles where soldiers can't use Aura, victory isn't determined by who wields a spear better, but by who can endure longer...

Reading the flow of this strategy, I couldn't help but be impressed.

"The Montmartre bastards are smart, but our Margrave is even smarter. Is this what war looks like when commanded by competent leaders?"

This intense battle of wits was something unimaginable during Baron Pappenheim's command, and I felt like applauding in my heart.

*With the stage set like this, I should really give it my all.*

With that resolve, as we gradually approached the enemy, the mages and archers of both the Rheinpfalz Empire and the Montmartre Kingdom began their attacks.

"Arrows! Rain down arrows!"
"Each arrow and spell you fire has lives depending on it!"
"Fire without hesitation!"

As the shooting began, I immediately lowered my helmet's face guard and ordered:

"Keep your heads down! Don't look to the sides! Don't panic and break formation, and don't get excited and charge ahead! Follow what everyone else is doing!"

At my command, the squad leaders and decurions began driving their soldiers hard.

"Damn it, keep your head down if you don't want to die!"
"Do as the centurion says!"
"Calm down! Don't get ahead of yourself like some premature ejaculator!"

In the past, when I gave orders, the men below me wouldn't reinforce them like this, but seeing it now...

It gives me a fresh sense of accomplishment.

Then Lucia aimed the staff I bought her at the enemy and began chanting a spell.

"Fire that burns all, become a spear of flame to incinerate all enemies in my path."

As she continued her incantation, a flame shaped like a spear, as thick as my arm, gradually formed above our heads.

The heat was on a completely different level from a fireball, making even us nearby start to sweat.

*How powerful is it?*

"Fire Spear!"

As Lucia finished her incantation, the spear of fire flew rapidly toward the enemy soldiers.

When the spear flew, they gaped in shock and tried to dodge it somehow, but...

The fire spear, flying as fast as an arrow, was impossible to avoid.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Damn, it's hot!"
"Help me!"

Though it didn't reduce everything to ashes like the fireball Lucia had created before, it showed power worthy of being called an intermediate-level spell.

Soldiers within about a 2-meter radius were all burning at once, and counting roughly...

The number was just over 10 men.

Though the incantation was somewhat long and the mana consumption enormous...

It was still amazing that a single mage could cast such spells consecutively in an age without guns and bombs.

Lucia continued firing spells until just before we clashed with the enemy, and soon we were close enough to cross spears with the Montmartre soldiers.

"Just try to kill me! Push slowly with your spears!"

Ch.91 - The Battle Of The Seine Plains (3)
When I gave the order, the men under Martin's Hundred began forming a battle formation, targeting the enemy's spear shafts rather than directly stabbing at them.

When the enemy tried to thrust their spears, our men forcefully parried them with their own four-meter spears.

Most enemy soldiers knew they would die immediately if they lost their spears or balance, so they tried desperately to hold on.

But under the continuous parrying attacks, one unfortunate Montmartre soldier made the mistake of losing his grip on his spear.

"Argh, shit! My spear!"

And inevitably, he couldn't avoid being skewered by another mercenary's spear.

"Die! You Montmartre slug bastards!"

From a distance, this might seem like an incredibly boring fight, but for me, commanding this battle, it's the most nerve-wracking moment.

Because if even one small gap forms here, it could quickly become a fatal wound that annihilates our entire Hundred.

*Unless you're a Master who can handle hundreds of opponents at once, it's too much for an Expert like me...*

Besides, if the enemy isn't stupid, once our "gold" starts to crumble, they'll immediately bring out their main force or someone skilled with a sword like me.

In other words, if we falter here, everything could end in one go, so I need to carefully manage this seemingly dull exchange.

The squad leaders and platoon leaders understood this well and drove their soldiers hard.

"Don't hesitate—strike and thrust! Hesitation will get you killed!"
"If you want to change your fate, fight with your life! If we get pushed back here, we're all finished!"
"Damn it, either die or fight!"

With this constant pressure and urging, the soldiers followed their superiors' orders, desperately striking at enemy spear shafts and thrusting their own.

I considered jumping in to support them, but...

*Commanders of a Hundred and above are leaders—I should step in when the time is right.*

Wasting energy by showing off from the beginning isn't a good choice.

As if to prove this, the Montmartre bastards in front of us also had only platoon-level officers wielding spears and watching for opportunities.

The higher-ups haven't shown any sign of stepping forward yet.

"Damn these guys, how long are they going to keep testing us like cowards?"

It feels like we've been engaged with these Montmartre bastards for barely ten minutes in this war, but it already feels like we've been stuck here for an hour.

At this point, I'd almost prefer the days when I'd just cut through the spears of anyone trying to stab me and rampage through enemy lines without thinking.

Is this what they mean when they say if your body is tired, your mind is at ease, and if your mind is tired, your body is at ease?

As this tense standoff continued, suddenly a loud shout came from the enemy lines.

"Platoon Leader Leonhardt of the Black Lily Mercenaries is coming forward! Clear the way, I'll take the head of their Hundred Commander myself!"

When I turned my head in that direction, the one called Leonhardt was swinging a two-handed sword.

Though I couldn't see the blue aura mist that symbolizes an Aura Expert, as a platoon leader, he could use Aura.

He cut down our soldiers while exerting tremendous strength no ordinary person could muster.

"Argh, shit!"
"Someone stop that bastard!"
"Long spears! Lower the long spears! Keep him at bay!"

Leonhardt laughed as he slaughtered our Hundred soldiers like he was parting water.

"Why are you mercenaries so weak? Are you even fit to hold a knife with this level of skill?"

As he continued to make progress, the Montmartre troops gradually gained momentum.

"Follow Platoon Leader Leonhardt!"
"Kill all these Rheinpfalz mercenary bastards!"
"Push forward with this momentum! All the way!"

Whether they're Black Lily or Black whatever, if they keep building momentum like this, we'll lose control of the flow...

Perhaps it's time for me to step in?

"Move aside, I'll slice that bastard's head off myself."

Just as I said that, preparing to personally behead Leonhardt...

"Martin, I'll kill that one."

Karin stopped me with a hand on my shoulder, raising one corner of her mouth in a smile.

She began channeling magic into the bow I had given her, and gradually that magic transformed into a fierce wind swirling around her.

"I'll kill him with one shot."

Karin nocked an arrow to her bowstring and focused her gaze on the gap in his armor.

Wind visibly gathered at the arrowhead, and she released the string.

The arrow flew toward him, wrapped in wind.

Leonhardt tried to block the arrow with his sword, but the arrow was much faster than his swing.

"Gurk."

Blood spurted from Leonhardt's throat.

He flailed his hands in the air before falling forward, losing his life.

The Black Lily men following him stood with their mouths agape, speechless, and soon their faces filled with despair.

"The platoon leader died from a single arrow..."
"Damn it! No time to mourn, get ready!"
"The enemy is coming! The enemy is coming!"

As soon as Karin saw him die, she immediately began shooting arrows at the soldiers around him.

One by one, Black Lily mercenaries fell, and the gap near where the enemy platoon leader had died grew larger.

*Now's the time to move in?*

"Otto! Platoon Leader Otto!"

Otto responded immediately, as if he'd been waiting for my call.

"Yes, Commander!"

"I'm going to lead the charge and tear apart these Black Lily or whatever pathetic mercenaries. I'm counting on you to cover the rear."

Otto's eyes lit up at my words, and he nodded.

"Leave it to me."

After saying that, I took in the entire enemy mercenary company before me.

Back when I was just a platoon leader, it was enough to pierce through the weakest point like an awl when ordered, with my men following behind.

But now, acting with just that level of insight and thought would be disastrous.

I need to consider the size of the unit before me, where to strike, and how to act.

After a moment's thought, my plan was to thrust into the gap left by the dead platoon leader and split our forces to hit the left flank of their company.

"Martin's Hundred, attention!"

Those who had the luxury to listen perked up their ears.

"I'll lead two platoons at the front to directly hit where that arrow-struck enemy platoon leader was. The remaining 3rd platoon will hit the left flank, and the 4th platoon will guard the rear with Otto!"

A tactic of attacking the front and flank simultaneously.

It's the most classic hammer and anvil strategy, but what human could handle being hit from both the left and front at once?

No army could withstand it either.

"1st and 2nd platoons, follow me!"
"Shouldn't we report to Commander Dalten?"
"I'd like to, but there's no time! First, we kill these bastards, then we help the commander fighting beside us!"

It pains me a bit to cut off the valid point from that soldier, but in war, if you miss "that one moment"...

The price could be a catastrophic loss of fellow soldiers.

*When the opportunity comes, you have to risk your life. Otherwise, it's over.*

As I drew my sword and pushed forward through our troops, my subordinates let out cheers.

"The mad dog, Commander Martin is here!"
"Are we finally going to give these bastards what they deserve?"
"Commander Martin has arrived!"

Instead of answering them, I just shrugged my shoulders.

Then, gripping my sword with both hands, I considered how our Hundred should move to kill the enemy most efficiently and reliably.

I circulated Aura throughout my body, drawing out my maximum power.

My eyes locked onto the man I would kill first.

A man wearing chain mail armor, holding a decent-looking weapon, giving orders to those around him.

"Everyone stay together! If we just wait a little longer, the deputy commander or someone higher up will come and handle this!"

When the head of a middle-manager type like him who's keeping everyone organized gets cut off, his underlings will be momentarily stunned.

"Let's start by killing that armored guy who's showing off over there."

Having made my decision, I immediately pushed off the ground hard and lunged forward.

As I shot forward like an arrow, my target immediately raised his weapon toward me and tried to defend.

"You damn—"

However, his defense proved utterly ineffective against me.

Before he could even swing his sword, my blade had already severed his neck.

With that, the Black Lily formation wavered slightly, and my subordinates began to move according to my orders.

One hundred men—not a small number, but not overwhelming either...

This should be enough to demonstrate my worth through distinguished service.

Ch.92 - The Battle Of The Seine Plains (4)
I swung my sword and killed the armored bastard, drawing the attention of the Black Lily mercenaries.

Not content with just staring, they pointed their weapons—swords and spears—directly at me.

During the brief standoff, I caught my breath and observed our 3rd platoon slowly flanking to the side.

"Pretty quick," I muttered.

Judging by the speed of their formation, my men would soon strike the Black Lily's flank. Before that happened, I needed to break through the center and draw their attention.

*That's how we'll establish a pincer attack.*

I held my sword in one hand and wiggled the fingers of my other.

"What's the matter? Too scared to approach, you little brats?"

After I provoked them, someone from the center of their formation shouted orders.

"If we don't defeat the White Beard mercenaries ahead of us, we're all dead anyway! Fight like your lives depend on it!"

With that command, the standoff instantly ended.

A considerable number of mercenaries surrounded me, thrusting spears and swinging blunt weapons to beat me to death.

"Die, you worthless piece of trash!"
"How dare you kill our platoon leader!"
"I'll tear you limb from limb!"

The weaker the dog, the louder it barks. Similarly, the weaker the person, the more foul-mouthed they become out of fear...

Why would I be intimidated by these punks?

*I've survived far worse situations countless times, you fools.*

I gripped my sword and lunged toward the man directly in front of me.

"Got him!" he shouted.

But what we both heard wasn't the sound of a spear piercing flesh—just a "ting" as it glanced off armor.

I immediately struck upward, smashing his jaw with my sword's pommel.

With Aura behind the blow, his jawbone shattered instantly, leaving him wailing with half his face missing.

"Uuuuuugh!"
"Can't understand what you're saying, punk."

Having no desire to cause unnecessary suffering, I quickly severed his neck.

Though still surrounded by many enemies, in a one-against-many fight, seizing the momentum shifts the balance in my favor.

See? After I blew off that guy's lower jaw...

They hesitated for a moment, their attacks slowing.

*You idiots, this is exactly when you should press harder.*

Mentally clicking my tongue, I continued swinging my Aura-infused sword.

With each arc of my blade—horizontal, vertical, or thrust like an arrow—the death cries of my victims filled my ears.

"Argh, mother!"

As more died screaming in agony, the survivors began to group up and think strategically.

"He's a monster! We need to rush him together! Only the unlucky ones will die, and the survivors can loot his armor!"

Some squad leader was treating his men like beaters in a hunt.

What kind of tiger hunt was this, using people as bait?

"You're all such cowards, seriously."

As I mocked them, they formed a small semicircle and charged toward me.

Even alone, I could handle them without much trouble, but...

"Captain, we're joining the fight!"

The leaders of the 1st and 2nd platoons arrived with their soldiers right beside me.

They swung their swords to protect and support me, and the enemies who had tried to encircle me were quickly slaughtered.

I could have managed without their help, but having subordinate platoon leaders supporting me with all their might, unlike before...

It felt incredibly reassuring.

*If they're backing me this well, I can go a bit wilder, right?*

"Let's see if we can give all you Black Lily or whatever-you-call-yourselves a proper mass funeral today!"

With my subordinates covering my left and right flanks, I could focus entirely on the enemies attacking from the front.

With my field of vision narrowed, I could clearly see how to break through their lines.

Having fewer opponents to deal with at once made it much easier to kill them efficiently.

I could feel my power and impact as a knight becoming significantly stronger.

"So this is why knights fight alongside soldiers?"

With my company's combined strength, we gained momentum breaking through the 150-man formation that would have been difficult to penetrate before.

Gradually, the enemy began showing signs of panic.

If even the veterans of this mercenary group were in such disarray, the rookies charged at me like helpless children.

"Die! You killed our senior mercenary!"

As expected from a mere mercenary recruit without proper sword training, but how terrified must he be...

The tip of his sword was trembling from side to side.

"Avenge him in the afterlife."

I deflected his sword and, following through with the motion, stabbed him in the neck.

Just then, I heard the battle cries of our other platoons from my left.

"Captain Martin is fighting at the front line!"
"Stab these cowards in the flank!"
"Kill every last one of them!"

Already struggling to defend against frontal attacks, the enemy's morale completely collapsed when their vulnerable flanks came under assault.

The rookies and the craftier veterans began slinking backward with their weapons.

What were they trying to say?

*'We don't want to fight, so don't attack us.'*

It's laughably pathetic to see them trying to flee when there are other units behind them.

Just as I was feeling satisfied watching the Black Lily mercenaries crumble before our company...

"I don't know who you are, but I won't forgive you!"

With those words, a mercenary suddenly swung his sword at me.

His blade had the distinctive glow of mithril, and his armor gleamed brightly. When our swords clashed, I noticed the blue mist that signified an Aura Expert.

*This guy seems to be someone of rank.*

As if answering my question, he announced himself while swinging his sword.

"I am Ris Flor, captain of the Black Lily Mercenaries, and I'll take your head!"

"Ris? What kind of man calls himself a lily?"
"Shut up! Don't criticize my name!"

He seemed desperate in each attack, probably thinking he could save his mercenary group if he killed me.

Perhaps due to the strength of his will, his attacks felt heavier than the Aura in his sword would suggest.

I decided to compliment him, in a way.

"...You're better than the Golden Barley mercenary captain."
"Golden Barley? Don't compare me to him!"

We continued clashing swords.

After nearly 30 exchanges, I began to feel a slight weakening in my hands.

*Unlike the Golden Barley guy, this mercenary captain is quite decent...*

I had underestimated them from a distance, seeing only a 150-man unit. People really shouldn't be judged by appearances.

Ris, seeing that I showed no signs of tiring despite our prolonged duel, began repeatedly glancing to his left.

*This guy's mind is wandering.*

Seeing his opening, I made my move.

"Die, you lily bastard!"

I swung my sword forcefully at him head-on, and he laughed dismissively.

"You think I can't block this?"

As expected, he blocked my attack.

Ris immediately pulled his sword back, then thrust it forward, using the crossguard to push my blade away.

Normally this would be concerning, but everything was going according to my plan.

Maintaining my composure, I kicked him in the groin.

"Aaaaargh! You fucking bastard, you had to kick there?"

Though I had infused Aura into my kick, his armor included groin protection...

The protection looked intact, so his manhood was probably fine.

Nevertheless, he grimaced in pain, and I seized the opportunity to strike at his neck.

Through my sword, I felt the sensation of cutting through flesh and bone.

"I've beheaded Ris Flor, captain of the Black Lily Mercenaries!"

Since killing a mere mercenary captain wouldn't end the war, I gave my next order before my subordinates could even cheer.

"The captain's dead, but kill everyone who tries to run—spare only those who surrender!"

Following my command, the stunned enemies who hadn't properly surrendered after their captain's death were attacked from both the left and front.

"Aaaagh, fuck!"
"Surrender! I said I surrender!"
"Spare me!"

With their command structure collapsed after their captain's death, they tried to flee or surrender, but...

"If you're surrendering, drop your weapons!"

One of my men said this while stabbing them to death.

Another grabbed a fleeing enemy from behind and ran him through.

"Didn't I tell you not to run?"

After decisively pushing back the enemy, they retreated with their tails between their legs...

I immediately surveyed the battlefield and looked toward the main force where Captain Dalten was.

As expected, there seemed to be plenty of opportunity for intervention there as well.

Ch.93 - The Battle Of The Seine Plains (5)
"This looks perfect for taking just one bite, doesn't it?"

As I said, the battle between Captain Dalten's forces on our right flank and the enemy mercenaries was the perfect situation to jump in and make a difference.

Unlike us who had just completely wiped out those Black Lily bastards, Captain Dalten's main force was fighting the enemy with everything they had.

"Die, you damn sparrow!"

The enemy mercenaries—sparrows, or rather, judging by their banner, probably called the White Eagle Mercenaries—were holding their ground against Dalten's main force.

"You're the one who's going to die, you bearded fool!"

Our main force had 400 men, while those White Sparrow bastards numbered around 600. It seemed like our soldiers had better training and combat ability, though.

Karin approached and added her thoughts.

"We and those White Sparrow mercenaries are perfectly balanced. They're fighting with all they've got, so neither side has any reserves. If we charge in now, we could change the tide of battle instantly."

Having been a mercenary for over five years, she knew exactly what I was planning.

Just as she said, if we act as the tipping weight now, we could deal a massive blow to the enemy in an instant.

Like when someone unexpectedly pushes you from a direction you weren't prepared for, and you stagger.

"And look, Dalten has raised the flag calling for all allied units to join him. We're going, right?"

"It would be a shame not to, senior. It's a chance to earn a lot of merit while expending minimal effort."

Karin gave a bitter smile and shrugged her shoulders.

"You've changed a bit since becoming a centurion. Looking for opportunities to earn merit like this."

"Doesn't the position make the person? And my job is to keep as many of my hundred men alive as possible and help them earn good money."

"True, that's admirable too."

After our brief chat, I gave orders to the archers and mages.

"We're going to pierce through the enemy's left-center like a wedge. Focus your arrows and spells on their left flank."

As soon as I gave the order, the mages and archers under my command attacked the enemy mercenaries.

"Fire arrows at will!"

"Use earth magic to hurl stones! Don't want to burn our own men!"

"Earth, I ask you to return my enemies to the soil! Stone Bullet!"

Since it was just the archers and mages attached to a hundred-man unit attacking, it wasn't the spectacular scene that bards sing about in epics.

The arrows flew like light rain, and the earth magic was crude, but...

The effect was undeniably powerful.

Those hit by arrows clutched their wounds in agony.

"Argh, damn it. Arrows..."

Those hit by stone bullets had their heads, arms, and chests crushed.

"Cough... these damn... ambushers..."

Lucia's incantation took a bit longer than others, but she created a correspondingly massive boulder.

"Great rock, root of the mountain and shelter for animals, crush my enemies before me! Stone Shot!"

A boulder the size of—no exaggeration—an ox flew like a bullet.

Those hit by the boulder were reduced to meat paste, and those who witnessed the intermediate-level magic immediately fell into disarray.

"Damn it, we're being ambushed!"

"What ambush? Their flank just broke through!"

"The Black Lily bastards are all dead! Prepare!"

Their attempt to maintain composure despite the chaos was admirable, but it didn't change the fact that their formation now had a gaping hole.

And the dead weren't coming back.

Meanwhile, our mercenaries who had been locked in a desperate struggle with the White Sparrow bastards erupted in cheers.

"It's Martin's century!"

"Damn, those guys are all dead!"

"Let's push forward!"

Taking advantage of the enemy's confusion, our main force led by Dalten began to gain momentum and cut through the enemy ranks.

Just as I expected, a slight nudge to the "balance" was all it took to completely change the tide of battle.

I felt almost godlike, as if my orders alone were determining the fate and fortunes of hundreds of soldiers.

No, it wasn't just a feeling—the situation had completely changed with a single command from me.

My whole body burned with excitement, my heart racing with emotions I'd never felt before.

"This is better than sex."

I immediately raised my sword to gather everyone's attention.

"We're going to kill those panicking White Sparrow bastards up ahead. Everyone, wedge formation around me! Time to cut into their left flank in one go!"

At my command, my hundred mercenaries gathered around me.

The tactics that once involved me charging ahead with others following had evolved into something I could now direct proactively.

It was so thrilling I felt like I might go mad with excitement.

"Damn, this feels good."

The White Sparrow bastards weren't completely brainless, and they quickly began to respond to my surprise attack.

Their leader, infusing his voice with Aura, bellowed:

"Block those bearded bastards charging in! Throw in all reserves, everything we've got!"

At that, the men in the rear of the White Sparrow—no, White Eagle—mercenaries began rushing forward at breakneck speed.

"Hurry up, damn it! If our left breaks, we're all dead!"

"You think I don't know that?!"

"Your squad is on the far left, you rock-headed idiot!"

They were trying to form some kind of defensive line against me, but it all looked pathetically inadequate.

Hastily changing formation was better than doing nothing, but...

Squads were getting mixed up with each other, and they were scrambling around not knowing which unit to coordinate with.

This wasn't because they were weak, but because they hadn't trained for this situation...

To summarize what the White Eagle Mercenaries were doing:

'Like trying to stop a leak with tape.'

I pointed my sword straight ahead and charged toward the enemy.

"The White Beard Mercenaries' Centurion Martin Meyer is coming! Only those who want to die should stand in my way!"

Of course, saying this wouldn't make those men with spears in their hastily formed defensive line move aside.

The White Eagle Mercenaries didn't disappoint my expectations and thrust their spears at me.

"Even an Aura Expert is still human!"

"Stab without hesitation and he'll die!"

"Die, you cowardly dog!"

As they thrust their spears in unison, the light reflecting off the steel blades stung my eyes.

An ordinary soldier would have either panicked at this sight or died due to lack of skill.

'Not bad, even in a desperate situation.'

I had underestimated them a bit, thinking they were just idiots getting stabbed in the sides, but it seems they had some respectable skill.

However, they had chosen the wrong opponent.

"Not a chance, you fools!"

Before their spear tips could reach my neck and vital points, I swung my sword in a small semicircle.

My Aura-infused blade cut through their spear tips and shafts.

The broken spear pieces fell with the clang of metal and the dull thud of wood hitting the ground.

In less than a second, the contrast between the enemy's fate and mine became starkly clear.

"What the hell?"

"Monster..."

"Is he even human?"

Using Aura alone lets you exceed human limits in strength, and an Expert like me could win an arm-wrestling match with a bear without exaggeration.

So in a sense, they're right—I'm not human.

I smirked as I looked into the eyes of a man sinking into despair and snapped:

"First time seeing an Expert?"

Without waiting for an answer, I smashed his skull with my sword's pommel.

"Follow me, you bastards!"

After that loud shout, I heard a great roar from behind.

"Follow the centurion!"

"Don't lose him!"

"Run until you puke if you have to!"

My role now was to adjust my speed at the vanguard so my men could keep up, while slaughtering these so-called White Eagles who were nothing more than sparrows.

Without rushing too much, I began harvesting the lives of the enemies who came at me.

Some at the neck, some at the waist, some at the arms or legs.

Those with severed arms or legs would live for a few minutes, bleeding and in agony, but I had my own problems to deal with.

I didn't have the luxury of mercifully finishing them off with a dagger to the carotid artery like knights might do.

"If you tried to kill someone, you should be prepared to die yourself, bastard."

Using the momentum from my charge, I continued to ram into them, drilling deeper and deeper into their ranks.

In the process of cutting down enemy after enemy...

I spotted Captain Dalten's White Beard Mercenary banner, and I called out with Aura in my voice:

"Captain, I've come to support you!"

Dalten replied as if he found it ridiculous:

"You got here damn fast, kid. Let's take the head of the White Eagle—no, Sparrow—leader. Let's show them just how badass we are."

Ch.94 - The Battle Of The Seine Plains (6)
Dalten glanced at me once more, then stepped to the front of the main unit, swinging his sword.

A confident smile, determined eyes, and the aura and presence that only someone who had reached the level of an Aura Expert could emit.

As he proudly displayed all of this as the mercenary captain, the surrounding enemies hesitated for a moment.

"Damn, shouldn't we have brought our captain too?"
"Who doesn't know that? He'll come on his own."
"Where are all those lieutenants and centurions who used to brag about being former Knights?"

They seemed more intent on looking for their superiors to rely on rather than fighting themselves, which didn't seem right.

Frankly speaking, if Dalten, myself, or other mercenaries started going wild before their superiors arrived, were they planning to just stand there and die?

If they'd been on the battlefield a few times, they should know that when you panic and get scared, even without saying "I've given up, just kill me," that's exactly what happens.

*Well, considering how difficult it is for ten ordinary soldiers to kill one Knight who uses Aura, maybe it's not unreasonable?*

Their actions seemed pathetic, but their lack of will to fight actually made things easier for me and our White Beard mercenaries.

"So I'll have to kill all those disgusting bastards."

Dalten seemed to share my thoughts.

He stepped forward with his sword and simply cut off the neck of a soldier belonging to the White Eagle mercenaries.

"Men prove themselves through action! Charge after me!"

The morale of our entire mercenary unit soared at Dalten's manly display.

"Damn, Captain Dalten is so cool!"
"A real man speaks with his back."
"Don't let the captain fight alone!"

Our centurion guys shouted like that while pleading to me with their eyes.

"I'll cut off more enemy heads than Captain Dalten today! Everyone charge!"

At times like this, just like Dalten did, showing clear, visible results helps boost morale...

I gripped my sword handles with both hands and circulated my Aura to its maximum.

Blue mist-like Aura rose around my swords, clearly visible even from a distance.

In this world where the amount of Aura a swordsman can use clearly shows the measure of their strength, openly displaying Aura like this... those sparrows must be terrified!

Then I slashed my sword and split the body of an enemy wielding a spear in front of me into two pieces.

From his shoulder to his pelvis with a single stroke.

When I demonstrated swordsmanship that would be difficult for an ordinary swordsman who couldn't use Aura to even imitate, I heard excited voices from my centurion men.

"Long live our centurion captain!"
"Damn, tear them all apart like that!"
"Let's kill all those bastards and secure some retirement funds!"

Then they too began killing enemy soldiers very enthusiastically, following my lead.

As we pushed forward with excitement, the White Eagle guys couldn't seem to hold on, like snails retreating into their shells.

Their momentum died down, and they slowly began to back away.

"Ugh, damn..."
"That monster bastard."
"Gather with spears and weapons!"

In this world without guns, most tactics are based on moving together as one unit, and generally this works well...

*But that's not always the truth.*

In situations like this, the more they bunch together, the more disadvantageous it becomes, not beneficial.

"Argh, damn it. There's no room to move!"
"Get out of my way!"
"Shut up! How am I supposed to move aside?"

When they get too close to each other, there's no space to swing their arms, no margin to attack enemies or avoid attacks.

Because of that, when we thrust or swing our swords wildly, they're just getting beaten one-sidedly like stationary targets, unable to resist.

*There's no paradise in retreat.*

That saying fits those guys perfectly.

"Strike!"

At that command, my centurion unit and I continued to attack them mercilessly.

Without exaggeration, those with weapons of considerable length like spears or two-handed hammers could hit some part of an enemy soldier's body even with random thrusts...

The enemies who had become living targets couldn't do anything to counter.

The battle suddenly turned into a one-sided massacre.

"Damn it, what are we supposed to do about this!"
"Damn it, captain!"
"Get away! Move apart and go forward! We're all dead anyway if we stay like this!"

As things progressed this way, all our mercenary soldiers became excited and drove the White Eagle guys to their deaths like a hunting party.

"Kill them all before they come to their senses!"

As we continued enjoying this pleasant hunt, the higher-ups of the enemy mercenary unit began shouting loudly.

"Damn it, wake up!"
"Push forward! Think you're going to die? You'll all die if you stay like this, but you might live if you at least pretend to push forward!"
"Do you want to die by my sword? Or kill those bastards and live?"

Hearing that, I clicked my tongue inwardly.

*If only they'd continue to get slaughtered one-sidedly like this.*

If they did, they could leave this harsh, difficult world quickly, and our mercenary unit could receive the bounty on their heads and enjoy a happy time or save for retirement.

It's truly a pity.

So they struggled desperately to kill us and save themselves, and our troops hesitated momentarily feeling their momentum.

"Damn, these guys?"

On top of that, the enemy mercenary lieutenants who knew how to use a sword started coming forward one by one, using Aura to kill our subordinates.

"I won't let you die easily, you bastards!"

As the higher-ups of the enemy mercenary unit began to move with all their might, their momentum slowly began to revive, if only slightly.

*If this continues, our casualties will increase...*

In this case, the best solution would be to find and quickly kill the enemy mercenary captain, right?

"Martin's centurion unit, attention!"

I drew everyone's attention and swung my sword wide, cutting off the neck of an enemy in front of me.

"From now on, our centurion unit needs to find the captain of those damn White Sparrow bastards. Let's go take his head!"

At my words, our centurion standard-bearer raised the flag high, signaling our intent to take the enemy's head with all our might.

I also gripped my swords with both hands and began slashing through the enemies in front of me.

"You're nothing but fleas and millet no matter how much you struggle!"

As I pushed through the enemies, I gradually began to see Captain Dalten and our mercenary main unit.

The main unit mercenaries looked at me with admiring eyes.

"Damn, is that even human?"
"He's a former Knight who uses Aura. And he's the face of our mercenary unit."
"I heard he was good at fighting, but this good?"

It feels really great to hear such praise even in the midst of an urgent battlefield.

Some say you get tired of praise and compliments if you hear them constantly, but I'm different. It feels thrilling and fresh every time.

"Captain Dalten! Let's go cut off that damn captain's head! We need to annihilate the White Sparrow mercenaries before sunset."

After saying that, I looked up at the sky where the sun was gradually beginning to set.

When the sun sets, the signal to stop fighting and retreat will sound, and we'll have to just watch the fleeing sparrow bastards like dogs chasing chickens.

Stimulated by my words, Dalten raised his momentum even more than before and cut down enemies.

"Damn, the White Beard mercenary captain has gone crazy!"
"That crazy bastard, really."
"There are two crazy ones, kill those bastards first!"

Dalten spoke with a voice that resonated loudly as if using a megaphone, infusing it with Aura.

"Come out, you sparrow bastard captain!"

Normally, no matter how much we shout like this, the captain wouldn't come out...

But now, with the sparrow bastards in a bad situation...

Someone who looked like the captain of the sparrow bastards actually jumped out.

"You damn dogs!"

And he seemed to find me less intimidating than Dalten, the captain of the White Beard mercenaries, as he happily rushed toward me like an arrow.

"Damn it, enough already, you bastard!"

...... When mercenaries meet in war, they should fight ready to kill each other.

Why should we cower and consider your circumstances?

"Save your nonsense for your dreams!"

After saying that, I parried the sword he swung.

Being a mercenary captain, the weight of his sword strike was quite—no, actually very heavy.

"Give me back my mercenary unit, you bastard!"

It's understandable that he'd be angry, seeing his mercenary unit being cut down before his eyes.

Full of anger, he continued to swing his sword at me, gradually applying pressure, and as my stamina was depleting...

I felt it was becoming a bit overwhelming.

"Damn, was this what he was aiming for?"
"Of course I was."
"...... A pathetic guy who bothers to answer that."

Despite my words, unlike the Black Lily mercenaries, this guy was a real deal with considerable skill.

In terms of skill, he was slightly below Captain Dalten, but slightly above me.

As I was being pushed back a little, I heard the sound of wind being cut behind me.

An arrow that flew with the sound of wind hit his helmet.

He must have been wearing a good helmet, as Karin's arrow didn't pierce it... but it created a slight opening in his movement.

*This is my chance.*

As soon as I thought that, I thrust my sword precisely into his neck.

Blood spurted from his neck, and with his vocal cords and windpipe simultaneously pierced, he couldn't make any sound.

I cut off his head, held it high, and shouted loudly, "I've cut off the White Sparrow captain's head!"

When those words echoed, our entire mercenary unit let out a huge cheer.

"Centurion Captain Martin did it!"

On the other hand, the White Sparrow bastards looked at it with blank expressions like those of men searching for a bridge after a stock market crash.

"We're done for, damn it."

And just then, the trumpet sound signaling retreat was heard.

For my first day of war as a centurion captain, I think I achieved not just decent, but good results.

However, I have no intention of being satisfied with just this.

Ch.95 - Lucia And Karin
As soon as the battle ended, I was dragged away by our White Company guys.

I could have resisted if I'd wanted to, but...

While I was lost in thought, Otto, our White Company's senior platoon leader and second-in-command, raised his mug full of beer high.

His face was filled with a smile like he owned the world.

"Well then! A toast to Captain Martin of the White Company, who took the heads of two mercenary captains on his first day commanding the White Company!"

Following his words, the other guys laughed loudly and joined the toast.

"To Captain Martin!"
"Fuck, let's toast to getting some benefits from Captain Martin!"
"Looking forward to working with you!"

And just like that, they finished the toast among themselves instead of letting me, the guest of honor, speak.

If this is a celebration for my achievements in my first battle as White Company Captain, shouldn't they at least let me make the toast?

*These bastards need to be put through some intense field training someday...*

As I was grinding my teeth, Otto grinned and poured beer into my cup.

"You're not upset that I took the toast, are you?"

A man getting upset is unmanly, and I'm not the type to engage in such petty behavior.

I'm not upset—it's just that the thought of making their "field training" a bit more difficult happened to cross my mind.

"I'm not upset, Otto. If anything, I should thank you for handling the troublesome toast."
"For someone who says that, your face looks quite upset."
"I'm really not upset, I tell you."
"I've never seen anyone who says that and isn't actually upset."

Although mercenary companies are military organizations, their less rigid hierarchy means people of similar rank often interact casually.

Of course, a new recruit wouldn't dare joke with a platoon leader, but senior mercenaries are allowed to play around with platoon leaders as long as they don't cross the line.

So it's only natural that our White Company's second-in-command would joke with me.

I sighed in resignation.

"What would you do if I were upset?"
"We'd just drink together and get over it. Why worry about it?"

Though military law prevents mercenaries from fighting each other with fists or blades—both parties could lose their heads for that—mercenaries are rough people who often express their grievances when drunk, which can escalate into arguments.

So it's disgustingly common to fight while drinking, then drink more and make up.

*Is Otto planning to share his pent-up feelings over drinks too?*

I thought we'd cleared the air before the battle started.

"I suppose you're right."

Otto then looked at the other White Company members with a warm smile.

"I always believed in Captain Martin's abilities, but I honestly didn't expect you to do this well on your first day commanding the White Company. I thought you'd just focus on your own role like other captains on their first day..."

Then, as if in a hurry, he poured beer into his own cup.

"I never imagined you'd take down two enemy mercenary captains in your first battle. I've served under many superiors, but I've never served someone as impressive as you, Captain. The others probably feel the same way."

Otto paused briefly, as if suggesting I should listen to what the others were saying.

"Captain Martin, I thought you were special from the moment you joined us. Fuck, today I became certain of it."
"What, that you could make something of yourself following him? I admit Captain Martin is impressive, but not with your skills."
"I've gotten better at fighting just by following Captain Martin! I'll soon be able to use Aura too. Then I'll work my way up to become a captain under him."

Mercenaries are the type to switch employers whenever they can get better conditions.

For such men to say they'll follow me means they recognize me as a golden rope that could change their fate.

It gave me a different kind of satisfaction than proving my abilities and receiving rewards.

*People always flock to someone who looks like they'll succeed.*

The corners of my mouth had already stretched up to my ears.

"So like those guys said, I'll follow Captain Martin even if my promotion gets delayed. Who knows? I might even get a knighthood thanks to you, Captain."
"Didn't you say this before?"
"I need to say it a few times for you to remember properly, don't I?"
"That's true."

While my memory isn't bad, consistent reminders about important promises or this kind of appeal work better, as long as they don't offend the other party.

Otto, who had been smiling warmly until now, suddenly changed his expression.

His eyes became sly, and one corner of his mouth turned up.

"But you know, Captain, while I'm committed to following you, and you've achieved great things commanding us for the first time today, shouldn't you share some of that reward with us?"

Otto made a circle with his finger and moved it side to side.

*Otto did help me a lot in taking control of this White Company.*

The thought of paying for drinks for over a hundred men made my stomach churn, but the bonus would cover it, and if I didn't spend it now, it would be harder to win their hearts.

If I'm going to spend it, I might as well do it like a man and be generous.

Besides, Lucia is wagging her tail across from us, and Karin is sitting next to her, so I should show them my impressive side.

"Tell the camp merchants to put everything on my tab—the girls, the second round of drinks, and food for everyone here."

With that, I waved my hand.

As soon as Otto saw this, he gathered the other White Company guys and disappeared in an instant.

It was like watching the wind blow away all traces of people.

As I stood there dumbfounded, Karin approached with Lucia and smirked.

"Platoon Leader Otto reads the situation well. He left right when we came over."
"Who doesn't know that Senior and I are practically married even without a ceremony? He probably just didn't want to watch us being lovey-dovey."
"He reads the situation so well that he managed to get Martin to treat everyone in an instant."

I shrugged my shoulders.

"Everyone did well, and since it's my first day as White Company Captain, I thought I should do this much. We have more battles ahead, so I need them to put in more effort."
"Martin, you're scary. Scary at night, and scary handling allies during the day."

At night with Karin, we're both in our prime—me in my early twenties and Karin in her late twenties—so our high sex drives can't be helped.

And my somewhat rough command of those men during the day is all to make the mercenaries in our White Company rich.

We chatted about trivial things for about 15 minutes.

Then Karin suddenly looked at me with a serious expression.

*Finally, she's going to talk about Lucia.*

"A few days ago, Lucia came to me and said she likes you so much she can't live without you."

With those words, Lucia's ears and tail drooped slightly.

To comfort the dejected Lucia, Karin stroked and played with her ears.

It was a playful gesture that didn't match the heavy atmosphere, but this action assured me that whatever she was about to say, the outcome wouldn't be bad.

If she were going to say something unpleasant, she wouldn't be acting so playfully.

"She said she was jealous at the thought of you having another woman besides me."

I listened attentively to her words, and Lucia's tail and ears drooped even more.

"But I don't particularly mind Lucia becoming your woman. After all, I accepted you knowing what kind of person you are."

When I first met Karin, I told her similar things.

That as a mercenary, I wanted to rise to a position where I could receive a title, and that I wanted to build a harem along the way.

Karin pinched my cheek slightly—no, rather firmly.

"However, Martin."
"Yes, Senior."

Karin, with a slightly flushed face, declared:

"If you get so caught up with Lucia that you neglect me, I won't let it slide. Since this was your choice, you need to treat both Lucia and me well."
"Yes, Senior. Both Lucia and you are precious to me."

Lucia smiled at those words, raised her tail, and wagged it vigorously.

"Now with this, Platoon Leader Karin and..."

Karin interrupted Lucia mid-sentence.

"Lucia, call me Sister Karin. We're sharing a husband, so there's no need to be awkward with each other."

At those words, Lucia wagged her tail and blushed, stumbling over her words slightly.

"Yes, Platoon Leader Karin. I mean, um, Sister."

Karin smiled as if finding Lucia adorable, and continued stroking her head.

Every time Karin's right hand moved, the fox ears would perk up and down.

"Hehe."

But this healing scene was interrupted by an intruder.

"Hey, Martin."

I turned around to see Dalten standing there.

Not realizing we were having such an important conversation, Dalten wore an awkward expression.

"........"

Dalten clicked his tongue and scratched his head.

"Ah, fuck. Sorry, but I need to borrow Martin. I have something to assign to this guy."

Even though we're at war and it's for work, isn't this going a bit too far...?

Ch.96 - Decapitation Operation (1)
A week had passed.

The war that began with 15,000 against 20,000 had tilted somewhat in favor of their side, just as Margrave Estel had thought.

However, Margrave Estel faced two problems holding him back.

First, the commander of Montmartre's 20,000-strong army, Viscount Montmarche, was far more competent than expected. Second, a significant portion of his soldiers were elites.

Therefore, the Margrave's strategy of fighting the enemy when they were exhausted wasn't working as well as anticipated.

The Margrave frequently held strategy meetings to overcome this situation and minimize casualties.

"They only gather the high-ranking officials, so I can't even get in..."

Endless meetings were held that only mercenary captains with over 200 men, nobles or their representatives, and the Margrave's high-ranking vassals could attend.

So far, no good solution to "break through this situation" had emerged, and when Captain Dalten returned, our mercenary company would need to discuss following the Margrave's orders.

Officers at the platoon leader level and above were ordered to wait soberly without drinking.

However, I had a "good strategy" in mind and was deliberately waiting for Dalten to come out after the meeting so I could relay it to the Margrave through him.

After a few minutes, I heard Dalten sighing and cursing.

"Shit, they say nothing in this world is easy."

I approached Dalten with a fairly large ceramic bottle filled with beer.

"Good work, Captain. Care for a drink?"
"I appreciate the thought, but I'm not in the mood for alcohol right now."

Was Margrave Estel in such a hurry that Dalten would refuse alcohol?

Well, if things continued like this, it would turn into a prolonged war, increasing casualties among the Margrave's soldiers and making it increasingly difficult to achieve the next strategic objective.

Even if told not to rush, he would naturally feel anxious.

*And Dalten is catching the fallout from that.*

"Don't be like that, how about just one drink? I've actually come up with a decent strategy."

Dalten frowned briefly but perked up his ears.

"Coming from the guy who grabbed that worthless Baron Pappenheim by the collar and captured Count Rejume, I'll listen even if it's just for show."

I wish he wouldn't say things like that while perking up his ears and subtly moving closer to me.

It makes me uncomfortable when a grown man acts like a tsundere with words that don't match his actions...

"You say that, but your hand is already on the beer mug..."
"Just tell me what you've got. We don't have much time."

I wanted to tease Captain Dalten a bit more, but there wasn't time for that.

"What about proposing a decapitation strategy to strike at their rear?"

Dalten looked at me with an expression that said, "Are you out of your mind?"

"We're in the middle of a battle, and you're suggesting we circle all the way around to hit the enemy from behind?"

Then I gave him a wicked smile and spent quite a long time convincing Captain Dalten.

At first, Dalten listened with an expression that said, "What is he thinking?" But as time passed, he began to pay more attention to my words.

By the time I was almost finished explaining, he was nodding as if he wanted to take notes.

"Based on this perspective, the current situation, and terrain analysis, I believe the 'decapitation' operation is worth attempting."

Dalten clapped his hands once and nodded.

"That's good, damn it. If the Margrave approves, we could turn the tide of battle."

After saying that, Dalten immediately grabbed my hand.

"Shit, the Margrave said to come talk to him anytime if we had a good strategy. Let's go report to him right now."

...Could a mere mercenary captain, not a baron or high-ranking knight directly under the Margrave, really visit at this late hour?

If we ran into the wrong noble, we might not lose our heads for being disrespectful, but we could certainly face all sorts of trouble.

"Understood. Then for our mercenary company..."

Dalten gestured to Albert, the administrator standing beside him.

"Administrator, go tell our people I'll be late and they should go to bed first."
"Understood."

Then Dalten and I went to meet the Margrave.

Of the two of us, Margrave Estel granted an audience only to me.

**

"Margrave Estel, excuse my intrusion."

After a moment, a deep voice came from inside.

"Enter."
"Then excuse me."

The tent was surprisingly spacious, but for a nobleman, there were fewer furnishings and possessions than I had expected.

A soft-looking bed, an expensive-looking desk and chair, a sword and armor, and a tapestry bearing his coat of arms.

*Captain Dalten's tent is piled high with all sorts of precious items.*

Seeing the modest tent of a nobleman, and a Margrave at that, I felt my opinion of him improve slightly.

"I am honored to meet you, Margrave Estel. Thank you for granting this sudden audience."

If I had been a commoner by birth, I would have had to kneel on both knees and bow, but because of my former status as a knight, I followed protocol by placing one knee on the ground and bowing my head in respect.

Estel immediately approached me, patted my shoulder, and helped me up.

"Rise. I am truly pleased to have this private audience with you."
"It is a great honor for a mere mercenary like myself to have a private audience with the Margrave."

Even for a mercenary to have a one-on-one audience with a baron is virtually impossible unless they're the captain of a highly renowned mercenary company.

Nobles of the rank of count, not to mention margrave, are so exalted that even captains of first-rate mercenary companies wouldn't dare request a private audience.

Yet here I am, a mere mercenary company centurion, meeting with the Margrave one-on-one.

*This alone might not bring glory to my family, but it's certainly something I could brag about in taverns for the next ten years.*

"Thank you for saying so. Now, please sit."

I didn't refuse and took a seat.

"Ordinarily, I should be discussing the strategy with both you and Dalten, since you proposed it. But I have something personal I wanted to ask you, which is why I called you here alone."
"Is that so?"
"Before we discuss the strategy, let me ask you this. Would you consider accepting a commission from me?"

From what I've seen of Estel so far, following this man wouldn't be a bad choice for my future.

As a Margrave, he has a gentle character, treats his vassals and mercenaries well, and shows the qualities of a good employer.

He accepts people regardless of their status if they have outstanding abilities, treating them generously and enabling everyone to perform at their best.

Unlike that trash Pappenheim, he possesses the situational judgment, leadership, and decisiveness necessary to survive in chaotic times.

So if I were an ordinary mercenary, I would immediately declare "My sword is yours from this day forward" and grab this opportunity for a life-changing advancement, but...

*My value is, to be frank, continuously increasing.*

"While I'm deeply honored by the Margrave's offer, I'm still lacking."

Of course, I don't actually think my abilities are insufficient.

My value is certain to skyrocket in the future, so it would be a waste to let my career path end here by taking the bait of a mere "senior knight" title.

Still, saying that directly would be tantamount to picking a fight with Margrave Estel...

So I need to frame it as if my own abilities are lacking.

The Margrave gave a bitter smile at my words.

"You know your own worth very well. Yes, your previous exploits seemed sufficient for a 'senior knight' position, but now that you've been given command of a hundred men and can spread your wings, you're truly beginning to soar."

I'm confident I'll soar even higher in the future.

*I have no complaints about Karin and Lucia, but since I'm on this path, I might as well see it through to the end.*

"You flatter me, Margrave. I will do my best to meet your expectations and show you an even better performance in the future."
"I look forward to your future achievements."

To be blunt, the abilities I've demonstrated so far are Martin Meyer's individual combat prowess, cunning, and strategy formulation.

In other words, I haven't yet shown the qualities of a "commander or general" who completely controls the battlefield.

However, by taking command of a hundred men and crushing two enemy mercenary companies in just one day, I've proven that whether I become a mercenary captain or a nobleman...

I can lead hundreds or thousands of soldiers and achieve results beyond expectations.

In military terms, I've come close to establishing a reputation as someone who could easily earn four stars in the future.

I looked at Margrave Estel's face, worried he might harbor ill feelings, but...

The Margrave's face still wore a smile.

*At the very least, he doesn't seem to hold any grudge against me.*

Then the Margrave slightly raised the corner of his mouth and asked me.

"Let me ask you, the one who brought Baron Pappenheim and annihilated Count Rejume's 5,000 men. What strategy have you brought?"

Ch.97 - Decapitation Operation (2)
"I'd like to propose a decapitation operation."

At those words, the Margrave furrowed his brow and let out a deep sigh.

"Are you referring to what I think you are—sending a small unit to capture or assassinate the 'commander'? That's quite an unexpected strategy."

As the Margrave said, a decapitation operation is essentially just a more elegant way of saying "assassination."

In this world, assassination is considered a cowardly act.

Even if it's meant to end a war quickly and simply by killing the enemy leader.

So suggesting something as dishonorable as "assassination" to a nobleman like the Margrave, who values honor above life itself, would be like touching a raw nerve.

I added more explanation to avoid any misunderstanding with Estel.

"It's absolutely not just a fancy term for assassination. It's a legitimate operation to ambush and defeat the 'enemy leadership.'"

The Margrave's furrowed brow returned to normal.

"When someone who isn't an assassin suddenly mentions a decapitation operation, it put me on edge. But realistically speaking, an ambush would be extremely difficult. Aren't we fighting on open plains right now?"

It's virtually impossible to stage an ambush on open plains.

Someone with good eyesight could spot our approach from 3-4 kilometers away without even needing a telescope.

Estel continued questioning me.

"Besides, the enemy commander likely knows our troop strength. So for a decapitation operation... if we were to, say, pull out 2,000 troops today, the enemy commander would notice by tomorrow morning."

Just as we use reconnaissance units to estimate enemy forces, they would be using scouts to gauge our numbers.

So if we suddenly diverted more than 2,000 troops, as the Margrave said, the enemy would notice we were up to something.

*But the way reconnaissance troops count our soldiers is actually quite predictable.*

"You're right, sir. However, unless the enemy has spies among your mid-ranking Knights, captains, or mercenary officers, they won't know our 'exact numbers.'"

The reason is quite simple.

Even if you've gathered around 20,000 troops, information about how many have died in battle so far or how many have deserted is classified as 'high-level intelligence.'

Therefore, unless someone is of sufficient rank, they can't know how many soldiers remain after war has broken out.

Even I, despite holding the relatively high position of mercenary captain, don't know the exact number of 'combat-ready soldiers' currently under Margrave Estel's command.

The Margrave nodded at my words.

"That's correct. Only a select few know our exact numbers. And the probability that one of those few is acting as a spy for the Montmartre forces is essentially zero."
"Therefore, wouldn't the enemy be counting things like cooking smoke and banners to estimate our forces?"

From ancient times through the medieval and modern eras, scouts have actually determined enemy numbers by counting banners and cooking fires.

And this method was extremely effective.

For example, if one cooking pot can feed 10 men, then 4,000 fires would indicate approximately 40,000 soldiers.

*Conversely, if we set up 4,000 cooking pots, we could make it look like we have 40,000 men.*

The Margrave's eyes widened.

"So even after withdrawing about 2,000 troops, if we reduce the number of pots gradually rather than all at once, the enemy would have difficulty noticing."

If I were talking with that Pappenheim fellow, he would have responded with something like, "I understand counting troops by cooking pots, but what's this about gradually reducing numbers?" And I would have had to spend nearly an hour explaining why scouts can only estimate troop numbers by counting pots.

But our Margrave immediately grasped my intention with just a brief explanation.

*The nobles serving this Margrave must be truly fortunate.*

If I weren't so focused on advancement, I would have seriously pursued a stable life as a civil servant—no, as a high-ranking Knight under this man.

"Yes, exactly. So even if we divert about 2,000 troops, we can deceive the enemy commander by gradually reducing the number of pots, banners, tents, and so on."
"That's an excellent idea. But there are still mountains of obstacles to overcome. First, if you're planning an ambush, where exactly do you intend to set it?"

I pointed to the forest behind the Montmartre forces on the map on the Margrave's desk.

"Here in Lev Forest. Furthermore, since heading directly there might alert the Montmartre commander, we plan to disguise ourselves as deserters and take a roundabout route over several days."

The Margrave expressed strong doubts about my words.

"Disguising troops as deserters? That seems problematic."
"The enemy isn't stupid. That's why pretending to desert is our best option."
"Well, you're right. We only have 15,000 men, and as the war drags on, it wouldn't be strange at all to have mass desertions. When their scouts report large numbers of deserters, they'll believe it without question. To properly deceive them, we need to put on this kind of act."
"Thank you for understanding."

When convincing that Pappenheim fellow, I had to appeal to his sense of honor and shower him with exaggerated praise like those nationalist YouTubers who go on about how "Korea is amazing!"

But with the Margrave, I don't need to worry about such things, which is truly refreshing.

Our pleasant conversation continued, making me think this multiple times.

"Good, now tell me how you plan to ambush the enemy. Even when attacking from the rear, it's important to know how to catch them off guard, isn't it?"

I nodded at his words.

"We'll march in a wide arc over four days to reach Lev Forest. Therefore, on the fifth day from today, when battle breaks out, please pretend to be defeated and retreat."

At my suggestion to fake defeat and retreat, the Margrave frowned.

"Pretend to be defeated? You know as well as I do that the most casualties don't occur when soldiers are fighting face to face with spears and swords, right? You must be aware of this."

When fighting in formation with spears and swords, soldiers can resist enemy attacks, so the number of deaths during actual combat isn't that high.

However, during a retreat, they have no strength to resist enemy attacks and are one-sidedly slaughtered...

The result doesn't need to be spelled out.

"Yes, sir. Of course, there's a rational reason for this."
"Let's hear it."
"The essence of this operation is fishing. Put yourself in the enemy's position. If you had the opportunity to capture the enemy commander, what would you do? Wouldn't you concentrate your forces at the 'vanguard' to pursue?"

The Margrave nodded at my words.

"Then only weak reserve forces would remain in the rear. We'll use that as our signal to move. If the decapitation unit attacks at that moment, wouldn't that work well?"

A bright smile spread across Estel's face.

"If the enemy rear where their commander is located comes under attack, their forces will fall into confusion. If our troops then pretend to retreat but suddenly turn around 180 degrees, the Montmartre forces would be helpless. It's an excellent strategy."
"This way, we can avoid a prolonged war, reduce our casualties, and secure a definitive victory. What do you think, Margrave?"
"I had high expectations when I heard you devised the strategy that allowed that Pappenheim fellow to defeat Count Rezume, who brought 5,000 troops, with just 2,000 men... but this exceeds my expectations. So, what support do you need?"

At this moment, I thought about exposing Pappenheim's "report full of lies," but I suppressed the urge.

Because if I reported his misconduct now, he would only be punished for submitting a false report to the commander-in-chief, resulting in a light punishment.

Besides, we're currently discussing the "decapitation operation," so changing the subject would be somewhat inappropriate.

"Please draw troops evenly from each mercenary company and the regular forces under the nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire. That will make it easier to disguise them as 'deserters.' Furthermore, to capture the enemy commander, we'll need elite forces..."

At those words, Margrave Estel smiled and replied.

"I'll provide Baron Ains, who has reached the level of Aura Master, and the elite forces of our Margrave family. They will command this operation—do you have any objections?"

With a Knight who has reached the level of Aura Master, I certainly have no objections.

"No, sir."
"Good, then hurry with your preparations. As for when to execute the operation, I'll need to consider which troops to allocate for the decapitation mission, so let's postpone it until tomorrow night."

Ch.98 - Decapitation Operation (3)
A few days later, in the Lev Forest.

Baron Ains, commanding a detachment that included my White Company, raised his right hand to signal a halt.

"All forces stop here."

At his command, our detachment of two thousand men, including myself, came to a stop.

"Everyone will wait here until further orders from me. I don't know how long we'll be waiting, so you may sit and rest comfortably, but anyone engaging in unnecessary chatter will be severely punished according to military law."

Even though we were mercenaries, we were under the Margrave's authority, and breaking military law here would cost us our heads.

So we all had to silence even our breathing with the enemy ahead.

The commanders, including myself, passed on the orders in hushed voices.

"No talking. You may sit and rest."
"Keep your mouths shut if you don't want to die. Just sit and zone out."
"Sitting and resting is fine, but talking means death."

After the orders spread throughout the detachment, Baron Ains asked another knight:

"Were there any enemy scouts nearby?"
"There were, but we should be fine for the next few hours. According to information from the prisoners we just captured, no additional scouts will be dispatched to this area until this evening."

Ains frowned at this.

"...We can't take that at face value. Double the guards."
"Yes, sir."
"And tell the archers among the mercenaries to maintain strict vigilance around the perimeter."

After giving orders to set up an ambush in a perfect position and secure the surroundings, Baron Ains gestured to me.

"Martin Meyer, was it? Come here."
"Yes, Baron."

As I approached him, I wondered why he had called me.

*Judging by his expression and tone, he doesn't seem angry, so he's probably not calling me to scold me.*

When I reached him, Baron Ains pointed to his right front.

Looking in that direction, I could see the rear of the Montmartre army we were fighting against.

"Phew, thought I was gonna die... Hey rookie, bring some cold water!"
"Cold water my ass, we only have lukewarm water."
"You've become quite insolent since becoming a squad leader?"

They seemed to have returned from fighting hard at the front line. Their clothes were covered in dirt and blood, and their faces showed clear signs of fatigue.

None of those resting seemed to think there might be an attack from the rear, as there was barely any control beyond maintaining positions.

Well, if I were the Count of Montmartre, I wouldn't easily imagine being suddenly ambushed from behind in a place where "surprise attacks" were extremely difficult due to the open plains all around.

Moreover, our forces under Margrave Estel numbered only 15,000, significantly fewer than theirs...

*They probably wouldn't expect us to further divide our already inferior numbers in terrain where surprise attacks are difficult.*

Baron Ains patted my shoulder and flashed a grin.

"Your proposed strategy seems like it will work out more easily than expected. Despite being the rear, they're completely defenseless, which means they haven't anticipated a surprise attack. If we just launch the attack, the shock will hit them hard."
"We got lucky."

Even for a rear position, it's standard practice to post at least minimal guards and maintain some control to prepare for potential surprise attacks.

So when I thought of and proposed this surprise attack, I had imagined a situation where they would be maintaining some semblance of order, unlike what they were showing now.

I was just being honest, but Baron Ains slightly furrowed his brow.

"Luck? Don't talk about luck. Though I know you don't mean it that way, such words could diminish the value Margrave Estel placed on you. This is purely your cold analytical judgment shining through."

I suppose one could say that the luck that follows a skilled person is part of their skill?

"You flatter me."
"Flattery my foot. Thanks to you, we can strike those defenseless fellows from behind."
"If Margrave Estel hadn't listened to the strategy of a mere mercenary like me, I wouldn't have had the chance to shine. And I think such praise can wait until after we capture that Count over there."
"You're brimming with confidence. It's like seeing myself when I was young. Perhaps you'll become a Sword Master like me someday."

Sword Master—according to the game's lore, a supreme state that barely one in two thousand Aura-wielding swordsmen might reach.

I too am steadily working toward that goal, and I consider killing enemies in battle as part of that process.

"Thank you, Baron."

Hearing this, Ains nodded and then asked in a serious voice:

"That aside, the waiting is honestly vexing. The enemy is showing such a defenseless posture, practically begging us to surprise them, yet we must wait."
"We must wait for the Margrave's victory."
"I know that, but have you thought of any additional strategies since we got here?"
"Judging by the disorderly state of the enemy's rear, there must only be exhausted or incompetent soldiers back there. So it would be best to position reserve troops rather than elites at our vanguard, and then deploy our elite forces when their stamina drops."

No matter how thoughtless the Montmartre bunch might be, when our decapitation unit disrupts their rear, they'll mobilize their "elites" to try to kill us.

So if we send out fresh knights or skilled elites to match that timing, we can certainly stand against them.

"What's important for us in this operation isn't killing more of the Montmartre bunch, but capturing Count Beluga, the enemy commander, to end the battle. Good, we'll do it that way."

Just as he finished speaking, a soldier rushed urgently toward us.

"Baron Ains, the Montmartre forces are moving quickly toward the front!"

At this, Ains jumped to his feet.

"The Margrave is moving faster than expected. All forces, stand up! Regular soldiers to the front, knights and those confident in their skills to the back."

Hearing this, I immediately turned back according to the order.

"It's our turn now. Is everyone ready?"

Our White Company men sensibly acknowledged with quiet nods instead of loud cheers.

"We'll fire arrows and magic before attacking the enemy. And this time, I won't be at the vanguard—you will. I'll follow behind you, so just fight as you've been trained, as you've fought in real battles."

Unlike other units, our White Beard mercenaries have continuously received systematic training like formation drills and guerrilla tactics.

Thanks to that, the average ability of our soldiers is remarkably high.

Although a new recruit can't defeat a veteran mercenary like a senior mercenary from an enemy company...

*Our new recruits would be at least A-grade in any mercenary company.*

With everyone's average level raised, the White Beard mercenaries will shine sufficiently even without me.

Like an awl in a pocket that pierces through pants.

"I'm counting on you."

With those words, Baron Ains swung his sword to signal all the detachment soldiers.

The signal asked if they were ready to rush out of the forest and prepare to attack.

"We're ready."
"Leave it to us."
"We'll show you the strength of Baron Conrad's knights and regular troops."

And soon we moved carefully to the edge of the forest, silencing our footsteps.

Seeing that the enemy wasn't responding by blowing horns or shooting arrows, they seemed completely unaware of our ambush.

"...This is our chance."

Soon after, the standard-bearers under Baron Ains waved their flags up and down.

"Lucia, start casting magic. Use your strongest spell to blow them away."
"Yes."

As Lucia began her incantation, mages from other mercenary companies and nobles' units also started casting.

The archers nocked arrows to their bowstrings and quietly waited for the mages to finish their incantations.

Just 2-3 minutes, but the pressure of needing this surprise attack to succeed made this time feel endlessly long.

*If we fail here, we all die.*

It's always been that way, but now it's even more tense.

I could feel cold sweat on my hands, and the sound of my heart pounding hammered at my eardrums.

Meanwhile, I wondered if Baron Ains was as tense as I was...

Aura was emanating from his body.

If my Aura appears like blue mist, his looks like he's wrapped in a thick, dense blue membrane.

His entire body emitted not Aura mist but what looked like a dense blue Aura cloud, almost like toxic gas.

It looked incredibly threatening on the outside, but what would its power be like when facing enemies?

Something beyond human limits—would it show power like a tank or an airplane?

While I was lost in these thoughts, Baron Ains's thunderous voice rang out.

"All forces, fire! Long live Margrave Estel!"

Ch.99 - Decapitation Operation (4)
Baron Ains's voice thundered across the battlefield.

The soldiers under Count Beluga, who had been relaxed in the rear, were shocked.

Only then did they notice our presence and began scrambling to respond.

They frantically searched for spears and moved chaotically in attempts to form defensive formations.

In such urgent situations, even without complete composure, one should maintain enough calmness not to interfere with others.

But these men, caught completely off guard, couldn't maintain even minimal order.

Some ran right when they should have gone left.

"You idiot! Your platoon belongs on the left, the left!"

Elsewhere, soldiers collided with each other as they rushed about.

"Ugh, damn it! Where are your eyes?"
"You're the one running in the wrong direction!"
"You son of a bitch!"

As the situation grew more chaotic, countless stupid incidents unfolded that would have been no laughing matter had they happened among our own troops.

Just then, Lucia finished her spell incantation.

"Spear of flame that burns the enemy, incinerate those before me! Fire Spear!"

Around the same time, other mages completed their incantations, and Baron Ains swung his sword forward.

"Kill them all! Show them the might of the Rheinpfalz Empire!"

Following his command, archers unleashed volleys of arrows toward the rear of Count Beluga's army.

The enemy was one-sidedly bombarded with magic and arrows.

"Argh, damn it!"
"Those cowardly rat bastards..."
"Spears! Ready your spears! They're coming!"

Amid the chaos, someone tried to organize a proper defensive formation to withstand our decapitation unit's attack, but...

Our mages weren't about to stand by and watch the enemy form ranks.

"Fire Spear!"
"Fire!!"
"Phoenix Strike!"

Dozens of fire-based spells—most effective for inflicting massive damage—were launched at the enemy, and those who became targets of the magical bombardment...

Were instantly reduced to ashes or roasted alive where they stood, becoming human barbecue.

Some surviving recruits who escaped the devastating magical barrage of the sudden attack began showing signs of PTSD.

"Henri turned to ashes! Damn it, we were going to make it big and return home rich together!"
"No, no! We're all going to die!"
"Shit, we need to... we need to form ranks..."

The one screaming that they were all going to die lost his head as an example, while the other panicking soldiers received physical "treatment" from their seniors.

Watching this, I was reminded once again how vulnerable humans are to surprise attacks.

*People and beasts alike lose their minds when hit from behind.*

Baron Ains immediately raised his sword skyward and ordered.

"Sound the trumpets and beat the drums! All soldiers charge with battle cries! Strike while they're disorganized! And fire the signal!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the trumpeters and drummers in our decapitation unit played quick, lively sounds.

Several signal arrows and spells were shot into the sky.

Among Count Beluga's forces, the veterans in proper armor seemed more afraid of the "unknown signals" being fired than of their comrades dying.

"Damn it, we've fallen into a trap!"
"Run if you don't want to die!"
"Damn imperial dogs!"

A celebrity I like once said on TV, "When you think it's too late, that's when it's truly too late."

If even they realized they were too late, what choice did they have but to be trampled to death?

I shouted loudly to our White Company soldiers.

"Everyone charge! Do exactly as you learned in training!"

My instruction for the soldiers—including recruits who couldn't use Aura—to move according to the drills and guerrilla tactics they had practiced until their hands bled and blisters formed had an even greater effect in relieving their tension than I'd anticipated.

"Let's go forward! Let's change our fate!"
"Forget fate, I just want to earn more money for drinks."
"Let's go, damn it! The White Company captain is watching us from behind!"

With that, the soldiers of the decapitation unit, including my White Company, advanced quickly toward the enemy lines.

On the way, I noticed other mercenary companies trying to maintain their spacing and coordinate their movements, but...

They looked incredibly crude compared to our White Company, which had unified even striking and stabbing movements through drill training, with perhaps a bit of exaggeration.

Out of ten soldiers in a horizontal line, two might be moving forward, but while others raised their right arms, these would raise their left while advancing.

Their spacing was so poor that after walking just two hundred meters, their formation changed from a neat rectangle to an elongated trapezoid.

The leaders of such units shouted all sorts of commands from the rear.

"You bastards! Rectangle formation! How many times have I told you that your lives depend on maintaining formation?!"

Until guns appeared—or more precisely, until assault rifles that could kill dozens in an instant became widespread—battles were decided by how well troops stayed together.

I understand why those guys are shouting like that.

*That's probably why my White Company under the White Beard Mercenaries stands out so much compared to those guys.*

As we continued marching in step, we soon faced the enemy whose formation had completely collapsed.

In the past, I would have taken the lead with my sword or given commands from the front line, but...

"I need to conserve my strength and jump in at the critical moment... Otto, squad leader, I'm counting on you!"

Otto raised his right hand in response, as if to say not to worry.

Soon after, our forces collided with Count Beluga's soldiers.

The collision between our controlled, formation-based attack and Beluga's troops who were still disoriented from the ambush...

The result went absolutely in our favor, just as we had predicted before engaging them.

"These fools aren't even worth a single strike!"
"Don't get cocky!"
"Maintain the formation and push forward!"

Count Beluga's soldiers couldn't mount an organized resistance because they failed to establish proper formations.

In contrast, our soldiers who had formed proper defensive formations could fight cooperatively with those in front, behind, or beside them.

"Damn it, cowards stabbing from the side."

Even when a White Company soldier occasionally fell, another immediately filled the gap, leaving no weakness in our formation.

"Milton! Damn it, these bastards killed him!"

Thanks to this well-executed formation, our White Company could slaughter the enemy more efficiently and decisively.

Otto and several other squad leaders issued appropriate commands to support our troops.

"Second squad! Support the Golden Pig guys on your flank!"

Following this order, the second squad moved to where the Golden Pig mercenaries were fighting.

The Golden Pig mercenaries cheered at the unexpected reinforcement.

"Hell yeah, reinforcements!"
"Those White Beard guys are damn impressive."
"Kill those Beluga bastards!"

Though the second squad didn't show it outwardly, when I looked closely at their expressions with my Aura, I could see their smiles reaching their ears.

*Well, they must feel good being recognized by others on the battlefield.*

The second squad leader commanded loudly.

"Don't hit them head-on where the Golden Pigs are attacking! Strike from the upper right diagonal, then rotate!"

Following this order, the second squad moved quickly and orderly toward Beluga's forces...

"Now! Thrust! Thrust, withdraw, thrust! Follow my signal! Thrust!"

The second squad stabbed the flank of the mercenary company fighting alongside the Montmartre soldiers who were battling the Golden Pig mercenaries.

With perfect formation maintenance, using collective strength...

"Damn it, who's stabbing from the side?"
"Those bastards!"
"Regroup, regroup!"

The enemy, struck from an unexpected direction, immediately lost momentum from just one squad's attack.

*This will spread our reputation even further.*

The thought made me feel even more proud.

Still, I needed to be careful at times like this to avoid future trouble...

"Martin's White Company! Don't lose focus just because you're doing well! Move precisely according to your training!"
"Yes, Captain!"
"I'll call the cadence myself, so move accordingly!"

After saying this, I observed the enemies in front of our unit.

"One!"

At my command, all three rows of our White Company thrust their spears simultaneously.

The enemy might have blocked the first row's attack, but with the second and third rows thrusting at once...

Montmartre's regular soldiers died bleeding without even attempting to dodge.

"Withdraw spears, two!"

At this command, they all swept away the enemy's spears and weapons.

"Good, one again!"

With another synchronized thrust, the enemy soldiers before us collapsed, unable to withstand our collective strength.

*This is the power of unity...*

Unlike my previous battles that relied on individual strength, the power of a well-coordinated group...

I was momentarily intoxicated by the thrill of this overwhelming force.

Ch.100 - Decapitation Operation (5)
Martin Meyer had just invaded Beluga Count's main camp, but the Count hadn't noticed it yet.

"Push forward! Capture that idiot Estel! We must win this war by any means necessary!"

The other barons and knights around him agreed with his command.

"We've already practically won this war."
"It's as easy as picking an apple from a tree."
"The enemy is retreating, and all our forces need to do is press the advantage. We should move quickly yet meticulously, like cornering a rat!"

Not a single person here believed that the 20,000-strong left wing defense force of Montmartre led by Count Beluga could possibly be defeated.

And that was quite reasonable—no, it was a rational judgment based on all the information they currently had available.

Right now, Margrave Estel's army appeared to number only about 15,000, or even fewer due to the decapitation unit, and they seemed to be helplessly enduring the assault.

Unless something extraordinary happened, anyone could see that the goddess of victory was smiling upon Count Beluga.

Bright smiles adorned the faces of Count Beluga and everyone around him.

Just then, a messenger came running with an expression of overwhelming joy.

The Count was certain this meant good news, but he barely managed to restrain himself from pinching his thigh with his left hand and letting out a cheer.

*I can't show such undignified excitement before the message even arrives.*

"Report."

The messenger immediately knelt on one knee to show respect and began speaking.

"I report! Approximately 13,000 troops under Margrave Estel. They've begun retreating, unable to withstand our fierce attack."

Beluga slapped his armored thigh and leaned toward the messenger.

"Tell me more details."

"Yes, Count. Margrave Estel seems to have realized the situation is hopeless and is running away with his tail between his legs. He's even abandoned maintaining formation and turned his back on us!"

Cheers erupted from those around him.

"Praise Deus! Estel is finished! If we press forward now, victory is certain!"
"Let's strike a blow against those Rheinpfalz bastards and ride the momentum to recapture Marseille and Seike Fortress!"
"Deus is surely aiding you, Count!"

At these words, Beluga cleared his throat several times.

While partly meant to calm everyone down, his main purpose was to manage his image by appearing more cautious.

"Ahem, ahem. The battle isn't completely over yet. Everyone, please remain calm."

Despite saying this, Beluga's mouth was already stretched into a grin reaching his ears.

His face had turned red with excitement, and his shoulders were trembling—clearly, he was the most excited person present.

Yet none of the nobles with decades of experience in court life dared to point out his somewhat unseemly appearance.

*He's about to achieve a great victory in battle, so it's understandable.*

And as if to demonstrate that he was already drinking victory wine before the feast had even begun, Beluga said:

"Messenger, take this."

Following the custom of rewarding those who bring news of victory, he handed the messenger a pouch filled with gold coins to show his generosity and joy.

"Thank you!"
"You may withdraw."

At these words, the messenger quickly ran off with the pouch of gold.

"Everything is going well. Good. After we win this war, I'll be generous and hold a magnificent festival for the mercenaries as well..."

But his words were soon interrupted by another approaching messenger.

"I report!!!"

The Count expected more good news, but this messenger's armor was covered in dirt and showed signs of having been struck by various weapons.

Everyone couldn't help but tense up at the sight of someone who looked like a defeated soldier.

Count Beluga's expression crumpled like wet paper.

"Our rear is under attack by a detachment led by Baron Ains under Margrave Estel! Our forces are being overwhelmed, Count. Please send reinforcements immediately."

To receive such shocking news barely ten minutes after being told they were winning...

He found it impossible to maintain his composure.

Beluga felt dizzy and wanted to just give up and sit down, but...

*It's not over yet. A detachment means only a small force, and Estel is practically a dead man already, isn't he?*

His experience from participating in and studying numerous wars told him exactly what needed to be done now.

"Abandon the pursuit of Margrave Estel for now! Send elite units immediately and deploy our forces to somehow hold them back!"

Though it pained him like having a finger cut off, this was the best Beluga could do at the moment.

Just when he thought the situation was under control, five minutes later, a junior knight arrived as a messenger.

The fact that a "knight" had come in this situation was not a good sign, and the words from his mouth were...

"I report! Margrave Estel's army has suddenly changed direction and is fiercely attacking our forces! Our troops are being helplessly overwhelmed by sudden attacks from both front and rear!"

The Count, who had been envisioning a hopeful future just moments ago, began to feel a tightening sensation at the back of his neck as the situation rapidly deteriorated.

"E-Estel! Estel, you son of a bitch!!"

Count Beluga believed that Margrave Estel had orchestrated this entire plan, but in reality, it was Martin Meyer who had devised it all...

However, he had no opportunity to learn or understand this fact, and ultimately fainted from the sudden mental shock.

**

Unlike Count Beluga, who commanded comfortably from the very back due to his terrible swordsmanship, Margrave Estel, who commanded near the front lines, was astonished.

"I thought Captain Martin Meyer's suggestion had merit, but I never imagined it would be this effective."

A baron standing beside him nodded.

"Yes, Margrave. He is truly a remarkable friend."

"Indeed, he's exactly the kind of talent needed in these chaotic times. Look over there, see how our forces are fighting now."

At these words, the baron gazed at Margrave Estel's soldiers fighting across the field.

The army that had been in a one-sided, feigned retreat just moments ago...

Had not only instantly regained its momentum but was now attacking the enemy forces from both sides, leaving them unable to mount any proper resistance, like a roly-poly doll with its limbs cut off.

"Support! Someone give us support!"

However, most of the reinforcements had been diverted to the rear where the "exhausted reserves" were positioned, so no one could respond to the mercenary's desperate calls for help.

Seeing this hopeless situation, some of the mercenaries under Count Beluga chose the dishonorable escape of raising white flags signaling "combat inability" and retreating.

"With attacks concentrated on our rear and getting hit like this right in front of us, there's no answer! Combat impossible! Regroup the units!"

The army of 20,000 under Count Beluga, which had seemed like an iron wall just moments ago, had instantly turned into a disorganized rabble.

The mercenaries under Margrave Estel began to push forward aggressively.

"Let's go in and behead that damned Count Beluga or whatever his name is!"

A battle that had seemed impossible to win through conventional means just moments ago had completely shifted with the activation of Martin Meyer's strategy...

The tide of war had suddenly turned.

Margrave Estel watched this scene with bated breath.

"A mere mercenary captain devised a strategy of this caliber, perfectly demonstrated its potential for success to me, and showed results beyond my expectations, Baron."

"Yes, Margrave."

"And now, with the Emperor having passed away, no one at court directly mentions 'civil war,' but it will certainly happen within a few years. Many nobles will die, but those who survive will gain glory incomparable to what they have now."

The baron nodded in agreement.

"Indeed."

Estel briefly removed his helmet and gazed toward the rear where Martin Meyer would be wreaking havoc.

His gaze was eager and longing, like a man observing a beautiful woman's naked body—with burning desire.

Someone who didn't know him might have mistaken him for a madman...

But those familiar with Estel would recognize his immense desire for talent and couldn't help but hold great expectations.

And the baron here, like Ains who had reached the level of Sword Master yet was content being a mere baron serving Estel because of his character and potential...

*Indeed, he is destined to seize control of this empire.*

He looked at him with such conviction.

Estel, not even trying to hide his desire, spoke to the baron with a flushed face like a young man in his twenties captivated by a beautiful woman:

"I want Martin Meyer. To have him, I must prove myself. Prove that I am a lord worth serving with one's life. Give the order for all troops to charge, with me and my regular soldiers at the vanguard."

Ch.101 - Decapitation Operation (6)
"Martin, White Captain! Let's push forward like this!"

Hearing those words, I looked around.

The enemy forces before me hadn't yet deployed their "elites," and the other mercenary companies nearby were locked in fierce combat with the enemy.

"Damn it! There's no end to them. How are we supposed to break through this blockade?"
"Shut your mouth and thrust that spear!"
"Kill them one by one and we'll make it somehow!"

Unlike the other mercenary companies, our White Company had disciplined fundamentals forged through drills. Against the inexperienced troops positioned at the rear...

Even though we were facing approximately 1.5 times our number, we were completely pushing the enemy back.

"Thrust and withdraw! Thrust and withdraw! Remember just that!"
"Move as one and you can easily defeat even large groups!"
"Any enemy you miss, your comrade behind you will handle somehow!"

I hadn't noticed when I was leading from the front, but watching from the rear, the sight of a unit moving in perfect formation was truly beautiful.

When a soldier in the first row thrust at an enemy, those in the second or third rows blocked incoming attacks from behind.

Conversely, when someone in the first row blocked an attack, soldiers in the second and third rows would stab and kill the enemy, fighting in perfect complementary harmony.

The Montmartre troops were sticking out their tongues watching us fight like this.

"These crazy bastards, what the hell are they? Why are these commoners so solid?"
"Each individual mercenary doesn't seem that strong though?"
"I don't know, damn it! Request reinforcements!"

Given the situation, I was eager to charge forward and press the advantage.

But if we got too carried away with our momentum, we'd risk becoming isolated from our allies and surrounded.

*Now is not the time yet. I need to wait for the right moment.*

"We're not pushing further ahead! Instead, we'll actively support our struggling allies! First platoon, strike the enemies flanking the mercenary company beside us!"

Following my order, the first platoon broke off from our White Company and attacked the enemy forces positioned diagonally to our right.

"Captain's orders! Kill them!"

The effectiveness of intervening in an evenly matched battle was even more impressive than I had expected.

With just one attack, the enemy mercenary formation wavered.

"Damn it, the right flank is breaking! Block them!"

Seeing the opening, the other mercenary company began attacking the small gap more aggressively.

"Push forward! If we don't kill these bastards here, we lose!"

The enemy lines quickly faltered, and after about 20 minutes, the enemy unit facing the mercenary company we had helped raised a white flag.

It was a signal of retreat due to heavy losses.

At this signal, the other mercenary companies under Count Beluga reluctantly opened a path for them to escape.

The neighboring mercenary company sent cheers our way.

"Damn, I've got new respect for the White Beard mercenaries!"
"Thanks to you we survived! We'll buy you drinks when we get back!"
"We'll repay this favor someday!"

Though I wasn't being directly acknowledged, the recognition my mercenaries received ultimately reflected well on my abilities.

No, even a Sword Master mercenary captain couldn't face over a thousand soldiers alone...

Considering that a commander's ability is most highly evaluated based on how strong an army they can train and deploy...

The fact that I've trained ordinary soldiers to this level and received such praise from other mercenary companies means...

*My name is going to spread tremendously from now on.*

And that means the price I can command will increase significantly as well.

"Hold this position and continue pushing forward."

After about 30 minutes, the enemy's movements suddenly changed.

All the somewhat weaker troops that had been held in reserve withdrew and moved toward Margrave Estel's position.

And toward our position came what appeared to be a new elite unit.

My men pointed ahead while breaking out in cold sweat.

"Damn, who are those guys?"
"Look how they're gleaming—even the common soldiers are wearing chain mail."
"Look at how in step they are. This is going to be tough."

Just as I had expected, Beluga had made the most efficient choice to protect his own life.

I suppose if I were being attacked from two sides, I'd also...

He's trying to defeat the beheading unit first—the one striking at his rear with only about 2,000 men.

*He's much smarter than Pappenheim.*

As I was organizing my thoughts, a thunderous voice echoed across the battlefield.

"It's our turn now! Anyone who knows how to use a sword, step forward!"

With those words, the "elites" of each mercenary company stepped forward.

"Damn, finally it's our turn."
"I was wondering why they kept us waiting while those rookies were dying out there. So this was it?"
"I'll crack those idiots' skulls."

For some reason, Baron Ains approached me.

"Martin Meyer, your White Company will move with me, Baron Ains, from now on."
"Yes, understood."
"I'll be watching the skills that the Count praised so highly. Moreover, I'll show you what it means to reach the realm of Master and what strength it holds."

After saying this, Ains began to emit his Aura.

Like smoke from dry ice at a concert, a massive amount of Aura poured out and enveloped him.

I felt an inexplicable pressure, as if the air itself had grown heavier.

"A Sword Master's Aura is this dense. And its power is..."

As he spoke, three knights wearing solid mithril armor charged out from Count Beluga's army.

With the atmosphere suddenly shifting to something like a battle between champions, my White Company and I could only watch in a daze.

"Die, you trash!"
"Even a Sword Master won't easily defeat three knights who've reached mid-level Sword Expert!"
"Long live Count Beluga!"

These knights, at a higher level than me, approached Ains with tremendous power and speed that reminded me of four-wheel drive vehicles.

*Just getting hit by them would cause serious injury...*

I'd heard that after Expert level, the differences between each rank become extreme, but these were just mid-level Experts, only one level above me, yet they had such power and speed?

However, when Ains pushed off the ground and flew toward the enemy, it sounded like an airplane taking off.

Though it was a person running, the area he passed through was hit by winds strong enough to make one think a high-speed train had gone by.

"You youngsters think gathering numbers will be enough to defeat a Master!"

As he spoke, Ains's sword appeared to lengthen.

More precisely, a distinct, deep blue blade of energy formed on his sword, making the weapon itself seem longer.

We call this the Aura Sword, the symbol of a Sword Master, and its power is something that can hardly be called human strength, right?

*Last time when Aura Masters fought, each clash of their swords sounded like cars colliding.*

"Die, youngsters!"

When the Aura Master swung his sword, fierce winds like a storm swept through the area.

And there stood a knight in mithril armor, now cut in half, while the other knights had barely managed to withstand the attack.

The one directly cut naturally died instantly without even leaving last words, while the other knights' stances were shaken by the powerful aftershock.

"Sir Lucas!"
"You bastard, Baron Ains!"

The two remaining mid-level Expert knights swung their swords simultaneously, but Ains blocked their attacks with contemptuous ease.

"Youngsters, your swords are light!"

Though their faces were hidden behind helmets, they must all be extremely shocked.

Of course they would be—not once in their lives would they have imagined that attacks from mid-level Experts like themselves could be so easily blocked...

"Now I'll go on the offensive!"

Ains immediately deflected their swords, exchanged about 20 blows with the two knights, then split one's head in half, helmet and all.

The remaining knight lunged forward in desperation.

"Die! Baron Ains!"

Ains swung his Aura Sword at the charging knight.

The desperate knight was cut in half, both his sword and body.

Simultaneously, tremendous cheers erupted from our side.

"Baron Ains cut down three enemy Experts in an instant!"
"Long live Margrave Estel! Long live Baron Ains!"
"We've practically won now!"

Watching that scene, I felt goosebumps and cold sweat breaking out all over my body.

It wasn't fear of him, our ally—rather, the fact that he was on our side reassured me.

I was simply excited by the expectation that someday I too might reach that level and perform the same feats...

Just then, an enemy mage cast a mid-level spell toward Baron Ains.

"Fire Spear!"

At that moment, the expressions of many soldiers, including myself, contorted.

We thought that even a Sword Master couldn't survive being directly hit by "magic."

However, instead of dodging, Ains gripped his Aura Sword tightly and swung it at the blazing spear of fire.

Then something amazing happened.

"...He cut through magic?"

The massive spear of fire was cleanly sliced in half by the Aura Sword and fell to the ground.

He then pointed his sword toward the enemy lines and turned his gaze to me.

"Martin Meyer, I'll be expecting great things."

Hearing those words, I slapped my cheek hard with my palm.

"That level is my goal for the future, but what I need to do now is overcome the limits right in front of me."

And I will definitely surpass my limits.

Ch.102 - Decapitation Operation (7)
When Baron Ains declared he would capture the Count, the knights under Count Beluga shouted their orders loudly.

"Damn it, we must protect Count Beluga at all costs!"
"Even a Sword Master can't fight against superior numbers!"
"If we take that bastard's head, we'll get a reward and live comfortably!"

Despite the extreme danger of fighting against a Sword Master, the nobles were the first to step forward when the order was given.

"We must protect Count Beluga! I, Baron Corde, command my soldiers to fight here with your lives!"

Baron Corde and the other nobles were the type who could suffer all kinds of disadvantages if they fell out of favor with the Count.

Their knights, regular troops, and subjects were in positions where their entire families could be "completely wiped out" at the Baron's whim.

So knights, regular soldiers, and even peasant conscripts rushed forward, cursing as they went.

"Damn it, I don't want to die..."
"Who doesn't know that! Better you die alone here than have your whole family killed."
"...I should have asked for more money before coming here."

A little later, most of the mercenaries employed by Montmartre also began to gather quickly.

"If our Count is captured or we lose here, we won't get paid! If we don't get paid, we're all finished!"

When mercenaries who came to war for money heard they might not get paid...

They hurriedly ran to their mercenary captains and strengthened their defenses.

It seems that money truly is the best motivator, even when lives are at risk.

*Forcing people into unfavorable battles has this effect too.*

Ains grinned at this spectacle.

"These youngsters are dying to become food for Baron Ains. Martin, follow behind me. Don't lose sight of me."
"Yes, Baron."
"Good, then I'll start by killing that arrogant one in front..."

Ains ran toward the enemy at high speed, emitting Aura in all directions.

However, he wasn't moving at the KTX-like speed from earlier that would have left us behind... he was moving at a pace that regular soldiers could keep up with if they ran at full speed.

"Anyone who blocks my path wants to die! If you want to live, don't stand in my way!"

Judging by his rough manner of speaking, he seemed more like a warrior who loved battle than a baron, having reached the level of Sword Master.

He wielded his Aura Sword like a human drilling machine, cutting down enemies in his path without mercy.

The speed of his sword was barely visible even to my eyes, which had reached the Expert level, and with each swing of his sword, one or two enemy soldiers died.

Faced with such power, Count Beluga's soldiers opened their eyes wide in fear, sweating profusely.

"Save me, damn it! This is impossible!"

The high-ranking officials in the back pointed spears and swords at the frightened men to force them to fight, and personally killed those who tried to flee.

"Die fighting for Count Beluga! Die gloriously and leave an honorable name!"
"Those who flee will be branded traitors!"
"Die fighting for our baron's family!"

If they're going to talk like that, they should fight Baron Ains directly themselves. I don't understand why they just run their mouths.

Ugh, these guys would float with just their mouths if you threw them in water...

"Martin's Hundred! Stay right behind Baron Ains! We will decide the outcome of this battle!"

When I shouted that and ran to the front, an enormous cheer followed from behind.

"Follow Captain Martin!"
"Let's change our fate this time!"
"What's so hard about killing some knights?"

They say birds of a feather flock together—all these guys were showing warlike tendencies just like their commander...

Thinking about them, I found the corners of my mouth twitching upward.

"I really like you bastards."

Then I too plunged into the battle line like Ains.

The peasant soldiers tried to fight with pitchforks and hoes, while the regular troops and mercenaries used long spears to gain a "range" advantage.

It was a decent attempt to follow the formula that to defeat a superior opponent in close combat, you need to gather as many people as possible and fight with the longest weapons available...

*You think you can kill me with just that?*

In the past, I would have gotten excited and let my emotions carry me like water rushing downstream, telling them not to mess with me...

But today I saw that although Baron Ains appeared excited and wild, his sword tip and movements were as calm and quiet as deep water.

So I also calmed my excited emotions somewhat, and like him...

*I pressed down heavily and calmly, undisturbed by the enemy attacks before me.*

The moment I glimpsed something new, the soldiers surrounding me all shouted in unison.

"Thrust!"

With that word, pitchforks, hoes, and spears came at me from all directions.

It was an attack that could turn me into a porcupine even at the Expert level if I made one mistake.

"I can see all your openings, you bastards."

When I calmed my mind and observed their attacks and the movements of their spear tips, their vulnerabilities were clearly visible.

"Don't you know that no matter how many rabble you gather, they're still just rabble?!"

I swung my sword in a crescent moon shape toward the center of the gaps in their clumsy attacks coming at my front.

This blocked all the dangerous attacks that might have pierced the gaps in my armor, and the rest of their attacks were all stopped by my armor.

Before gaining this insight, in a similar situation, I would have had to waste energy wildly swinging my sword and using Aura.

I might not have escaped injury while breaking through this encirclement.

But now I could deflect their attacks with such ease...

*Is this the level that swordsmen above Expert should aim for?*

This game has a setting where people often gain insights during war, but I never thought I would experience it like this.

Meanwhile, the guys facing me couldn't hide their shocked expressions.

"This is insane, damn it!"

Instead of surrendering my body to momentum and charging recklessly like an arrow as I used to, I moved as if slowly devouring the enemies before me.

Neither too hasty nor too slow, but moving with maximum efficiency to slaughter the enemy and become a human weapon.

*Even in sports, true masters always fight with a calm mind.*

Although war isn't a sport, just as they did, and as Baron Ains demonstrated—appearing excited but maintaining "calmness" while fighting...

I suppressed the urge to swing my sword with unnecessary speed and force, or move my body excessively while letting emotions take over.

Though I wasn't yet accustomed to this style of swordsmanship...

"Damn, our captain's gone crazy. He was already good, but now we can't even touch him."
"I can't see any openings even from a distance..."
"If we follow him, we won't die like dogs."

Seeing even the guys frantically following behind me admiring my skills, this must be some kind of insight...

No, they say that when you gain true insight, you instantly rise to a new level and clearly feel yourself becoming significantly stronger...

*It's not quite an insight, more like learning the fighting style befitting a knight above Expert level.*

Then someone who appeared to have broken through to the high-rank Aura Knight level appeared before me.

"I don't know who you are, but I, Henri Trevue, middle-rank knight of the Beluga Count family, will stop you here!"
"Middle-rank knight? You've risen to middle-rank at such a young age thanks to your father, yet you talk too much."
"Silence! State your name!"

He seems to want an honorable duel, so I should match his rhythm and give my name...

That's the battlefield manner, or rather, the courtesy due to someone who has reached the high-rank Aura level at a young age.

"I am Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries."

Henri attacked me with all his might, his emotions running high.

I appreciate his vigilant attitude and desperate determination to kill his enemy, but...

Looking closely at his sword movement, there are many unnecessary motions.

His desire to cut my neck is so strong that his sword seems like it would rotate 360 degrees in the air if it succeeded, and...

Because of that, he showed signs of being controlled by his mere 2kg sword despite having reached the high-rank Aura level.

"Pathetic bastard."

I immediately gripped my sword handle firmly and struck down his sword.

Since the difference in our levels wasn't that great, Henri's sword wasn't cut in two, but...

Being somewhat controlled by his sword, when his killing blow was blocked, his body twisted.

"You're too honest with your emotions, kid."

I succeeded in cutting his neck with just one exchange.

In the past, with little difference in our levels, we might have needed dozens of exchanges...

"Is this how an Expert fights?"

I admired my ability as I followed Baron Ains, cutting down enemies left and right...

"That's Count Beluga's main camp!"

Before we knew it, we had successfully approached the Count's main camp.

Ch.103 - Decapitation Operation (8)
As our decapitation unit, including Baron Ains, arrived at the enemy command post, the soldiers under Count Beluga were absolutely terrified.

"It's Margrave Estel's cockroach spawn!"

One serf tried to use the commotion to escape, abandoning his pitchfork, but was caught and immediately beheaded.

"Shit, argh."

Seeing this, other soldiers grumbled but reluctantly pointed their weapons at us to protect their count.

"You won't touch a hair on Count Beluga's head!"

They were making noise like small dogs barking loudly to intimidate opponents, trying to boost their own morale.

To me, they just looked pathetic.

Understandably so—we had surprised them from behind and penetrated their main camp, while Margrave Estel's main force was fighting fiercely from the front.

They had virtually no chance of winning, yet here they were, boldly claiming we wouldn't touch a hair on their lord's head.

Baron Ains clicked his tongue in disdain.

"Do these fools not realize they're losing? They should just surrender and find salvation instead of wasting words."

With that, he charged into the enemy lines.

Every time his Aura sword flashed with blue light, death cries from Count Beluga's soldiers echoed through the battlefield.

"Argh, damn it!"
"He's a monster!"
"Run, shit, we're done for!"

The sword of a master was beautiful to behold from a distance.

But I couldn't just stand admiring his swordsmanship when there was work to be done...

"Martin's Hundred! Don't fall behind Baron Ains! Everyone, charge!"

I raised my sword and threw myself toward the enemy.

"Kill him!"
"This bastard is no pushover either!"
"Bring the knights!"

Word of my slaughtering Count Beluga's knights and soldiers must have spread, as they gave me quite the reception.

Surrounding soldiers formed platoon-sized formations to contain just me, making me realize what it truly meant to be blocked.

With dozens combining forces to stop me alone, I couldn't see any opening.

"This won't be easy."

In the past, I would have simply pushed through with brute force, trusting my skills...

But now, I calmed myself and observed the enemies before me.

In those few seconds of charging toward those trying to kill me, I concentrated and...

"I see a gap."

Muttering this, I suddenly changed direction from straight ahead to diagonally right.

It was just a slight change in direction, but it threw their movements into disarray.

"Shit, the spears are tangled!"
"Calm down! Stay calm and try to block him on the right!"
"This damn rat bastard!"

With just that small change in direction, most of their tightly packed formation lost their attack target.

I found that momentary gap and slipped through it... "Like eating cold rice."

Then I circulated Aura more rapidly throughout my body.

It was just Aura circulation, but as it flowed, it gradually washed away the accumulated fatigue.

Strength began to well up inside me.

"Count Beluga's dogs. I'll behead every last one of you!"

With those words, I spun my body clockwise, slicing through enemy necks.

With each rotation, one, two, sometimes three heads flew into the air, spraying blood everywhere.

Seeing my performance, those who had been clamoring to kill me just moments ago became terrified.

"Shit, he's a monster!"
"Money be damned, Count Beluga's going to die anyway at this rate!"
"White Rooster mercenaries! Run! We won't get paid anyway, save your lives at least!"

Some mercenary groups began fleeing, declaring further resistance futile. I paid no attention to those running away.

"I'm not foolish enough to miss bigger achievements by chasing deserters."

As I continued cutting down enemy soldiers, I noticed a knight charging toward me from the enemy lines.

"How dare a lowly mercenary toy with Count Beluga's army! Your impudence knows no bounds!"

The mist of Aura emanating from his body, heavy attacks, quick movements.

I could tell he was no easy opponent.

Moreover, despite his passionate words, his swordplay revealed he wasn't driven by emotion but moved with careful calculation.

I decided to get under his skin.

"Isn't this just the nature of war, my lord?"

My barbed comment seemed to provoke him properly, as he began striking with unnecessary force.

"Silence! What would a mere mercenary know to lecture Sir Florain?"

Despising someone just for being a mercenary—his character seemed rotten.

The mercenary he despised had devised the strategy that would soon lead to Count Beluga's capture, yet he had no idea.

Truly pitiful.

"I'm the one who devised this strategy. And Count Beluga will be Margrave Estel's prisoner today."

Deliberately using a respectful tone to irritate him, the knight became enraged at being mocked while facing defeat.

He began striking again, putting excessive force into his sword.

Each time I blocked his attacks, the impact was quite painful due to the strength he put into each blow...

But the more force he used, the more openings he showed.

"Die! You insolent wretch!"

When he put all his strength into striking my helmet...

"This is my chance."

I positioned my sword diagonally to the right, deflecting his attack.

He uttered in confusion:

"What the—"

And with that, the knight's head fell to the ground.

Normally, I would have picked up his head and boasted loudly about beheading an enemy knight.

But in the midst of breaking through to the count's headquarters, such antics would be a waste of time.

So I picked up his sword and helmet and handed them to one of our soldiers behind me.

"I'll treat you to something delicious later, so take care of these."
"Yes, Captain."

After that, I began pushing deeper into the center of the enemy camp.

Looking carefully inside, I could see the count and his high-ranking officers giving orders in a panic.

"Reinforcements, where are the reinforcements?"
"That garbage Margrave Estel... send more soldiers!"
"We've already sent all available forces!"

They weren't quite at the point of grabbing each other's collars and fighting, blaming one another...

But their future was obvious to anyone watching.

At this rate, they would be captured by Baron Ains and the other decapitation unit soldiers.

"That's what happens when you lose a war."

Just then, Baron Ains was cutting down soldiers rushing toward him with his Aura sword, making his way in our direction.

"Haha, Count Beluga. If you surrender now, we'll treat you with respect!"

Even without surrender, killing an enemy count would damage Margrave Estel's social reputation.

They would have to treat him respectfully until ransom was paid, granting all wishes except escape...

But who in this world would want to become a prisoner?

"Shut up! Damn it all."

Despite how dire the situation had become, Count Beluga apparently wanted to survive.

He threw his personal guard at the weakest point in our encirclement.

"That way! If we go that way, we can escape this hell alive! All of you, fight to the death to prevent your count from being captured!"

Honestly, a count saying such things looked like garbage, but his words weren't entirely wrong...

Typically, a nobleman's ransom equals one to two years of tax revenue from his territory.

If Count Beluga were captured, it would create a massive hole in his county's finances...

"And that money would naturally come from the personal guards' and nobles' wealth."

This is why the personal guards and nobles must save the count even at the cost of their own lives.

"I'm definitely going to catch that bastard, damn it!"

Until now, I had fought with unusual calmness, but I couldn't maintain it any longer.

"A money bag is rolling right in front of me, and I should let it go?"

Moreover, how much would my value increase if I became known as the captain who captured a count?

With that thought, I unleashed my Aura and lunged toward the count.

"Count Beluga, let's go quietly!"

Fortunately, almost all of the count's personal guard had been deployed to break through the "gap" in our encirclement, leaving few soldiers or knights protecting him.

I quickly cut down those who got in my way.

Finally, I grabbed the back of Count Beluga's neck.

"Count, you'll tear your clothes that way."

With those words, I held my sword to his throat.

Close enough to cut if he moved.

"Count Beluga has been captured by Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard mercenary company! Everyone surrender!"

As those words echoed, all enemy soldiers laid down their weapons.

"A perfect victory."

Ch.104 - Killing Pappenheim (1)
The day after the successful beheading operation, I was called to a drinking gathering as usual.

However, the people attending this time weren't members of our mercenary company, but rather the leaders of other mercenary groups.

Men are still boys even as they age, and mercenaries remain rough men at heart even after becoming leaders. Their behavior wasn't much different from what you'd expect.

"Hahaha, so I, Ervin Piper of the Red Pig Mercenaries, captured the fleeing enemy baron!"
"Congratulations on that."
"I'm sure there will be good opportunities for you next time. The Black Raven Mercenaries are excellent too, after all."

See that? While the mercenary leaders aren't openly insulting each other, this Ervin fellow is completely showing up the Black Raven's leader.

As I was giving them a look of disdain, Dalten poured me a drink and asked:

"See? I told you there's no need to be nervous just because it's a gathering of mercenary leaders. They're actually easier to deal with than nobles. They don't hide anything."

Indeed, those gentlemen are only refraining from words that might cross the line and lead to thrown gauntlets and duels, but they're all having remarkably honest conversations about their desires.

Over there, two mercenary leaders brought their female slaves and are bragging about women to each other.

"Hey, like our Ella, women are all about face and breasts, don't you think?"
"I agree. Young with big breasts is the best, like my Natalia."
"This friend has good taste in women. I hope we meet as allies next time too."

Looking around at the others, I could hear conversations about who could earn more money, and occasional thanks for coming to help during dangerous situations.

If these were nobles, they'd all be speaking with "refined" language, saying things like "Your family fought more admirably," but the underlying meaning would be "Well, we're better."

I poured Dalten a drink and said:

"Since they're responsible for mercenary companies, there's some political talk, but they don't hide their ulterior motives like nobles do, which makes them easier to deal with."
"Right? So don't be nervous for nothing."

I smirked at that, one corner of my mouth twitching.

"Do you really think I'd be nervous about something like this?"

Despite appearances, I'm the one who stopped that damn Pappenheim's madness twice.

I'm someone who's most helpful as an enemy, but I managed to stop Baron Pappenheim, who's as terrifying as a pack of tigers when he's on your side.

Nervous about a gathering where mercenary leaders drink and squabble about their accomplishments before a meeting?

Why would I be nervous about that? I just need to keep my wits about me.

"I suppose you're right. But at this rate, you might become more famous in our mercenary company than me, and I'll be left out in the cold."

I shook my head at that.

"No matter how much I accomplish, you're still the leader of our mercenary company, aren't you?"

In reality, unless someone pays close attention to our mercenary company, most nobles still look for "Dalten von Prime" of the White Beard Mercenaries first.

Many people just know me as an excellent young fallen knight serving as his assistant.

*Any organization's leader gets the attention unless they're on Pappenheim's level.*

"I guess that's true. And whether you do well enough to become independent or whatever else you might do, my reputation has risen thanks to you. If things don't work out, I can always become an officer in some noble family."

Usually when people say such things, there's an undercurrent of "keeping subordinates in check," but Dalten's voice was full of humor.

As we were drinking, another mercenary leader approached with two bottles of wine.

"I'm Kant Robinhood, leader of the Black Lion Mercenaries. I'd like to have a drink with the White Beard Mercenary leader and Martin Meyer, the heroes of this beheading operation... if that's alright?"

Dalten sighed when he heard this.

"Drinking together is fine, but we don't drink cheap stuff."
"This is high-quality wine from the Montmartre Broten region. Only the wealthy can afford to even taste it. It costs five gold coins per bottle."

I was momentarily surprised at the extravagance—spending a serf family's annual food budget on a single bottle of wine.

I could certainly afford to do the same if I wanted, but I'd rather spend that money on weapons, armor, or clothes for Karin.

I never expected someone would bring such expensive alcohol just to have a conversation.

I looked him over to gauge his wealth—expensive red silk clothes and a gold-crafted dagger...

*Seems like he's loaded.*

Dalten looked at him with a slightly sarcastic smile.

"Is that so? As expected from a monster who commands 1,000 men despite being just a mercenary leader—you're on a different level."
"I actually envy you more, Captain Dalten. You have a beast like Martin Meyer, and your soldiers are on a different level in combat. With the fame you'll build from this incident, you'll soon step into the first-class mercenary ranks. Haven't you been getting requests from noble families to become their senior knight?"

Dalten's eyes widened.

"How do you know that?"
"...It's obvious just by looking. I don't have subordinates like that, which is why I came to make a proposal."

Then Kant looked at me.

"Let me ask you honestly. Are you still working as a mercenary to raise your value?"

I nodded in agreement. There was nothing to be ashamed of.

"I don't have time for long stories, so I'll get straight to the point. I'll give you the position of deputy commander in our mercenary company and 300 gold coins as an initial contract fee. Also, I'll..."

With that, Kant gestured to a woman standing behind him.

"Her name is Natalia. She's exactly 20 years old, and of course, a virgin. Join us as deputy commander, and she's yours as a slave."

I looked at Natalia carefully.

Breasts slightly larger than Karin's, but a bit smaller than Lucia's.

With a face that would turn eight out of ten heads on the street, and being a virgin, she would fetch quite a price...

*He's trying to lure me with conditions he thinks I'd like.*

Plus, the offer to move up to a much higher position is attractive, but...

*If I stay with someone so obsessed with advancement...*

"I'm sorry, but I must decline your offer. Being under Captain Dalten is more than enough for me."
"...500 gold coins."
"Even if you offered 2,000, I wouldn't go."

At that, Kant sighed and left with his wine and Natalia.

"Other guys would go crazy for these terms. This is maddening. Dalten, do you have some kind of charm that bewitches people?"

Captain Dalten is someone who genuinely congratulates me without jealousy no matter how high I rise.

That's partly because he's genuinely a "good person to allies," but also because he knows that the better I do, the higher his own value rises...

*It's much better to stay under Dalten until some truly high-ranking noble tries to recruit me with a baronial title or higher.*

Dalten shrugged.

"I just have good character, you bastard."

After the Black Lion Mercenary leader left, someone else apparently thought the atmosphere had lightened...

He gradually set the mood with a fake cough.

"Ahem, about the rewards for this operation. What does everyone think?"

Suddenly, the heated atmosphere cooled down.

"Isn't it obvious? The White Beard Mercenaries will be evaluated as having the greatest merit."
"Damn it, those bastards fought incredibly well despite not having that many men."
"That crazy dog Martin bit Count Beluga this time, so what can we do?"

Usually in these gatherings, there would be various opinions about who contributed the most, with everyone claiming their own mercenary company did best.

But now, since our company's achievements were so obviously superior, everyone reluctantly acknowledged us as the best...

I couldn't help but smile and my shoulders involuntarily rose with pride, even though I tried to suppress it.

Beside me, Dalten was trying to maintain a solemn expression, but his mouth was splitting into a grin that nearly reached his ears.

Then the man who had set the mood looked toward us and asked:

"It seems your mercenary company will rank first in the rewards this time, but let me ask one thing."
"Go ahead."
"Do you think the rewards will be generous this time?"

I shook my head.

"I don't know if they'll be generous or not, but there will definitely be someone trying to reduce our reward. Probably Baron Pappenheim."

I should completely destroy Pappenheim's image at this opportunity.

While severely forging official documents is already a capital offense, if he's going to die anyway...

It's only proper to ensure he receives the most miserable punishment possible, right?

Ch.105 - Killing Pappenheim (2)
After hearing those words, all the mercenary captains burst into laughter, holding their stomachs.

"Well, nobles do exaggerate their own exploits a bit to give us smaller rewards. But is he seriously trying to diminish our achievements?"
"If this were just some small conflict between barons and counts, maybe. But this war is being watched by His Majesty the Emperor himself!"
"I don't know who this Pappenheim is, but if that bastard openly tries to cut our achievements, doesn't he realize he'll lose his head for 'deceiving the Emperor'?"

Their reaction was different from what I intended, but it was the normal response.

After all, what insane noble would be blinded by immediate glory and commit the idiotic act of skimming achievements when they'd inevitably be caught and lose their head?

It simply made no sense.

The problem was that common sense didn't apply to Pappenheim.

"Certainly, no ordinary noble would be crazy enough to risk losing their head by trying to diminish our mercenary company's achievements. Not unless failing to do so would reveal some major misconduct or crime that would endanger their life."

Everyone nodded at my words.

"However, when I saw Margrave Estel at Marseille Castle recently, he told me something interesting. He claimed that in the Pastek Hill ambush where I played a major role, our White Beard Mercenaries had merely captured 'a baron attempting to desert.' But that's a complete lie."

The conversation between the count and me happened when the Margrave came to Marseille Castle in person and immediately praised me for my achievements, saying he'd been watching my performance closely.

It's a fact I could confidently answer if any of these mercenary captains questioned it.

After mentioning something that actually happened and bringing up the Margrave, their previously mocking attitudes began to change.

Everyone furrowed their brows and tilted their heads, paying close attention to my story.

"What exactly was the lie?"
"Our White Beard Mercenaries were assigned to prevent enemy escape during the Pastek Hill ambush, fighting in the most intense battle zone. Moreover, the baron we faced wasn't some 'deserter' with scattered troops, but was commanding elite forces entrusted to him by a count who was trying to break through with 5,000 Montmartre soldiers."

No matter how incompetent a general or noble might be, they wouldn't entrust their elite forces to a coward attempting to desert in a crisis.

Why? Because giving elite troops to a deserter would mean losing your lifeline in an already dangerous situation, as the elites would follow the deserter.

*What kind of madman would do something like that?*

Everyone placed their hands on their foreheads and sighed at my words.

"If what you're saying is true, this Baron Pappenheim is no ordinary piece of garbage."
"I thought even the worst scum wouldn't try to deceive the Emperor knowing they could lose their head. But seeing that you've brought up Margrave Estel, it seems to be true."
"So this Baron Pappenheim might actually try to steal our achievements?"

Seeing the mood gradually shifting in my favor, I smiled as I looked at them.

Just then, one of the mercenary captains drank his alcohol in apparent anger, slammed his cup down, and spoke.

"To be honest, I've heard about that damned Baron Pappenheim too. That bastard is incompetent but delusional enough to think he's capable."

Everyone's eyes, including mine, turned toward him.

"When I fought in Falkenheim County before, I heard from the captain of the Black Sparrow Mercenaries, who was on our side. Pappenheim gave bizarre operation orders that completely wiped out three allied mercenary companies and caused massive casualties to others. And even after that, he cut the pay of the surviving mercenaries by thirty percent."

I couldn't believe my ears when I heard this.

If someone's poor leadership caused tremendous losses to other mercenary companies, even a person without conscience but with a functioning brain would...

Acknowledge their mistake and at least offer generous compensation as an apology...

To issue strange orders that got all your mercenaries killed and then, instead of paying compensation, to cut their pay...

Ah, I knew he was crazy when he made that absurd proposal to me, but I never imagined it was this bad.

Another mercenary added:

"Shit, that Baron Pappenheim isn't human. About ten years ago, I served under him during a territory war between him and Baron Tolles. Even though we fought well enough to secure victory, we didn't receive our bonuses because he claimed we didn't fight bravely enough."

Not giving proper compensation after risking one's life in battle.

To mercenaries, such a person is considered worse garbage than pedophiles or heretics.

Because if you risk your life to bring victory but someone like that skims off your reward, risking your life becomes worthless.

The mercenary captains seemed to share this sentiment, getting angry as if it were their own problem.

"Huh, what an absolute bastard."
"Someone like that would definitely steal the achievements from Pastek, just as you said."
"Pappenheim, you're the ultimate human garbage. I admit defeat, damn it."

Satisfied with gaining everyone's sympathy, I noticed one mercenary captain in the corner asking a question.

"I understand that Pappenheim is garbage who would diminish our achievements, but what does he gain from it?"

"Nobles receive territories or titles according to their achievements, right? Pappenheim is probably trying to minimize our mercenaries' contributions and attribute them to the nobles instead. Then he'll try to extend his influence as far as possible. The more the nobles' exploits are recognized, the more land the Emperor has to allocate from newly conquered territories."

The mercenary captain who asked the question nodded.

"True, nobles live for their territories. And that idiot Pappenheim would definitely do something like that."

After turning everyone's opinion to my side, someone asked:

"So what, should we protest? We do have the right to demonstrate for better treatment or proper recognition of achievements, but that could backfire on us. You're not asking us to join your protest, are you?"

Of course not.

"No. I'm just saying that this is happening, and Baron Pappenheim is trash who's trying to reduce mercenary compensation by falsifying reports of our actions. He'll be the villain responsible for cutting the rewards you all deserve. If you're dissatisfied with the recognition of achievements, protest with us."

After saying that, I called over Captain Dalten, who was pleasantly tipsy from drinking.

"Captain, shall we go?"
"Who are you to tell me when to come and go?"
"Who else but Martin Meyer?"
"Fine, I've had enough to drink anyway. Let's go."

We promptly left the tent where the mercenary captains were gathered.

As we walked leisurely away, when we were far enough, Dalten asked with a puzzled expression:

"Hey, when we should be protesting against Baron Pappenheim, why didn't you specifically ask them to join the protest?"

"Well, if we bow our heads asking for their help with the protest, we'd be indebted to them. We'd have to pay substantial gratitude to any mercenary company that participates in the protest."

In politics, business management, and social life, whenever you ask someone for something, you must always pay the price.

And in our case, frankly speaking, if our mercenary company protests alone, Pappenheim will be beheaded for 'insulting the Emperor' by falsifying reports, and we'll receive proper recognition and sufficient compensation anyway.

Why should we share money with those guys?

I could use that money to buy food Karin likes or a better bow for her.

"That's true."
"But think about it. If those gentlemen voluntarily join the protest, we don't need to compensate them, right?"
"That's also true."

I grinned wickedly and chuckled.

"Besides, aren't we always left wanting more from achievement rewards? Even if we earn 200 gold coins for our achievements and receive all 200, we still think we deserved 210. In that situation, once it becomes known that Pappenheim's official documents were forged, what do you think everyone will think?"

Dalten slapped his knee upon hearing this.

"Since the mercenaries' rewards are essentially determined by the titled nobles who participated in this war, people will start believing that Pappenheim was up to something."

"Exactly. Even those who didn't accomplish much will claim they were harmed by Pappenheim, 'who's going to lose his head anyway.' No one can deny that someone who submitted false reports to the Emperor—a crime of lèse-majesté—would also lie about achievement rewards. Other mercenary companies will try to get a bigger piece too. And our rewards will increase as well, since they'll need to appease us with more compensation."

Dalten laughed hysterically at that.

"You crazy bastard, using Pappenheim's head so effectively."
"If he's going to die anyway, we might as well make good use of him."

Two months later, when our allies achieved their strategic objectives and the war ended in victory for the Rheinpfalz Empire.

We received achievement reward documents bearing the Emperor's seal.

The next day, several mercenary companies protested, claiming Pappenheim had cheated our White Beard Mercenaries.

They insisted their rewards couldn't possibly be so meager otherwise.

Ch.106 - Killing Pappenheim (3)
# Rheinpfalz Empire, Margrave Estel's Camp

Outside Margrave Estel's tent, the shouts and clamor of allied mercenaries could be heard.

"Please reconsider the rewards for our achievements! This is absolutely unacceptable!"
"Baron Pappenheim prevented us from receiving a fair evaluation!"
"Please properly recognize our contributions!"

Having just finished some urgent business, and having spent the previous night enjoying passionate lovemaking with his female slaves, Estel was forced to open his eyes in displeasure at the commotion.

"Ugh, did I drink too much last night? My head is spinning and aching. And why is it so noisy outside..."

Still half-asleep, he couldn't make out exactly what the mercenaries were shouting about, but he was extremely annoyed.

"Ha, what reason do those fellows have now..."

As much as he wanted to order them to disperse immediately...

*It's my duty to hear their demands as long as they don't disobey orders or protest during battle, damn it.*

So he had to abandon his plans of enjoying a bath and more pleasure after waking up.

"There's truly nothing in this world that goes smoothly."

Grumbling, he fondled the breast of the slave sleeping peacefully beside him.

Even after touching them thousands of times, they still had the charm to soothe his mind and invigorate him.

Though he wanted to vent his anger on the female slaves who were essentially his concubines, they had done nothing wrong.

"I need to change clothes. I must hurry out and take care of business. Bring me my formal attire."

After changing with the help of his slaves, he immediately went outside the tent.

"Damn it, why did this problem have to arise right after the rewards ceremony!"

As soon as his thunderous voice was heard, one of the Margrave's knights rushed out to apologize.

"I apologize, Lord Margrave. We failed to properly calm the mercenaries' protest..."

Estel waved his hand dismissively.

"No, what fault is it of yours? Mercenaries demanding more money after a war isn't common, but it happens occasionally, doesn't it?"

Throughout the Rheinpfalz Empire and the rest of this world, mercenaries were guaranteed the right to protest for increased rewards according to customary law.

Therefore, nobles had to at least pretend to listen to their demands, even if they didn't coddle or appease them.

Then they would have to placate them by slightly increasing their rewards within their discretion...

"Because of these mercenary bastards, I was planning to enjoy the entire day. Now those plans have gone to waste. So, Sir Belt, why exactly has this uprising occurred?"

The knight sweated profusely at the question.

"Well, it is indeed the typical uprising where mercenaries demand more rewards, but the justification they've put forward isn't something we can easily dismiss."

Estel couldn't hide his uneasiness at those words.

"What justification?"

Belt swallowed hard before answering.

"They claim that Baron Pappenheim downplayed the White Beard Mercenary Company's achievements at Pastek Valley in his report to the Imperial Court."

"Whether that's true or false, since the 'Imperial Court' has been mentioned, I should have the mercenaries stay here while we investigate the truth. If it's a lie, we'll execute them all for insulting the Empire, and if it's true, we must provide proper compensation."

Though Estel responded casually, his heart was honestly burning with concern.

Since the mercenaries had invoked the Emperor's name as a reason for their inadequate compensation, rumors might spread that the Rheinpfalz Empire mistreats its mercenaries.

If that happened, it would naturally become a major liability for House Estel, which was at the center of this protest...

*If the protest leader is wise, we can negotiate, but if not, this becomes troublesome.*

"Investigate the facts clearly. Based on my careful observation of the White Beard Mercenary Company, I don't think they would fabricate falsehoods."

Estel highly regarded the abilities of Martin Meyer and Dalten von Prime, so he didn't believe they would lead such a reckless protest that could get them beheaded by invoking the Emperor without reason.

And although Pappenheim was a baron, Estel was well aware of just how incompetent he was...

*That damnable Pappenheim probably wrote something wrong when preparing the report.*

His capable mind assumed there had been a "mistake" during the report writing, within the bounds of common sense.

"Lord Margrave, the issue is that Baron Pappenheim intentionally downplayed the White Beard Mercenary Company's achievements in his report to the Imperial Court. Furthermore, I can suspect—no, I'm certain—that he concealed many of his own failures."

Estel grabbed the back of his neck upon hearing this and erupted in anger.

"That incompetent bastard Pappenheim received territory almost half the size of his original barony thanks to Martin Meyer feeding him achievements. And you're saying the report was fabricated by Pappenheim? Are you certain?"

"Yes, I'm certain. According to reports submitted by other mercenary companies that served at Pastek, the White Beard Mercenary Company faced Count Rezume's elite troops. Their numbers weren't 300 but 800, and they didn't just happen to capture fleeing enemies."

Estel laughed in disbelief.

"Baron Pappenheim, that fucking bastard deserves to have his limbs broken and offered as a sacrifice to heathens! If he wanted to die, he should have brought ruin only to his own house. Why drag me into this mess too!"

Estel stomped the ground for several minutes, venting his anger.

When his anger had somewhat subsided, Margrave Estel laughed as if in disbelief—or rather, as if extremely pleased.

To Belt, he looked almost insane with rage...

However, contrary to his expectation, the anger on Estel's face had significantly diminished.

"At least it seems our House Estel won't suffer any losses, which is fortunate."

"Pardon?"

"This protest was undoubtedly led by Martin Meyer, wasn't it?"

"Yes, the protest leader is identified as Martin Meyer, the captain of the White Beard Mercenary Company."

At the mention of Martin Meyer's name, Estel's face flushed.

It showed excitement different from sexual pleasure or killing enemies on the battlefield.

The corner of his mouth lifted so high it seemed almost torn—the expression he showed when he truly coveted talented personnel.

"Martin Meyer possesses extraordinary capacity and matching abilities. He would never do anything as foolish as turning his back on the Rheinpfalz Empire and me."

Although mercenary companies could roam freely, if they sabotaged a nation or noble who had employed them without reason, that reputation would follow them forever.

In this industry, they would naturally be blacklisted.

And right now, the most Martin Meyer could do within acceptable boundaries was to "report Pappenheim to seek revenge."

So even though he led the protest, Estel believed he would have taken measures to ensure it wouldn't harm Estel himself.

"Besides, the crime that bastard Pappenheim committed is worthy of death anyway. I can report to the Imperial Court—no, His Majesty has already passed away—so I can report to the Imperial Court and be absolved of my responsibility by demanding his head with tears of blood."

Belt sighed in relief at those words.

"No, actually, if we distribute part of the rewards our house will receive for this matter to the mercenaries and give them a 'proper evaluation,' the reputation of House Estel will greatly rise among mercenaries. And if we don't cover up Pappenheim's wrongdoings at all, take the lead in punishing him severely, and bear the cost of additional compensation to the mercenaries, I'll be praised as a fair person among the imperial nobles. Isn't that right?"

"Yes, Baron Pappenheim has been loyal for generations, but—"

"He's a dead man walking, so just call him comfortably."

Originally, this was something Martin would have discussed with Estel during the protest negotiations, but since the Margrave himself was exceptionally intelligent...

He was able to deduce all of this just from hearing that Martin Meyer was leading the protest.

"Exceptional combat skills, tremendous growth potential, and above all, despite being just a mercenary captain—though his situation was somewhat favorable—he has the political acumen and judgment to mobilize numerous mercenary companies. Plus the ability to devise brilliant strategies. Sir Belt, a time of chaos will soon be upon us. Shouldn't we bring such talent to our side?"

"Indeed, sir."

"This is absolutely maddening. As Baron Pappenheim's barony will soon be vacant... Let's hurry and first calm the mercenaries' protest."

Having understood all of Martin Meyer's intentions, the Margrave walked with a light step toward where the protesting mercenaries were gathered.

Ch.107 - Killing Pappenheim (4)
In the military camp of the Rheinpfalz Empire, on the right side of the open space.

I'm currently leading a protest with 500 selected mercenaries from various companies participating in this expedition, feeling like a union leader from the 21st century.

"Baron Pappenheim has manipulated our merit rewards! Please correct this injustice!"
"He has blinded the Emperor's eyes and ears!"
"Don't let such a dishonorable person who acts so despicably get away with it!"

As we loudly denounced our target and demanded resolution from those in power, I almost felt like I was in some 21st-century country—if not for the armor I was wearing.

Just then, a mercenary from another company tried to cross the line.

"The Margrave who oversees Baron Pappenheim..."

Although he wasn't from our mercenary company, I knew if I let this idiot finish his sentence, we might all lose our heads...

I dashed over and struck the back of his head hard.

After taking the sudden blow, he turned toward me, furrowing his brow and grinding his teeth.

"Do you think the Black Lion Mercenaries are just spouting nonsense? I came out to help correct the wrongful merit distribution... Why are you hitting me?"

He glared at me, silently demanding I lower my gaze.

I gripped both shoulders of this clueless fool, channeling my Aura into my grip.

He made a cracking sound, and a scream burst from his lips.

"Agh, shit! It hurts! Shit! I surrender, I surrender, you bastard."

Even hearing this, I continued inflicting pain without leaving marks on his body, whispering:

"That bastard Baron openly skimmed our mercenary company's achievements, so we can curse him, but do you know what happens if you drag in the Margrave or other nobles?"

He finally seemed to understand—or perhaps it was just the pain—and nodded vigorously.

"If you mess with other nobles' honor, you might end up facing Sir Ains, the Sword Master. If you're lucky, you'll keep your life but won't receive a single coin in compensation, and you'll never be able to take imperial requests again. If you're unlucky, we'll all be massacred, you idiot with six-month-old cheese for brains."

For nobles, honor is more precious than life itself.

This isn't a metaphor—it's literally true.

Some extreme parents would even force their daughters to hang themselves if they lost their virginity through rape, not even through promiscuity.

A noble who loses honor is treated like a child rapist in noble society, and everyone connected to their house suffers tremendous disadvantages.

So carelessly touching a noble's honor is equivalent to shouting, "Please kill me painfully!"

"Yes, yes, I won't do it again."
"We're just trying to make a living. What good is doing something that'll get us killed?"

While I was providing this proper education to the madman who was about to spout dangerous words, a voice called from the distance.

"I am Poltrun Schmitz, a mid-rank Knight of Margrave Estel. I pledge on my name to personally deliver your legitimate demands to the Margrave, so please disperse."

Typically, protests are settled by mid-rank knights or, if lucky, high-rank knights throwing a bit of money at the problem.

But now, a mid-rank knight was pledging his honor to help resolve this issue, which brightened the expressions of the mercenary captains and their men.

*I should push hard but not cross the line if I'm going to make demands.*

"Sir Schmitz, we have suffered disadvantages in this merit distribution because of Baron Pappenheim. And allowing this to continue would, if I may humbly say, undermine His Imperial Majesty's dignity."

This works on the same principle as when a local government mishandles a natural disaster, and the ultimate responsibility rises all the way to the president.

Knowing this, Sir Schmitz couldn't refute my point.

"That's true, but all matters have proper procedures."
"We are simply protesting peacefully here, following custom."

As I said, we were just peacefully chanting slogans and cursing Pappenheim in broad daylight, without brandishing weapons.

While Sir Schmitz was rolling his eyes, trying to figure out what to do next, a confident voice called from the distance.

"Margrave Estel has arrived in person! Everyone show proper respect."

At those words, all of us mercenaries, including myself, showed our respect.

The Margrave gestured for us to rise.

"Well, I already know why you're protesting, so I won't ask. Let me get straight to the point—what do you want?"

All the mercenaries turned their attention to me.

Seeing all eyes on me, Estel smiled somewhat perversely.

*...I hope this guy isn't gay?*

Why is a grown man blushing and smiling while looking at me?

"It's clear that Baron Pappenheim attempted to steal the achievements of our White Beard Mercenary Company. Furthermore, he underreported the achievements of all mercenary companies present, resulting in us not being properly compensated for our dedication."

As I spoke, I heard some mercenaries muttering behind me.

"This guy's pretty good, isn't he? He's logically persuading the Margrave."
"What he's saying is obvious, but it's not easy to say it. It takes guts."
"Not bad, this guy..."

The praise from behind was understandable. To use a corporate analogy, I was like a department head from a subcontractor, while Estel was like the CEO of a major conglomerate subsidiary.

Normally, I would just bow and scrape before Margrave Estel, not boldly assert that "this measure is unfair from our perspective."

*But here I am, confidently stating my position.*

And I'm doing this while ensuring other mercenaries get their fair share too, when I could have quietly secured benefits just for our company.

"Though we may be mere mercenaries, our dedication deserves proper recognition. Wouldn't you agree?"

Estel nodded at my words.

"You're right. And as you told Sir Schmitz, ignoring such incorrect merit distribution would indeed disrespect the imperial honor. In fact, I've already sent a letter to His Majesty requesting correction of the improper merit distribution."

The Margrave finished speaking and handed me a letter with an impressive red seal.

"This is part of the letter I submitted to His Majesty. As you'll read later, it states that the achievements of each mercenary company, except the White Beard Mercenaries, were undervalued by 20%."

A 20% undervaluation being corrected means...

By simple calculation, the rewards for mercenaries not belonging to our White Beard company would increase by at least 20%.

Hearing this, the captains and mercenaries from other companies hugged each other in joy.

Though they refrained from expressing their joy with crude language in front of the Margrave, they seemed ready to burst into celebratory curses as soon as the noble left.

"Therefore, I apologize, but you'll need to wait about two weeks for the Commander-in-Chief to respond regarding the merit distribution. Can you stay here until then? We'll cover all food and basic maintenance costs during your stay."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"Of course, of course! Indeed, the Emperor and Commander-in-Chief of the Rheinpfalz Empire are incomparably fair. If we only need to wait two weeks, who but a fool would complain?"
"We wanted to see Baron Pappenheim punished too, so it's an honor."
"Long live the Emperor! Long live Margrave Estel!"

Estel gave a bitter smile and waved his hand.

"I pledge on my name that your merit rewards will be 20% higher than originally planned, so please disperse now. However, Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries, please stay behind."

Everyone looked surprised that the Margrave knew an ordinary mercenary's name, but they soon lost interest in me.

The reason was kindly explained by Dalten, who was humming behind us.

"We probably earned a year's budget from this expedition, and with an extra 20%, that's another two and a half months of budget! I'm thrilled, for one."

After everyone left, Margrave Estel placed both hands on my shoulders and asked:

"Beyond getting Pappenheim's head and mobilizing public opinion among other mercenary companies to engrave the name Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries in their memories, I have a very important proposal for you."
"Please speak."

Estel gave a murderous smile more sinister than a killer's and stared at me intently.

"Pappenheim will die soon. Then his territory will naturally revert to my direct control. That means there will be a 'baronetcy without an owner.'"

As Estel explained, when a vassal's territory has no heir, it automatically returns to their lord.

This is similar to how in South Korea, even massive wealth without an heir becomes property of the state.

"Ahem, I've been long-winded. First, join me as a high-rank knight, and after accumulating suitable achievements for 2-3 years, I'll grant you Pappenheim's baronetcy. Moreover, whatever you want—women, money, honor—just tell me, and I'll give it generously. What do you think? I believe there couldn't be a more generous offer."

I found myself nodding unconsciously.

While I had proven Martin Meyer's value, I hadn't yet raised my worth enough to receive a baronetcy as a recruitment condition.

Yet Estel had essentially declared he would make me a baron after 2-3 years as a high-rank knight, regardless of whether I achieved anything significant.

For someone in my position, this was an unimaginably generous offer.

It was extremely tempting.

I briefly imagined being called Baron and Karin being called Baroness...

*But realistically, I can raise my value much higher in the future, can't I?*

With that thought, I was able to stay level-headed despite having the equivalent of ten first-prize lottery tickets right in front of me.

"I deeply appreciate your offer, Margrave. However, I cannot accept it."

Margrave Estel sighed deeply at my words.

"Even offering a baronetcy doesn't persuade you. I heard you desire power, wealth, honor, and a harem like other nobles. As a baron, all of this would be yours."

Even a weak baron has the right to freely use the taxes and labor from approximately 10,000 households of subjects.

And this "labor" includes the ability to turn peasant girls into personal maids and concubines with just the flick of a finger.

So anyone who turns down such an opportunity must be insane.

"Moreover, great chaos will soon unfold, and depending on how you handle it, becoming a count isn't just a dream. No, I will finally ascend to the position of Grand Duke this time. I'll ensure all my vassals achieve great success and enjoy glory, honor, and prosperity for generations."

Estel is certainly someone worth serving...

*But receiving a title before I've fully proven my worth isn't a good choice.*

Joining under the Margrave now would mean owing him a huge debt.

Then I would miss opportunities to rise much higher later because I'd be bound to Estel.

*Estel probably knows this too.*

With sincere gratitude for his consideration, I knelt and bowed my head in apology.

"I'm sorry, but I don't believe my worth has reached that level yet. Please withdraw your offer. Instead, when I can fully utilize my abilities, please make the offer again."

Estel sighed regretfully at my words.

"...It's disappointing I can't keep you. Very well, but I hope you won't become my enemy."
"Yes, Margrave."

Even without Estel saying so, I have no desire to oppose him.

He has an exceptional eye for talent, a quick mind, and the character that made even Sword Master Ains, the Baron, give up the opportunity to become a Count.

Such a person should not be antagonized under normal circumstances.

"Then I shall take my leave."

**

After Martin Meyer left, Margrave Estel stared at the empty space and laughed heartily.

"They say troubled times produce heroes, and indeed, as the world grows chaotic, such madmen appear."

He had offered his best possible terms, only to be rejected.

Yet Martin Meyer had preserved his dignity throughout.

Estel didn't dislike Martin; in fact, he still held him in high regard.

After all, Martin Meyer would soon transcend Dalten's shadow and rise meteorically.

And he had essentially promised to be on Estel's side in the future without asking for anything in return from the Margrave who had shown him such goodwill.

In truth, thanks to Martin Meyer, Estel himself would likely be promoted from Margrave to Marquis or possibly even Duke, and receive vast territories.

Even setting those aside, he had benefited greatly from Martin.

So Estel couldn't hate him as long as Martin didn't oppose him or betray him.

Nevertheless, a bitter feeling remained...

"...I need to quickly collect talented people and choose a promising imperial prince."

He resolved to prepare for the civil war that would erupt within the next few years.

Ch.108 - Lucia And Karin
After finishing my busy work, I immediately set up a first date with Lucia.

But since Karin also wanted to go on a date with me, and Lucia said it was fine for Karin to join us, we ended up going on a date as three people.

Unlike when I first dated Karin, when I had no idea what to do and had to ask for advice from other Mercenaries who had experience with women, things were completely different now.

*This time is different, this time is different...*

Unlike my first date, I wasn't particularly confused or nervous since I now knew what to do.

As I walked along, double-checking the date course I had planned in my mind, I spotted Lucia and Karin in the distance.

"Squad Leader Karin, does Captain Martin really like these kinds of clothes? I feel a bit embarrassed..."

Lucia was blushing, fidgeting with her fingers.

"Well, this kind of outfit..."

Karin stroked Lucia's head with a pleased smile.

"I know men's tastes well, especially Martin's. That outfit suits you best, Lucia. With your good figure and large chest, simple clothes like a white blouse and navy skirt look better than something flashy."
"Really?"
"I wouldn't say this in front of the other women in our mercenary group, but all those laces and frills on tops are just for flat-chested girls trying to look bigger. And they say clothes make the person, but that's an exception for cute girls like you, Lucia."
"Yes!"
"And since we're practically family now, call me Sister Karin. How long are you going to keep calling me Squad Leader so formally?"

That's actually something I should have said, but I'm honestly grateful that Karin said it herself without me having to step in.

I'm glad that unlike typical Harems, Lucia and Karin get along like sisters.

*Still, compliments from Karin must be quite different from compliments from me.*

As I watched the two of them fondly from a distance, Lucia blushed slightly and mumbled softly, trailing off at the end of her sentence.

"K-Karin unnie..."

Although her timid personality had improved quite a bit since joining our mercenary group, I never expected her to call Karin "unnie" here.

The way she wagged her tail and perked up her ears while being shy was incredibly cute.

Karin, finding Lucia too adorable to resist, gave her a quick hug despite being on a public street.

"Yes, I'm Karin unnie."
"Yes, unnie..."

After watching that heartwarming and cute scene, I approached Lucia and Karin.

"Sorry I'm late."
"Not at all. I was with Squad Leader Karin—I mean, unnie—and didn't even notice the time passing."

When Lucia saw me, she wagged her tail more vigorously than when she was with Karin.

She looked up at me with bright, sparkling eyes.

*This must be it.*

Even the densest person wouldn't miss this cue.

"Your clothes look really pretty and suit you well. The white blouse and navy skirt really complement you. I wish I could have a portrait painted of you like this to carry around."

As soon as Lucia heard those words, she smiled and wagged her tail energetically.

"Really? I spent hours deciding what to wear..."

Karin sighed at those words.

"See? Lucia doesn't even realize how cute and pretty she is. Say something more to her."

Just like how it's cute when a small-chested girl is self-conscious about her chest size, it's incredibly endearing to see a beautiful girl who doesn't realize her own beauty.

*I should probably help build her confidence more.*

That way, later when we're alone—or rather, when we share a bed—she might wear sexier clothes and respond more enthusiastically.

I was about to pat Lucia's head but thought better of it, not wanting to mess up her carefully styled hair...

Instead, I gently caressed her cheek and said:

"It suits you well. And Lucia, you look pretty in anything."

It might sound a bit awkward for being so direct, but for Lucia, who was just experiencing her first love without any prior dating experience—

Hearing those words, she blushed bright red and smiled.

"Thank you, Captain..."

Unable to resist her smile-inducing cuteness, I ended up patting her head after all.

"Hehe..."

Though Lucia is a Foxkin, at times like this, she's like an affectionate puppy.

"Well then, let's go get Lucia a new staff first. I heard there's a good place nearby."

As I started walking with Lucia and Karin, I noticed the stares from people around us.

Feeling the envious and jealous gazes, I couldn't help but smile.

*This is what a successful life looks like.*

Whether noble or commoner, isn't the man who wins beautiful women the victor?

Enjoying everyone's attention as we headed to a shop specializing in magic staves, Lucia suddenly stopped walking.

"Lucia, what are you looking at?"

But Lucia didn't answer me.

"What are you staring at?"

Looking in the direction of her gaze, I saw various accessories on display.

Ruby necklaces, rings with various gemstones, bracelets, and scabbards crafted with gold or jewels.

Among them, Lucia was particularly focused on the rings.

"Someday, I hope Captain Martin will..."

The wagging tail, the contented smile, the longing in her eyes...

Karin had also fixed her gaze on the rings Lucia was looking at and wore a subtle smile.

"Our Lucia is always so cute. Wagging her tail when eating something delicious, perking up her ears when slightly upset..."

That's something I would say, but I completely agree.

I gently tapped Lucia's shoulder to get her attention.

"Lucia."

Lucia seemed so focused on the rings that when I called her, she turned her head with a start, her tail standing straight up.

"Yes, Captain?"
"Do you want one?"

Lucia blushed and stammered.

"Yes, could we go in and look before buying the staff?"

Since we didn't have any specific plans after buying the staff anyway, this much was fine.

"Let's do that. But why do you want to look at rings?"

Lucia lowered her gaze slightly and blushed as red as an apple.

She fidgeted with her hands as if touching something, then answered slowly in a small voice.

"W-well, since I grew up in an orphanage without a family. I've dreamed of becoming a mage since I was little, and when I grew up, I wanted to meet a wonderful person, get married, and start a family..."

Lucia bit her lip gently while wagging her tail slightly.

"After starting a family and having children, I wanted to give my children all the love I missed from not having parents when I was young. That was my dream..."

Even in Korea, there were many people who had unhappy family backgrounds and wanted to heal their childhood wounds by creating happy families after marriage.

"Until now, I was busy becoming a proper mage, and there was no one who could be a good husband, so it was just a vague dream... but, um..."

Lucia tugged slightly at my sleeve and said:

"Now I'm going to continue living with you, Captain Martin, right? Although we're still far from officially getting married and having children..."

In our mercenary group, there are some "married couples in the same mercenary group" where the husband is a mercenary and the wife works as a helper, but many mercenaries actually have wives and children back in their hometowns.

Most aren't well-off, or because of their nomadic lifestyle, they couldn't have proper weddings. The former usually don't have children because of their wandering lifestyle.

Lucia approached me as if she had made some decision.

"Still, I want something that can be a symbol of our love. But right now my salary is still low, and I'm struggling just to cover the food expenses for the orphanage children... so I just wanted to look around."

As soon as Karin heard this, she nudged my arm.

"Martin."

It was a brief word, but it was clear—it's not like I don't have money, and it's just a ring.

No, that's not right. If Lucia, Karin, and I all wear matching rings, it would openly show that these two are my women.

And Lucia would love it too, so I definitely need to go for it.

"Wait just a moment."

With those words, I immediately went into the ring shop and purchased three high-quality rings with magic enchantments.

Normally, I should have asked about Lucia and Karin's preferences first and then looked around before buying.

But seeing Lucia like that made me too excited and impatient to think clearly.

*A beautiful girl who wants to give her body and heart completely to me—I can't resist this.*

Then I handed the rings to Lucia and Karin.

Karin accepted hers with a blush and tears welling up in her eyes, while Lucia...

She held onto me and cried tears of joy until my chest was wet with her tears.

That day, although I had originally planned to spend the first night with Lucia, the mood shifted so suddenly to "overwhelming emotion" that...

I had to postpone my plans a little.

Ch.109 - I Create My Own Worth (1)
Just as in any field, to succeed, one must work when others play.

More precisely, after climbing the ladder, one must continue working even when others rest, in exchange for greater rewards...

As if to prove this point, Captain Dalten had summoned me at this late hour while everyone else was resting.

"Captain Dalten, you crazy bastard. I hope you drink too much and suffer a terrible hangover tomorrow."

Though the inn where the captain was staying was somewhat distant, and none of our mercenary companions would be around at this hour when everyone should be out enjoying themselves...

I looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping.

*If someone overheard me, I'd have to buy them drinks to keep them quiet...*

But even with my Aura activated to sharpen my hearing, I couldn't detect any sounds nearby.

"Hah, shit. Nearly had a heart attack."

Without further thought, I headed straight for Dalten's room.

"Captain Dalten, I'm coming in."
"Enter."

After hearing his response and going in, I saw his desk covered with numerous documents.

Dalten looked at my face, raised one corner of his mouth, and asked sharply:

"Why are you so late? I called for you ages ago. Any other officer would have been here an hour earlier."

Didn't he give me a three-month leave after returning from the war?

He told those remaining with the mercenary company they could do as they pleased as long as they didn't leave the city, but then suddenly sent an administrator to summon me to his lodgings tonight...

I don't understand why he's so disgruntled.

"Well, I was staying at a place further away because I was on a date with Lucia and Karin. Besides, weren't you and the other guys all gathered together enjoying women? I heard that since we earned a lot this time, you treated the other officers to women from brothels that usually only serve nobility."
"Hmph, our Martin has grown up, hasn't he?"

Back when I was a new recruit, I couldn't even look Dalten in the eye, but now my sword skills are almost on par with his.

Between a recruit and a captain of a hundred, there's an unbridgeable gap in pay, treatment, and standing. Of course I've grown.

"You're the one who raised me this way, Captain. So why did you call me? I want to get back to fondling Karin's breasts, so let's get to the point quickly."
"Haven't you done it with Lucia yet?"

Even though we're mercenaries, we don't speak this directly when Lucia or Karin or any woman is present.

But among men, making lewd jokes—or rather, speaking this bluntly—is normal.

If this were Korea, I might take offense, but among mercenary men, this level of sexual harassment is, without exaggeration, as casual as asking "Have you eaten?"

"I bought her a ring today, and she was so happy she cried and fell asleep with it on her left hand. How could I do anything to a girl like that?"
"...For a mercenary, you're disgustingly romantic. Frankly, someone like you could afford to keep ten women with your money."

Until I was a senior platoon leader, Dalten and I weren't this close, but after I became a captain of a hundred, our relationship grew rapidly closer.

When I shrugged my shoulders, Dalten completely changed his expression.

"Martin, you weren't there when I bought drinks for the other officers today, so you didn't hear, but leave is leave. Still, we need to decide where we're going next, don't we?"
"Did the Imperial court refuse to renew our standing mercenary contract?"
"With the Baron Pappenheim incident and the Rheinpfalz Empire in chaos, what do you expect? The Emperor died, and the Second Prince has temporarily become Emperor, but they're on the verge of civil war. How could they renew our standing mercenary contract?"

Hearing this, a chill ran down my spine.

The reason Margrave Estel had previously tried to recruit me, even offering me Baron Pappenheim's title, was precisely because of this impending civil war.

Depending on how well I performed during this time, even a fallen Knight like me could have the opportunity to gain a title and change my life...

*Is this finally my chance for a major life reversal?*

Ah, I can't stop my lips from curling upward.

"You promotion-obsessed bastard. Our mercenary officers are worried about how brutal this war will be, but why are you so excited?"
"Isn't war always life-threatening, regardless of its scale? So if we're going to participate anyway, it's better to play on a bigger stage, isn't it?"

Dalten nodded at my words.

"True, if I want to take the guys who've been with our mercenary company from the beginning and become vassals to some family, creating positions for them... it's better to perform on a big stage."
"So you called me because you wanted to discuss what to do next? Wouldn't it be better to gather all the officers for this?"

Mercenary companies are relatively democratic organizations.

When a mercenary captain retires, the next captain is elected, and decisions about which battlefields to fight on are made through discussions among the captain and officers.

So making decisions with just the captain and me, ignoring the others...

When I hesitated without answering, Dalten grinned.

"Don't worry about that. The others said you have the best head among us, so they agreed to follow your decision."

Has my standing within the mercenary company risen that high already?

The situation was too serious to openly express joy, but I couldn't help straightening my shoulders.

"What do you want to do first, Captain? Advance your position, right?"

Dalten nodded.

"We're in this business because we don't want to live like fallen Knights or peasants without cultivation rights. So we want to seize this opportunity."

If he wants to give shares to the others too, we should align ourselves with whoever will pay the highest price for us in the Rheinpfalz Empire...

"You want to sell our mercenary company at a high price to nobles participating in the coming civil war, right? In that case..."

I picked up one noticeable document from those on Dalten's desk.

"Let's fight properly on the side opposing the Rheinpfalz Empire."

Dalten heard my suggestion and asked with his mouth agape:

"We should be fighting on the Empire's side, so what are you thinking, suggesting we side with the Medici Republic? We'd have to prove how useful we could be to them."
"Exactly. That way, when civil war breaks out in the Empire, they'll try to recruit us on better terms."

Just as companies consider how much profit a potential employee might bring before deciding on their salary...

Nobles and nations consider how much we can contribute in war before making "employment" contracts with us.

Moreover, those who promise us "titles" and "privileges" to recruit us can only do so expecting "exceptional performance" in return.

"Then shouldn't we side with the Empire to prove how helpful we can be?"

At that, I sighed.

"That's true in normal circumstances. Think of it this way: if some crazy merchant is selling a cheap sword worth 7 silver coins for 30 gold coins, would you buy it?"

At my sudden philosophical question, Dalten clicked his tongue.

"Why speak so complicatedly? Would you buy it? I'd wring that merchant's neck first."

Anyone with common sense would never buy something marked up hundreds of times its value.

For that price, you could buy a much better quality sword, so why pay 30 gold coins for a cheap one?

Only a madman would agree to buy it.

Next, I tapped the desk with my finger and asked:

"Now imagine you're trapped in a room with an enemy of similar skill to yours, and you must kill each other. The same crazy merchant offers a sword at the same price. Would you buy it reluctantly, or would you wring the merchant's neck?"

A wicked smile spread across Dalten's face.

"Damn, you crazy bastard. This is why the other officers said we should follow your opinion."

Dalten even clapped his hands.

"Yes, I'd have to buy it reluctantly. What choice would I have when my life is at stake?"
"Our value has increased in a similar way. In a civil war situation where lives are at stake, we can charge a 'premium.'"

Just as a dying man would pay a diamond for a bottle of water because he has no choice.

"But that situation alone isn't enough, is it? So we need to demonstrate directly how terrifying it is to have our mercenary company as an enemy."

Someone who has never tasted a lemon won't salivate at the sight of one.

Because they don't know how sour it is.

Similarly, the Imperial forces have never faced us as enemies, so they don't truly understand how formidable the White Beard Mercenary Company can be.

I slammed my hand on Dalten's desk and asked:

"What do you think? Shall we participate on the Medici Republic's side?"

After hearing my proposal, Dalten immediately nodded.

"Let's do exactly that."

Ch.110 - I Create My Own Worth (2)
Three months later, at the palace in Piemont City, Medici Republic.

As soon as I arrived with Captain Dalten and Vice-Captain Heintz, we were summoned to a banquet.

The Medici Republic, known throughout the continent for its wealth, had prepared this banquet with great care. Surely there would be premium wine and expensive dishes in abundance?

To think that after three years of being in this world, my fortunes would rise enough to receive such treatment...

*And just a few days ago, Lucia finally became my woman, so now I have two beautiful girls, one in each hand...*

This is exactly the awesome fantasy game life I've been dreaming of.

While I was lost in thought, Vice-Captain Heintz beside me shrugged and spoke up.

"Captain Dalten, our treatment has really improved compared to before, hasn't it? Before Martin came along, we were just extras in small territory disputes and wars."

"Damn right. I never thought my fortunes would change so much in just three years. Just last month, some baron from Rheinpfalz Empire sent me a letter offering a senior knight position."

"Wow, your luck has really turned around."

I couldn't bring myself to join their conversation.

If I, who had received and declined a baron offer from Margrave Estel, were to chime in, it might sound like I was mocking Dalten.

"Martin, by the way, are you looking forward to this banquet?"

At that question, I gave a bitter smile and shrugged.

"Honestly, I am looking forward to it. But I'm worried that once we go in, someone might try to challenge us to assert dominance."

"What's the big deal about that? As long as we don't throw down gauntlets, punch faces, or start fights, we'll be fine. And we've already arrived. Stay sharp."

As we entered through the door, we were greeted by such a luxurious sight that I wondered if the people gathered here were really mercenaries.

Since this was a formal occasion, the mercenaries weren't dressed like nobles with gold thread or jeweled decorations.

However, everyone wore neat formal attire made of silk, and the food provided was not only delicious but also beautifully presented.

There were carpets from the East and various expensive-looking furniture and paintings everywhere.

Seeing this spectacle, I gaped and muttered.

"...These Medici folks must be swimming in money. Or has our value risen so much that we deserve this kind of treatment?"

As I stood there dumbfounded, Dalten slapped my back.

In the past, one of these slaps would have hurt like hell, but now it only felt slightly numb.

"Why are you spacing out? Let's grab a drink and go around greeting people."

Dalten immediately gestured to a nearby maid, received some wine, and handed it to me and the vice-captain.

"Piemont wine has quite a few good varieties. Take a good swig."

As I drank the wine, I could taste a slight sourness and bitterness, along with a deep aroma.

*Delicious.*

*Maybe I should bring Lucia and Karin sometime to enjoy this wine and set the mood?*

Neither Karin nor Lucia are women who particularly enjoy luxury, but when it's just the two of them, they really appreciate it when I set a nice atmosphere.

While I was lost in thought, a man approached us.

He had the distinct air of a real nobleman, not a mercenary captain, which caught me off guard.

"I am Alberto Piemont, captain of the Brown Shark Mercenaries, primarily active in the Medici Republic. It's an honor to meet you."

Dalten responded on our behalf.

"I am Dalten von Prime, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries."

"Oh, were you originally a senior knight?"

"I had to leave the count's family I was serving for certain reasons."

"Among mercenaries, we don't usually ask about the past. I apologize for unintentionally prying."

The mercenary captains I had met until now typically used direct and rough language rather than polite speech...

This cultured exchange felt awkward to me.

"Not at all, Captain Piemont. I volunteered the information."

"I see. Well, I need to greet other mercenary groups now, so I'll take my leave. If there's an opportunity in the future, I'd like to visit with some good wine and have a more in-depth conversation."

With that, Piemont disappeared from our sight.

We had brief conversations with captains and officers from about three or four mercenary groups. Then I noticed someone approaching us with a slight swagger.

"You don't seem to be a mercenary group based in the Medici Republic. I don't recognize you. Which group are you from?"

Judging by how he was tapping his foot on the ground and glaring at us...

He didn't seem to have particularly good feelings toward our White Beard Mercenaries.

Despite the rude question, Dalten answered with relative politeness.

"We are the White Beard Mercenaries, primarily active in the Rheinpfalz Empire. I am Dalten von Prime, the captain."

"Rheinpfalz Empire? My ears must be dull because I don't hear much news from outside the Medici Republic. But it seems you've made some achievements..."

The guy looked at Dalten and smirked.

"I honestly don't know how well you'll fare among the mercenary groups here. I apologize if this sounds like bragging, but the mercenary groups invited to this gathering are only those recognized as first-class in the Medici Republic."

A first-class mercenary group could be compared to "national team" level athletes in terms of skill.

And the second-class mercenary groups we had been associating with until now were more like "national team candidates." While not completely outmatched, there was definitely a clear difference in ability.

Naturally, this also meant a huge difference in treatment and standing.

"Our Red Rose Mercenaries alone have six knights at the Expert level and seven mages who have reached the intermediate level. We have a long history and solid trust, and the same goes for other mercenary groups here."

At his words, nods and voices of agreement could be heard from other places.

"Unlike those guys who came from who knows where."

"Never even heard of them..."

"Those Red Rose guys just barely climbed to first-class status and they're already throwing their weight around."

As the atmosphere turned hostile toward us, I gestured to Dalten and smirked.

Regardless, the man continued.

"I'm not sure how you all will fare here."

As he turned to leave without even introducing himself, I grabbed his shoulder.

"You don't need to worry about that. The Red Rose Mercenaries might not know, but..."

Even when mercenary groups aren't fighting each other, since they're macho organizations that have to compete for achievements while cooperating...

There are often guys like this who try to test and check out their opponents.

*And if we back down here, we might end up sidelined despite our skills.*

If you're not careful about how you handle these challenges, your abilities might be underestimated.

And the way to deal with this is very simple.

"You really don't need to worry. Our White Beard Mercenaries have already proven our capabilities in Rheinpfalz before coming to the Medici Republic."

The guy looked at me and asked in a mocking tone.

"May I ask specifically what achievements you've made?"

"We recently participated in the war between Montmartre and the Rheinpfalz Empire as allies of the imperial forces. There, with 2,000 troops, we ambushed and annihilated a Montmartre army of 5,000, and while serving under Margrave Estel, we captured the commander who was leading 15,000 Montmartre troops."

Even for a first-class mercenary group with national team-level status and corresponding abilities, defeating an enemy force 2.5 times larger and capturing an enemy commander is no easy feat.

*If I boast about these achievements, they'll have to acknowledge us.*

"Though I've been a mercenary for barely over three years, from what I understand, mercenaries should speak through their achievements rather than making petty remarks about history or how many knights or mages they have."

At my words, the guy who had tried to provoke me trembled.

He had tried to pick a fight, but now he was frustrated because he had lost the verbal battle and had nothing to say.

"I think I've sufficiently demonstrated our value. Can you acknowledge us now?"

At that, he sighed as if in disbelief.

"If that's the case, I'll acknowledge you. It was a bit disconcerting to see an unfamiliar mercenary group at an event that only invites first-class mercenaries..."

It's annoying that he's trying to act cool while conceding, but what can I do?

After all, it's right to demonstrate our abilities through our achievements rather than picking unnecessary fights for the sake of satisfaction.

"Looking forward to working with you."

...You started this challenge, so now watch carefully with your own eyes just how impressive we are.

Ch.111 - The Battle Of Soelden Plains (1)
One month later, Soelden Plains.

Otto sighed as he looked at the enemy across from them.

"From the far left to the far right, it's completely filled with Rheinpfalz bastards. When other mercenary groups went scouting, they reported 30,000 troops. But seeing them now, there's a disgustingly large number."

Our White Beard Mercenary formation of 500 men spans about 80 meters wide and 50 meters deep.

With 30,000 being 60 times our 500, roughly calculated, the enemy formation must stretch at least 4.8km across...

*No human could see all that at once.*

I wonder if Karin the elf or Lucia the Foxkin can see it all with their better eyesight?

"But our numbers aren't small either, Captain Otto. We have a good 24,000, don't we?"

Otto laughed like a madman at my words.

"I've only seen a handful of people who laugh when facing an enemy force 20% larger than our own, and they're all like you, Commander. And those types generally end up successful. So if you ever leave White Beard Mercenaries to start your own group, please take me with you. Honestly, when you receive a title—baron or viscount—you'll grant this Otto a knighthood, won't you?"

Otto may be my subordinate now, but he's a veteran with over 20 years of mercenary experience and recognized skill.

Hearing him say I could be successful makes my shoulders straighten with pride.

*He's probably just trying to ease my tension before battle.*

But looking at Otto's voice and expression, I can feel his sincerity.

"Our senior squad leader deserves prime territory."
"Ah, thank you."

As we chatted, the trumpet signaling deployment echoed across the field.

"Advance! Charge forward!"
"Time to show the true power of the Medici Republic!"
"Long live Lord Medici! Victory to House Medici!"

Hearing this, I couldn't help but laugh.

Really? 65% of the army you're commanding consists of mercenaries like us White Beards, and you're talking about your house's power?

Well, I suppose they did hire us with taxes from their territories and businesses, so in a way it is their power.

With these idle thoughts, the White Beard Mercenaries advanced toward the enemy lines alongside the others.

Squad leaders, ten-man leaders, and senior mercenaries began drilling the new recruits.

"Just follow your training! Don't think about anything unnecessary!"
"You need to pay back for the meat and booze you got yesterday, and the women we provided, you pizza-faced idiot!"
"Follow our hundred-man commander's orders and you won't die like dogs! So don't try thinking with your own head!"

This harsh treatment before battle isn't about being unreasonable—it's to eliminate any room for distracting thoughts.

Even I, who has faced life-and-death situations numerous times, feel my heart racing and fear creeping in as the battle begins.

If the new recruits and youngsters who see the approaching enemy start "thinking," they'll be paralyzed by fear and terror and fail to do their part.

*Even knowing deserters are killed immediately and hesitation earns a whipping to near-death, once fear takes hold, there's nothing you can do.*

When the enemy was within range, I drew Aura from my core and spoke in a booming voice.

"Martin's hundred-man unit, attention!"

Though no one answered, my thunderous voice ensured everyone heard.

"A month ago, a red-faced officer from the Red Rose Mercenaries came to us and said something. He asked what we'd actually accomplished to barely qualify as a first-rate mercenary group."

I may have verbally avenged that humiliation at the time, but I'm the type of man who remembers insults for a long time.

So today, I'll pay them back thoroughly.

They're not our enemy, so I don't plan to kill them like that Pappenheim bastard who directly screwed over our mercenary group...

*Even teachers in school said it, right? The best revenge is showing your success.*

"I told them about our mercenary group's achievements, which shut them up. But isn't that not enough?!"

Everyone in my unit answered in unison.

"Yes, that's right!"
"Shouldn't we break their pride and crush it?"
"We need to teach them a lesson!"

A fitting response from mercenaries who live and die by their pride.

"Good, then we should be the ones who perform best in today's battle! Let's go wild and show these Rheinpfalz sausage-eaters what we're made of!"

When I shouted this, everyone roared in response.

Shortly after, the enemy entered our range.

With the trumpet signal, everyone in the Medici army—mercenaries and nobles' regular troops alike—began shouting.

"Prepare for ranged combat! Mages and archers, fire before the enemy does!"
"One more spell, one more arrow can determine victory or defeat!"
"Don't leave a single one alive!"

Following those instructions, I gestured for our mages and archers to take the vanguard.

"Keep your heads down and look at the ground! Raise your head and you'll get an arrow in your face or neck!"

First, our archers, including Karin, unleashed a rain of arrows.

Karin, being an exceptional archer and sniper, seemed to understand exactly how to use a bow in this situation.

"Just shoot anywhere! No sniping at this distance! Just draw your bowstring as far as you can and fire!"

At about 150 meters, it's honestly more efficient to just fire wildly rather than trying to aim at specific targets.

That command to fire indiscriminately shows how well Karin understands archery.

Arrows also poured toward our side.

The shadow created by arrows blocking the sunlight looked like black lines drawn across the sky.

Seeing this, I quickly covered my face.

"Arrows incoming! Keep your heads down!"

As soon as I finished speaking, arrows rained down on our forces.

"Shit!"

Some soldiers died with just a final curse.

"My eye, aaaagh my eye!"

I can't see clearly since I'm keeping my head down to avoid having an arrow pierce through my face cover, but...

The one screaming about his eye must have disobeyed orders and raised his head.

Idiot bastard, why don't you listen when someone tells you something?

Even in this situation, our mages remained steady and chanted their spells.

"Flames that burn the enemy, Fireball!"
"Lightning, strike down! Thunder Bolt!"
"Fire! Judge the enemy! Fireball!"

...While spell incantations aren't strictly standardized and are meant to help mages focus their concentration...

Sometimes listening to them makes my head spin.

Still, their power is undeniable and necessary.

As magic and arrows flew everywhere, death cries began to sound from throughout our ranks, including my hundred-man unit.

"Shit, somebody help me!"
"Hot, it's hot, damn it!"
"Aaaagh my body, my body!"

The screams of people experiencing the agony of death never quite become familiar.

Some of the new recruits began losing their minds.

One was still stepping forward but crying as he spoke.

"Aaaagh, this isn't right! This isn't right!"

A senior soldier next to him slapped him to bring him back.

"Did you bury your common sense in a hole yesterday? Get your head straight and focus on surviving!"

Another recruit started running toward me.

Tears and snot streaming down his face, drooling as he sobbed, he was holding his weapon but flailing his limbs.

*The new recruit training might have been a bit lacking, but to produce such a coward?*

It's rare to see such an utterly useless coward.

"I want to go home! This just isn't right!"

I didn't even bother telling him to stop.

There was no reason to waste words or try to stop someone who would soon be dead anyway. Rather, making an example of what happens when you attempt to "desert" would be more useful.

It might be a bit sad from an individual perspective, but what can you do?

As the hundred-man commander of this mercenary group, I have a duty to end this idiot's unfortunate life.

"Get out of my way, Commander! I'm going home!"
"You idiot, the only place you're going is hell."

I could have cleanly cut his neck for a merciful death, but making an example would be better here...

*I'll cut him at the waist.*

Without even channeling Aura, I slashed at his waist with my sword.

With one swing, I successfully cut through to his spine.

*I can perform such feats now without even using Aura?*

Though it's somewhat sad to personally kill a deserter, that emotion melted away in the face of evidence that my skills have improved.

"Suffer and die there, you idiot. Do others go to battle with spears because they're idiots?"

He just kept screaming incomprehensibly.

After establishing discipline in my own way, I immediately ordered my soldiers:

"Martin's hundred-man unit, prepare for enemy contact!"

Ch.112 - Battle Of The Soelden Plains (2)
As soon as the order to prepare for impact came down, the squad leaders under me repeated the command.

"Prepare for impact! We're about to clash with the enemy!"
"Archers and Mages, slip through the gaps between the spearmen!"
"Don't be late falling back or you'll die! Don't waste your life like that!"

After the commands were echoed, even the men who had been walking silently with their eyes down raised their heads to look ahead.

I also stared directly at the forces in front of our White Company.

They seemed to have some vulnerabilities, and yet...

Their formation looked solid, difficult to penetrate even if we tried to break through. Their soldiers showed no fear despite facing the imminent bloodshed. The coordination between their unit commanders appeared effective—they would be formidable opponents.

*How can I minimize our casualties?*

As I pondered this right before the collision, the men in front of us began taunting us.

"Put down your spears and beg for mercy, you bastards."
"You look like pizza trampled by horses."
"You poor bastards with skulls as fragile as eggshells."

Only impatient or incompetent men fall for such simple provocations.

So even if they made all kinds of sexual comments about Karin and Lucia that scraped at my insides, I needed to stay calm now.

Not just me—all the soldiers under my command needed to remain level-headed.

I responded to ensure my soldiers wouldn't be affected by such cheap mockery.

"That's just garbage talk from cowards who'd wet themselves if they didn't shout 'I'm not scared!' with their pathetic taunts. Ignore them and follow my orders!"

There was no reply, but that was enough.

The distance between us and the enemy closed to 10 steps, 8 steps, 5 steps, 3 steps.

"Now! One step back! Take one step backward!"

It was a bewildering order—we should be thrusting our spears into enemy necks, not stepping back—but my soldiers followed the instruction immediately.

Beside me, Dalten gave the same order to the entire mercenary company.

"One step back! Then thrust when their spears are overextended!"

The White Beard mercenary company uniformly took one step back while facing the enemy.

If we were facing enemies with guns, a single step backward at the same moment wouldn't make much difference...

But when both the Rheinpfalz bastards and the White Beard mercenaries were using long spears of about 3-4 meters designed for close combat...

Creating even a small distance could have a greater effect than expected...

As we stepped back, a battle cry erupted from the enemy mercenary company.

"Thrust and kill!"

The enemy mercenaries thrust their spears toward our vital points, aiming for gaps in our armor...

"Huh? What the hell?!"

Many of them who had trained to thrust at "precise spots" with economical movements in both practice and real combat were thrown off balance.

It was just a gap of a few seconds, but that was enough time to put a hole in an enemy's neck.

Dalten shouted in a booming voice before I could.

"Thrust!"

Our mercenaries immediately stabbed at the enemies' necks and vital points with almost reflexive speed.

The men pierced by spears died while bleeding out.

"Can't believe we fell for this."
"You bastards..."
"Mom... damn it..."

Following their instincts, they clutched their wounds and struggled to survive, but once impaled by spears, there was no escaping death.

Seeing this, our mercenary soldiers let out cheers.

"Hell yeah, let's keep this up!"
"Maintain formation! Coordinate properly between rows 1, 2, and 3!"
"Let's push these stupid bears back!"

As they say, "well begun is half done"—in close combat like this, whoever gains momentum in the first exchange often determines the outcome.

*With a bit of exaggeration, we could say we're halfway there.*

Instead of rejoicing at the situation, I calmed my emotions to look for opportunities for our White Company to be more effective.

From what I could see, about a third of the enemy's front-line soldiers had died in this first clash, creating cracks in their formation.

If we continued like this, their second and third rows would fill those gaps, prolonging the fight and increasing our casualties.

"Push them all back with this momentum! Charge!"

When I ordered the soldiers to charge, the enemy, momentarily confused after losing the initial clash, began to gradually fall back before our White Company.

Dalten was already pushing the enemy mercenary company hard alongside me.

"Kill every last one of them! Hurry, time is not on our side!"

As Dalten and the entire mercenary company pressed forward together, the enemy formation began to crumble.

Watching this scene, I saw the enemy officers drawing their swords to try to salvage the situation.

"Fall back and regroup!"
"I, the squad leader of the White Hound mercenaries, will step in myself!"
"Fix your formation properly!"

When the higher-ups step in, it means the enemy mercenary company is making their decisive move...

"Should I go in now?"

After a moment's consideration, I drew my sword and pushed through our infantry to advance.

"Whether you're White Hounds or just mutts, is there anyone who dares face Martin Meyer, captain of the White Company of the White Beard mercenaries?"

They flinched when they heard my name.

"Is that the mad dog?"
"I heard he fought under Baron Pappenheim."
"Isn't this dangerous?"

It was a bit annoying to hear grown men chattering like cowards...

But it felt rewarding to finally be recognized after flying around the Rheinpfalz Empire with that Pappenheim fellow, facing 5,000 men with just 2,000, and capturing an enemy Count.

As a mercenary who lives and dies by reputation, it was almost moving to find people who recognized me.

*I should give them quick, painless deaths.*

When I stepped forward, they gathered in a group to face me—supposedly the skilled ones from their company.

About five of them—lower in skill than me, but if they'd been working together for a long time, they could be quite annoying opponents.

"...Damn, this won't be easy."

As I grumbled, they raised their spirits and charged toward me.

"Oscar! You take the left, Fritz take the right! The other three attack from the front!"

Seeing they had tactics for facing stronger opponents, I realized they wouldn't be easy to deal with.

They charged at me in a pincer formation as if they were Admiral Yi Sun-sin himself, but...

*If I meet them head-on, I'll be surrounded.*

Making that judgment, I quickly darted to the left.

"He's going left! Change formation!"

With the man on the right as the pivot, they tried to turn clockwise to surround me, but I, having reached the Expert level, was faster.

The one called Oscar gritted his teeth and prepared to block my attack.

"Quite brave."

But bravery couldn't bridge the gap in our skill and ability.

I rotated my body clockwise and swung my sword toward his neck.

Oscar tried to block it with his sword, but...

*Got you, idiot.*

In the middle of my rotation, I released my Aura throughout my body and absorbed all the acceleration with my right foot.

Then I stabbed Oscar right in the neck.

"That's one down."

Behind me, the others gnashed their teeth and shouted.

"You bastard! How dare you kill Oscar!"
"Weaklings talk too much."

With those words, I changed direction, stomped hard on the ground with Aura, and flew to the rear of the men moving clockwise.

"Huh?"
"Block it!"

The man I targeted was lucky enough to block my sword, but he couldn't avoid my kick.

"Ugh, damn it."

The kicked man flew far and collided with one of his fellow mercenaries.

Then I stabbed through a gap in the armor of the man in front of me, killing him instantly...

The remaining two rushed quickly toward me.

Had they gone mad after witnessing two men die instantly and another sent flying?

*They have no chance facing me head-on...*

I rapidly circulated the Aura throughout my body, recalling the level of skill Baron Ains had shown me.

I felt a confidence that I could do anything.

"...I'm aiming for the armor."

At the Expert level, one can even cut through steel...

I concentrated all my power and, instead of dodging the attacks of the two men charging at me, I delivered a faster and stronger strike.

The sensation of cutting through steel, bone, muscle, and flesh transmitted to my hand.

I had cut through the waists of two armored men simultaneously with a single stroke.

Did I really just do that?

And at that moment, tremendous cheers erupted behind me, but slightly before that, I heard Karin's voice.

On the battlefield, unlike usual, she always used formal speech...

"Captain Martin! The Red Rose bastards next to us just raised a flag requesting reinforcements!"

Ch.113 - The Battle Of Soelden Plains (3)
When I heard those words, my mind became incredibly complicated for a moment.

If we pushed forward like this...

"The white dogs' morale has hit rock bottom, Captain!"

As one of our men said, the state of the White Hounds was clearly on the verge of collapse.

A senior mercenary wearing a breastplate was flailing around with his spear, completely disoriented.

"Shit, what do we do now?"

The squad leaders and platoon commanders were frantically swinging their weapons in the air, alternating between coaxing and threatening their subordinates to keep fighting.

"I'll personally cut off your head if you desert! Don't even think about running—focus!"
"Pick up a spear or sword and face the enemy!"
"Keep your wits about you and you'll survive!"

If we pushed just a bit more aggressively, we could easily take the head of the White Hounds' mercenary captain.

Should I seize the achievement right before my eyes? Or should I step back for the sake of future reputation and fame by rescuing those Red Rose bastards?

The headache makes my teeth grind involuntarily.

"Damn it all!"

Just then, Otto came running over in a hurry.

"Captain, are you injured somewhere?"
"No, but why the hell are those Red Rose bastards causing such a commotion and holding us back..."
"Then let's just pretend we didn't see their request flag and go straight for the White Hounds captain's head."

That's exactly what I'd like to do.

That Red Rose captain with a face like it's been ground on a millstone!

He's insulted our mercenary company before, so I'd love to just let him die...

*But damn it, to increase the value of our mercenary company and myself, I ultimately...*

I ground my teeth and deliberately stomped the ground hard, channeling my Aura.

Perhaps because I circulated Aura throughout my body, the ground was left with a hole as if dug with a shovel.

"Damn it all! Tell Captain Dalten! Martin's unit confirms the rescue request from our allied Red Rose Mercenaries! I judge that we must respond!"
"Yes, sir!"

And if we were going to support those Red Rose bastards without getting stabbed in the back, we needed to defeat these enemies first.

I leaped into the enemy lines with Aura swirling around me.

"Kill those White Hounds bastards until different orders come from Captain Dalten!"

When I spoke with fury, the other soldiers fought even more fiercely.

"White bastards, die today!"
"Captain Martin is fighting with us!"
"Don't leave a single one alive!"

The reassurance of fighting alongside men who read my intentions and followed me, the frustration of having to support a mercenary company I didn't want to help.

To support the Red Rose bastards, we first needed to crush these guys—so I slaughtered every enemy in sight.

"Shit, he's a monster!"
"An Expert-class knight!"
"Reform the formation! Formation!!"

As I pushed forward like a madman, the White Hounds began to crumble—not gradually, but rapidly.

"First platoon! First platoon! Please send support!"

Another White Hound responded:

"Our platoon leader's head just flew off—how is that possible?"

Hearing such exchanges, I felt somewhat sorry for them, but what could I do?

I had to keep fighting.

Then, from behind the enemy lines came a loud voice that seemed to belong to the enemy mercenary captain.

"White Hounds, retreat! Retreat! If we continue like this, we'll be annihilated!"

A baker near me asked:

"Are we going to pursue them, Captain Martin?"
"No pursuit."

Just then, two fireballs shot into the sky, drawing red lines.

"Damn it, that's the signal to act as I suggested! Lucia, Karin! Mages and archers, give those fleeing bastards a good hit!"

We couldn't pursue them due to the situation, but we could at least give them a parting gift on their way out, couldn't we?

I don't know who the captain of those dog mercenaries is, but he seems to have damn good luck.

The archers and mages unleashed their magic and arrows at the fleeing enemies.

Fireballs and other spells exploded like small bombs, blasting nearby mercenaries into the air.

"Argh, shit!"
"Don't look back, just run!"
"They might chase us at any moment!"

Those hit by arrows either died instantly or fled with arrows still lodged in their bodies.

"Ugh, damn it. Come on, you bastards."

As I was watching this scene, Dalten's orders rang out loudly.

"White Beard Mercenaries, turn left!"

At his command, our unit, including my hundred-man squad, rotated our formation 90 degrees to the left as we had practiced.

Without training, changing direction would have taken quite some time...

But we managed to successfully flank the enemy mercenary company fighting the Red Rose Mercenaries in about 5 minutes.

"...These bastards have some shiny equipment for mere mercenaries."

Not every mercenary had full steel armor, but they all wore breastplates and small helmets.

Is this what a first-class mercenary company looks like?

Just looking at them makes my heart swell. If I ever become independent and form my own mercenary company, I hope to have the wealth and power to equip all my men with heavy armor like that.

*They must be incredibly strong in battle too...*

After all, just having a breastplate reduces your chances of dying by about one-third, to put it a bit dramatically.

"Kill them, whether they're Red Roses or red weeds!"
"Cut off their heads like pulling weeds!"
"You know what to do with those rich Medici pigs!"

The battle wasn't completely one-sided, but anyone who had survived a few wars could tell that the Red Rose Mercenaries were at a disadvantage.

Moreover, other mercenary companies were busy fighting their own opponents and couldn't provide support...

*If we leave things as they are, our allied formation will collapse starting from here.*

Still, the enemies facing the Red Rose Mercenaries were too preoccupied to look at 'their sides,' so we needed to become the blade that pierces their flank.

Dalten, having assessed the situation, gave us orders.

"We charge after the mages and archers launch a coordinated attack! Everyone prepare!"

This is exactly the tactic we need right now.

The mages extended their staffs forward and began their incantations.

"Fire that burns everything to nothing, turn my enemies before me to ash. Fireball!"

Lucia raised her tail straight up and stared sharply at where the enemies were.

Though not a sword-wielding warrior, her eyes were like those of a predator eyeing its prey.

"Spear of red flame, become the lance that incinerates the evil enemies blocking the path of my precious ones. Fire Spear!"

In sync with the incantations, the archers began drawing their bowstrings.

When everything was ready, Dalten's order came down.

"Kill them all!"

Following this simple but clear command, the mages were the first to launch their spells at the enemies.

The fireballs they incanted exploded like small bombs, killing several enemies at once.

Lucia's intermediate magic had become much more powerful than before, turning all soldiers within its range to ashes.

By my estimate, an area about 2.5 meters in all directions was completely devastated, and the enemies clustered there were burned to death in a pillar of fire as tall as a man.

"...Like Karin, we should never upset Lucia either."

As the rain of arrows followed, enemies either collapsed dead clutching their wounded parts or screamed in agony.

"Shit, it's an ambush!"
"Help, damn it..."
"It hurts, it hurts so much..."

Seeing this made me feel much better about letting the White Hounds captain escape earlier.

Yes, by saving the Red Rose Mercenaries, we can show that the White Beard Mercenaries are exceptional among first-class companies, sometimes doing the work of two.

*And ambushes like this are always thrilling.*

The enemies on the flank began to panic.

"Damn it, should we block the right wing or catch those bastards fleeing from the front?"
"How would I know! The enemy is coming from the right wing!"
"Form a battle line if you don't want to die!"

As expected of a mercenary company that had pushed back the first-class Red Rose Mercenaries, their situational judgment seemed quite good.

So we needed to beat them down before they regained their composure.

Before I could say anything to Dalten, he shouted his orders.

"Martin's hundred-man unit takes the vanguard! Everyone just charge in—forget about formations!"

About 30% of our soldiers had lost or broken their long spears and couldn't use them, so forming a spear formation was meaningless now.

In times like these, it's best to charge in with swords drawn, like medieval knights on horseback.

"Attention, Martin's unit! Today, our hundred-man unit will take that bastard mercenary captain's head! Everyone charge!"

Ch.114 - The Battle Of Soelden Plains (4)
I led the charge at the front, with my soldiers following behind me, shouting battle cries.

"Follow Captain Martin!"
"Let's kill all those bastards today!"
"Show them what real men are made of!"

I'd flanked the enemy like this many times before, always receiving cheers from my soldiers.

*Do I ever get tired of it? No, it's thrilling every time.*

The exhilaration of risking my life to strike at the enemy's weakness, the responsibility of having so many subordinates counting on me—the anticipation of what I might accomplish in this charge and how our unit would perform made my heart race.

*This is why I can't stop taking the vanguard. Am I addicted to leading the charge?*

Meanwhile, the enemy soldiers who had suddenly been hit with arrows and magic were in disarray. One new recruit, seeing his comrades vanish in an instant, hesitated, unsure where to go.

"Squad leader, where should we go?"

The squad leaders, unable to bring themselves to hit the new recruits, grabbed them by the scruff of their necks.

"You idiot! Didn't they teach you to run to your platoon leader in situations like this?"
"But I can't see the platoon leader!"
"Then run toward Captain's banner!"

It's like when someone gets stabbed—if you see it coming, your muscles tense up and you're less injured, but if you're caught off guard, you suffer a much worse wound. That's exactly the state they were in.

When commanders know their men will be hit by magic or arrows, they can somehow manage the situation... but when they're caught completely by surprise like this, even they can't avoid being momentarily stunned.

Yet, proving their heads weren't filled with noodles, someone emerged to bring order to their chaotic formation.

"Anyone who wanders around not knowing where to go will be executed on the spot just like deserters! Everyone freeze!"

No matter how chaotic things were, they all understood the command to "freeze," and the disorderly movement stopped at once.

*Oh, if they reorganize their formation like this, we're in danger.*

I didn't know how many mercenaries they had or how strong they were, but there's an enormous difference in combat effectiveness between fighting in proper formation and fighting without one. I had to prevent them from regrouping.

They seemed to understand this principle too, as after briefly halting, they began running toward their captain's banner.

"The banner! The banner! Run to the damn captain's banner!"
"If we can just get there, we'll survive!"
"Those bastards don't even have pikes or a defensive formation! We can hold them off!"

If they weren't in such a panicked state, our position would become somewhat disadvantageous. How could I resolve this?

*What if their leader who's organizing everything suddenly died?*

Surely the cohesion of these men trying to regroup would instantly scatter.

"Senior Karin! That guy with the sword giving orders! Can you do something about him?"

Karin immediately responded with a confident voice.

"Understood, Captain Martin."

As soon as I heard Karin's answer, I gripped my sword with both hands and charged toward the enemy like a mad bull, circulating Aura throughout my body, advancing straight as an arrow toward my target.

*Karin never misses.*

She had become someone I could absolutely trust in this world from the moment we joined forces, and she would never let me down.

Meanwhile, the enemy commander who was reorganizing their flank spotted me charging and began laughing.

"That idiot wants to die so badly!"
"Captain, that guy is that crazy dog..."
"We may have taken losses, but we still have dozens of men! I'll hold him off briefly, and you surround him and beat him down!"

That bastard was making plans assuming he could hold off my attack by himself for a while...

*You think it's going to be that easy?*

It might work if I were alone, but with Karin behind me? No chance.

Their captain, seemingly wanting to show off his prowess and restore the morale of his broken unit, swung his sword with exaggerated movements and boastful words to draw attention.

"I, Calvin Kurt, captain of the Black Brothers Mercenaries, will take your head! Die today!"

With those words, he stepped forward with his sword raised against me.

Seeing the faint blue Aura surrounding him, I could tell he was no pushover.

*He's not without skill.*

I channeled Aura into both my feet to gradually increase my forward speed.

As the distance between us closed and we were about to swing our swords at each other...

I heard the sound of an arrow cutting through the air past my ear.

The noise momentarily deafened me, but I wasn't weak enough to lose my focus and determination to kill my enemy over something so trivial.

*...As if I'd lose concentration over something like this.*

I smirked and thrust my sword quickly toward his neck.

Calvin was distracted by Karin's arrow flying toward his forehead. To avoid the potentially fatal arrow, he tilted his head to the left, causing his sword tip to waver.

"Ugh, shit."

His expression showed he'd aged ten years in an instant, and I didn't miss the opportunity Karin had created for me.

My sword finally pierced his neck, and Calvin couldn't even utter a death cry before spilling his blood on my expensive armor.

"...You think you're the only one with someone you can trust?"

As I muttered this quietly, the men who had been trying to surround me in a crescent formation according to Calvin's orders all rushed at me at once.

"Captain Calvin is dead!"
"I'll cut that crazy bastard's head off and avenge him!"
"Don't stop me, I'm going to behead that son of a bitch today!"

It wasn't the most foolish behavior, but I wasn't weak enough to be overwhelmed by such a rabble attacking en masse.

*I'd like to hold up Calvin's severed head to properly crush their morale, but...*

With no time to spare, I quickly surveyed my surroundings to kill those charging at me.

"If that's not possible, so be it."

They tried to stab me all at once with pikes—the most convenient, effective weapon for ordinary people facing Aura-using knights—but pikes, while long, are just cumbersome wooden sticks if you avoid their tips.

To exploit this weakness, I quickly lowered my stance and successfully avoided the first attack from the men surrounding me.

"Rat bastard!"

Even if I looked like a rat, surviving and taking the enemy's head was what mattered most.

Frankly, it's better to survive through somewhat cowardly or underhanded means than to die fighting honorably.

That way, you can live to see victory, or rise again even in defeat.

"Thanks for the compliment, bastards."

I immediately charged forward.

I had already avoided the pike tips in the first row, but occasionally threatening attacks came from the second and third rows.

I saw each attack without missing any and cut through all those pikes with my Aura-infused sword.

The sound of wooden shafts with blades falling to the ground, soldiers gasping and stammering in shock, the sound of them scrambling in panic—

The morale of the men before me would be completely shattered by this.

"May you all have an easy journey to the afterlife."

I swung my Aura-infused sword quickly.

Where my sword passed, no one remained unscathed.

Some lost arms or legs and wouldn't die "now" but would die slowly and painfully over time.

Others, the lucky ones, were struck in the neck, waist, or vital points and died instantly.

Only these two types of people remained.

And I immediately shouted in a loud voice to drive home the point:

"I, Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries, have personally taken the head of Calvin, captain of the Black Brothers Mercenaries!"

At those words, the movement of the men who had just been trying to kill me momentarily ceased.

It wasn't that they didn't know their captain was dead.

Rather, the morale of my men, the White Beard Mercenaries behind me, had risen insanely.

"Long live Captain Martin!"
"Damn, our captain really is no ordinary man!"
"He comes back alive even when surrounded by dozens!"

I neither confirmed nor denied their praise.

Adding anything at such a moment would be foolish.

Instead, I shrugged, pointed at the enemy before us, and said:

"Those men are our prey today! And tell Captain Dalten to contact the Red Rose men. Now that we're here, all the Black Brothers are going to die."
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While Martin Meyer was on a rampage, the Red Rose Mercenaries were busy fleeing for their lives.

Their retreat with tails tucked between their legs might have looked comical from the outside, but for those involved, it was a desperate situation where they had to flee or face annihilation.

Everyone had no choice but to throw away their pride and run for their lives.

"Damn it, run if you don't want to die! Run!"
"Retreat, retreat!"
"We're finished if those monsters catch us!"

On one hand, they felt deeply ashamed that they—self-proclaimed first-class mercenaries—were running away like frightened puppies with their tails down.

But everyone in the Red Rose Mercenary group justified their actions with the same thought:

*We fought as hard as we could, but we lost. Our reputation will suffer, but as long as we're alive, we can rise again.*

Meanwhile, the Black Brothers Mercenaries pursuing them intensified their chase.

"Catch and kill those bastards!"

In this chase, some unfortunate or physically weaker Red Rose Mercenaries were caught.

"Damn it, spare me!"

The Black Brothers had no intention of letting anyone they caught live.

Those who were caught were immediately killed with spears through their necks.

"Die!"
"Argh!"

Garbaldi, the leader of the Red Rose Mercenaries, shed tears while blaming himself for causing this disaster.

He wanted to wail in despair.

He had left his desperately poor parents at 18 to become a mercenary, and after 30 years of gradually climbing the ranks, he had finally reached the position of a first-class mercenary leader.

But with this one failure, not only had he lost many who had trusted and followed him...

*Our reputation might not hit rock bottom, but it will fall incomparably lower than before...*

When Garbaldi's thoughts reached this point, he shouted loudly with rising frustration:

"Damn it all!"

As they continued their desperate retreat, a ray of hope reached Garbaldi.

"Captain, the momentum of those chasing us has suddenly died down! We're saved!"

Garbaldi froze upon hearing this, while the surrounding mercenaries cheered.

"Damn, we're saved!"
"I don't know what happened, but if they're not chasing us anymore, we're alive... what could have happened?"
"Who knows, maybe those bastards tripped over themselves and cracked their skulls?"

Just moments ago, they had been facing potential annihilation, but suddenly a lifeline had appeared from heaven.

The Red Rose Mercenaries, seeing a path to survival, cheered, embraced each other, and even cried.

"Captain Garbaldi! We're saved! Let's quickly retreat!"

Antonio, who had suffered humiliation when trying to break the spirit of Martin Meyer and the White Beard Mercenaries, clutched the gold cross around his neck while fleeing and prayed to Deus.

"Deus, thank you for saving our mercenary group."

Garbaldi, seeing this, briefly considered turning his men around to attack the enemy, but his mind quickly provided a realistic answer.

*The enemy's pursuit has probably just temporarily stopped by luck.*

"We've already lost many troops. According to convention, we won't be considered deserters if we retreat without permission from the Medici Republic commander... let's retreat..."

As Garbaldi was about to give the order to return home and rest, a messenger from the White Beard Mercenaries hurriedly appeared before them.

"Where is the captain of the Red Rose Mercenaries?"

Garbaldi and his men couldn't understand why the White Beard Mercenaries had sent a messenger.

Just moments ago, they had been fleeing the battlefield as quickly as possible...

They were caught off guard by the sudden appearance of a messenger from the White Beard Mercenaries.

"Who are you?"
"I'm Albert from the White Beard Mercenaries."

The Red Rose mercenaries judged from his tall, sturdy build, strong horse, and proper armor that he was undoubtedly a "former knight."

*What kind of message requires sending at least a senior mercenary as messenger?*

Albert was promptly guided to Garbaldi.

"Captain Dalten of the White Beard Mercenaries saw that the Red Rose Mercenaries were in danger and quickly diverted forces to ambush the Black Brothers Mercenaries from the flank to support you."

The Red Rose Mercenaries cheered loudly at this news.

"So that's why! Damn. I wondered why those bastards stopped chasing us when we were nearly dead."
"This is truly appreciated."
"If it weren't for you, we would all be dead."

There was no pretense in their praise.

They had literally been saved from the brink of annihilation.

"And now the enemy is being overwhelmed by our sharp strike that caught them off guard. I understand you've suffered heavy losses, but would you consider joining forces with us to attack the Black Brothers Mercenaries?"

At these words, Antonio wore a genuinely embarrassed expression.

If Martin had seen it, he would have sarcastically remarked, "How did this concept-less bastard suddenly become so nice?" – such was the speed of his attitude change.

The messenger was simply fulfilling his role, and the Red Rose Mercenary officers didn't specifically point out Antonio's attitude, as they had previously pushed him forward themselves.

"I'm ashamed to say we've lost nearly 20% of our forces in this battle. It would be unreasonable to enter combat without proper reorganization. We sincerely apologize to the White Beard Mercenaries, but we cannot help you in this battle."

Antonio scratched his head and bowed.

"Moreover, our mercenary group has greatly insulted the White Beard Mercenaries before, yet you still came to our aid. I'm truly grateful. I will personally apologize to Captain Martin and Captain Dalten later."

As the messenger was about to leave after hearing this response, Garbaldi stopped him with a loud voice.

"We will support the White Beard Mercenaries."

At this, the Red Rose Mercenary soldiers gave him looks that said "Are you crazy?" and sighed in disbelief.

"Captain, have you finally lost your mind?"
"Don't you know how many of our men have died?"
"It's impossible in our current state."

Garbaldi sighed at them and shook his head.

"You just said the White Beard Mercenaries are fighting well. If we lend them a hand, won't the Black Brothers go crazy? Even though we can only use about half our normal strength right now, wouldn't even that much help?"

Everyone reluctantly nodded at his words.

"That's true."
"Besides, if we retreat now, we'll just be a group of defeated soldiers, but if we join the White Beard Mercenaries and crush the Black Brothers? Ha! We'll be mercenaries who fought fiercely and claimed victory. We might survive in greater numbers if we retreat now, but how will we deal with our fallen reputation and value, you idiots!"

Antonio added to this:

"Everyone in the Medici Republic army knows we insulted the White Beard Mercenaries. Yet they came to support us. If we ignore their request and retreat, what kind of label will our mercenary group get?"

Although Antonio had initially viewed the White Beard Mercenaries with great displeasure, as an officer of a first-class mercenary group and an Expert-level swordsman, he had his own pride, self-respect, and ability to assess situations rationally.

That's why he was inclined to accept the proposal from the White Beard Mercenaries who had saved his life.

"Antonio is right. We need to avenge our men too, damn it."

When even Antonio, who had initially refused support, changed his stance, the atmosphere reversed instantly.

The messenger smiled at the scene and said in a resonant voice:

"If you accept our proposal, please shoot three fireballs into the sky."
"We'll do that."

A few minutes after this conversation, the Red Rose Mercenary mages launched three fireballs into the sky.

And this signal was clearly visible to Martin Meyer as well.

**

Meanwhile, I, Martin Meyer, was still cutting down the fools who kept charging at me.

"Die, you worthless trash!"

The situation wasn't changing rapidly since for every one I killed, two or three more would follow, but...

At this rate, our mercenary group might be able to take the enemy captain's head again.

While I was focused on the battle, Karin behind me called out loudly:

"The Red Rose Mercenaries have shot up three fireballs! It's a signal that they've stopped retreating and are coming to help us!"

With this, everything was in place.
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I heard the story and let out a cheer.

"Hell yeah! That's how it should be! Those Red Rose bastards are actually good for something!"

If we wanted to maximize our own achievements, it would obviously be better if the White Beard mercenaries defeated the Black Brotherhood mercenaries on our own.

*But that's too simplistic thinking.*

Even in sports like soccer where only eleven players compete on a team, someone who tries to do everything alone won't make it to the national team, even with Messi-level skills.

On a battlefield where you need to coordinate with thousands or tens of thousands of allies, if you want to become a mercenary company that surpasses first-class and gains universal recognition, you need the ability to make even the most useless people pull their weight.

The Red Rose guys aren't completely useless, but they were retreating after suffering near-annihilation...

Making even those guys effective on the battlefield again?

Commander-in-Chief Medici would surely clap his hands in surprise when he hears this news and praise our White Beard mercenary company.

"Ha, our reputation in the Medici Republic is going to soar."

Meanwhile, the men blocking my path looked at me with expressions full of fear as they gritted their teeth.

"Why is that crazy bastard acting like that?"

Finding it bothersome to answer, I simply cut him down.

As I sliced the neck of the frightened man, he left this world without any regrets.

"You should've watched your language before dying, punk."

His head was already gone, so any regrets would be too late, but whether he goes to hell or heaven, he should mind his tongue.

Then I decided to reveal the "cruel reality" to the men fighting our White Beards to lower their morale and exploit the opening.

"The Red Rose mercenaries are coming to cut off your heads right now!"

At those words, all their attention focused on me.

They must have been amazed that some madman would announce high-value intelligence about an enemy mercenary company launching a surprise attack.

But there was a reason I said the Red Rose guys would return.

*The thing is, if the Red Rose guys come back to counterattack, they'd be impossible to miss in this vast plain. There's essentially no surprise effect.*

At that moment, our White Beard guys who heard my story let out cheers.

"Those perverts from Red Rose are coming to help us!"

Guys like Otto who were fighting near me fought with excitement, shrugging their shoulders as if we'd already won.

"Jealous? Die if you're jealous! Reinforcements are coming soon!"

When even our White Beard veterans like Otto fought while confidently saying "reinforcements are coming"...

Our morale blazed like a bonfire doused with oil.

"Long live Captain Martin of the White Beards!"
"Not a single one of those Black Brotherhood bastards will survive!"
"Everyone here today will be attending your funerals in a row!"

As our side's morale ignited like oil catching fire, I could see the enemy's morale plummeting in response.

Some even looked around to see if Red Rose reinforcements were really coming, despite us chasing them with swords.

"Huh, what the hell?"

Those guys generally got slapped and disciplined by their squad leaders or fellow mercenaries...

"You crazy bastard, have you lost your mind? Don't space out over such obvious deception!"

Or their heads were cut off by our White Beard swords.

"Hah, thanks for becoming fertilizer for Squad Leader Baker's promotion, you bastard."

Using reinforcements that would inevitably be spotted before they even arrived...

Even I thought it was a pretty good idea.

"Die!"
"You're the one who's going to die."

I turned toward the sound and swung my Aura-infused sword hard.

The neck of the man in the sword's path flew off.

*Seeing idiots like this, their morale must have hit rock bottom.*

This is sex, damn it.

After dropping their morale like this, the high-ranking officers of the enemy mercenary company ordered their standard-bearers to wave their flags.

Along with the sound of trumpets, an Aura-infused command echoed.

"You morons! Gather under your platoon leaders! We're reforming the battle formation!"

When I heard those words, I smiled so widely under my helmet that my ears nearly split.

Rebuilding the "formation" when your soldiers are cornered, like those idiots are doing, is actually textbook strategy.

After all, if you compare 100 men scattered and fluttering like a disheveled unit because the enemy has broken through, with 100 men who have rebuilt their formation and regained solid defense...

Of course, the ones with reformed ranks are much more difficult and complicated to deal with...

*The problem is that there's a moment when they're completely scattered while gathering to rebuild their formation.*

And if we target that gap properly, those idiots won't escape becoming our meal.

"White Beard Martin, halt!"

At my command, our mercenaries immediately stopped in place.

"Halt! Halt! Stop right there!"
"Are we reforming our formation?"
"Are we regrouping before engaging again?"

I shook my head at those questions.

I'm planning to strike at their weakness, so why would I leisurely rebuild our formation?

To be blunt, right now I'm in such a hurry that even the three minutes needed to cook instant noodles feels too long to waste.

"When I charge forward, run like hell at my signal!"

After saying that, I looked for a unit among the Black Brotherhood mercenary companies that seemed particularly awkward in their movements.

Just like how new recruits in military training take forever to form a four-column formation because they don't know what it is...

The lower the soldiers' training level and combat power, the longer it takes them to form ranks.

*And breaking through such men is most efficient.*

While scanning with gleaming eyes, a delicious-looking unit caught my attention.

While other groups had completed about 50% of their formation, this group still had many men floundering around, making them stand out.

"Those pathetic wrecks over there are our bread! Kill them all!"

What I said sounded a bit strange, but our White Beard guys didn't nitpick such minor details.

"Charge forward after Captain Martin!"
"Let's go take those dogs' heads!"
"Don't lose sight of the White Beard captain! You're dead if you do!"

I ran with all my might toward that awkward unit, and the Black Brotherhood mercenaries reacted fervently when they saw me.

"Block them there! Block them, I said!"

At those words, some of their "elite" troops who had already completed their formation came running to support.

"Martin Meyer! Stand right there and offer your neck!"

As if anyone would actually stop because they were told to?

So, like a contrary frog, I circulated my Aura at full power and ran as fast as possible toward that confused unit.

No, the perceived speed went beyond a horse's gallop—should I say I was flying?

It feels incredibly good to be able to cut through the wind with my legs like this.

"Hah, this is what war is all about."

A completely different kind of pleasure than embracing Lucia and Karin runs from my head to my toes.

Is this why people get addicted to war?

After running for about ten seconds, I soon reached the vicinity of the pathetic unit I had targeted.

They did well to stop forming their ranks when they saw me coming...

But because of that, their formation became a jumbled mess, like a rectangle drawn roughly by a five-year-old, and though they were pointing their weapons and swords at me...

*They look so weak it makes me yawn.*

Just then, the guy pointing a spear at me seemed desperate to show he was a new recruit...

His blade was trembling, and, uh... his lower body was already wet?

A pitiful soul who came to war to earn money just like me, but will end his life as "meat shield."

He still tried to swing his sword at my neck, hoping somehow to survive...

"Too slow."

This is no exaggeration—his sword was ten times slower than mine, so it didn't even touch my armor.

And now his head has fallen to the ground, so he no longer needs to fear death.

*Now that you're dead, you don't have to worry about dying. May you go to heaven.*

After that brief idle thought, I fought hard and succeeded in breaking through the weakest unit together with our men.

"Great, we've broken through!"
"Tell their captain to come out!"
"Captain Martin will slice his head like sashimi!"

Everyone's momentum was high, and they were performing accordingly...

Finally, the enemy mercenary captain appeared from behind enemy lines, cursing in frustration as he headed toward us.

"Damn it, are you Martin Meyer?"
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The guy pointed his sword at me and asked again while waving it around.

"I asked if you're Martin Meyer, the one who had fun slicing up our boys. Are you deaf? Can't answer, huh?"

When I heard that, I briefly considered how to respond.

It was almost funny that I had to think about such cheap provocation, but if I got angry at his bait...

These guys who were already losing would feel reassured if I got irritated by such insults, thinking their leader's plan was working.

Like those people in the stock market who lose 50%, then feel relieved when it goes up 1% the next day, believing everything will be fine.

When I responded calmly, he seemed to think his words were being ignored and started getting angry.

"Hey you, are you too scared of me to answer?"

No, that's definitely not it.

Why would I be intimidated by you? You're not some Sword Master like Baron Ains, just a mercenary captain.

Besides, this guy is acting all cool and superior, but when I focus my Aura on my ears to enhance my hearing...

I can hear the Red Rose mercenaries pushing in from our left, with the Black Brothers mercenaries getting overwhelmed without putting up much resistance.

"What the hell is that mercenary captain doing!"
"Support! Support! Why aren't we getting any backup? Damn those imperial bastards!"
"Hold on! If we hold out, reinforcements will come!"

They're clearly in a bad situation, yet he's putting on this tough act. How pathetic.

So I let out a deep sigh and said:

"What nonsense. I'm sighing because you're so pathetically weak."

This time, I pointed my sword tip at him and said:

"They say the weakest puppies bark the loudest, and you sure bark well out of fear. Ah, you should at least know my name before you die. I am Martin Meyer, the white-bearded mercenary captain."

My eloquent speech made all our mercenaries burst into laughter.

"Captain Martin's trash talk is always first-class."
"No wonder he has two women with him."
"I need to learn from him, seriously..."

Our guys were holding their stomachs laughing, and the guy who had tried to put me down to reverse their bad situation got furious when things didn't go as planned.

I imagined if we removed his helmet, his face would be as red as heated iron.

"I am Zeke Vespada, captain of the Black Brothers Mercenary Company. Remember the name of the one who will separate your head from your shoulders!"

After saying that, he swung his sword at me with great speed.

The direction of his sword was down to the right, aiming for my knee...

After claiming he'd take my "head," he attacks like this. Truly underhanded, fitting for a mercenary.

"Didn't you say you'd take my head?"

After blocking his attack, he didn't answer and continued pressing his assault.

"Die, you bastard!"

Just moments ago, he was expecting to return triumphantly after nearly wiping out the Red Rose Mercenaries.

Because of my intervention, instead of achieving glory, he now had to worry about his mercenary company—which he had built with blood and sweat—dissolving in an instant.

It would be strange if he wasn't angry, but what can you do?

In this world of mercenaries, it's survival of the fittest—the weak get devoured.

After exchanging about 40 sword strikes with him, he must have spotted an opening because he unleashed a powerful Aura and struck at my neck.

It was an attack so fast and strong it seemed almost supersonic.

Until just now, he seemed like an incompetent commander helpless against me, but this attack proved he hadn't reached the Expert level for nothing.

*Seems he didn't get his captain position through a card game after all.*

After smoothly countering and neutralizing his attack, I watched to see where Zeke would target next.

His sword was aiming for my armpit.

"Die, Martin Meyer!"

He seemed desperate to kill me with this strike, swinging his sword even faster.

Just from the force of his blade cutting through the air, I could tell how badly he wanted me dead.

"What kind of idiot would die just because you told them to?"

I took a large step to the left, avoiding his attack.

"You slippery bastard!"

Thanks for the compliment—clearly he hadn't expected me to dodge this attack.

No matter how much of an Expert he was, after launching such a large attack in succession, his stance was disrupted just as I predicted.

*I'd like to stab him right now, but...*

Since the opening he showed wasn't that large, I channeled Aura into my right foot and kicked his ankle.

"What the hell?"

He fell face-first onto the ground, and I aimed for his vital spot, thrusting hard with Aura.

"Die, you bastard!"

But Zeke rolled on the ground to avoid my attack and quickly got back up.

"Have you ever seen such a dirty, underhanded bastard?"
"Winning is all that matters. Thanks for the compliment, asshole."
"Damn it, die!"

Even though I kicked his ankle, it didn't seem sprained or broken...

He was moving perfectly fine, continuing to press his attack against me.

Up, down-left diagonal, right, left, and numerous thrusting attacks he occasionally mixed in when I was busy blocking his swings.

His attacks, filled with the experience of killing countless people over time, were quite—no, dangerously threatening to my life.

"Die, trash!"

This time, Zeke pretended to swing his sword but kicked me in the stomach instead.

Since I had concentrated Aura throughout my body and was wearing armor, I didn't take critical damage, but the impact still felt like being hit with a hammer throughout my body.

The pain was almost enough to make me drop my sword for a moment.

"Ugh, damn it."

But I didn't let go of my sword.

If I dropped it, even if my head wouldn't immediately fly off, this battle would become overwhelmingly disadvantageous for me.

Zeke panted heavily as he shouted at me.

"Just die already!"
"If you're tired, why don't you die first, old man?"

Though my body was aching, I successfully withstood his attack.

After exchanging dozens, maybe even close to a hundred more attacks...

Zeke clicked his tongue and created distance between us.

"Huff, damn it, I was hoping not to use this... You're disgustingly lucky."
"Planning to use your finishing move?"

Surely he wouldn't just announce his finishing move...

"Yes, a finishing move if you want to call it that. Never thought I'd have to use it on you."

...This crazy bastard, why is he suddenly announcing his finishing move?

"My level may still be low, but for just once—or rather, briefly—I can use a technique that only mid-level Experts can use."

With those words, he released an incredible surge of Aura, and red flames engulfed the entire sword he was holding.

...I've heard that when you reach mid-level Expert, you can manifest your inner essence as an elemental attribute around your weapon to increase its power.

So Zeke can use that power, at least for now.

I tightened my focus and stared directly at him.

"Now die!"

Zeke's sword fell in a straight line toward my head.

The speed of his swing didn't seem much different from before, so I tried to block his attack as I had been doing, but...

"Argh, it's hot!"

After blocking just one strike, I felt a burning pain from the heat emanating from his sword.

"The efficiency may be lower, but the power is certain. You little brat!"

After that, I continued exchanging dozens more sword strikes with him.

Until now, when parrying his sword, I only had to deal with the kinetic energy and weight behind his blade, but...

When blocking his flame-engulfed sword, I could feel my stamina gradually being drained...

"Ugh."

It's fortunate I'm wearing armor with some mithril mixed in. If I had been wearing regular steel armor...

The flames surrounding his sword would have heated the armor, and I might already have suffered mild burns across my body.

At the Expert level, where even small changes in condition can greatly affect performance, "full-body burns" would mean my body couldn't keep up with his movements.

And as a result, my head could fly off...

*I should never skimp on armor costs.*

Thinking this, I considered how to counter his attacks.

"Die! Martin Meyer!"

He continued relentlessly attacking me with his flame-engulfed sword.

"Damn it."

I've heard that while this technique increases the sword's power, it also consumes a massive amount of Aura...

Why is he still fine? Has it not been that long?

While pondering briefly, an idea to turn this situation around came to mind.

*That's right, I have the ring!*

Ch.118 - The Battle Of Soelden Plains (8)
Zeke swung his flame-wrapped sword at me while shouting.

"Die, you brat!"

"Would someone like you just die if asked?"

Until just now, I had no idea how to deal with this situation.

It wasn't that I was ready to give up and accept death, but I felt helpless not knowing how to overcome that damn flame-wrapped sword...

'If I'm right, he's dead.'

Seeing a lifeline I could grab, my desperation cleared, and I felt my depleting stamina surge back.

It's like how marathon runners suddenly find extra strength when they see the finish line, sprinting with everything they have on the final stretch.

Was I experiencing that kind of power now?

Zeke started pushing me harder, seemingly trying to end this before his Aura was depleted.

The speed of his sword strikes increased, the weight behind each swing grew heavier, and his killing intent sharpened.

Every time he swung his sword—up, down, diagonally—flames trailed behind the blade...

If I weren't fighting for my life against this guy, I would have thought it looked amazing, like some high-quality CG special effect.

'The problem is I need to kill this bastard to survive.'

"Just die already, brat!"

I snapped back at him.

"Would someone like you just die if asked?"

Even in this situation, rather than getting swept up in emotions, I began meticulously observing my enemy Zeke Vespa's movements.

His arm movements, expressions, footwork, shoulders, subtle muscle movements, and breathing.

Understanding all these would allow me to predict his next move about 0.1 seconds faster than if I were just tracking his sword with my eyes.

Some might say 0.1 seconds isn't much, but even on Earth, that fraction of time determined first and second place in sports like the 100-meter dash.

In this world, that difference separates life and death.

'A right slash this time?'

I lowered my body to avoid Zeke's sword.

"You little brat, my sword—"
"Don't talk big just because I dodged once."

I drove my fist hard into his breastplate.

It was the first meaningful hit I'd landed on him since he started swinging that flame sword.

"Little brat, that's useless."

But his armor must have been quite sturdy, as it didn't seem to have much effect.

"Pay for angering me with your death!"

Zeke's attacks became even fiercer.

His flame-wrapped sword came at me fast and sharp like a strong wind, and the intensity of the flames increased compared to before.

Until now, it had been like a strong campfire, but now it was almost like a pillar of flame.

'So at mid-level, they can use even more powerful finishing moves than this?'

Advanced, top-level Expert, Master—as one climbs these ranks, how much more powerful do they become? I can't even imagine from where I stand now.

The thought that there were still endless heights to reach made my heart race.

'Of course, I need to beat this bastard first before thinking about that.'

Was it because I had blocked his sword wrapped in flames so many times?

I started feeling pain like burns all over my body.

"Ugh, shit..."

Zeke didn't miss my small groan and mocked me.

"Die, brat!"

Then he moved exactly as I had hoped.

A large motion to strike down at my neck in one blow.

The most basic, simplest, and therefore most powerful slash.

But also the easiest to read, with plenty of openings if you know where to look.

'I can't miss this opportunity.'

I clenched my teeth and dove inside his guard.

Then I channeled my Aura into my ring to activate the magic stored within.

'Magical tools may be ridiculously expensive, but they're damn useful at times like this.'

"Protection!"

As I spoke the activation word, a blue shield made of magical energy formed in front of me.

Zeke, in the middle of swinging his sword, was shocked to see something strange suddenly appear under his raised arm.

"What the hell is this?!"

The magical shield contained in a ring from a somewhat upscale jewelry store wasn't strong enough to block an Aura-infused sword completely...

But it was solid enough to stop the hand swinging the sword...

"My movement is blocked..."

I immediately infused my sword with Aura and thrust it straight through his neck.

"Now die, bastard."

With his neck pierced, he couldn't even scream a death cry as blood gushed from his mouth while he died.

When Zeke died, the Black Brothers around us were thrown into shock.

"Shit, the captain's dead!"
"What do we do? What the hell do we do?"
"I don't know, damn it! Just deal with the guys charging at us!"

Though shocked, they tried their best to survive.

But with the "captain," the core of their mercenary group, dead...

Everyone fell into chaos.

Some threw down their weapons and surrendered, saying there was no point fighting anymore.

"I surrender, damn it! Please don't sell me into slavery, we're fellow mercenaries!"

Others tried to escape, turning their backs and running.

"Legs, save me, damn it. Time for the thirty-sixth stratagem—running away."

Usually, those who flee like this get caught immediately, but given the situation, they managed to desert successfully.

We weren't leisurely enough to chase after deserters anyway...

'Go far away and live well.'

I silently thanked those who boosted our morale by deserting the enemy.

"Martin's Hundred, no—White Beard Mercenaries! Everyone, smash those rotten mercenaries' skulls!"

Hearing my order, my men all cheered and charged to break the enemies' skulls.

Some chased down fleeing enemies and stabbed them in the back.

"If you're going to run, fight to the end instead!"

Those confident in their skills dove into the crowd of panicking enemies and kindly helped them stop panicking by calmly killing them.

"This time I'll definitely get promoted!"

The Black Brothers tried desperately to escape.

Some threw away their weapons to show they had no intention of resisting, while others still held weapons but were equally focused on fleeing.

"Damn it, how are we supposed to fight and win against that? Run!"

Just then, a loud cheer came from our mercenary group.

"White Beard Mercenary Captain Dalten von Prime has beheaded Black Brothers' Vice-Captain Fabio Daz!"

The already crumbling Black Brothers collapsed even faster when this news spread.

Even those who had been pretending to fight until now turned their backs and started running.

"Help! Damn it, we're finished!"

Not just the rookies, but even those who seemed to be of higher rank abandoned all dignity and fled.

"The strong ones aren't those who win, but those who survive!"

Hearing that, I let out a derisive laugh.

"The strong ones are those who win AND survive. Just surviving doesn't guarantee strength."

Otto, who had been fighting beside me, approached with blood all over him, shrugging his shoulders.

"Hundred-Captain, what should we do? Pursue them?"

Our mercenary group had already performed well enough in this battle, and those fools were already shattered.

There's no need to chase them down and get labeled as cruel by other mercenary groups based in the Rheinpfalz Empire.

'If I were a nobleman affiliated with a country, it would be different.'

"Can't you see our guys are exhausted? Even if the Medici Republic's commander-in-chief throws a tantrum demanding pursuit, we can't go."
"True, no need to push unnecessarily and risk our men dying from exhaustion. Dying squeezed dry by a woman is one thing, but dying from exhaustion during pursuit..."

Just then, Dalten also signaled with a flag to 'stop here and reorganize the troops.'

"Stay on alert in case the enemy pushes back, maintain battle readiness while standing by."

Following that order, our mercenary group went on standby, and that's when the Red Rose guys approached my position, breathing heavily.

The one who looked like the Red Rose captain came toward me, alternately looking at my helmet and the head of "Zeke" in my hand.

Then he came up to me and asked.

"Are you Hundred-Captain Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries?"

It felt a bit awkward for him, a mercenary captain, to speak formally to me, a mere hundred-captain, but considering I had saved them from near annihilation...

'It makes sense.'

"Yes, I am."

"My name is Garbaldi Piemonte. I'm the brother of the man who insulted you before, and the captain of this mercenary group."
"Is that so?"
"Anyway, I'm truly sorry about last time. And thank you for saving our mercenary group from near annihilation. I will never forget this debt."

...... If we meet as enemies, we'll have no choice but to fight, but does this mean I've gained a reliable ally in this war?

"Not at all. It was Captain Dalten who decided to send reinforcements, so you should thank him."
"I'll thank him separately later. Right now, I need to hunt down the stragglers to earn some merit."

After saying that, Garbaldi turned and began chasing the enemy, and I gave orders to our mercenary group.

"Wait here until further orders. Let's rest a bit, damn it..."

And on this day, we achieved a significant victory in this battle.

Ch.119 - Their Brief Respite
That night after the battle, my men and I were in unusually high spirits.

Even Karin, who usually maintained her cool demeanor except around me, was perking up her ears with a smile.

"Thanks to Martin, we'll be enjoying free drinks and food tonight."

The others were grinning from ear to ear, laughing loudly and making a ruckus.

"Damn, I never thought I'd see the day when we'd get free drinks and meat from another mercenary company."
"This is all possible because Captain Martin is so amazing, right?"
"He beheaded an Expert-intermediate enemy captain this time. As expected."

The guy wasn't actually Expert-intermediate; he was just an Expert-beginner who had been at that level for so long that he'd picked up some intermediate-level techniques.

If he had truly been Expert-intermediate, I'm not sure I could have killed him with my strength alone.

Even if I had managed to kill him, I would have suffered full-body burns from that flame-wrapped sword and needed extensive healing and emergency treatment from the priests.

*Well, it's not a complete lie. If rumors spread, my reputation will only grow.*

As long as I don't personally spread lies about taking down an "Expert-intermediate" alone, there shouldn't be any problems...

"What nonsense are you talking about? He was just an Expert-beginner who happened to learn a few fancy techniques."

Otto snickered at my words.

"Mercenaries exaggerating isn't anything new, is it? Honestly, even Captain Dalten once defeated about 30 men by himself before you became our captain, but I noticed he later inflated that number to 50 to boost his value."

My ears perked up at this unexpected information.

"Is that true?"
"That's not all. He once gathered me and the other officers and admitted that his romance with Lady Anna was actually just a drunken coincidence..."

*So Dalten tends to exaggerate about his romantic exploits.*

"But according to Lieutenant Heintz, who's been following Captain Dalten since his days as a high-ranking Knight, his popularity was real. That's why Captain Dalten quit being a Knight."

I tried to listen more carefully, but the cheers from the men around me made it impossible to hear more.

"Damn, those Red Rose bastards brought a huge barrel!"

I looked in the direction they were pointing.

The furniture—tables and chairs—was understandably modest since we were on a battlefield, but the food and drinks laid out were anything but ordinary.

"Roast pig, pure wheat bread, pizza, steak, and all sorts of desserts..."

In this world, sugar and various spices are relatively easy to obtain, so desserts aren't that expensive, but...

*They must have spent a fortune setting all this up.*

As I stood there amazed, the guy who had mocked me at the banquet held by the Medici Republic approached me from the corner.

"I'm Gaspard, captain of the Red Rose Mercenary Company's hundred-man unit. I sincerely apologize for my disrespectful behavior last time."

He bowed so deeply he might as well have been on his knees.

"Despite my provocative behavior, you abandoned the chance to take down the enemy captain and came to our aid. I'm truly grateful. So, to express both my apologies and gratitude, I've prepared this modest feast."

...Looking at all this food, they must have spent a fortune. And that pile of wine—those bottles cost a gold coin for every fifteen bottles, quite expensive!

"It's fine, that's all in the past. But what about your captain and lieutenant...?"
"I've already greeted them. I've conveyed our substantial gratitude to your captain for saving our lives, though that hardly seems adequate."

Even though helping allies is the right thing to do and helps build reputation, moving our unit to aid another mercenary company actually comes at a great cost.

Our White Beard Mercenary Company missed the opportunity to kill the White Hound's captain this time, didn't we?

So they're hosting this expensive feast to make up for our financial loss and to build a reputation for generously rewarding those who rescue them from danger.

"Additionally, we've specially selected some women for your enjoyment. Please relax tonight. Whatever you eat or drink, the Red Rose will cover it all. In return, if possible, we'd appreciate fighting alongside you in the next battle..."

I smirked at his words.

"I'll convey your message to Captain Dalten."
"Thank you."

As soon as Gaspard left, our men immediately dove into the feast before them.

The moment they sat down, they started devouring the food as if they were about to eat with their bare hands.

"They say Medici cuisine is the best on the continent, and damn, it's delicious."

Otto seemed to prefer the wine over the food, using the bottle like a trumpet.

Karin secretly sighed at the sight.

"Men always lose their minds over alcohol, food, and women."

Lucia looked at Otto blowing his wine trumpet with curiosity.

"Wow, he can drink so heartily..."

As the atmosphere heated up, our unit's squad leaders gathered around me and started discussing how the war might unfold.

"I heard that even though our mercenary company took down nearly 1,000 enemy soldiers, it didn't significantly change the overall situation. Why did those bastards retreat?"
"It's their territory anyway, so they're probably planning to hole up in their castle to minimize losses and increase their chances of winning."
"Looks like our unit will be split up again. Damn it."

It's very common for defenders to immediately retreat to their castle and begin a siege defense after losing the first battle on the plains.

Because once the defenders get inside their castle, the situation becomes infuriatingly difficult for us attackers...

They do it specifically to make things harder for us.

As the mood darkened slightly, I looked around at the guys and grinned before saying:

"But surely they won't be as stupid as that idiot Baron Pappenheim, ordering 500 men to attack a fortress garrisoned by 250."

Otto laughed hysterically at that.

"That's true. Surely the Medici army's commander-in-chief can't be as incompetent as Pappenheim... but if he is, we should return the contract money and run."

The others agreed.

"Well, nothing's been decided yet. I was worried for nothing! To apologize, I, Walter, will drink a penalty!"

Walter clapped his hands for everyone to see, then cut the wine bottle's neck with his Aura-infused dagger and put it to his lips.

Gulp, gulp, gulp—the contents of the bottle gradually decreased.

After finishing, he held the bottle upside down over his head and shook it.

"I drank every last drop, so let me off the hook."
"Who said anything?"

We continued drinking for several hours...

Otto, his face flushed red, clapped his hands.

"I heard the Red Rose Mercenary Company has selected some fine women for us tonight, so we can leave our wallets behind. No need to weigh ourselves down."

As he took the lead, the others rose from their seats as if entranced and followed him in a line.

*That's usually my role.*

Only Lucia, Karin, and I remained at the after-party.

Karin seemed barely affected by this wild party, with just a slight flush on her face, but...

Lucia was in a different state altogether.

"Senior Karin, how much did Lucia drink? She must have had at least two bottles of wine."
"As if I'd let someone who's barely had alcohol before drink that much. I only gave her three glasses, and she ended up like this."

Her face was red, a suspicious smile played on her lips, her ears were drooping, and her tail was swishing happily.

She was hugging one of Karin's shoulders and acting coquettishly like a cat...

"Karin sis, sis... hehe..."

Though Karin pretended to be bothered, she had a smile on her face...

And she was carefully stroking Lucia's head with one hand.

"Alright, Lucia. Let's go in and sleep now. You've had too much to drink."

But Lucia raised her tail straight up and shook her head.

"Hehe, I want to drink more..."

Worried about what state she might end up in if she drank more, I approached to pick her up like a princess...

"Captain Martin?"

As I approached, Lucia stood up and started rubbing her cheek against my chest.

"Hehe, it's warm. It makes me feel cozy inside."

The more tightly she hugged me, the more her impressive F-cup—no, even larger—breasts pressed against my stomach and lower regions.

"Captain, can I have just one more drink? Just one? I'm feeling so good. Please?"

For a moment, I almost gave in.

"No."

Lucia hugged me even tighter and swished her tail.

"Then will you brush my tail later? Among foxkin, family members groom each other's tails, hehe..."

Tail grooming—that shouldn't be difficult at all...

But if I were to brush the tail of a drunk Lucia...

*She would definitely demand passionate lovemaking afterward...*

And doing that while intoxicated isn't good for the body.

"Alright, alright. I'll do that much for you, but once we get to the barracks, you're going straight to sleep."
"Okaaay..."

So I carried Lucia like a princess back to the barracks...

And I had to spend the night fighting against desires that boiled like lava.

Ch.120 - Villa Hora Siege Battle (1)
One month later, the Medici Republic Army issued orders to split their forces and attack the castles in the Steiermark province.

Our mercenary company was assigned to a unit under Viscount Canosa, along with the Red Rose Mercenaries and other groups.

The total force numbered around 4,000 men—neither too few nor too many.

"Lieutenant Otto, you still think Kötzwel is a small city we won't struggle with? Can you say that after seeing this?"
"But five years ago, I heard in a tavern that it was nothing special..."
"The city might not be much, but that fortress could easily hold 5,000 men!"

Otto lost his words at that, chewing his lips and hanging his head, but it did nothing to ease my frustration.

"Hah, seriously. It's definitely better than when we attacked Seriz Fortress under Baron Pappenheim, but this siege still won't be easy."

The walls, standing at least four meters high, were lined with mercenaries, regular soldiers, and serfs, all armed with spears and swords.

"Come on up if you dare, you pathetic Republic weaklings!"

Archers and mages were positioned densely in watchtowers along the walls, ready to rain down crossfire on anyone attempting to climb.

*Even if we try to climb up the ladders as quickly as possible, many will surely die in heaps.*

Some would be wounded or killed by arrows flying from both sides of the ladders, and if a single spell set a ladder on fire, four or five men could be wiped out at once.

And inside the walls, they'd have catapults and other siege weapons ready.

Looking at this scene, I couldn't help but sigh.

"Damn it, scaling those walls won't be simple. We're going to lose a lot of good mercenaries for nothing."

As I was sighing and waiting for the attack order, someone slapped my back.

"Who just—"

I turned around to find Captain Dalten standing there.

"Sorry to startle you. If you have any decent strategies, why not talk to Viscount Canosa about them?"

I sighed again and shrugged my shoulders.

"I'm just a centurion, not a mercenary captain. Would the Viscount even listen to me? And though I hate to say it, even if he's not an idiot like Pappenheim, many nobles refuse to speak with mercenary captains, considering them beneath them."

Honestly, mercenary captains often command more military power than most knights, but knights tend to look down on them simply because they lack a "title."

This attitude is even stronger among nobles like barons, viscounts, and counts who command anywhere from a few to dozens of knights.

Though most of these high-and-mighty types who normally despise mercenary captains will speak with them and treat them well during wartime out of necessity.

*What can I expect when some idiots claim that talking to a mere centurion would somehow contaminate them with lowliness?*

Dalten gave a hollow laugh at my words.

"We're at war now, aren't we? And exceptions are made for someone like you who delivers real results. Honestly, those Red Rose guys would all be dead if it weren't for us."
"That's true."
"Viscount Canosa knows that we did more than our share in the last battle thanks to you, Martin. He told me that if you have any strategies in mind, you should report to him directly."

So he's someone who judges people by their abilities rather than their status or position, like Margrave Estel...

*Under someone like this, we probably won't die meaningless deaths in this siege.*

"What special strategy could I possibly have on the first day of a siege? I don't have anything yet. If I think of something, I'll let you know."

Dalten clicked his tongue and nodded.

"True enough. What damn strategy could there be in this situation? Anyone who comes up with a plan on the first day would be the strange one."

While we were chatting, the defense captain of Kötzwel, who had been arguing with our Viscount at the center of the wall, spoke in a loud voice.

"I, Baron Alois von Kurtner, have no intention of surrendering this Kötzwel Castle to you under any circumstances! You Medici bastards who pretend to be sophisticated while drinking your coffee black—why don't you assess the situation and retreat while you still can? At least you'll save your lives!"

Viscount Canosa pointed at him and hurled back insults.

"I, Viscount Julio von Canosa, give you one final warning! Stop thinking you can resist behind those low walls and surrender like men by opening the gates! Then even worthless fools like you might save your lives!"
"Useless talk! If you want this castle so badly, pick up your swords and spears and climb these walls!"
"Fine! I'll capture you and make sausages from your entrails!"

The Viscount turned his back and approached our side, giving orders.

"All forces, attack! By the order of Commander Dandolo, take this Kötzwel Castle!"

With the command, trumpets blared and drums beat throughout our camp, intensifying the tension.

The men in my century showed their nervousness by sweating or clenching their fists to hide their anxiety.

"Damn, a siege battle. This is going to be rough."

Among the new recruits, some were on the verge of losing their minds from the tension of facing what was known as the toughest form of combat.

"Shit, shit, shit... I want to go back..."

However, as always, such men received "appropriate physical therapy" from their helpful seniors who guided them back to the right path.

Some were slapped so hard they fell to the ground, while others were reminded very specifically about the whip used to punish those who broke the mercenary company's "discipline."

"Get up, you idiot! If you freeze up here and can't move, prepare for a painful death."
"Would you rather take a hundred lashes instead of joining the siege? After that many, you'll be crippled for life and never have to climb a wall again."
"If you don't want to die, just stop thinking and follow orders!"

Personally, I prefer verbal reprimands or appropriate punishments over hitting soldiers, but...

*Even the 21st century U.S. military, famous for its lack of abuse, allows physical discipline on battlefields and firing ranges, right?*

Especially in battle, violence is the quickest remedy to bring someone back to their senses, so it can't be helped.

"A siege is just like any other battlefield. Follow orders and kill the enemy well, and you'll be rewarded handsomely. Fail to follow orders, and you'll die by my sword."

As I finished speaking, whistling arrows were fired into the air.

The arrows sliced through the sky with a shrieking sound that assaulted our eardrums, and Captain Dalten gave his orders.

"Mages and archers, give them everything you've got! Mages, concentrate on those clinging to the walls, and archers, rain fire arrows inside the castle!"

Simultaneously, Viscount Canosa's archers and mages succeeded in launching the first attack, slightly ahead of the enemy.

Magic that hit various points along the wall where people were stationed exploded with a bang, spreading fire in all directions or dispersing lightning that caused damage to the surroundings.

Soldiers caught in the area were either burned to death or electrocuted into charred remains.

"Argh! Damn it!"

The mages, archers, and soldiers under Baron Kurtner who were preparing to fire from the walls momentarily lost their momentum due to our preemptive strike, but...

"Martin's Century! Prepare for enemy magic and arrows! Spread out as much as possible!"

Similar orders to mine were given throughout our forces, and the infantry, except for mages and archers, scattered to maintain maximum distance from each other.

After everyone dispersed, dozens of spells rained down from the enemy fortress toward our forces.

As fire magic, including fireballs, poured down like rain, flames spread from the impact points like small bombs exploding.

"Argh, damn it!"

Several of our men died instantly within the affected areas.

Despite having fought in many wars, I still haven't grown accustomed to the power of magic and the sight of men dying in its wake.

"Hold steady! Don't waver!"

As I said this, I steadied my own resolve.

*If I falter here in this preliminary skirmish, it's all over.*

Then I began to hear the sound of arrows cutting through the air.

"Arrows! Everyone duck! Trust your helmets!"

I ordered them to duck but didn't bother checking if anyone actually did so.

If I raised my head at the wrong moment, I too could die.

"Damn, my chest..."

With those words, Tristan from our century collapsed.

*Should have listened when I told you to buy a breastplate, you fool.*

For about 30 minutes, we exchanged magic and arrows with the enemy, keeping each other in check.

As the enemy's arrow attacks began to subside, Viscount Canosa's commanding voice rang out.

"Now! Set up the ladders and climb over the walls!"

With that, I also ordered my century:

"Everyone up with your weapons! We're the vanguard!"

Ch.121 - Villa Hora Siege Battle (3)
As I rose to my feet first, my subordinates around me responded with spirited voices.

"We'll send those barnacles clinging to the wall to their funerals today!"
"Don't worry, we'll kill every last one of them!"
"We believe in you, Captain White!"

Whether I was scared or not, the fact remained that we'd suffer because of that damned wall. It was better to charge in with confidence—that would at least ease my mind a bit.

*Starting with doubts and fears only makes even possible tasks impossible.*

"Ox, help me carry that ladder."
"Yes, sir."

So I picked up a siege ladder too, and we ran toward the wall like our feet were on fire.

In open field battles, if you exhaust yourself before meeting the enemy, you'll have no strength left for the crucial close combat and get slaughtered. That's why soldiers rarely sprint full-speed toward the enemy in field battles. But siege warfare is different.

Because if you don't reach the wall and climb up the ladder as quickly as possible? Your chances of dying in the crossfire of arrows and magic from the walls and towers increase dramatically.

"Damn it, Philip! Philip, you bastard! Why are you dead already?"
"Shit, isn't it too much to shoot arrows from the front and both sides?"
"Magic is raining down like crazy! Hurry, hurry up the wall, capture the wall!"

The more we scrambled, the more fiercely the enemy fired their arrows, sensing their opportunity.

One archer I spotted didn't even bother aiming despite our close distance, just firing arrows wildly.

"Kill them! Leave no one alive!"

The base of the wall was crawling with people like maggots, so no matter where they shot, some unfortunate soul would be hit by a blind arrow.

"Ugh, shit. My shoulder!"

Additionally, mages in the towers on both sides of the eastern wall we were responsible for showered us with magic.

"Fire, burn the enemy! Fireball!"

A round ball of fire formed, and when that fireball landed among our troops...

Two, sometimes three allies at once were reduced to ashes.

"Argh, damn it!"
"Help! It's too hot!"
"I shouldn't have come..."

In this hellscape where countless soldiers were dying, there was only one way forward.

"Set up the ladders and climb quickly! Our archers and mages will cover us!"

When I barked the order, the men gathered their wits and began setting ladders against the wall.

"Ladders! Ladders! Climb up!"
"Get up those ladders! Hurry, damn it, if you don't want to die!"
"Don't even think about retreating, just climb!"

By the time the ladders were in place, our allies' arrows were flying from behind us.

A good number of enemies on the wall died under our arrow barrage.

"Help! Argh!"

Enemy officers issued orders to counter the arrow attacks.

"Shields! Bring shields! Protect the mages and archers with shields while fighting!"

The enemy made their preparations against our ranged attacks, but...

*Our men have started climbing the ladders—you think that's going to be easy for you?*

And if I, as Captain White, just stood back with my arms crossed at a time like this, it would kill both the men's morale and my reputation...

"Set the ladder! I'll climb first!"

Otto tried to stop me forcefully.

"Captain! Even a captain dies when hit by magic. Isn't this too dangerous?"

The fact that this guy who always used formal speech was now speaking informally in protest showed how urgent the situation was and how much he cared about me.

*Ah, I don't know why I'm feeling touched by this man's words at a moment like this.*

"Everyone else here doesn't want to die either. So I need to set an example. I'm counting on you to command from behind."

Shaking off Otto's arm, I immediately set a ladder against the wall and began climbing.

The men behind me cheered when they saw me taking the lead.

"Damn, let's follow Captain White!"

They all began climbing the ladders in step with me.

If I had valued my life more, the first men to climb would surely have hesitated or been terrified.

Meanwhile, as we started climbing the ladders, all enemy attention focused on us.

"Don't let them climb up the ladders! Stop them at all costs!"

With those words, enemies capable of ranged attacks, including archers and mages, rushed over.

"You won't make it up this wall!"

An archer with a bow shot an arrow at the face of a man climbing beside me.

"Argh!"

The man fell to the ground with an arrow in his eye.

With an arrow in his eye, he surely died instantly...

*Damn it, just wait until I get up there. I'll kill every last one of you.*

"Hurry up the ladders! We need to secure a foothold to win!"

I climbed faster, and sure enough...

A mage appeared, perhaps noticing my mithril alloy armor.

"Spear of flame, pierce and burn my enemy before me! Fire!"

He had almost finished his incantation.

A fireball would be enough to deal with one person, but thinking that might not be sufficient, he was chanting a mid-level spell with clear intent to ensure my death.

*Shit, damn it...*

I tried to climb faster to reach the top before he finished his incantation, but...

"Spear!"

I was too late, it seemed. A spear of fire had fully formed at the tip of his staff and was about to fly toward me.

*Damn, even I can't cut through magic.*

"Protection."

To increase my chances of survival, I used the defensive magic stored in my ring and circulated my Aura throughout my body to prepare for the impact, but...

Contrary to my expectations, no magic came flying at me.

"Huh? Why?"

Looking back, I saw Lucia with her fox tail standing straight up, pointing her staff at the enemy.

Seeing the ice pick embedded between the eyes of the mage who had tried to kill me...

*Lucia saved my life.*

If we win this siege today, I'll have to shower her with affection.

And so I succeeded in overcoming the greatest challenge of the siege—reaching the top of the wall.

"Finally made it up here. It felt good raining magic and arrows down on us, didn't it?"

Naturally, the vermin on the wall didn't answer me.

"Kill him! Kill that bastard!"

Several enemies rushed at me to kill me, but there were no knights here, just peasants and mercenaries at best.

I gritted my teeth and swung my sword, thinking of the comrades who had died climbing up here.

"Now it's your turn to die!"

I swung my sword in a large crescent, infused with Aura, and in one stroke, the bodies of four or five soldiers before me were cut in half.

Some died instantly, others suffered in agony, unable to die right away...

"Save me... no, kill me..."

A compassionate knight might have granted such a wish, but even now, my White Company men were dying behind me.

"Rocks rolling down, you bastards!"

Some died with their heads crushed by stones thrown by peasants.

"No, shi—"

Some peasant poured boiling oil on a ladder, and a mage right behind him cast Fireball. Thanks to that, several men clinging to the ladder died simultaneously.

"Argh! Help!"
"It's hot! Save me!"
"Mother!"

To somehow resolve this situation where our troops were dying like dogs, I needed to create a foothold where allies could safely climb up around me as quickly as possible.

Ah, of course, there was an important task I had to do first.

I shouted loudly, emitting strong Aura throughout my body.

"Martin Meyer, Captain White of the White Beard Mercenaries, is the first to climb Villa Hora's walls! Follow me, everyone!"

The volume like a powerful speaker, the blue mist emanating from my body like dry ice smoke, the shining sword and eye-catching pose.

The best advertisement to let everyone know I was here.

If someone did this while fighting in 21st century Earth, they'd surely be considered insane, but this is a "fantasy pre-modern world."

The men below cheered enthusiastically at my declaration.

"Captain Martin White has finally reached the wall!"
"Follow him! Let's take this damn castle somehow!"
"Just follow that man and we'll be fine!"

Then I swung my Aura-infused sword at the enemies before me.

Those in the path of my sword fell like wheat before a scythe, dropping their heads, arms, and legs as they met their deaths or were doomed to die soon.

"Argh, damn! That crazy bastard!"

I simply ignored such words and gripped my sword tighter, determined to rampage as much as I could.

*This is the first time I've led from the front since becoming Captain White.*
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In a siege battle, the duty of the first person to climb the castle wall is straightforward.

They must secure and hold a foothold so their allies can continue climbing up the ladders behind them.

I gripped the swords in both my hands firmly.

Then I sighed and grumbled.

"Easier said than done. Fighting dozens-to-one until the others climb up... not exactly a walk in the park."

As soon as I finished speaking, the enemies surrounding me began pointing their weapons and rushing toward me.

"Kill that bastard and hold the wall! We need to keep them off the wall at all costs if we want to survive!"

Just as we attackers need to gradually gain ground on the wall to win this terrible war, the defenders must prevent us from claiming even a single corner of the castle to minimize casualties and protect it safely.

*This is what you call a life-or-death zero-sum game.*

Of course, I'll have to win this contest just like I've done until now...

"He's at least an Expert! Attack together!"

At that command, the enemies didn't come at me one by one, but formed groups to attack me.

Those in front aimed for my vital points with maces, swords, and daggers.

"I'll put a hole in your neck!"

Those behind them tried to stab my torso with weapons like spears.

Since only highly skilled spearmen or knights could target the gaps in my armor and kill me from that distance...

*Are these bastards trying to restrict my movement?*

Since one person wasn't enough, they're trying to stop me by combining their strength, which is quite sensible.

"You picked the wrong opponent. Protection."

I channeled Aura into my ring to block the attacks coming from the front.

When the magically created barrier appeared, they widened their eyes and gaped.

"Shit! Here?"

Anyone would be shocked when their best attack is suddenly blocked by a magical barrier that appeared out of nowhere.

Too bad, but they chose the wrong opponent, so what can I do? They all have to die.

After all, they took up weapons to kill me, and I did the same.

Let's not hold grudges no matter who dies, you bastards.

I planted my right foot firmly on the ground and swung my sword wide.

The men in front of me were killed instantly, and screams of shock and terror erupted around them.

"Shit, spare me!"

The one who screamed was just a serf who couldn't even afford quilted cloth armor, but...

*On the battlefield, whether serf, mercenary, or knight, everyone fights equally with their lives at stake.*

In battle against the enemy, you live if you win, and your head flies off if you lose.

I sliced the screaming man's head horizontally, splitting it in half.

At that moment, a brief stinging pain shot through my ring.

*Damn, the magic engraved in the ring has reached its limit.*

Despite several enemies dying in an instant, the enemy commanders continued to send more troops my way.

"Push forward! Don't let that bastard establish a foothold on the wall!"

At that command, serfs, mercenaries, and sometimes regular soldiers under some nobleman rushed toward me.

Certainly, with each swing of my sword, one or two of them died for sure...

"No! Argh!"

But there were so many pouring in that their numbers hardly seemed to diminish.

When fighting on open plains, if I punched a hole in enemy lines, other soldiers would support me from the sides and rear, but on this narrow castle wall, that wasn't possible... making this damn difficult.

*Tougher than cockroaches, these bastards.*

The men I just compared to cockroaches started pushing forward with sheer numbers, as if they were Chinese or something.

"Die, you piece of trash!"
"Don't let the others climb up!"
"We must hold them here!"

Even though they were small fry, cutting them down one after another was gradually draining my stamina.

My breathing became rougher, my shoulders heaved, and I could feel sweat breaking out on my body.

Seeing this as an opportunity, two armored knights appeared from among the enemies.

Normally, knights would introduce themselves before fighting a "worthy opponent," but given the situation, they skipped that process and pointed their swords at me.

"We'll restrict his movement, then strike him with maces!"

Since they couldn't kill me with their strength alone, they planned to use their numerical advantage.

These knights are disgustingly underhanded, truly.

The knights swung their swords as they approached me.

One aimed for my knee, the other for my neck, trying to make it difficult for me to respond...

*Which bastard should I kill first?*

To conserve energy and kill efficiently, I calmed my heated emotions and observed them.

After deliberating for just 0.5 seconds, I raised my sword and deflected the one aiming for my neck.

Being a knight, he didn't lose his sword, but his stance was completely open...

"Wide open, you fool."

I immediately stabbed him in the neck.

The one who had been aiming for my knee changed his stance and turned to the left.

This time, he charged at me, targeting my armpit.

*It's reasonable to change targets after his comrade died. But your swordsmanship is still clumsy, you greenhorn.*

I stepped forward quickly to avoid the attack.

"Damn it!"

While pulling my sword from the first knight's neck, I used my other sword to pierce the second knight's armpit and through to his heart, just as he had tried to do to me.

"You... bastard..."

The man with his heart pierced coughed blood and collapsed, and those who followed these two were no match for me.

"Pathetic weaklings, come at me prepared to die!"

When I shouted boldly, those who had witnessed me cutting down two knights in an instant began to tremble.

"Shit, what is this guy?"

Some wet themselves, others shook so badly their legs looked like they were dancing.

"Crazy monster."

At that moment, our mercenary company members began to appear one by one, gradually joining behind me.

"Captain Martin, sorry for the delay!"

I wanted to scold them for being so late.

After all, even though I had volunteered to set an example and earn merit, I had really struggled to create an opening for them to climb up.

But I quickly regained my composure.

*Even making it up here was dangerous and remarkable—I shouldn't complain.*

"Get up here as fast as you can and hold this position! Don't retreat even if it costs you your lives!"

At those words, both those still clinging to the ladders but nearly at the top and those who had already secured positions on the wall responded in unison.

"Yes, Captain!"
"This is the space Captain risked his life to secure, isn't it?"
"Leave it to us, sir!"

They immediately formed a semicircle near my back, gradually solidifying and expanding the foothold I had created.

When other enemy soldiers tried to resist this movement...

"Die, you spaghetti..."

Our company members began preparing to block enemy attacks by coordinating with each other according to the formation drills I had constantly taught them.

"Move according to your training!"

Since they couldn't bring spears while climbing the ladders, unfortunately none had spears.

*Long pikes are the best in close combat.*

First, those with short weapons, like the Rheinpfalz Empire soldiers, engaged the enemy at the front.

"Block whatever attacks they make! Kill them directly if you can!"

And from behind, those with long-handled weapons like flails smashed the enemies' heads or upper bodies.

"I'll crack your skull!"

A very simple tactic, but extremely effective when ordinary soldiers without Aura abilities fight each other with little difference in strength.

As I expected, the enemies were so busy blocking attacks from the front that they helplessly fell victim to the flails swinging from behind.

"Weak bastards."

And so our company gradually expanded the foothold we had secured, like a game of territory.

At first, it was just enough space for about 15 men that I had secured, but as our company members joined in...

The space grew large enough for about 50 men to stand and fight.

*Being the first to climb the castle wall is already a great achievement, so this will further enhance my reputation.*

After briefly dreaming of such a rosy future, I started looking for my next objective.

Securing a foothold alone won't capture the castle.

"Hmm, where should I strike next?"

As I grumbled, I beheaded someone approaching my side.

"Die."

The man who had been saying something to me died before finishing his words.

Just then, I saw magic, including fireballs, flying from the watchtower to my left.

Our mercenaries hit by the fireballs either burned to death or...

"Argh, it's hot! Argh!"

As ladders burned, several people clinging to them fell.

"Ahhh, I'm falling!"

Since we needed to open the gates to take the castle, and the path down to the gates was usually connected to the watchtowers...

"We'll take the left watchtower first. Everyone follow me!"
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After saying I would secure the left side, I immediately moved in that direction.

I was putting myself in the most dangerous position, but as they say, "If the king doesn't move, his subjects won't move either."

As a commander, I needed to use my soldiers like chess pieces to achieve victory, but...

*These guys are people with emotions and feelings too.*

Unless they were robots or machines, who would want to be at the front lines in such a dangerous siege?

By setting an example at the vanguard, the others would fight hard with hopes of earning merit and returning alive.

As if proving my thoughts correct, when I stepped forward, they all cheered.

"Captain Whitehair, we believed in you!"
"Martin, Captain Whitehair is moving forward, make way!"
"Damn it, we'll be the first to plant our flag on this castle!"

Some of them banged their swords against their shields in celebration.

"Captain, if we win and return today, drinks and women are on you!"

Seeing them so excited made me feel I'd made the right decision to volunteer for the dangerous vanguard position.

"Otto, I'm counting on you to cover our rear! If you don't hold the back, we're all dead!"
"Don't worry, sir!"
"Good, then tell the standard-bearers to signal for magic and arrow support near the left tower!"

I took all possible measures to prepare for our assault on the left tower.

I raised my sword, pointing forward.

Taking a deep breath, I used my Aura to amplify my voice like a massive speaker.

"My name is Martin Meyer, White Beard Mercenary Corps' Captain Whitehair. Surrender if you don't want to die!"

They were packed so tightly on these narrow walls that surrender wasn't really an option, but breaking their spirit was still the best approach.

"If you don't want to surrender, then die!"

With those words, I released a powerful burst of Aura and sliced through the neck of the enemy in front of me.

As blood fountained from the decapitated man, I concentrated Aura into my feet and charged forward, beginning the slaughter.

*I need to be careful not to waste Aura and stamina against these small fry.*

I deliberately avoided making large movements or raising my voice and speed unnecessarily.

Such actions were only for cowards trying to hide their fear, and flashy, ineffective movements in battle...

They only drained my stamina while creating openings for the enemy to exploit.

As I continued killing enemies in silence, I could see the surrounding enemy soldiers beginning to tremble.

"He's a monster! Get the knights! Bring the knights!"

One pathetic wretch, his lower half soaked, collapsed to his knees as if all strength had left him.

"Damn it! Even those knights couldn't defeat this bastard!"

Looking at these terrified men, I found them almost cute.

Not because I had any interest in men, but because fear spreads like a plague.

Once one person falls to fear and becomes paralyzed, others inevitably follow suit.

"Eek! Help me! I have a wife and children!"

*And there it is.*

If we were fighting on open plains, I could accept their surrender when they laid down their weapons, but in a siege, the lack of space made that impossible.

*If I spared those who surrendered, they'd all start surrendering.*

But what could I do? I had to kill them.

"Die and go to heaven."

Those who had lost the will to resist were simply slaughtered without putting up a proper fight.

Until now, they had been trying their best to resist, thrusting spears at my neck or attempting to smash my head with maces...

*Fear really is the best way to break people.*

Feeling somewhat satisfied, I continued swinging my sword to kill as many as possible.

With resistance nearly gone, it was almost like my sword was cutting through empty air as I killed them quickly and easily.

"Follow me! Damn it, let's break through the tower and conquer all the way to the gates today!"

The men behind me responded with shouts.

"Captain Martin Whitehair, give us a chance to shine too."
"Let us take the vanguard for a while!"
"It's enough that you come save us when things get dangerous."

Someone might misinterpret this as them rudely telling me to step back, but I had been fighting at the front for at least an hour, possibly two.

The drain on my stamina and Aura had been considerable, so I needed to catch my breath and rest.

"Can you handle it?"

At my words, Schumacher, our White Beard Corps' 3rd platoon leader, stepped forward, beating his chest.

"I'll show you performance beyond your expectations!"

With that, he and several others naturally moved ahead of me.

"White Beard Mercenary Corps' Platoon Leader Schumacher is coming through! Make way!"

Behind Schumacher, others shouted as they plunged their blades into enemy necks.

"Hermann is coming through! Move if you don't want to die!"

They were making good progress clearing the path to the tower, thanks to my suppression of the enemy's morale, when...

Screams of soldiers came from the right.

"Help! Aaaagh! Arrows! Arrows!"
"Those crazy bastards, magic..."
"Aaaaargh, it burns!"

Were they bombarding our forces with fireballs—the most lethal of basic magic spells—along with arrows?

*Damn it, why does something always go wrong when things are going well?*

I had anticipated this, but it still hurt to face it.

If we wanted to escape this terrible situation quickly, we needed to capture the enemy tower as fast as possible...

And for that, I should be at the vanguard.

*But I need to catch my breath now so I can go all out when it really matters.*

If I let emotions drive me and rushed in recklessly to save our troops, I might not only lose my life but cause everyone else to be wiped out too.

"Push forward! And those on the right, raise your shields to block as many arrows as you can!"

After giving the best orders I could, I started to catch my breath.

Aura might be difficult to recover, but physical stamina could be restored.

Shortly after, screams of soldiers came from a tower some distance away.

"Aaaagh, damn it! Magic! Return fire!"
"We're holding spears, what the hell are we supposed to do?"
"Enemy mages are attacking us, cover! Give us cover!"

*The ones in the tower must be targeting our soldiers coming from behind.*

This made sense because if the tower fell, the castle would be breached, so from a defensive standpoint, they should kill those of us on the wall first.

They would try to kill us one by one.

And if they used magic or arrows against me or our vanguard who were close to their own troops, they would harm their own men...

*They're targeting our troops behind the wall.*

"Raise the flag to request maximum reinforcements to the rear! We need to throw in more men to win this!"

Just a few dozen seconds later, as I had predicted, screams of men dying from enemy magic came from the bridgehead on the wall.

"Fire! Someone put out the fire!"

Naturally, countless arrows flew from the tower direction, targeting our rear.

"Arrows! Shields! Ugh."

The only way to escape this situation quickly was to capture the tower as soon as possible...

*But considering my stamina, I should wait for now.*

"Be patient, be patient..."

As I controlled my emotions and pondered how to break through the tower...

A girl's voice came from the tower's direction.

"I, Hilde Baumann, junior knight of Baron Kurtner's house, will stand at the vanguard and stop that mad dog! Everyone make way!"

When I heard the name Hilde Baumann, a memory flashed through my mind, and I wondered if it could be.

Hilde Baumann—wasn't that the name of one of the heroines who belonged to the protagonist's party, just like Lucia?

Of course, the surname Baumann was as common as "Kim" in Korea, and you could find at least one Hilde among any thirty women...

My assumption might be wrong, but my heart raced at the possibility.

*We needed someone besides Otto who could command from the front in our White Beard Corps...*

My mouth watered at the thought of recruiting her as my subordinate.

I sighed.

"Wow, in the original story she was with some loser family before meeting the protagonist... so she was here? Does that make me the protagonist?"

With that thought, I immediately gave an order.

"I'll handle that woman! Everyone stand back!"

Despite my command, the men fighting at the front showed no intention of retreating.
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Schmacher showed off his sword with confidence and said.

"I may not be as good as the White Captain, but I won't lose to a mere low-ranking Knight."

No, if she's the Hilde I know, despite calling herself just a low-ranking Knight, her skills would be far superior to most ordinary knights...

Unaware of my thoughts, his companions chimed in.

"Why be afraid of a mere low-ranking Knight?"
"It's not like we're fighting one-on-one anyway."
"If we all attack together, trash like her is nothing."

Schmacher and the others in front raised their weapons and formed a circle around her.

Hilde showed no sign of panic as she watched them.

She took a stance targeting their necks—not the formation spear technique used by common soldiers for group combat, but a stance that allowed her to utilize 100% of her individual skill.

And her spear was shorter, just under two meters long, the kind typically used by experienced fighters...

*This is no joke.*

"You dare look down on the spear technique passed down from my father. I won't forgive you."

Schmacher charged forward with a sneer.

"Your father's spear technique my ass. You think you're the only one here with a story?"

As the others joined in to completely surround Hilde, blue Aura mist began to emanate from her body.

*A low-ranking Knight who uses a spear and has reached the Expert level, and a young woman at that.*

She must be the Hilde Baumann I know.

"Die!"

In the blink of an eye, Hilde deflected Schmacher's attack with her spear shaft, then thrust through his breastplate.

Her spear penetrated his armor as easily as if she were stabbing bare flesh, and blood gushed from the wound as she smoothly withdrew it.

"Damn bitch."

She took a light step backward, effortlessly avoiding everyone's simultaneous attacks.

Their attacks missed pathetically, and the remaining men stood with their mouths agape after losing Schmacher in the blink of an eye.

"Was that woman an Expert?"

One of the men who had boldly stepped forward to kill Hilde trembled while still holding his weapon.

"That monster woman..."

Hearing their words, Hilde shrugged her shoulders and swiftly thrust her spear into their necks.

She stabbed and withdrew, stabbed and withdrew, repeating the motion five times in about a second before shaking the blood off her spear.

"Not so strong after all."

After this brief but impressive display of tremendous skill, everyone except me backed away in fear.

"She looked so delicate, but she's an Expert?"
"I heard women with big breasts are usually weak..."
"She's the exception. Generally, women are weaker, especially busty ones. Seriously, how often do you see busty women fighting with swords on the battlefield?"

That saying is a common adage among mercenaries on the battlefield.

Women naturally have bodies that don't build muscle as easily as men, making them inherently weaker, and large breasts create additional constraints when handling weapons or exercising.

*Honestly, if someone put 1-2kg of swinging weights on my chest and told me to fight, damn...*

Movement would inevitably become much slower.

That's why it's common sense that women with large breasts are weaker in close combat.

In this atmosphere, Hilde pointed her spear tip toward us and said:

"If you want to take this tower, kill me, Hilde Baumann, and step over my corpse!"

The men with pierced throats died with wheezing sounds instead of death cries, and Baron Custer's men, who had been overwhelmed by us until now, cheered loudly.

"Long live Lady Baumann! Lady Baumann has done it!"
"Lady Baumann is protecting us!"
"Stop them!"

In a world without machine guns, assault rifles, or even matchlock guns, just seeing your commander fighting like this boosts morale tremendously.

Watching this, two thoughts crossed my mind.

One was the joy of finding Hilde, and the other was the desire to make her mine.

*Lucia appeared as an incredibly beautiful girl in the game and is actually super cute in reality, so Hilde must be...*

Capable and beautiful—isn't that the best combination?

Knowing her character from the game as someone who valued honor above all else, I decided to put on a little act to gain her favor.

*With someone who values honor, I need to pretend to respect honor to gain an advantage.*

"Stand aside. I'll handle this."

The same men who wouldn't move aside seconds ago quickly cleared a path.

*They probably want to avoid fighting such a strong woman.*

Typical mercenary behavior—survival takes priority over pride or honor.

I pushed past the others and quietly stood before her.

"Impressive spear technique. I don't know who your father is, but he must have been an extraordinary man."

She might be confused why I'm suddenly acting dramatic in the middle of a war, but in this fantasy world, it's a kind of etiquette for skilled individuals of status to exchange names and compliments before fighting.

Well, I'm just a mercenary captain without status, but...

Who wouldn't appreciate someone with good manners?

Hearing my words, Hilde replied with a slightly pleased voice.

"Thank you for the compliment. So, you're Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries?"

I was surprised she recognized me, but with our mercenary flag fluttering and our company name being shouted several times...

Anyone paying attention would know I was Martin.

I removed my helmet, bowed my head slightly, and greeted her.

"I am Martin Meyer, White Captain of the White Beard Mercenaries. And your name?"

Hilde accepted my greeting and removed her helmet.

Neatly tied brown hair, eyes like dark lakes, a straight nose, and slightly pink, full lips.

Though partially concealed by armor, she appeared to have a sizeable chest and a beautiful figure.

*Is this the famous princess knight or whatever?*

I've seen female knights on battlefields before, but they usually looked rugged, having chosen knighthood over marriage...

While lost in these thoughts, she struck the ground with her spear, looked at me proudly, and answered.

"Hilde Baumann, low-ranking Knight of Baron Curst's house. Thank you for respecting my honor, Martin Meyer."

After saying this, she put her helmet back on and pointed her spear at me.

"I'll fight with all my strength."

Hearing this, I gripped my sword handle tightly, preparing for her attack.

*If our skill levels are similar, the one with the spear has a huge advantage.*

Seeing my cautious demeanor, Hilde spoke with an intrigued voice, as if testing me.

"From what I saw at the base of the tower, you seem quite skilled. Why don't you attack first?"

"Ladies first."

"Cautious, that's a good judgment."

She immediately stepped forward with her right foot and thrust her spear forcefully.

The spear tip flew toward my neck at tremendous speed, creating blue Aura smoke and a sound of cutting wind.

When thrusting with a sword, you can't achieve this speed due to the weapon's characteristics...

"Impressive."

Saying this, I slightly moved my body to avoid the incoming attack.

*Should I close in here?*

When facing ordinary spearmen, I could easily overwhelm them by getting inside their spear's reach, leaving them helpless.

So I thought the same approach might work against Hilde...

*Whatever, let's try closing in.*

With that decision, I moved inside the spear's reach, but...

"Got you."

Hilde pulled her spear inward with lightning speed.

Then she aimed for my breastplate with even greater velocity.

*As an Expert, she can probably pierce armor easily?*

"Not so fast!"

My everyday speech slipped out in that moment.

I had no time to maintain my honorable act.

If I lost focus for even a moment, I'd become a corpse with a hole in my neck.

I struck her spear shaft hard with my sword.

The spear shaft must have been made with expensive metal like mithril, as it didn't even scratch when I struck it with all my strength and Aura.

"Damn, such a fine spear..."

Befitting a heroine who joins the protagonist's party, she had a weapon better than my sword from the start, though not quite overpowered...

Wait, Lucia didn't have anything like that...

Despite the awkward situation of her spear being deflected, Hilde spun her body in the direction of the deflection and swung her spear blade toward my neck.

"Die, Martin Meyer!"

I instantly kicked the ground to move slightly backward.

Her spear blade missed my neck by just the thickness of a sheet of paper.

When I felt the wind from her swinging spear, a chill ran down my spine.

*I really almost died, damn.*

Having barely avoided the attack, I exhaled.

"Truly remarkable spear technique. I nearly died several times."

As the distance between us widened, Hilde took a low stance, pointed her spear, and said:

"My father was an excellent spear knight. I learned well from him. And I haven't shown my full strength yet. Prepare yourself, Martin Meyer."

Ch.125 - Villa Hora Siege Battle (7)
Aiming the spear, there wasn't a single opening visible in her stance.

This realization rang alarm bells in my head, and cold sweat broke out across my body.

My heart pounded and tension squeezed my chest.

*If I let my guard down even slightly, I'm dead.*

Behind me, I could hear my subordinates urging me on.

"Damn it, when are we getting up to the tower?"
"If we keep going like this, we'll all die like dogs on the wall..."
"Argh, Captain!"

The delay in subduing Hilde had put my men behind me in danger.

*How did I manage to bring this hundred-man unit this far?*

I needed to subdue Hilde quickly, by any means necessary.

Once again, I felt the weight of dozens—no, perhaps hundreds of lives including our unit and others—resting on my shoulders.

Hilde stepped forward and thrust her spear straight at my chest.

"Die!"

As I swung my sword to the right to deflect the blow aimed at the center of my breastplate—

Her stance suddenly changed.

Instead of the lower stance with the spear tip pointing down, she shifted to an upper stance targeting my neck.

The tip of her spear rushed toward my throat with bullet-like speed.

*Changing attack trajectory in an instant? What the hell? That's cheating.*

I hurriedly changed my sword's path to block the attack.

When I deflected her attack, Hilde spoke with satisfaction.

"Not bad."

Then she attacked again, faster than before, thrusting repeatedly like a raging storm.

The target of her spear tip changed with each thrust.

Breastplate, under the armpit, neck, gaps in the helmet, side of the thigh...

Areas like under the armpit, helmet gaps, and thigh are typically difficult to target with a spear, and spear-wielders usually show openings when attacking such spots...

But Hilde showed absolutely no openings.

*Her fundamentals are ridiculously solid. If she'd studied academics, she'd have been a national top scorer.*

I continued parrying and dodging her attacks while looking for an opening to exploit...

I'm not sure if Hilde could read my intentions, but this time she taunted me.

"Surely you're capable of more than this?"

Then she increased her momentum and attacked even faster.

Maintaining extreme tension while dodging the spear tip and occasionally deflecting it with my sword was gradually draining my stamina.

When facing other swordsmen, I could withstand the weight and speed of their swings while looking for openings.

*Her thrusting speed is three times faster than a swordsman of similar skill level.*

It wasn't quite at the level of "this is impossible," but the fact that I still had no idea how to find an opening in Hilde's defense was frustrating.

"Just die already!"

I didn't actually want to kill her, but the harsh words escaped my mouth.

"You die!"

Hilde continued stabbing at me with her spear, then changed her stance and stepped half a pace closer.

Her attack style changed slightly.

Until now, it felt like she was attacking me only with the spear's blade, but now she was using the entire spear as her weapon to pressure me.

"Die, Martin!"

This time, Hilde's thrust came under my armpit.

As I dodged the attack and tried to counter, she firmly planted her right foot on the ground.

Then she pulled the spear shaft slightly to the right and struck my right armpit with tremendous force.

The impact and pain that spread through my body felt like a heavyweight wrestler had hit my armpit with a wooden club at full strength.

I wanted to scream, but making any sound of pain now would be admitting that the flow of battle had shifted to my opponent.

I bit down hard and suppressed the sound.

"Urgh."

Thinking she had landed an effective hit, Hilde increased her attack speed.

"How about this?"

A relentless series of fierce attacks—thrusting with the spear, and when that missed, striking with the shaft or changing trajectory to target another vital point.

I don't know how many minutes we'd been fighting, but she hadn't shown a single opening yet.

As frustration began to build again, I muttered to myself to stay focused and carefully observed her spear blade and shaft.

I was hoping to find an opening by studying the spear Hilde was using.

Then I sighed in disbelief.

"I can't believe I missed this."

The answer I found left me feeling empty.

No matter how skilled Hilde was with a spear, what she wielded was still just a spear.

So I could simply grab the shaft like when facing any regular pike.

*Damn, now that I realize it, it seems so obvious.*

Of course, grabbing a spear shaft that's moving at what feels like hundreds of kilometers per hour wouldn't be easy.

But compared to having no solution at all, it was a world of difference.

"Finally found it."

Muttering that, I continued deflecting her attacks while waiting for my chance.

Unlike when I was defending without any plan, now that I saw a breakthrough, it felt like solving a boss battle in a game—quite enjoyable.

If the situation were different, I might even be humming.

Hilde withdrew her spear, stepped back, and asked:

"Are you enjoying this battle?"

Just as group projects become enjoyable right before completion, and since I'm about to win this duel with you...

Of course I'm enjoying it.

"Very much so, my lady."
"Respecting my status as a knight at a time like this... I really don't understand you..."

As soon as she finished speaking, Hilde mercilessly thrust her spear toward my neck.

Watching the spear's trajectory, I extended my left hand, concentrated with Aura, and managed to graze the shaft before gripping it firmly.

Hilde tried desperately to pull back her spear, but as a man trained primarily for strength, I held the shaft and wouldn't let go.

"Damn it..."

I yanked my left arm back hard and stepped forward, throwing myself toward her to get inside her guard.

*Most spear knights or pikemen would never let go of their spears...*

If this worked, I would definitely be able to get inside her guard...

"This is the end!"

But Hilde, realizing she couldn't retrieve her spear with her own strength, clicked her tongue.

"Tch, in that case."

Unlike a typical spear knight, she simply let go of the shaft.

As a result, my left hand danced in the air, still gripping the spear shaft.

"You ruthless..."

Hilde switched to a two-handed sword that didn't look particularly expensive.

"Just because I lost my spear doesn't mean I'm weaker!"

Come on, no matter how skilled you are, your main weapon is a spear, so you can't be as good with a two-handed sword.

Without your spear, you are weaker.

Yet for someone who primarily uses a spear to be so confident after losing it...

*She's attractive, to the point I want to possess her.*

I observed Hilde with her sword, considering where to target and how to capture her...

Noticing that her eye movements were similar to when she wielded the spear, I figured she would approach me as if still using one.

I could deflect her attack with my gauntlet or armor like before, then pounce on her.

I had formulated my plan to secure victory.

But at that moment, the deep sound of drums and low trumpets echoed from outside the castle.

"Damn it, why retreat now of all times!"

If I could capture Hilde who was guarding the tower, and push just a little further, we could win.

No, in open field battle, there's no telling what variables might arise, and even if the current situation seemed favorable, the soldiers were likely already exhausted.

Even I was drenched in sweat and finding it difficult to breathe.

"Damn it all."

I grumbled, but the defending garrison erupted in cheers.

"Holy shit, we survived! We survived!"

Some men in the tower banged their swords against their shields, making a racket.

"We made it! We survived today!"

With the retreat order given, there was nothing more to do today...

"Everyone, damn it, let's go back. Orders to retreat! Those in the back, climb down the ladders first, in order."

After giving the order, I picked up the fallen spear and handed it to Hilde.

"That was truly excellent spearmanship. Let's settle this another time, my lady."
"Excellent swordsmanship. Yes, let's determine the winner tomorrow."

After handing over the spear, I immediately withdrew.

Thus, our hundred-man unit and all forces under Viscount Canosa safely retreated from the castle.

"Hah, damn... I almost had her, for crying out loud."

As I grumbled, Otto snickered.

"What, did you miss capturing some high-ranking knight? The ransom for someone like that would be enormous."
"Not a high-ranking knight, but a low-ranking female spear knight."
"...Why on earth did you let her go?"

I sighed and answered.

"Her skill is at the Expert level. I should have captured her. If I had, this siege would have ended much faster."

Otto gave a hollow laugh at my words.

"Even if her skill is Expert-level, she's still just a low-ranking knight, right? What's there to worry about..."

We continued our meaningless conversation as we returned to our tents.

**

And over the next week of siege warfare, just as I had predicted, that woman who was merely a low-ranking female knight...

Became a steadfast shield defending the castle, rising as a symbol that boosted the morale of the soldiers inside and emerged as the central figure protecting the fortress.

While this might be fortunate for Baron Curst and the others, it's unfortunate for us...

How am I supposed to deal with this?

Ch.126 - Make Them Doubt Each Other (1)
While pondering what measures to take, I took several deep breaths to deliver more oxygen to my brain.

It seemed to work somewhat, clearing my head and making me more alert.

"The other side, including Baron Custer, is fighting for their lives too. Just sitting here racking my brain isn't going to magically produce the perfect solution."

As I just said, to catch a tiger, you must enter its den, and to kill someone, you must risk your own life.

Moreover, the strategy I needed to devise would determine the fate of over a thousand soldiers, including the mercenaries holed up in that fortress, and hundreds—perhaps even a thousand—civilians.

Could I really find an answer just by thinking hard?

"If the answer comes that easily, it's 99.8% likely to be wrong."

"Let me get my head straight first."

As I was collecting myself to formulate a new plan, I heard the flap of my tent opening with a soft rustle.

Karin sighed when she saw I was still awake.

"Martin, the first watch ended ages ago. Why aren't you sleeping yet?"

Lucia puffed her cheeks and looked at me with eyes full of concern.

"You may not have suffered major injuries, but you've been fighting at the front lines constantly. You've lost a lot of stamina and have many small wounds and bruises."

It's nice to see Lucia speaking her mind more clearly than before, but sometimes when she worries about my health or physical condition, how should I put it?

It becomes a non-issue that she gets scary like my mother who used to scold me while raising me.

I wisely refrained from saying "I can get healed by Father Smith in the mercenary camp," knowing it would only agitate Lucia further.

"I was thinking about strategies to capture Villa Hora more quickly. The sooner we take this fortress, the fewer casualties we'll suffer."

Hearing my words, Lucia and Karin softened their concerned expressions.

"They say siege warfare always results in the heaviest casualties, but we've already lost 40 people from our mercenary company."
"Lucia's right. We're only doing this well because of your efforts, Martin, and the support from Captain Dalten and our other skilled mercenaries... I heard the Red Rose lost about 80 people."

Our mercenary company has about 500 people, while the Red Rose has around 700, so it might seem natural that they would suffer more casualties due to their larger numbers, but...

The White Beard Mercenaries' casualty rate is 8%, which is still manageable, but the Red Rose has already lost over 10%, which must be incredibly difficult for them.

"They already lost over 20% in the previous battle, and now they've lost over 10% more here. That's a devastating blow."

I let out a deep sigh at that thought.

"We're at war, and everyone's struggling. That's why I have so many concerns."

Karin gave a hollow laugh at my words and shrugged her shoulders.

"Tomorrow's a rest day anyway. Why not talk things through with us? We might come up with some good ideas."
"Is it okay if you don't sleep, senior?"

Karin smiled and replied to that.

"Martin, your problems are my problems, and Lucia's too. Of course we should think about them together. Besides, tomorrow's a rest day, right? Staying up one night won't be a big deal. Right, Lucia?"

Lucia nodded, her tail swishing gently.

"Yes, Karin."

Karin gently patted Lucia's head in response.

"Hehe, that feels nice, sis..."

After that heartwarming scene, they both pulled up chairs and sat down.

"So, Martin, you're worried about how to capture the fortress?"
"Yes, that's right."

Karin furrowed her brow slightly in thought, then spoke.

"I haven't studied as much as you or Lucia, but when we fight, we always strike at the enemy's weakest point, right?"

Among the three of us—Lucia, Karin, and myself—Lucia is the most educated.

That's because she graduated from a mage academy, which is equivalent to a university in this world.

Before possessing Martin Meyer, I had completed university, but in this world, I probably received education equivalent to middle school or early high school...

Karin, born into a poor family in an elven village, likely only received elementary-level education at best.

"Of course, being well-educated doesn't necessarily make one wise or better at planning strategies."

"That's right. We should target the weakest points first. Only fools start by hammering at the strongest defenses."
"Then let's first analyze what's supporting this fortress and see what we can do about it."

Ever since I became a squad leader, or rather a platoon leader, I've always analyzed which parts of the enemy forces were their pillars and where their weaknesses lay.

When you find and strike at the weak points, the enemy forces scatter in panic.

"Even this fortress with over a thousand defenders must have vulnerabilities that can be exploited."

"This fortress is supported by three pillars: Baron Custer, the soldiers, and Hilde Bauman."

I've never seen Baron Custer leading from the front. Other mercenaries have also mentioned they've never seen him doing anything notable.

In such a critical situation where he should be actively deploying troops and boosting morale, he hasn't done anything visible.

Honestly, I could say he hasn't done anything properly at all.

But a commander, as long as they're not completely incompetent, has value just by existing.

"Without a commander, even the strongest troops become disorganized."

"That female knight you tried to capture but couldn't? She's just a low-ranking knight. In terms of positional influence, she's about the same level as a mercenary company's centurion, so it's hard to call her a 'pillar.'"

Indeed, some low-ranking knights command barely a hundred serfs who are worse than new recruits, so that statement isn't wrong, but...

"Hilde is a woman. An extremely beautiful one at that. When such a beauty personally kills 40 or perhaps even more of our men with her spear, it significantly boosts the morale of Baron Custer's soldiers."

At the mention of beauty, both Lucia and Karin sighed and tapped their fingers on the table.

"As you can see from our mercenaries... there are many guys who can't stand losing to a woman, senior. So when that Hilde Bauman appears on the walls to fight, the mercenaries, regular soldiers, and even the serfs get fired up thinking, 'If a woman can fight that well, we can't lose,' and their morale soars."

Even in 21st century Korea, there were people who said they could lose to anyone but a woman, let alone in this world where gender equality is thrown to the dogs...

"Men fight to the death partly out of pride when they see a woman fighting so well."

Lucia perked up her fox ears and looked into my eyes.

"What about spreading false information to Baron Custer? For example, making him believe that the Medici Republic forces have occupied all the surrounding areas, preventing their reinforcements from arriving..."

Unless someone is suicidal, the reason soldiers defend a fortress is because they believe "reinforcements will arrive and resolve the situation."

But what if reinforcements aren't coming?

They'd face certain death with the fortress walls as their graves.

So Lucia's strategy could be very effective, but...

The siege only started a week ago, and if we spread rumors that reinforcements won't come at all, I'm not sure if they'll believe us.

Still, rumors like this, when spread "repeatedly" over "time," gradually increase the number of soldiers who believe them, becoming a major factor in lowering morale...

"It might not have an immediate effect, but in the long run, it could be quite impactful."

I shrugged and smiled slightly at her suggestion.

"Good, let's spread false information. If Custer is gullible, he might even open the gates after hearing this."

Karin raised one corner of her mouth in a smirk after hearing my words.

"Oh, Martin. I heard something last night while waiting for arrow resupplies from a Red Rose archer and a regular soldier from the Viscount's direct unit. They said Baron Custer is extremely suspicious."

How could a regular soldier under Viscount Canosa, who must be a native of the Medici Republic, know about Baron Custer's personality?

"Could this be false information meant to make us let our guard down?"

Still, Karin isn't one to fall for nonsense, so I should hear her out.

Karin shrugged, sighed, and gave a hollow laugh.

"Of course I was suspicious too. When I asked how a regular soldier could know Baron Custer's personality, he answered like this: Before becoming a regular soldier, he had fought as a mercenary under Baron Custer, and when his mercenary captain advised against 'reckless attacks' during battle... well... Custer apparently..."

I leaned in to hear what came next.

"Said, 'This is the best time to attack, and you're trying to stop it! Are you perhaps in league with the enemy?' and then relegated their mercenary unit to the rear guard."

Lucia covered her open mouth with her palm in shock.

"That's absurd... Isn't that too extreme?"

I share Lucia's thoughts, but there's a magical saying that only works in military organizations.

In society, things that make you think "Is that even possible?" are usually false rumors, but in the military, things that make you think "Could that be true?" are usually true.

And I experienced that firsthand when I suffered like a dog under Baron Pappenheim, who embodied that saying.

"So what happened?"

Karin sighed deeply as if in disbelief.

"I thought it was a lie too, so I kept pressing, but as I heard more of the story, it seemed to be true."

As soon as I heard that, something clicked in my mind.

"And Martin, that Baron holed up in the fortress doesn't seem to lead by example. While shooting arrows, I kept observing, and the 'Custer family banner' that announces the Baron's presence at the frontlines was always fixed at the center of the fortress. It never moved."

Just as in the South Korean military, where a "general's flag" is hoisted at buildings housing a general's quarters or office to show "there's a star here" at all times...

In Rheinpfalz and other countries, nobles with titles are always accompanied by flags bearing their family crest "enormously emblazoned."

In this fantasy world without radios, messengers must constantly report to "where the important person is located," so on the battlefield, these flags always follow the high-ranking individuals.

Therefore, if this flag doesn't move, it means this gentleman never goes to the front lines...

"A nobleman who doesn't approach the front lines is 99% likely to be incompetent."

That's because in this world without radios, drones, or satellite imaging, commanding while directly observing the battle situation is always more efficient.

"Incompetent and suspicious...?"

I might be able to use this.

I snapped my fingers.

"Yes, that's it."

I immediately stood up.

"Thank you, senior. Thanks to you, I've thought of a good way to stir things up. I'm going to report this right away."

With that, I went to find Captain Dalten and obtained permission to report my strategy directly to Viscount Canosa.

The next morning, I was summoned to Viscount Canosa's tent.

"Yes, I've heard about your exploits many times. That's why I'm sparing time for you, a mere mercenary company centurion. Let's skip the tedious formalities and get straight to the point. What's your strategy?"

Ch.127 - Make Them Suspect Each Other (2)
The ceremonial greetings between nobles are long and irritating, but the greetings a commoner like me must give to nobles are even worse...

They can take 10-15 minutes just for the greeting alone, so I was quite happy to be told I could skip such troublesome formalities.

I didn't show this on my face as I gathered my thoughts.

*When making an argument, it's best to use a direct approach that starts with the core point to capture interest.*

"My plan is to remove one of the pillars supporting that castle to make it fall."

Starting with the core point seemed to be the right choice, as Baron Kanosa tilted his head to the left and made an interested sound.

"Oh? Interesting. So what do you think are the pillars supporting that castle?"

I held up three fingers in response.

"The soldiers inside the castle, Baron Custer, and Hilde Bauman. If we topple just one of these, Villa Hora Castle will fall."

"Without defenders, there would be no one to stop us from taking the castle, and without Baron Custer, their command structure would collapse, making it impossible to defend. But why is a mere low-ranking knight like Hilde Bauman considered a pillar of this castle?"

This was a question I had anticipated before coming here.

"When I penetrated the western tower of Villa Hora Castle on the first day of the siege, she appeared. She blocked my advance, preventing me from opening the gates. Because of that, the siege continued into the next day."

The baron nodded at my words.

"On the third day, when Gaspard, the captain of the Red Rose Mercenaries, had an opportunity, she appeared and severely wounded him. This lowered our troops' morale, and we failed to capture the castle on the third day as well."

During the third day's battle, the Red Rose Mercenaries, other mercenary groups moving with them, and even Baron Kanosa's soldiers suffered considerable casualties.

I chose not to mention this directly as it wouldn't be beneficial, but unless the baron's intelligence was on Pappenheim's level...

He would inevitably recall how they had failed to capture the castle and lost many soldiers due to their own blunders.

There was no need for me to mention their heavy losses and upset the baron.

*Why poke at a painful spot for no reason?*

"On the fourth, fifth, and sixth days, her achievements continued to stand out. That's why even you, my lord, have memorized the name of what is merely an enemy low-ranking knight."

Baron Kanosa frowned at my words.

"Indeed. As you say, she is truly a pillar supporting this castle. I'll acknowledge that. But you didn't come here just to tell me this. Have you found a method?"

"I want to try using a divide-and-conquer strategy."

"Interesting. But according to reports from the spies I've secretly infiltrated into the castle, there doesn't seem to be any potential for conflict inside."

At that, I raised both eyebrows and shoulders while lifting one corner of my mouth in a smile.

"If there isn't any conflict, we can create one, can't we? If something doesn't work, we make it work—isn't that what war is about?"

"Make it work if it doesn't"—a phrase commonly used in the Korean military, generally known as something higher-ups say when trying to handle difficult situations.

But in actual warfare, most victories come from making things work when they initially seem impossible.

"That's right. If it doesn't work, you make it work—whether in business, love, or even war. So I assume you've found a method. If you've built up all this anticipation only to say you're still looking for a solution, I'd be quite disappointed."

For a mercenary, reputation is as precious as life itself. If a noble marks me as "incompetent," I would instantly become a worthless mercenary.

*As if I'd disappoint him—I'd bet both my wrists on that.*

"I'll get straight to the point. Please write a letter offering Hilde Bauman a promotion to senior knight."

The baron frowned at my words.

"You know well what it means for a noble to appoint a knight, don't you? If Hilde Bauman accepts my offer, I would truly have to appoint her as a senior knight and grant her a corresponding fief—at least a village with over 100 serf households."

I inwardly scoffed.

Normally, if a titled noble were to grab a passing serf while drunk and say, "You, become my knight," once the words were spoken, they must be honored.

Otherwise, the noble would lose their dignity and the weight of their words.

So while his statement might sound correct...

*Does he think I don't know that promises made to deceive the enemy don't need to be kept?*

Frankly speaking, if she actually accepted the offer and opened the gates or cooperated with us, we could just kick her out later, saying "traitors don't suit our family."

But what could I do? If I spoke the truth, it would only upset him.

"Honestly, someone of Hilde Bauman's caliber would be more than qualified to serve as a senior knight in the House of Kanosa. At such a young age, she's already an Expert-beginner with enough skill and reputation to earn the trust of mercenaries and serfs despite being only a low-ranking knight. If anything, you'd be getting her at a bargain."

"Well, at her age, being an Expert-beginner means she could eventually reach Expert-advanced... it wouldn't be a great loss for me. And if we capture this castle and achieve victory, I'll receive more territory, so I could spare a village or two."

Though I didn't mention it, in the game, Hilde was a character who served her master with almost unconditional loyalty.

As long as her master didn't betray and abandon her first.

In other words, as long as her lord "didn't betray and abandon her," she would obey any order from her lord.

Therefore, even if such an offer for senior knighthood came—or even if someone offered her a barony as I once did—she wouldn't bat an eye.

*I need to bring her under my command, but I can't spoon-feed this to the baron.*

"Very well, I can write a letter offering senior knighthood. So, what's your plan?"

"From what I've heard, Baron Custer is an extremely suspicious person. How do you think he would react if he learned that his low-ranking knight Hilde Bauman had received an offer from us, his enemy, to elevate her status to 'senior knight'?"

"He would suspect she might betray us. It's a fairly common story among knights, isn't it? Changing lords when another family offers better conditions."

Whether in fantasy worlds or on Earth where I lived, knights generally serve the same lord for life...

But if they have the ability and luck to receive a better offer from another family, they sometimes leave without hesitation.

Especially someone like her—an unmarried low-ranking knight with no children or parents.

"It's a good strategy. So how should we deliver this appointment offer? Should we deliver it officially, or should we make them 'accidentally' discover it?"

Though he used the word "accidentally," its intended meaning was quite different from the common usage.

He meant placing the letter offering to appoint Hilde Bauman as a senior knight, along with an actual "knight appointment certificate," in a location where an enemy spy could easily find it.

Making it seem as if the spy truly discovered it by accident—a deception.

But I had an even better method in mind.

"Don't people who don't trust their own allies tend to trust traitors surprisingly well?"

They can't trust their own side, but they consider those who have betrayed their original lords to be trustworthy because they won't have second thoughts.

"So what if someone who's planning to stab you in the back 'accidentally' obtains this document? Then the baron would be less likely to be suspicious."

A wicked smile appeared on the baron's face.

"Indeed, traitors must earn the trust of their new masters in exchange for betraying their loyalty to their original lords. They generally can't—or rather, simply don't—lie."

After taking a moment to catch his breath, he looked into my eyes and said:

"Lately, in the war between the Rheinpfalz Empire and the Medici Republic, our republic has been somewhat on the losing side. Because of this, I've received reports that one of my knights is plotting betrayal. I'll use him as the sacrificial pawn."

"Thank you for accepting my proposal."

The baron smiled at me.

"If this plan works, you could become the primary contributor to capturing this damned castle. I'd like that."

"It will work."

With that, our conversation ended, and I carefully backed away.

**

Three days later, someone sent by the baron came to find me discreetly.

"The baron says everything has gone well."

Now, how will things unfold?

Ch.128 - Make Them Doubt Each Other (3)
In the western tower of Villa Hora fortress.

Just hours ago, when the sun was still up, Baron Custer's mages and archers had fought here, risking their lives.

Now, after sunset, only two men remained on guard duty.

They should have been keeping watch over the area below the tower and the enemy lines, perhaps chatting to stay awake...

"Yeah, meat... give me more meat..."

Instead, both were nodding off while standing, even sleep-talking.

If no superior happened to come by before the next shift change, they would have enjoyed a sweet nap despite being on duty, but...

The dozing guards were caught by a squire of a low-ranking Knight.

"Guards sleeping during wartime! Such men deserve to have their heads chopped off!"

According to military law, guards caught sleeping during peacetime would receive fifty lashes, nearly killing them as punishment. During wartime, they would be paraded around the next day and then beheaded as an example.

So there was nothing wrong with what the squire said, but Hilde, the low-ranking Knight whom the squire served, restrained her.

"That's enough anger. Why are you so furious?"

The squire shook her head.

"Lady Baumann, you know as well as I do. Falling asleep on guard duty during wartime is punishable by beheading, no exceptions. Especially now when the enemy could attack at any moment. Though they're just lowly serfs, we must set a strict example occasionally to maintain discipline."

Hilde smiled at her and gently reprimanded her.

"Sophie, I told you to calm down."
"Yes..."
"Falling asleep on guard duty during wartime is indeed a serious offense punishable by beheading according to military law. However, if you treat them too harshly, the soldiers—eventually even those under your command—will stop following you. If you want to be a Knight your late father would be proud of, sometimes you need to show leniency."

At those words, Sophie calmed down and suppressed her anger.

"Yes, Lady Baumann."

Hilde patted the shoulder of her squire who was reflecting on her words and controlling her temper.

"We're both women. To be recognized as Knights in women's bodies, we must not only be stronger than men but also know how to show virtue."

Sophie looked down at her own torso.

Her eyes fell on the armor covering the two masses of fat—no, breasts—that proved she was a woman.

Hilde patted her shoulder again.

"But being too lenient won't work either. You need to know how to use both the whip and the carrot appropriately. Let's go wake them up."
"Yes, Lady Baumann."

Hilde walked quickly until she was right next to the guards in the tower.

The sleeping pair hadn't heard their footsteps and were still wandering in dreamland...

"Attention! What do you think you're doing while on guard duty!"

The dozing guards were startled awake by the loud voice filled with Aura.

Looking toward the source of the sound, the two broke into a cold sweat as they thought:

*We're really dead now.*

If they had been caught by a regular squad leader or platoon leader under Baron Custer, they might have gotten away with just a severe beating...

But a "Knight" who didn't even see serfs as people would likely kill them.

"S-s-sorry, we're so sorry!"

Seeing them, Hilde felt pity for these men who had fought until exhaustion, hadn't eaten proper meals, and still had to stand guard.

*They must have collapsed from exhaustion.*

However, she didn't show her emotions and continued to berate them.

"Do you understand what you've done? It's fortunate the enemy didn't attack while you were sleeping here. What disaster might have occurred if they had tried to ambush us!"
"We're so sorry!"
"You would likely have died right here, and in the worst case, the gates might have been opened. Then Baron Custer and all of us might have become prisoners of the Medici forces over there or been killed. If we suffered a major defeat in the war, even your families and hometowns would be trampled."

At those words, the guards imagined what would happen.

When mercenaries plundered territories after a war, they would take everything, not leaving even minimal food supplies. And if they encountered particularly cruel ones...

Their families would suffer torture, rape, and enslavement—a fate so painful they would beg for death.

"That's why military law dictates that anyone who falls asleep on guard duty during wartime, regardless of status, is to be beheaded. You know this, right?"

The serf guards nodded.

"Sophie."

As Hilde's squire moved to restrain the guards, they fell to their knees, weeping and begging.

"Please spare us. If I die, what will happen to my elderly mother and my wife and children? My children are too young to inherit cultivation rights."
"You know what will happen to our families, don't you, my lady?"
"Please, just don't let our wives and daughters fall into prostitution. Give us one more chance, just one more..."

Hilde sighed as if she had no choice.

"According to military law, you should all be beheaded, but the Baron wouldn't want your families to become unhappy. He cares for his subjects. So I'll overlook this today."

In truth, Baron Custer didn't care whether his serfs were happy or not, but Hilde, a low-ranking Knight, had never met the Baron up close.

She only knew what her late father had taught her—that Baron Custer was an excellent lord who always rewarded loyalty.

She noticed the bruises and wounds covering the serfs' bodies.

"Looking at your condition, I can see that despite being serfs, you've fought your best for the Baron. If you survive and return victorious, you may receive rewards from him."

Hearing this, the serfs were so moved they shed tears.

They deserved to lose their heads for sleeping on guard duty, but not only had she spared them, a Knight as lofty as heaven had even offered them words of warm encouragement.

Their gratitude was beyond words.

"Thank you, thank you, my lady..."

Hilde detached a cloth pouch she was carrying and handed it to them.

"These are hardtack and jerky. Eating well is best when you're injured and tired, so share these after your guard duty ends. Let's go, Sophie."

As they hurried away, the sound of the serfs' sobbing continued behind them.

Hilde looked back briefly and smiled.

"Sophie, my father always told me when I was young: 'Even serfs are Deus's precious children, so don't just whip them thinking they're lowly—win their hearts instead.'"
"Did he say that?"

A smile spread across Hilde's face as she spoke of her respected father.

"Yes, he did. That's why, although my father only reached the intermediate level of Aura, he was a true Knight respected by his soldiers and serfs."

She recalled her father who had passed away five years ago.

A father who enjoyed training alongside his soldiers and who, despite his modest income, strived to ensure his men never went hungry.

A unique man who, as a Knight, would intervene when village headmen or administrators tried to collect excessive taxes, taking the side of the serfs.

"That's why during harvest season, serfs would bring heartfelt gifts to thank my father—cheese, wild strawberries, freshly ground new wheat flour. Even the soldiers would pool their wages to give him sincere gifts during major holidays."

Her father, genuinely respected by serfs and soldiers alike, was someone she aspired to be like.

"Thanks to that, although my father's level was low, he always performed well in wars. Not spectacularly, perhaps, but he never returned empty-handed."

However, to rise from a "low-ranking" Knight to a "mid-ranking" one required performing at least one remarkable feat, so her father always remained a "low-ranking Knight"...

She sincerely respected her father who was admired by everyone and always fought well.

"Wanting to be like my father, I never neglected my training. As a result, I became an Expert at a younger age than others."

Sophie listened attentively to Hilde's past story as if hearing it for the first time, though she had heard it many times before.

*She really is amazing, no matter how many times I hear it. It would have been difficult to achieve so much as a female Knight otherwise.*

Hilde raised her right hand toward the sky and clenched her fist.

A gentle smile spread across her face.

"And now I have the opportunity to prove my abilities to my lord."

Sophie voiced a thought that suddenly occurred to her.

"What if the Baron doesn't acknowledge you, Lady Baumann? Because you're a woman?"

Hilde, who had been smiling softly until just now, gritted her teeth.

Not being recognized for her abilities would be extremely painful for her, who had lived solely to serve the Baron faithfully according to her father's teachings, more than any selfish desire for advancement or wealth.

"Even so, I am a low-ranking Knight of the House of Custer. Not being acknowledged would be painful and regrettable, but how could I not remain loyal to this house?"

As they were conversing, several Knights spotted Hilde, pointed their spears at her, and said:

"Low-ranking Knight Hilde Baumann, you are under arrest on charges of betraying Baron Custer."

Suddenly, she was being dragged before the Baron.

Ch.129 - Make Them Suspect Each Other (4)
In the audience chamber of Villa Hora, high-ranking knights and mercenary captains stood in order of rank, with other fully armed knights positioned around them.

Hilde felt both fear and indignation, recognizing this as a situation where a traitor was being interrogated.

*Am I going to die in such a dishonorable, shameful way?*

Hilde Bauman was escorted before Baron Custer, bound with ropes.

"Ugh, I'm innocent! This is all Margrave Canosa's plot!"

Baron Custer snorted at her words, and the high-ranking knights surrounding her joined in, loudly mocking her.

"Traitors always say that. 'I'm innocent, this is a conspiracy.'"
"Even a low-ranking knight is still a knight. A traitor who knows nothing of honor."
"Backstabbers always have so many excuses."

Tears welled up in Hilde's eyes from the injustice.

Her face flushed with anger and frustration, and the blood vessels in her eyes had burst, turning the whites red.

"No, I never, ever, not once even thought of betraying you, Baron. I swear on my late father's honor and our family name that I, Hilde Bauman, would never repay your kindness with betrayal! This is a conspiracy, so please clear my false charges!"

The Baron, seated in a luxurious chair, continued to sneer despite her desperate plea.

"A mere low-ranking knight betrays me and still has such a loose tongue. Silence."

Hilde froze at his words.

She felt her heart constricting with pain, her breath caught with injustice, and despair cutting through her heart like a knife.

But even worse words continued to pour from the Baron's mouth.

"They say children are reflections of their parents. The fact that you betrayed me means your father must have been either a traitor himself or a coward. Whoever your father was, he left behind a traitor..."

Hilde could only weep silently upon hearing those words.

Then an official standing beside the Baron carefully spoke up.

"Baron, regardless of how serious her crime may be, she is a low-ranking knight. You must conduct a trial according to the law."

"True, even a traitor is still a low-ranking knight. She barely clings to the bottom rung of nobility, so she has the right to a trial by law. Very well, let's reveal her crimes in detail so everyone knows what she did wrong. Read out her offenses one by one."

The official deliberately unrolled a scroll with a rustling sound.

"I will now read the charges against low-ranking knight Hilde Bauman."

At these words, even the mercenary captains who had been snickering below straightened their posture and fell silent.

Hilde, bound and dragged in, had been gagged.

"Hilde Bauman has harbored deep resentment because Baron Custer kept her as a low-ranking knight despite her reaching the level of Aura Expert beginner, solely because she is a woman."

Bound in chains and gagged, Hilde struggled against her restraints.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

Though she could only make unintelligible sounds through the gag, her desperate resistance and flowing tears made it clear how wronged she felt.

Hilde had never thought she was being discriminated against for being a woman despite reaching the level of Aura Expert beginner.

She believed that becoming an Expert beginner was just that—becoming an Expert beginner—and she couldn't advance to mid-ranking knight without accomplishing appropriate achievements.

*These are all false accusations. How can the Baron not see that?*

"Despite having achieved no notable accomplishments for the Custer barony, she resented not being promoted to mid-ranking knight after becoming an Expert beginner, as would happen in other houses. She carefully concealed these feelings. Isn't that right?"

Hearing this, she desperately shook her head.

She had never harbored such feelings, nor had such thoughts ever crossed her mind.

The situation was unbearably unjust—she was being accused of crimes she had never even contemplated.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

But in Baron Custer's trial, where the presumption of innocence didn't exist, Hilde was given no opportunity to speak.

The official finished his hour-long recitation of her supposed "motives for betrayal," mostly fabricated from the Baron's delusions.

"These are sufficient motives for low-ranking knight Hilde Bauman to betray the Baron. However, since she is not a mere serf but a knight, proper evidence is required for judgment. I will now present that evidence. Mid-ranking knight Luigi Pisani, please step forward."

Before Luigi appeared, one of the Baron's high-ranking knights asked:

"Baron, who is this Luigi Pisani that he's been made a mid-ranking knight?"

The Baron smiled and replied:

"He's been providing us information since before this war began. He was a mid-ranking knight under Margrave Canosa but betrayed him due to the Margrave's mistreatment. He's the one who revealed Hilde Bauman's wicked scheme to me."

With the Baron vouching for his identity, Luigi immediately presented a scroll bearing Margrave Canosa's seal.

"Look at this! It promises to appoint Hilde Bauman as a high-ranking knight of House Canosa and grant her two villages as territory if this castle falls!"

Everyone around Hilde began to murmur.

"Is that really reliable evidence?"
"The heraldry officer compared the seal with previous letters from Margrave Canosa at least ten times to verify its authenticity."
"Good heavens, even if she's just a low-ranking knight, how could a knight betray her lord's kindness?"

Of course, the mercenary captains present sighed at this spectacle and quietly muttered:

"They're condemning a female knight as a traitor with just a proposal document, without any evidence she responded to it? These bastards are insane."

One man gritted his teeth:

"To think such garbage exists. If I ever face that Baron in battle, I'll fillet him instead of capturing him for ransom."

Baron Custer picked up the fake appointment proposal created by Margrave Canosa and began to read:

"I, Margrave Canosa, highly value Sir Bauman's performance in battles thus far. However, it pains me deeply that Baron Custer keeps such an excellent knight as merely a low-ranking one. Therefore, I wish to recruit you as a high-ranking knight of House Canosa. I will grant you the village of Lüben as your territory."

Having never heard such words before, Hilde shook her head vigorously and tried to plead.

"Mmmmph! Mmph mmph!"

Regardless, the Baron continued reading:

"I hope you will do your best for House Canosa, which will treat you properly."

After finishing, he immediately threw the proposal to the ground.

"Have I ever seen such an ungrateful wh—no, such a prostitute? What's the difference between a woman who commits adultery despite having a husband and you who plots betrayal despite having a lord?"

After his outburst, the Baron gestured for her gag to be removed.

With her gag removed, Hilde gritted her teeth through her tears.

*The Baron is a reasonable person. I must appeal to him rationally...*

Being so loyal to her lord, she still didn't give up hope and calmly tried to assert her innocence.

"This is all Margrave Canosa's scheme. I've never seen nor known about that letter. And to charge me with treason, shouldn't there be evidence that I responded to that letter?"

Custer approached her, grinding his teeth, and slapped her face hard.

"You prostitute! Isn't the evidence of your betrayal against House Custer clear enough? That letter Luigi brought was a confidential document secretly hidden in Margrave Canosa's study! The circumstances are obvious, yet you still claim innocence!"

Then he struck her once, twice, three times, four times, repeatedly.

"Such a shameless, arrogant, ungrateful woman. They say the world has improved so that women with ability can become knights and receive titles, but you, a low-ranking knight, are truly base to the core!"

The background to these words was that Baron Custer had frequently—almost always—been compared unfavorably to Baroness Hela from the neighboring territory.

Though their territories were similar in size, hers consistently outperformed his in every area, causing him to develop tremendous inferiority toward her.

But rather than finding the cause in his own incompetence and suspicious nature, he dismissed her solely for being a woman and had been nursing a grudge, waiting for revenge.

"I'd like to torture you as inquisitors do and make you beg for death, but according to Rheinpfalz Empire law, knights cannot be tortured arbitrarily. So I won't torture you! Instead, when I return victorious from this war, I'll behead you to restore order in my barony. Take this prostitute away!"

Hearing those words, Hilde lost all will to defend herself, consumed by despair.

She had already been branded a traitor by her lord, who refused to hear her explanations.

*I can no longer offer my loyalty to my lord, which was my life's purpose and reason... I just want to die.*

Suddenly empty as if her soul had departed, the devastated Hilde was escorted away by two knights.

"Spread the word that Hilde has betrayed our barony, and investigate her family background as well!"

Everything had unfolded exactly as Martin had intended.

**

An hour later, in the soldiers' quarters.

Instead of sleeping, the soldiers gathered in small groups, talking.

Normally, their exhausted bodies would have fallen asleep anywhere they could rest, but now they were too angry to sleep.

"They say Bauman betrayed Baron Custer... do you believe that?"

A serf answered:

"There's no way Sir Bauman would betray the Baron. What nonsense."

A mercenary lying nearby snickered:

"Nonsense? It's not nonsense. Think carefully, kid. We've been surrounded for over a week, and without Bauman, who knows when the castle would have fallen."

"So?"

"'So?' What a stupid question. Even she could see there's no hope, so that once-kind lady knight decided to betray us. All the other high-ranking people probably think the same deep down."

The others listened in, and someone foolishly asked:

"So what should we do?"

The mercenary snickered and replied:

"What can we do? It's over. Now let's get some sleep. If we get caught talking about how we're doomed, we'll all lose our heads."

Ch.130 - Make Them Suspect Each Other (5)
The day after Hilde Baumann was captured, we headed out to the siege battle as usual.

Even though we make our living by participating in wars, having to charge at those high castle walls practically bare-handed every time is insane.

Honestly, everyone's faces should be sour about it, even if they don't complain openly.

Yet the faces of our White Company men were smiling.

As we walked toward the castle walls, a new recruit hummed a tune and asked the veteran beside him:

"Is it true that Hilde Baumann has been imprisoned for treason?"

His senior, Baker, shrugged and replied:

"Must be something our White Captain did. He met with Baron Kanosa in secret last time, just like during that beheading operation."

It's true that I played a major role in capturing 'Hilde Baumann' and putting her in prison, but very few people know that Martin Meyer was involved.

At most, only Captain Dalten, Baron Kanosa, and the clerk who prepared the documents on the baron's orders know about it.

*I'd like to brag about it, but the more people who know, the easier it is for secrets to leak.*

I glanced at them briefly but fixed my eyes back on the wall and continued walking, pretending not to hear.

"Beheading operation? What's that?"
"When our White Beard Mercenaries fought under Margrave Estel before, our White Captain proposed attacking Count Beluga's rear with a small unit. The proposal was accepted, and our Captain personally captured Count Beluga, making a decisive contribution to our victory."
"...Wow."
"So just follow the White Captain and everything will work out somehow. Like now."

Baker's boasting about my achievements raises my reputation, so there's nothing bad about that.

No, having someone with good instincts under me could grow into a quite helpful subordinate if trained well.

*Nothing wrong with it, but if this guy spreads rumors about the Hilde incident, that would be bad...*

I quickly approached him and put him in a headlock, squeezing his head with my left arm.

I controlled my strength so he wouldn't die, but he still screamed in pain.

"Ack, please spare me, White Captain, it hurts!"

I whispered quietly into his ear:

"Kid, it's good that you figured it out with your instincts, but shut your mouth. I know you're not going to betray me or spread rumors, but you never know who might be listening."

Baker nodded while still groaning in pain.

"I'll shut up, please spare me. Captain, your strength is no ordinary strength!"
"If you feel wronged, awaken your Aura."
"That's easy to say, but you know how difficult it is! Why are you doing this? Ack!"

After about 30 seconds, I released him.

When we approached the gate, we heard a loud trumpet sound from the main force where Baron Kanosa was positioned.

Drums and trumpets together meant advance, just trumpets meant halt.

Soon, Captain Dalten's order to stop was heard.

"White Beard Mercenaries, halt in place! Form ranks!"

We followed the order, reorganized our formation, and waited for the next command.

Then, from various places around the castle, voices reading something loudly could be heard.

"Baron Giovanni von Kanosa of the Medici Republic gives you one final warning! Surrender!"

When the call for surrender was heard, those standing on the castle walls couldn't hide their confusion.

Some were visibly trembling in fear of dying in the upcoming battle.

"Can we live if we surrender?"

Veteran soldiers should step in to physically discipline and scold such weaklings to bring them back to their senses, but no one seemed to be stopping them.

Only knights and other high-ranking individuals swung their swords in the air while scolding:

"Do you think you'll live if you surrender? Don't be fooled. They'll capture you all and sell you as slaves!"

Well, some cruel nobles do sell captives as slaves, whether they're serfs or mercenaries...

But nobles who do such things see their reputation plummet, and they become hated by mercenaries, so when they try to hire "mercenaries," no one wants to work under them.

*Unless they're crazy or desperate enough to sell their soul for quick money, people don't do such things.*

Regardless, the reading of the surrender notice, likely written by Baron Kanosa himself, continued.

"Those who surrender will be spared and allowed to return to their families, but those who do not surrender will surely die inside the castle. Make a wise decision."

As soon as the reading finished, trumpets and drums began to sound chaotically.

Then Dalten's booming voice echoed:

"Today we'll finally take this damn castle! Charge!"

At that command, everyone in the White Beard Mercenaries, including our White Company men, shouted loudly.

"That damn female knight isn't here anymore! Today we'll finally take this castle!"

Someone standing next to me banged his sword against his shield and shouted:

"We'll kill all those bastards today and get promoted! Let's finally escape being senior mercenaries forever, damn it!"

Taking down Hilde Baumann has boosted morale this much—truly satisfying.

But I can't be content with just this...

I started running toward the castle walls with the others, carrying ladders.

"Run straight to the walls and set up the ladders! Nothing can stop us now!"

Just because Hilde is gone doesn't mean the Expert-level swordsmen or skilled mercenaries inside the castle have disappeared.

However, with her gone—the central figure who maintained the soldiers' morale—they'll all be fighting reluctantly.

*Soldiers with low morale start to panic and lose the will to fight once they see a comrade die, right?*

We ran desperately toward the enemy lines.

"We just need to get up on the wall!"
"The White Captain is leading the charge! We've practically won already."
"We'll kill all those bastards today!"

From atop the wall, they began shooting arrows at us.

"Shoot! Shoot! Don't let those bastards get close!"

Several of my subordinates died instantly from the arrows aimed at us.

"Argh, damn it!"

Shortly after the arrows came, we heard the chanting of mages.

"Flames that rain down upon the enemy! Fire Drop!"

It was a spell I hadn't seen before, but seeing at least 4-5 small fireballs forming in the sky, it seemed to be at least a mid-level spell.

When that magic poured down near our mercenary unit, one ten-man squad was immediately cut in half.

"Argh, damn it! Half our squad is dead!"

Despite breaking through the enemy's powerful ranged attacks, the faces of those running with me still showed smiles.

"Captain, if that woman Hilde is gone... once we get up on the wall, those bastards will be pushovers, right?"

Just because Hilde is gone doesn't mean their actual strength is weakened, but...

"Their morale has dropped, so there will be plenty who'll falter."

Then I heard the sound of arrows cutting through the air from behind me.

As the arrows flew toward the castle wall, I could see the men hit by them looking around in panic.

For men who've been in battle for days to act like that means they're so scared they're instinctively considering running away.

"Shields! Shields!"

The voice of the man calling for shields had a hint of tears in it.

*I didn't expect Hilde's removal to have this much impact.*

As arrows and magic flew toward the castle wall, the soldiers on top suffered heavy casualties.

"Argh, help me! Someone help!"
"My arm, pull the arrow out of my arm!"
"Save me, damn it!"

Strictly speaking, many weren't killed but were injured by arrows or magic that grazed them.

So the wall was practically empty now.

*If we set up ladders and climb now, they'll be helpless.*

Seeing the opening, our White Company men and I tried to attach ladders to the wall even faster.

"Hurry! We need to climb up now! If we're late, it's over."

After saying that, the others and I began climbing the ladders as quickly as possible.

Step by step, I put all my strength into climbing quickly, quickly.

Racing up the ladder like that, the first two soldiers I encountered at the top of the wall looked at me with terrified expressions.

They raised both arms to bring their maces down on my head.

"Die, you evil pizza men!"

They were trying to smash my skull simultaneously, but unfortunately for them...

"What nonsense."

I was just a little faster in swinging my sword and cutting their throats.

Shaking the blood off my sword, I grinned.

"Surrender and I'll spare you."

Ch.131 - Villa Hora Castle Without Hilde (1)
I pointed my sword at them, but even though they should be fighting for their lives, they weren't rushing at me with weapons.

Maybe it was because of the rumors that Hilde had betrayed the Baron, their morale had plummeted.

I hadn't even offered to spare them if they surrendered, yet the men standing on the wall were trembling with fear, too terrified to even attempt fighting.

"God, Holy Maria. Please spare us..."

One of them even muttered in a small, frightened voice that he didn't want to fight.

"If we fight like this, we're dead meat, shit..."

It's remarkable how effective it was to simply label Hilde—an exceptional but still low-ranking Knight—as a "traitor" and deal with her.

*This strategy is paying off beautifully.*

Sensing the situation, someone of high rank among the enemy forces drew his sword and began shouting at his soldiers.

"If you don't want to die, grab your weapons and attack together! If that bastard takes the wall, we'll all die anyway!"

He wasn't wrong, but shouldn't a commander lead by example when his soldiers are too scared to move? Instead of just shouting orders?

I've never seen someone so devoid of responsibility.

*No wonder they're falling apart with just Hilde gone, when they have commanders like this.*

Still, as the commander waved his sword in the air and shouted, the men who had been trembling with hesitation moments ago began to resist.

"Die, you invader!"

The man charging at me in the front had hands that were still visibly shaking, betraying his unshaken fear.

*I can't let myself be killed by such men.*

Clicking my tongue inwardly, I circulated my Aura throughout my body and gripped my sword firmly with both hands.

"You're the one who's going to die."

With those words, I swung my sword vertically from the head down to the groin of the man rushing toward me, splitting him in half.

When killing enemies, it's usually sufficient to stab vital points or make shallow cuts to cause excessive bleeding, making such vertical slicing seem inefficient.

*But sometimes, inefficiency can be extremely efficient.*

Seeing one man cleanly split in half, another soldier wet himself and started screaming.

"Aaagh! Shit! This isn't right! Spare me!"

Yet another, driven mad with fear, charged at me wildly.

He was swinging his sword randomly in the air while begging for mercy—clearly not in his right mind.

People in this world would think he'd suddenly gone insane, but...

*He's experiencing PTSD from the horror of war and has lost his mind.*

Understanding why he was acting this way, I quickly sent him to heaven by cutting his throat, freeing him from this painful and difficult world.

Now that he's dead, he no longer needs to fear dying in battle.

I extended my right hand forward and wiggled my fingers to provoke them.

"If you die here, you won't have to live in this harsh world anymore. Anyone want to try?"

Despite my provocation, they didn't charge. Instead, their faces turned pale as tears welled up in their eyes.

Idiots. If they're afraid of dying, they should either grit their teeth and fight or look for a chance to escape.

What's the point of men standing around like this? Tsk.

"If you won't come to me, I'll come to you."

I gripped my sword and began cutting down the men in front of me, to my left, and to my right.

Then a man who appeared to be a squad leader shouted loudly.

"Get it together, you crazy bastards! Ten of you, attack him at once!"

After shouting, he swung his sword and cut one of his own subordinates.

"Argh, shit!"

The cut man didn't die immediately but grimaced in pain, grinding his teeth.

"Squad Leader Hartin, are you insane?"
"Who's insane? Next time I'll really stab you to death. If you want to live, fight that bastard!"

It's astonishing that a squad leader has to turn his blade on his own men to make them fight. What a sight.

*No wonder they're falling apart with Hilde gone, when they have leaders like this.*

Still, this drastic measure worked, and several men formed a rough formation and charged at me together.

"You fucking bastard!"
"We just wanted to live peacefully!"
"My uncle's revenge!"

Looking at these men charging with tears in their eyes and gritted teeth, their faces practically announcing "I'm terrified"...

I almost feel like I'm the villain here...

*In war, there is no good or evil except for mass slaughter, civilian murder, and plunder.*

I circulated my Aura more rapidly, making it stronger as I swung my sword in a straight line.

On Earth, it would be difficult to cut through even one person's neck with a sword in a single stroke, but in this world with Aura, I can easily cut through multiple necks in one swing.

Like cutting spam with a kitchen knife—no, even faster and easier.

*I could get addicted to this feeling—sometimes it's better than sex.*

As I killed the men charging toward me, I gave the order.

"Today we take the left tower and throw open the gates! Let's go!"

The men who heard my order responded loudly.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Shit, let's go in! It's easy without that woman."
"Let's go kill every last one of them!"

I turned toward the left tower, continuing to cut down enemies.

"Today, I'm taking this castle!"

Squeezing out every ounce of strength from my body, I extracted my Aura to the fullest and charged with all my might at the men in the left tower.

"Die!"

The men I hit flew through the air as if struck by a rampaging bull and were crushed.

"Aaagh!"

The men behind them collided with those I had sent flying and fell to the ground.

*Their defense is gradually crumbling.*

In this situation, the enemy commander tried to resist me, drawing his sword and charging.

Unlike the mercenaries who had learned to use Aura haphazardly, he seemed properly trained in Aura techniques and swordsmanship, with stable breathing and posture, but...

*This is a battlefield, not a training ground... moving by the book.*

Is it because Hilde is gone, or was this guy always just a parachuted low-ranking Knight?

He doesn't seem unskilled, but what kind of madman moves exactly according to textbook form in actual combat?

"Are you Martin Meyer? I, Junior Knight Hobert Clementine, will kill you and present your head to Baron Custer!"

You need to have "Expert" in your title like Hilde for that kind of talk to be convincing.

Did this pathetic guy who can barely strengthen himself with Aura really think he could kill me?

Our Sir Hobert swung his sword at my head exactly as it would be done in a swordsmanship textbook.

He seems to have honed his skills somewhat, but it's not yawn-inducing slow, just too slow and clumsy.

*Well, his father must be wealthy, given that sword made of mithril.*

I deflected his sword with minimal movement and immediately stabbed him in the throat.

"Who do you think you're targeting, kid?"

Then I rushed toward the stairs leading to the tower.

I stabbed or cut down anyone blocking me on the stairs, and sometimes grabbed enemies by the collar with my bare hands and threw them off.

"Farewell, bastard."

The man I grabbed and threw screamed.

"Shit, I'm falling! Help me!"

He hit the ground head-first and turned into a meat paste.

Killing them one by one, I climbed up to the tower, where mages and archers all aimed at me, but...

"You should be holding axes or maces, you fools."

I kindly pointed out their mistake and charged at the dumbfounded men.

They tried to face me with staves or bows, but...

*There's nothing weaker than a mage who can't finish an incantation or an archer with an enemy right in front of them.*

"Die! Martin Meyer!"
"Shouldn't you nock an arrow first?"

I killed them all before they could gather their wits to chant spells or shoot arrows.

Then I stood on the tower and looked around at other parts of the wall.

*With Hilde gone and morale down, all the higher-ups have come out.*

The Baron's flag was still planted at headquarters, so he was probably holed up in the innermost part of the castle...

But the flags of other mercenary captains and senior knights were flying all over the walls, so my guess was right.

*I should open the gates and head straight for the headquarters inside the castle. Perfect time for a smash and grab.*

"Let's go open the gates, boys!"

With those words, I ran down the stairs connected to the gate.

There were soldiers on the stairs, but fewer than I had expected.

*They must have all rushed to defend the walls.*

Running down the stairs quickly, I soon reached the room with the gate mechanism...

Having come this far, I decided to show some mercy.

"Surrender and open the gates, and I'll spare your lives. I'll just let you go."

At those words, they nodded, threw down their weapons, and opened the gates themselves.

"When the soldiers guarding the most important gate are like this, this castle is truly finished."
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As the gates opened, an enormous cheer erupted from our allies outside.

"The gates are open! Let's finish these bastards once and for all!"
"Charge forward! These sons of bitches are all dead today anyway!"
"Let's beat them all without leaving a single one!"

Simultaneously, the rapid beating of drums and blaring trumpets from outside the gates suggested...

Baron Kanosa must have ordered a full-scale attack without holding anything back.

*He certainly knows when to strike while the iron is hot.*

While I was catching my breath, Otto approached me, drenched in sweat and panting heavily.

"Captain, haven't we done enough already? What do you think about letting the ones coming behind us take over while we rest? Frankly speaking, our century has contributed the most to this siege."

When conquering a fortress, there are three major achievements a soldier can accomplish.

First, climbing the walls first to establish a foothold for other soldiers.

Second, entering via the walls and opening the gates.

And finally, personally capturing the highest-ranking person in the fortress.

Among these, "opening the gates" is considered the most valuable, and for good reason.

Being the first to climb the wall becomes less significant as the siege drags on, with different soldiers achieving it each time. And once the fortress falls, capturing the defense commander happens naturally.

But opening the gates creates a path to conquer the fortress decisively while minimizing allied casualties.

*So it makes sense he'd suggest we rest after coming this far.*

I shrugged my shoulders and said:

"Tell those with serious injuries and the exhausted ones to fall back, but our century is going after the commander's head. I won't blame anyone who doesn't follow..."

I removed my helmet and smirked.

"If we suffer a bit more here, the first digit of our reward money could change. Especially you, Squad Leader Jackson—didn't you say you're retiring soon? Wouldn't it be better to save more money if you want to live in the countryside with a twenty-year-old beauty?"

At those words, Jackson scratched the back of his head with an embarrassed expression.

"Ah, damn it. I'll go all the way as you say, Captain. Senior Otto, you'll come with us too, right?"

When Otto nodded in agreement, all the uninjured men expressed their willingness to follow.

"Since it's come to this, I'll aim for the Baron and try for a promotion!"

Baker, who had been following me since I became a ten-man squad leader, pounded his armor and boasted.

"I'll catch a knight this time and use the money to buy you a proper drink, Captain!"

I shrugged my shoulders and teased in response:

"Could you even afford it? This captain only drinks expensive stuff."

"I've made quite a contribution this time, I'll have you know. And I'll contribute even more."

"Alright, Baker, I'll be watching closely to see how much you contribute. If it's below standard, you're doing solo reconnaissance tomorrow."

"Isn't that too harsh?"

"You should tone down that sass. How long has it been since you were promoted to senior mercenary, and you're already eyeing the ten-man squad leader position?"

When I mocked him like this, the men of my century burst into laughter.

"I knew he'd end up like this, being too ambitious about promotion."

"He'll survive and return victorious today, but tomorrow he'll die running reconnaissance."

"Senior Baker, I'll make sure your grave is dug deep when you pass!"

After letting them laugh for a moment, I gathered those who could still fight and prepared to charge into the fortress.

"Once we're inside, don't worry about anything else—head straight for the largest building. That should be the command post where our target, Baron Custer, is located."

Without delay, I led my soldiers toward the command post that would likely be in the center of the fortress.

Despite prowling near the Baron's location, the commander of Villa Hora fortress, there were hardly any soldiers blocking our way.

It seemed absurd, but...

Thinking about it, the fortress soldiers and commanders simply couldn't spare anyone to stop us who had already breached the walls.

Looking around briefly, I could see Baron Kanosa's soldiers pouring in and fighting on the walls.

"Kill the lackeys of that garbage Baron Custer!"

Custer's mercenaries, knights, regular troops, and serfs were already overwhelmed just trying to hold back the enemies in front of them.

"Reinforcements! Send reinforcements!"

The fact that they were calling for reinforcements even after the gates had been breached showed how desperate their situation was.

Moreover, as I had seen from the watchtower, they had committed all their elite forces to the walls in a desperate attempt to hold the fortress...

*We need to finish this before they regain their composure.*

"Run until your feet burn!"

With that shout, I increased my pace even more.

As we approached the command post, a single enemy knight and a few soldiers pointed their weapons at us.

"Kill those insolent, lowborn scum!"

The knight spotted me and charged recklessly.

He seemed to think he could change the tide of battle by killing me, the century commander, first.

*The idea itself isn't bad, and I admire his courage, but...*

"Out of my way, you bastard!"

I deliberately struck his sword, sending it flying high into the air.

The sight of the knight's sword soaring through the air left his subordinates with blank expressions.

*They're already being pushed back, and now seeing their commander being toyed with will crush their morale even further.*

The knight tried to draw another secondary weapon to resist, but...

"Now die."

My sword was much faster, slicing through his neck.

"We're in a hurry, so drop your weapons and surrender if you want to live! Otherwise, you all die. If you want to return to your families, choose wisely."

After saying that, I made a show of swinging my sword in the air, and they dropped their weapons to the ground.

"You'll really spare us, right?"

"I don't have time to waste fighting you lot. Either get lost somewhere or surrender to Baron Kanosa with your hands up."

At those words, the men who had been fighting us quickly fled.

"Don't bother chasing them. We don't have time for that."

"Yes, Captain."

After they disappeared, I looked around and saw a massive stone building.

Without anyone telling me, I was certain that building was the "command post."

"Bring a hammer or something we can use to break through."

Otto grinned as he brought over a two-handed combat hammer.

"Captain, here you go."

Being a combat weapon, it would probably be ruined after breaking down the command post door...

*But a hammer is a hammer, more than enough to smash that door.*

"I'll smash the door, and you lot guard the rear. Let allies in if they come, block enemies if they approach."

After giving my final orders, I rapidly circulated Aura throughout my body.

Then I struck the door with all my might.

With a loud bang, the massive wooden door cracked.

"If I keep hitting it like this, it's only a matter of time before it breaks. But I should be prepared."

The fact that I couldn't hear anyone inside crying out in shock suggested there was definitely something waiting for us.

After dozens of full-power hammer strikes, I succeeded in destroying the door.

"Good. Now we charge in!"

Dropping the now-useless hammer and grabbing my two-handed sword, I rammed the door with my shoulder.

With the sound of splintering wood, the door opened, and as I had expected, mages and archers were lying in ambush inside.

The mages seemed to have nearly finished their incantations.

Some kind of spell could fly at me any moment.

"This is dangerous."

The nocked arrows could be loosed at me at any time.

"Everyone down!"

While telling my subordinates to duck, I squeezed every bit of Aura from my body and launched myself toward the enemy.

*I might survive arrows, but a direct hit from a spell could kill me.*

"Fire Spear!"

With those words, numerous spells flew in my direction, but...

"Damn, barely made it."

I succeeded in getting one step ahead, reaching a position beyond the range of their spells, right into the enemy's midst.

"You bastard, do you want to die early?"

I frantically slaughtered the mages and archers before me.

Though their equipment level was that of regular soldiers, their combat ability was hardly different from serfs, having almost no experience in close combat.

And Otto, not wanting to miss this opportunity...

"Follow the Captain's charge!"

After briefly looking back to confirm he was leading the century men well...

*There's that Baron bastard.*

As soon as I spotted the Baron, I sprinted at full speed toward him.

"Baron, you can't escape."

Knights in fancy armor rushed to stop me, but...

*I'm faster.*

As I predicted, I was the first to reach the Baron.

"Die!"

Baron Custer swung his sword at me, and I dodged it with ease.

After evading, I controlled my strength to avoid seriously injuring him and knocked him to the ground.

"Argh!"

Then I held a dagger to his throat and declared:

"Martin Meyer, Century Captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, has captured Baron Custer! If you don't want the Baron to die, everyone surrender now!"

At those words, all of Baron Custer's subordinates in the command post lowered their weapons.

"Well, that worked."
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Several days after the fortress fell, I made my way to the prison where the captives were being held.

As I entered the prison, a foul stench hit my nostrils, and at the same time, I had to endure the curses hurled at me by prisoners who spotted me.

"Damn you, you evil bastard! Do you know how many of my comrades died because of you?"
"Go to hell! You devil!"
"Next time we meet, I'll be the one throwing you in here!"

One of them, apparently having lost all sense of self-preservation, even picked up a stone and threw it at me.

"You're the enemy of Uncle Hans! The mortal enemy of our brother!"

A mere serf without Aura abilities throwing a stone wouldn't kill me or cause serious injury, but...

*I'd look pathetic if I just stood there and took it.*

Besides, if I got even a small cut that became infected, I could die in this other world without penicillin in the worst case.

I casually caught the flying stone with my right hand and turned my gaze toward the man who had thrown it.

Though I could justifiably kill him for throwing a stone at me while being a prisoner, there was no need to draw my sword and kill him now that the battle was over...

I aimed for his shoulder and threw the stone with all my strength, infusing it with Aura.

The man who took the stone to his shoulder howled in pain, his screams echoing throughout the prison.

"Aaaaargh! Damn it! My shoulder, my shoulder! Aaaagh! Help! Aaaaargh!"

Left like that, the wound would fester and he'd die.

"Look, I understand you're bitter about losing the battle and being captured. But if you don't shut up, I'll break your shoulders like that guy and sell you as slaves, so close your mouths."

As with the Seriz Fortress before, high-ranking individuals like mercenary captains, mercenary officers, knights, or nobles weren't kept in prisons like this.

That's because mercenary officers could pay their ransom with money they had set aside, and knights or nobles had their families pay substantial ransoms for them.

Being valuable, they received VIP treatment and were released as soon as war negotiations concluded.

In contrast, serfs and mercenaries who couldn't pay ransom weren't guests but cargo, so they were imprisoned and managed...

*Those who can't pay ransom are commonly sold as slaves to work in mines or row galleys.*

Knowing this situation well, the others kept their mouths shut.

"That's better. Now, is the junior knight Hilde Bauman being held in the back?"
"Yes, that's correct. Since she's a junior knight and a woman, we've kept her in the largest and most decent cell."
"I'll go in alone. You can go back up. And take this money to have a drink with your colleagues when your shift ends."

With that, I handed him a money pouch.

The man smiled so broadly it looked like his mouth might tear at the corners.

"I shouldn't, but since it's Captain Martin's orders, ahem..."
"Go on now."
"Excuse me, then."

After sending the guard away, I immediately headed toward the back of the prison where Hilde was supposedly being held.

Hilde pointed her finger at me as soon as she saw me.

"You, Martin Meyer! How could you do something so cowardly! Because of you people, I've lost my honor and my lord's trust, becoming a discarded knight. Such dishonorable, cowardly bastards!"

Being called a coward by an enemy I fought against is practically a compliment to me.

So, just like I would after winning against an enemy in an online game, I could mock Baron Custer's defeat and laugh at her to drag Hilde Bauman's pride to rock bottom...

But taunting Hilde wouldn't do me any good.

So what I needed to do now wasn't to refute her accusations of cowardice, but to make her realize her current situation.

*It would be best to make her understand that she's been abandoned by her master.*

First, I snorted at Hilde's words.

"As you say, I am a coward."

Hilde was momentarily taken aback by my ready admission, her eyes widening in surprise.

"But in war, isn't winning the most important thing? What use is fighting honorably if you lose, Lady Bauman?"

As long as you're not massacring countless people or committing evil acts like raping women, honestly, in war, winning by any means necessary is best.

This might sound unconscionable, but what happens when you lose a war?

Like the soldiers imprisoned here, prisoners can instantly become slaves rowing galleys according to Viscount Canosa's wishes.

With exceptionally bad luck, your territory could be plundered, and your lands might face the blade of rape and murder.

*That's why you must win in war, no matter what.*

Hilde gritted her teeth at my words.

"Tch, coward."

Despite her condemnation, I calmly stated the facts.

"We used cowardly and underhanded tactics to frame you as a traitor. However, by doing so, we succeeded in minimizing casualties among my soldiers and Viscount Canosa's forces who hired me. Moreover, we won, my lady."

If Hilde had remained uncompromised, we wouldn't have captured this fortress yet.

Perhaps the grueling siege would have continued for another fortnight.

In the worst case, we might have retreated after suffering near-total casualties against the thousand soldiers inside the fortress.

The mere thought of such a devastating defeat sends chills down my spine.

"Just as you served Baron Custer with loyalty and fulfilled your duty, I'm simply fulfilling mine as a mercenary employed by the Medici Republic."

Hilde furrowed her brow at my words, then lowered her head.

"What you say is right, Martin Meyer. Yes, Baron Custer was defeated because I failed to support him properly. You did what you had to do. It's all my fault."

Strictly speaking, Hilde is not at fault in any way.

She more than fulfilled her duties by showing exceptional performance in her position and giving us a hard time.

She looked at me and sighed.

"I only regret that I couldn't properly support Baron Custer."

Her superior, Baron Custer, made the mistake of branding his loyal junior knight Hilde as a traitor and casting her out, deceived by the rumors I spread.

Yet seeing her take responsibility for everything seemed foolish, but at the same time, incredibly reliable.

*If I could win her heart, she would show me such loyalty too.*

To make Hilde Bauman mine, I needed to make her aware of another reality.

"Your loyalty is beautiful, my lady. However, Baron Custer has already completely abandoned you."

Hilde, who had been candidly acknowledging her shortcomings until just now, became inflamed with anger at the mention of her lord and struck the iron bars with the handcuffs on her wrists.

Even though the handcuffs were made of "steel" and she struck the bars with the strength of a knight who had reached the Expert level...

She obviously couldn't break the prison bars with handcuffs that couldn't properly channel Aura.

"Are you insulting my loyalty and honor?"
"That's not my intention at all, my lady."

Hilde's loyalty to her lord is something I wish my mercenaries would learn from, and I have no intention of insulting it.

What I want is for the object of her loyalty to change from that fool Baron Custer to me, that's all.

"I'm simply stating the reality. Please think about it rationally, my lady. Other knights, even your squire, have been released from this prison and are receiving respectful treatment."

I deliberately paused here and looked straight into Hilde's eyes.

After a moment of silence, when I felt her emotions rising, I continued.

"Why are you alone still imprisoned here? You, Lady Hilde Bauman, who played the greatest role in defending Villa Hora."

Hilde stammered at my words.

"Th-that's because unlike other junior knights, I don't have connections to pay my ransom, right?"

Her words aren't wrong.

As Hilde said, most nobles and knights captured as prisoners have their ransoms paid by their families.

For example, if I were captured while married, my wife Karin or Lucia would pay my ransom.

"Lady Bauman, why are you talking nonsense? Certainly, the final ransom payment comes from the captive's family, but... primarily, isn't the ransom for knights belonging to Baron Custer's house paid by their lord, the Baron?"

It's like when an employee of a large corporation makes a huge mistake causing damage to another company—the corporation first pays compensation, then later claims damages from the employee to recover the costs.

And I handed Hilde a document.

A document guaranteeing that Baron Custer's house would pay the ransom for all knights except Hilde Bauman.

What this means is that Baron Custer has abandoned a female knight too competent for him to handle.

Seeing this, Hilde collapsed to the floor and began to wail.
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When she was imprisoned and her loyalty was denied, she showed anger, but she seemed to have an unbreakable core.

*The belief that Baron Custer would not abandon her.*

This belief had helped her endure imprisonment as a knight taken captive, but now that connection was completely severed.

People can survive even in extreme battlefields if they have hope, but conversely, when that hope is cut off...

The reaction to everything they've barely endured comes all at once, and they collapse instantly.

Hilde read the letter I brought her several times with tears in her eyes and a hollow gaze.

"This can't be. This isn't possible. Baron Custer couldn't possibly abandon me."

She gripped the iron bars and sobbed, tears streaming down her face.

"Although our family is merely a lower knight house, we've served the Custer baronial family for generations without wavering in our loyalty. My grandfather and father both died honorably on the battlefield in service to them."

In the game's story, Hilde was a character who often spoke about her father.

Whenever she mentioned her father, her stories were generally filled with longing and admiration for family she could no longer see.

Now that the person she called her lord had trampled on "her family's dedication and sacrifice," she must be unable to come to her senses.

"Just like they did, I've given nothing but unwavering loyalty. And in this battle, I was finally able to prove to Baron Custer the results of my years of blood, sweat, and training."

Her monologue, delivered as if she'd forgotten I was standing before her, was filled with profound sorrow.

After pouring out all her emotions, Hilde suddenly started laughing.

"Yes, this must all be a lie. It's a lie! You must have forged Baron Custer's seal and handwriting to deceive me. Martin Meyer, there are limits to deceiving people. How could you do something so cowardly? Even for a mercenary, do you think Deus would forgive such a vile act?"

They say when humans face shocking truths, they first deny that they are the subject of those truths.

That's exactly what Hilde was showing now.

How shocked must she be to react similarly to someone diagnosed with terminal cancer and given a limited time to live?

Seeing her like this pained even my heart, though I was the one who had driven her to this point.

*To make Hilde my woman, I need to completely separate her from Baron Custer now.*

Because once Hilde Baumann decides to serve someone, no matter how unreasonably she's treated...

Even if it means dying miserably as a consequence, she would accept death calmly.

"Lady Baumann, I completely understand your shock."

Hilde struck the iron bars with her handcuffs again, grinding her teeth.

"Isn't this your scheme? Come on, tell me the truth now! If not, I'll cut off your head as soon as I get out of this prison!"

Seeing her still unable to regain her senses from the shock of betrayal, I contemplated.

Should I shout back at her in anger, telling her to come to her senses, or should I calmly inform her of the facts like a judge pronouncing a death sentence?

*Which approach would make Hilde more acutely feel the reality of being abandoned by Baron Custer?*

After a moment's consideration, I carefully opened my mouth.

As I spoke, I suppressed all emotion and maintained a detached expression, coldly stating the facts.

"I am merely a captain of a hundred. What authority would I have to forge Baron Custer's letter, my lady?"

No matter how strongly I desire to make Hilde mine, I don't have the nerve to forge a document promising to pay her ransom.

If such a forgery were discovered, not only my head but also Lucia's and Karin's would immediately roll.

*Forging letters requires professional skills that I don't possess.*

"Please check carefully once more. Look at whose seal is stamped on this letter."

Hilde looked at the seal on the letter and tears dripped down.

"...It truly is from Baron Custer."

After saying this, she immediately looked at me with an expression that seemed to have given up everything.

"All the other lower knights and mercenary officers are outside this prison, while I'm alone here. That's proof of what you said—I've been abandoned. After generations of loyalty, I never imagined being discarded so meaninglessly."

Hilde's face stared into empty space like someone who had lost their reason to live.

The shock seemed so great that even the focus in her eyes appeared to have vanished.

"So, why did you bother to tell me this? Did you come to mock me?"

I shook my head at her words.

"Though I may be an uneducated mercenary, I sincerely respect your dedication and loyalty, Lady Baumann."

"Thank you for the kind words, even if they're empty. So what happens to me now? Since Baron Custer has completely abandoned me, my accumulated wealth will surely be confiscated. That means I won't be able to pay my ransom."

Hilde sighed and asked with a transcendent expression.

"Will I, Hilde Baumann, be sold as a slave now? Since I'm a woman, I'll probably be sold to a brothel or as a sex slave, right?"

Even women, if they're not particularly attractive, are not uncommonly sold as slaves for mines or galley ships, just like men.

However, to be frank, Hilde is as beautiful as an idol with a good figure.

So if she were sold as a slave, regardless of her former status as a lower knight, she would likely be sold at a very high price as a sex slave to a wealthy nobleman.

*Of course, I'd rather die than see that happen.*

"Martin Meyer, can you tell me what will happen to me now?"

Upon hearing those words, I took out a separate document I had brought and handed it to her.

"For now, I purchased Lady Hilde Baumann yesterday. So you needn't worry about becoming some strange nobleman's sex slave or concubine."

A faint smile appeared on Hilde's face.

"I suppose being your slave is better than being a sex slave to some nobleman whose face and name I don't even know. Despite my dislike for you, you're not bad-looking, are you?"

Her expression seemed like she had completely given up on living.

So if I were to make Hilde my possession now, it would be like acquiring a beautiful sex slave without a soul.

*That's not why I went through all this trouble.*

Therefore, I have no intention of taking Hilde by force.

"From Viscount Canossa, I purchased Lady Baumann..."

Hilde interrupted me mid-sentence.

"Don't use the title 'lady.' I'm just your property now, aren't I, Martin Meyer?"

I continued speaking as if I hadn't heard her.

"The amount I paid for Lady Baumann was 800 gold coins. Adding all the rewards I'm receiving as the highest contributor to this castle's conquest, I paid approximately 1,100 gold coins in value."

One gold coin equals a year's living expenses for a family of four serfs, and 100 gold coins is roughly a mid-level knight's annual salary.

*Though a knight's annual salary excludes bonuses received from participating in wars.*

And while most of a knight's income comes from bonuses rather than estate revenue, it's still an excessive expenditure for acquiring a lower knight with no connections.

"Did you want my body that badly? They said you were lecherous, but this is impressive."

I shook my head at her words.

"Lady Baumann, you are beautiful, but your true value lies in your ability to win the hearts of soldiers and your loyalty to your lord."

"Are you mocking me?"

"I have no such intention. And what I want is Lady Baumann's sincere loyalty toward me. The same loyalty and sincerity you gave to Baron Custer."

Strictly speaking, I want her to be loyal enough to die for me at any time, and beyond that, I want her to love me.

I'm very interested in her body too, which is partly why I paid that money, but even between lovers, unless a man is crazy, no one says, "I'm with you for your body."

In Hilde's eyes, I could see the hostility toward me that had been present until just now had softened.

"Baron Custer abandoned me, but you value me highly, Martin. That's somewhat comforting."

With just this, Hilde would fight for me if asked, and reluctantly give her body if demanded, but...

The fundamental emotion behind those actions wouldn't yet be true sincerity.

So I decided to make a crazy gamble, betting my entire fortune to win her heart completely.

"Lady Baumann, I have no intention of taking you by force if you don't wish it. Because what I want from you is sincere loyalty."

"You're a romantic man."

"So please give me a chance. In the next battle, observe whether I, Martin Meyer, am a man worthy of your service, and if you find me satisfactory, please become my knight."

At this proposal that respected her honor and rights, a refreshing smile spread across Hilde's face.

"Very well, or rather, I accept, Captain Martin Meyer. Since you've respected my honor, I shall certainly watch until the end to see if you are indeed someone not unworthy of my service."

Having come this far, it's practically settled.

"By tomorrow, you will be staying in my quarters, not in this prison. Now, I must go as I have other matters to attend to."

And a few days later, I got the opportunity to prove my abilities to Hilde, just as I had boldly promised.

Ch.135 - Guerrilla Combat And Ambush (1)
The commanders under Baron Kasano, including myself and Captain Dalten, were suddenly called to an emergency meeting.

I was irritated at having to prepare for another battle without proper rest after our victory, but I resigned myself to it. As we walked, Vice-Captain Heintz sighed deeply and grumbled.

"Captain Dalten, how many days has it been since we took the castle? Why are we being summoned for another crisis?"

Dalten grabbed the vice-captain's shoulder and shook it back and forth.

"I don't know either, damn it! I was finally going to enjoy some time with Milia, and now this? What kind of disaster is this? Another battle preparation just six days after the war ended."
"I wish this was just a bad dream, Captain Dalten."
"But reality is a cesspool, what can we do? We have to win by any means necessary. Otherwise, we'll end up like those prisoners in the dungeon, or worse—dead."

Some general once said that a soldier's duty is to win, regardless of being called a dog or a beast.

The reason was exactly as Dalten said—a defeated soldier becomes a loser who can't protect his own life, his family's safety, or the homeland he's sworn to defend.

*If I have to fight anyway, I need to win no matter what.*

Dalten suddenly turned his gaze toward me, smirked, and slapped my back.

It wasn't as painful as it used to be, but I still felt a sharp impact where he hit.

"Ow, Captain Dalten, why are you hitting me again?"

Dalten shrugged at my words and said with a snort:

"I just thought Captain Martin, who spent his entire fortune to get his hands on the beauty of Villa Hora, might be secretly happy about this."

I had spent everything, including my future bonus, to rescue Hilde.

While I was short on money because of that, it hadn't been long enough since the siege for me to be desperate to fight again just for financial reasons.

"What nonsense. I want to rest too."
"Really? I thought Captain Martin would be excited about another battle since you've been so eager to rack up military achievements lately."

When Dalten tapped my shoulder, laughter erupted around us.

"Honestly, Martin does seem like a war-crazed bastard."
"Opens the gate while exhausted and goes to capture a baron. And actually succeeds! So it's not wrong to think he'd sell his soul for military merit."
"He's not obsessed with war—he's obsessed with expanding his harem."

Captain Dalten only had Milia, while Vice-Captain Heintz and the other captains each had three to five beauties with them.

And despite spending lavishly on pretty prostitutes, they had the nerve to tease me about being obsessed with expanding my harem.

*But I can't really argue when I spent my entire fortune just to get Hilde.*

I even told her she could leave me if I wasn't to her liking.

I slumped my shoulders and sighed.

"Fine, I'm a pervert obsessed with both war and beautiful women."

Dalten gave me an approving nod and patted my back while laughing.

"What can we do? We'll have to roll up our sleeves for Captain Martin who's on the verge of bankruptcy."

Hearing that, I pretended to bow my head while scratching it.

"Brothers, please help this poor broke brother avoid bankruptcy."
"What 'brothers'? If you want us to be your brothers, join us for the second round of celebrations."
"Ah, about that..."
"This guy's lost all discipline with his rapid promotion. This won't do—you and I need to talk after the meeting."

After lightening the mood by teasing me, we made our way to the meeting room inside the castle.

Baron Kanosa hadn't arrived yet, and the other mercenary captains and knights who were already there were muttering with anxious voices.

"I heard rumors that enemy forces are rapidly approaching us."
"Do you know how large their force is?"
"If I knew that, would I be this anxious, damn it?"

Usually, before formal meetings began, people would chat about women, share various stories or boast about their exploits...

But with the sudden news of an enemy attack, everyone seemed to have lost their composure.

Baron Kanosa would arrive within 10-20 minutes at most to inform us of our situation, but...

*Still, I'd like to get some information in advance.*

As I looked around, I noticed Gaspard from the Red Rose Mercenaries, who seemed relaxed as if he knew something.

"Captain Gaspard, have you earned some achievements this time?"

Gaspard smiled at my question.

"Nothing compared to Captain Martin. Just enough to save face."
"That seems too modest for what I've heard. I heard you took almost the entire eastern wall."

While it couldn't match capturing a baron by opening the gates like I did, having a mercenary company capture nearly an entire section of the wall was quite an achievement.

After my flattery, Gaspard reluctantly shrugged and answered.

"Honestly, if it weren't for Captain Martin and the White Beard Mercenaries, I'd be bragging until my mouth split. But anyway, you suddenly approached me because of the rumors about the enemy attack, right?"

That was indeed why I approached him, but it would be rude to get straight to the point.

I smiled and changed the subject.

"Are we only on speaking terms for matters like this?"
"I suppose not. Well, from what we've gathered by interrogating prisoners and bribing knights under Baron Kanosa..."

I perked up my ears and moved my face a little closer to Gaspard.

"I heard that over 6,000 enemy troops are advancing on Villa Hora Castle. That's why they've suddenly called us together to respond."

The current forces in this castle number around 2,500, so there's virtually no risk of the castle falling to a mere 6,000 attackers.

So it's not a major crisis, but preparations to defend the castle are still necessary, hence this meeting.

"Baron Kanosa's forces number about 2,500, so their 6,000 won't be enough to capture the castle. I don't think they're attacking with the expectation of capturing it either."

Gaspard gave me a strange smile after hearing my words.

"Indeed. Ah, I'd like to chat more, but Baron Kanosa has arrived."

Hearing that, I immediately returned to my assigned seat.

After Baron Kanosa took the highest seat, we stood to show respect, but he waved his hand dismissively.

"The matter is urgent, so there's no need for unnecessary formalities."

We have 2,500 men, and the enemy has 6,000—we have the advantage as defenders.

So why is he rushing things like this?

I don't like how the baron is unnecessarily making everyone anxious.

Actually, I hope it's just the baron being overly cautious, as I suspect...

"You may already know this, but during prisoner interrogations, we received information that approximately 6,000 Rheinpfalz Empire troops are advancing toward Villa Hora Castle that we've occupied."

Since most had already guessed this, there wasn't much shock at the news of 6,000 troops approaching.

Seeing this, Baron Kanosa continued:

"Our current forces, excluding casualties and the wounded, number 2,500. The enemy has about 6,000, so it seems like a manageable battle. In any case, the enemy is expected to arrive here in less than a week."

Everyone knows that defending a castle is far more advantageous than attacking one.

However, this assumes we have "adequate preparations"...

*We have plenty of food left, but we'll be short on siege defense equipment.*

The enemy will undoubtedly try to drag out the battle, counting on this...

"Hmm, this is dangerous. Can we prepare properly in just a week?"
"We might manage with arrow stocks, but we need to gather stones..."
"This won't be easy, will it?"

While everyone was openly expressing their concerns, Baron Kanosa's gaze turned to me.

He probably couldn't directly ask me for a strategy in this setting, so he was signaling me instead.

*Still, it's good that he has expectations of me.*

"Anyone with a plan is free to speak."

As soon as he finished speaking, I stood up.

Naturally, everyone's attention turned to me, and I felt their mixed gazes—some trusting based on my past achievements, others negative, thinking "this guy again?" and resenting my initiative.

*The higher I climb, the more attention I'll receive.*

"Martin Meyer, Captain of the White Beard Mercenaries. I have a strategy to propose to Baron Kanosa."

Ch.136 - Guerrilla Combat And Ambush (2)
Everyone's gaze, including Viscount Canosa's, turned to me at once.

"Your proposed strategy greatly contributed to capturing this Villa Hora castle, so I expect much from you this time as well."

Isn't it a bit much to pressure me to come up with a strategy and then add to the burden by saying he expects great things from me?

I really want to tell him this is a bit harsh, but...

*I'll endure this, believing he's openly showing his trust in me.*

I gritted my teeth, suppressing my anger momentarily, and nodded.

"I'll do my best."
"Good. First, what do you think we need to defend the castle?"

With our forces at 2,500 and the enemy at 6,000, it seems he wants to hole up in the castle for a defensive battle.

It's the most orthodox and reliable method, so the Viscount's thoughts would naturally lean toward a defensive strategy, but...

*Fighting a defensive battle in a castle we captured just days ago isn't a good idea.*

Because no matter how much we prepare equipment and facilities for defense inside the castle, it's impossible to make perfect preparations in just a week.

This castle originally belonged to the Rheinpfalz Empire, so those attacking know its weaknesses very well.

We never know when they might strike at a vulnerability we haven't anticipated.

But directly contradicting a superior's opinion would trample on Viscount Canosa's dignity, so I should steer the conversation carefully.

"Our forces are few, and the enemy numbers 6,000, so defending the castle could be considered the best option. However, since we're formulating a strategy, wouldn't it be better to consider various approaches?"

Viscount Canosa nodded, and the other mercenary captains agreed.

"There's no harm in examining alternatives to a defensive battle."

Several knights cleared their throats and made counter-proposals to the Viscount.

"Wouldn't it be better to consider all possible variables? A better alternative might emerge."
"You're right, Merriot. While a defensive battle seems most effective, examining various factors to develop a better strategy would help us achieve victory."

Viscount Canosa approached the bulletin board with the map prepared for the meeting and attached two wooden pieces with red magnets.

One was placed to the left, a bit away from the castle, and another on the right side of the castle.

"On the left, Baron Maurer is leading approximately 2,000 troops along the road from Viltz Castle to here, and on the right, Viscount Grunwald is commanding 4,000 troops advancing along the Grunain Highway. This is quite reliable information obtained from interrogating prisoners."

It makes sense they'd split up rather than all 6,000 moving together to use time more efficiently.

"According to additional information from prisoner interrogations, they're coming here to support Baron Custer, who was originally defending this castle."

While a defensive battle allows a small force to handle a larger one...

Frankly speaking, if they surround the castle and wait for one or two years, those inside will naturally run out of supplies and starve to death without external contact.

So defensive battles typically involve desperately holding out until "reinforcements from allies" arrive.

Therefore, Baron Custer must have been desperately waiting for these people to arrive, and the reinforcements must have hurried their march to rescue those trapped in the castle...

As I reasoned this far in my head, an excellent strategy occurred to me.

My lips naturally curled upward into a smile as the Viscount's lengthy explanation was coming to an end.

"So our tactical options are either to hole up in the castle for a defensive battle or to go out and attack the scattered enemy forces. From a realistic perspective, there's no choice but a defensive battle. Does everyone agree?"

As everyone nodded, I requested permission to speak again.

"Viscount, may I have permission to speak?"

Honestly, requesting to speak after the Viscount had just stated there seemed to be no option but a defensive battle was madness.

All eyes naturally focused on me for this crazy act, and some knights even clicked their tongues at me.

*If I lacked achievements, they would have accused me of insolence by now.*

Even Viscount Canosa frowned slightly at my sudden request, responding with an irritated voice unlike before.

"Have you suddenly thought of a new strategy? This is quite perplexing."
"Your detailed explanations helped me come up with a good strategy, sir."
"Hmm, I'll grant you permission to speak based on the strategic acumen you demonstrated in capturing Villa Hora."

Though he said that, if he doesn't find my proposal interesting, it will be immediately rejected, so I should start with something impactful.

I pointed to the wooden piece on the left representing Baron Maurer and said:

"If you provide our White Beard Mercenaries with just 10 mages and 100 additional troops, we will delay the 2,000 troops led by Baron Maurer."


Captain Dalten and Deputy Commander Heintz shot curses at me with their expressions, while the Viscount froze upon hearing this novel strategy of using merely 600 men to delay 2,000.

Dalten requested permission to speak and then glared at me with murderous eyes.

"What were you thinking to come up with such an innovative strategy? One misstep and our entire mercenary company will be annihilated—it's madness!"

This was quite rude to say so directly in front of the Viscount, but given the circumstances, neither the Viscount nor the knights bothered to point it out.

"I'm also being deployed with this strategy—why would I propose something that would dig my own grave?"

Dalten glared at me, grinding his teeth.

I could feel his threat—he'd give me a chance to explain based on my past achievements, but if I spoke nonsense, he'd truly cut my throat.

*I would have gotten goosebumps if I didn't have a plan.*

Fortunately, I had a strategy to calm Dalten.

"Baron Maurer and Viscount Grunwald probably think Villa Hora Castle hasn't fallen yet. After all, we arrived at this castle just over 20 days ago."

We were able to capture this castle quickly because Baron Custer was unexpectedly incompetent and gullible enough to fall for simple discord tactics, causing him to dismiss Hilde, his pillar of support.

Without that, even without Hilde, this castle would have held out for at least a month.

"Normally, wouldn't it take at least a month, on average two months, to capture a castle of this size with about 3,000 troops?"

This time the Viscount answered.

"That's true. If your strategy hadn't worked, we probably wouldn't have captured the castle yet."
"So Baron Maurer and Viscount Grunwald likely believe Villa Hora Castle is still holding out and are marching quickly. They're thinking of rescuing the cornered Baron Custer and then attacking us."

After all, a defensive battle basically involves desperately holding out until allies arrive, then crushing the enemy together with the reinforcements.

"That's correct. And?"
"Viscount Grunwald is marching across flat terrain with 4,000 troops, making it difficult to effectively delay them with a small force using surprise attacks."

Marching through terrain with many plains means we can't hide with a small force.

This makes it difficult to conduct delaying tactics where a small force repeatedly surprises the enemy, retreats, and wears them down.

"Meanwhile, Baron Maurer's route is full of mountains and dense forests, perfect terrain for ambushes and hit-and-run tactics. Moreover, since they're hurrying to support this castle, by the time our White Beard Mercenaries encounter the Baron's army, they'll be half-exhausted from their long, rapid march."

Fighting an army more than three times your size on "flat ground" would be insane, but a sudden attack on tired enemies can lead to a great victory even with fewer troops.

*And with a sudden ambush, they wouldn't be able to react at all.*

"You make a good point. If you leave the castle to delay Baron Maurer, we would only need to hold off the enemy's 4,000 troops with our 1,900 men. That's much better than defending against 6,000 with 2,500. Very well, let's proceed with that plan."

I smiled after getting what I wanted.

"Thank you."
"Good, now let's discuss how to repair the castle's defensive facilities."

**

On the way back after the meeting, Dalten grabbed my collar.

"I've always said you could try whatever strategy you wanted, but isn't this too dangerous? Blocking 2,000 men with 600?"

Instead of apologizing, I looked at Dalten confidently and replied:

"As I told Viscount Canosa in the meeting room, this is a perfectly viable strategy. And have you forgotten?"
"What?"
"Didn't I tell you that we need to show the Rheinpfalz people how much trouble they'd face if they made enemies of the White Beard Mercenaries? That increases our chances of becoming nobles of 'Rheinpfalz.'"

Dalten was momentarily speechless.

"Removing Hilde Bauman with my strategy and proving our mercenary company can perform more than double duty at Soelden isn't enough. Do you think the high officials of the Rheinpfalz Empire would beg you to join their side, offering 'titles and vast territories' for just that much?"

With our current achievements, Captain Dalten could probably secure a position as a senior knight if he led the White Beard Mercenaries to victory for one faction in the civil war.

He might even receive territories much larger than those of typical senior knights, but they wouldn't think of wooing him with a title like 'Baron.'

"But imagine if we lead a mercenary company of just 500 men and independently defeat an army of over 2,000. Then they'll think: 'We'd suffer tremendous losses if Dalten von Prime joins our enemies instead of us. We should bring the White Beard Mercenaries to our side, even if it means granting a title.' Because..."

I deliberately paused.

The deputy commander Heintz and the centurions swallowed hard.

"If they entrust you with a thousand troops, you'll perform like four thousand."

*The moment Dalten becomes a Baron, I plan to become independent based on the reputation I've built, but the captain would think differently.*

"If Captain Dalten earns such a reputation and becomes a Baron, Deputy Commander Heintz and the centurions will receive senior knight titles. Wouldn't that be better than idly scratching your bellies in some rural town or small city with a few country girls or lovers, having both honor and power as nobles?"

Everyone nodded at that.

"And looking at the map Viscount Canosa showed us, I think we can not only delay them but potentially annihilate them with our own strength. Let's do this properly."

And so our mercenary company set off toward the enemy, leading the 100 soldiers and 15 mages we had secured from Viscount Canosa.

*Let me earn enough merit here to impress Hilde and make her mine.*
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Three days later, our mercenary company pushed deep into the Odbaugh Forest.

We needed to move faster than the enemy to set up an ambush, so we were covering more than 25km per day...

*Rather than fighting with swords in war, this is just too damn much.*

Without proper paths, the ground was littered with tree roots, stones, and occasional holes, while we constantly had to push through thorny bushes and branches.

Having to watch our footing while also clearing branches from our path made us tire about three times faster than during normal marches.

One of the new recruits in our hundred-man unit let out a deep sigh and grumbled, "Marching through this pathless forest is killing me."

Another recruit beside him answered between heavy breaths, "We've been marching through forest paths since morning because they said enemies might be nearby. I'm going to collapse and die at this rate."

I was hiding it, but I felt so drained that I thought I might actually drop dead.

Looking at those chattering fools, I felt the urge to enforce the military rule: "No talking during marches when enemies could be encountered at any moment."

If I did, those recruits would be guilty of stupidly revealing our position to enemies with their careless chatter.

They'd get at least 30 lashes with the cat-o'-nine-tails whip that draws blood after just 10 strikes.

Especially in our current situation, where a single sound could determine whether our ambush succeeded or failed...

But I shook my head and suppressed the impulse.

"Everyone's about to die from exhaustion. There's no point in acting like a hardass officer in this situation."

While principles and rules greatly help maintain military combat effectiveness, abusing them would instantly turn me into a torturer.

*At times like this, rather than torturing subordinates with rules, I should boost morale by promising substantial rewards.*

I quickly made my way to Captain Dalten.

"Captain Dalten."

Dalten sighed when he saw me.

"Why are you calling me, you bastard? Can't you see I'm about to die?"

Sweat was pouring down Dalten's face from hacking through the forest all day, and his eyes looked completely hollow.

However, there was a slight smile on his lips...

*He must still have some energy left.*

"Speak quickly. I'm dying here."
"Let's take a break. My instinct tells me the enemy is definitely nearby, but if we keep pushing the men like this, they'll collapse."
"You're right. Let's rest here for now. Everyone, take a break!"

When the order to rest came down, other officers relayed it to the men like lightning.

"Take a short break!"
"Mages, create some water with magic. Everyone, add some salt from your rations to your water bottles."
"Drinking water with a bit of salt will help you recover. Take off your armor and weapons as much as possible and sit comfortably—you can even lie down!"

The recruits immediately started adding salt to their water bottles and moved to get water.

"Let's drink some water first. Damn, I'm dying of thirst..."

The experienced mercenaries put down their helmets and packs, leaning against trees to rest.

"There's going to be a line anyway, so I'll go in a bit."

The mages pointed their staffs at large buckets and chanted spells.

"Wet this land with water, Water!"

When the spell was cast, buckets that could hold dozens of liters instantly filled with water.

This is completely normal here, but in the technologically advanced 21st century Earth, all armies struggle with "securing drinking water."

It's truly absurd to see soldiers being provided water with a single spell.

*Honestly, they could march for a month without supplies just carrying some hardtack and jerky.*

While I was spacing out, Dalten nudged me and asked, "Anything else to say? If not, I'm going to catch ten minutes of sleep."
"Can't you see the men's morale is dropping?"

Dalten's eyes sharpened a bit.

"Their morale has dropped somewhat. It's starting to look dangerous."

Despite their complaints, everyone was keeping up without falling behind, so physical stamina wasn't the main issue. But after hacking through forest paths all day...

They were all feeling mentally fatigued.

"The men's physical condition seems fine. I think they just need some motivation to fight and win here."
"True. Even the weakest recruit can become incredibly strong if he falls for a prostitute and burns with desire to buy her. Why would our mercenaries be any different?"

When studying, there's a clear difference between someone with a goal to succeed and someone without one.

In war too, those fighting to protect their families or those bragging about earning tons of money to build a harem grow much faster than those without clear goals.

*With a goal, humans can surpass their limits.*

"How about feeding the men and promising them a hefty reward, Captain? If we lose like this, both you and I will end up hanging by our necks anyway. Since we're going all in, let's do it properly."

Dalten smiled brightly at my words.

"Right, damn it. That's what we'll do. As expected of Martin Meyer, who spent his entire fortune to get one woman and brought my entire mercenary company along."

I shrugged my shoulders and smiled.

"A mercenary's life is all about taking chances, isn't it? Either die or rise up. Our captain should become a 'Baron' too."
"You damn bastard. You've been getting cocky ever since Margrave Estel made that offer about Baron Pappenheim's territory."
"Didn't you tell me when I was a recruit, Captain? That it's a virtue for skilled men to be confident."
"Ha, since that's true, I'll let you off. Now go, I'll handle convincing the mercenaries."

After we finished resting and eating, Dalten gathered all our mercenaries.

Though usually cheerful and friendly, right now he had the aura of a great commander facing a desperate battle.

*He must really be betting everything on this.*

It seems my nudging about the baronial title had an effect.

"Let me ask you honestly. Don't you feel like dying, trudging through this forest because of that bastard Martin?"

Everyone nodded at his words.

"It must be especially hard for the new recruits, and though the other officers—hell, even I—haven't been saying anything, let me be honest. I feel like I'm going to die too."

One hour of forest marching is honestly much more grueling than three hours on a proper road.

"But why are we enduring this hell? It's to ambush 2,000 men with our 600, right? We're suffering like dogs and working like oxen so we can completely destroy an enemy three times our size."

When he clearly stated why we were enduring this hardship, I could see some life returning to the men's eyes.

"Unlike regular soldiers, we might not get steady monthly pay or have an easy time settling down, but we get rewarded based on our work, don't we? In a botched battle where armies lose 40-50% of their men, you get pitiful rewards, but if you perform well in war with minimal casualties, you can make a fortune. More than a few of your seniors have used that money to buy land in the countryside and live comfortably, fondling the breasts of beautiful women twenty years younger than them."

The symbols of success are the same in this fantasy world as in 21st century Earth—making lots of money and living comfortably while fondling the breasts of a beautiful, younger wife.

Like me now, fondling Lucia's breasts with my left hand and Senior Karin's breasts with my right—that's truly a successful life.

"And the opportunity to achieve that dream is right in front of us. Find those bastards wherever they are, beat them down, and I'll shower you with rewards like a madman. I promise."

At those words, Vice-Captain Heintz playfully asked, "How much will you give us?"
"For new recruits, even without special achievements, as long as we win, you'll get at least 6 gold coins each. Viscount Canossa would give at least that much."

Six gold coins—the minimum living expenses for a family of four serfs for six years.

With such a massive reward on the line, I could see bloodlust rising in the eyes of the men around me.

"Damn, I knew I could count on Captain Dalten!"
"Six gold coins is worth risking my life for!"
"I'm going to save that money and buy myself a female slave."

Dalten raised his right hand high and clenched his fist.

"So, whether it takes a day or two, grit your teeth and search..."

In the middle of building momentum, scout leader Jackson whispered something in Dalten's ear.

"Seems we don't need to search anymore. Baron Maurer is passing by about 2km from here. Let's go, everyone!"
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If I walked along a well-maintained path, I could leisurely cover 2km in about 30 minutes. But trekking through the forest for the same distance took me a whole hour despite hurrying.

"Damn it, if I ever have to trek through a forest twice more, I'm not human."

Of course, compared to mountain marching with dense trees and steep slopes, forest trekking might be considered quite manageable.

But just because mountain marching is harder doesn't make pushing through forest undergrowth comfortable.

The good thing was that beyond the forest, I could clearly see the large flag indicating the presence of Baron Maurer and his soldiers.

*Damn, all this crawling through hell was worth it after all.*

I wanted to shout with joy, but doing so would announce our ambush plans.

I deliberately pinched the back of my thigh to suppress my instinct and maintain rationality.

Then I raised my hand to signal my subordinates to wait.

*When launching a surprise attack, it's crucial to strike hard at the very beginning.*

The success of this ambush operation depends on our mercenary group and reinforcements combining forces to deliver one proper blow.

Dalten seemed to understand this as he grabbed the nearby captains and lieutenants and ordered:

"The enemy is marching in a single file along the road. We'll form our formation long and thin. Everyone knows why, right?"

A thick formation reduces the contact area with the enemy, decreasing potential damage while increasing defensive strength.

Conversely, a thin and long formation increases the contact area, allowing more damage in the same timeframe but weakening formation integrity.

Since we're executing a surprise attack—a hit-and-run guerrilla operation—it's advantageous to form a formation that can inflict maximum damage in minimal time.

"Yes, Captain Dalten."

Following his instructions, we formed a thin, long formation and waited for the signal arrow—the harbinger—to be fired.

When we sent scouts to locate Baron Maurer's army, I thought everything would go smoothly once we found them.

But now that we've found them, the waiting is unbearable.

Sweaty palms, heart pounding with tension.

*This is what it feels like when a small force faces a larger one.*

Since the signal hadn't come yet, I observed the enemy closely. Fortunately, they didn't seem to have noticed our ambush.

"Come on, if you march us for two weeks, shouldn't you let us rest for at least a day, or at least half a day?"

As one soldier grumbled, another beside him sympathized:

"At this rate, we'll die of exhaustion before reaching Villa Hora or whatever it's called."

Hearing a conversation that confirmed my predictions made me suddenly feel good.

Regardless of the soldiers' complaints, the higher-ups urged them on with stern voices.

"At Villa Hora, Baron Custer and his soldiers are fighting a brutal battle, waiting desperately for our arrival. Hurry up!"

I wish I could tell them:

*Yeah, I already gobbled up that Villa Hora of yours.*

I gestured to Karin, pointing at a knight who was showing off, and asked:

"Senior, can you hit that guy over there?"
"Of course."
"When the signal arrow goes up, put an arrow through his neck first."

Judging by his armor and cape, he seemed to be a low-ranking knight, but to ordinary soldiers, even a "low-ranking knight" is a godlike figure.

If someone like that suddenly gets sniped and dies, it will devastate the morale of those around him.

*They'll be so shocked they won't even be able to hold their spears properly.*

Just then, the signal arrow cut through the sky with a "peeee" sound.

It was the signal that it was time for us to ambush and feast on the enemy.

Below, Baron Maurer's soldiers began to panic as the sudden "battle commencement" signal rose.

New recruits grabbed their spears, looking around in confusion, making useless movements.

"Left? Right? Or from the front? Where should I point my spear?"

Their 4-5 meter long spears clashed with each other, making clacking sounds due to their confused movements.

The higher-ups drew their swords, pointing in the direction the signal arrow had come from, trying to get the new recruits to come to their senses.

"The signal came from the right! Right! Right! Turn right!"

I'll give them credit for trying to respond.

But why is the commander showing signs of panic?

That will only make the soldiers—already confused and frightened by the ambush—even more fearful.

*Pathetic fools, that's why I truly love you.*

And the more I love you, the more I need to crack your skulls.

Right in front of us, Lucia and the other mages completed their spell incantations.

"Red flame spear that burns the enemy, grant me the power to protect my precious ones! Fire Spear!"
"May red flames burn the enemy, Fire Ball!"
"Earth that nurtures life, crush the enemy before me! Stone Bullet!"

The mages and archers, including Karin, simultaneously launched their magic and arrows toward the enemy.

Enemies hit by fire magic, along with earth and lightning magic, were either critically wounded or died instantly.

Those who died instantly had no time to feel pain or scream; they just collapsed like puppets with cut strings, burning or missing body parts.

Meanwhile, the critically wounded cried out in pain.

"Help me! My body! It's burning, argh!"
"My arm! My leg! Aaaagh!"
"I don't want to die, save me, someone save..."

As arrows rained down, even more enemies fell.

"The squad leader is dead!"

Though the squad whose leader had died was somewhat maintaining formation, it looked so unstable that it would collapse with the slightest touch.

As confusion piled up, the formation of Baron Maurer's 2,000-strong army completely shattered.

*In a normal battle, an army wouldn't fall apart with just this much damage...*

This is why ambushes are so effective.

"You guys, throw even stones at them. With luck, you might crack someone's head!"

While we were scraping our souls to maximize our firepower, even throwing stones...

The knight I had asked Karin to snipe grabbed his neck with one hand and fell from his horse, dead.

"Martin, Captain of Hundred, I took care of that guy as you asked."

I gave her a thumbs-up in praise, and Karin continued to selectively snipe those who appeared to be of higher rank in the enemy army.

"Ugh, damn it."

Each time one of Baron Maurer's higher-ups fell with a groan, the already chaotic enemy lines became even more turbulent.

"Uh, damn? What do we do?"

In normal situations, squad leaders should calm the new recruits and other soldiers, but...

Since squad leaders are essentially just low-ranking NCOs in the military organization, when the higher-ups started losing their heads...

"I don't know either, you bastards! Point your spears to the left and block!"
"What are you talking about! Pointing spears at those coming out of the forest is useless!"
"Just duck, you crazy idiot!"

They contradicted each other, only adding to the soldiers' confusion.

*This is the perfect timing to crack their heads, isn't it?*

With the enemy in such confusion, if we keep pushing, couldn't we completely annihilate 2,000 men with just our 600?

I felt the impulse momentarily, but shook my head.

Nothing good comes from impulsively changing tactics, and trying to take down 2,000 with 600 in one go is clearly greedy.

As I finished my deliberation, loud trumpet and drum sounds echoed.

Orders for synchronized firing came from various directions.

"Mages, one more big one for the finale!"
"Archers, rain down arrows when the mages cast their spells!"
"Our comrades' lives depend on how well you shoot!"

Perhaps because it was the final magical attack, the mages began incanting large-scale spells that made me worry they might suffer mana exhaustion...

Karin and the other archers shot arrows so rapidly their hands bled.

"No need for sniping or anything fancy! Just shoot!"

At a glance, Karin seemed to be firing arrows at an exaggerated rate of one per second.

Obviously, she wasn't aiming carefully, but Karin and the other archers still managed to hit some part of the enemy soldiers' bodies despite shooting wildly.

As an enormous number of spells flew toward the enemies, those who had been pointing their spears in our direction were mowed down.

*Now's the perfect opportunity, isn't it?*

"Martin's Hundred, follow me! Let's crack these bastards' heads first!"

Ch.139 - Guerrilla Combat And Ambush (5)
When charging headlong, the most important things are guts and tenacity.

Because if I don't kill that bastard now, I'll be the one rolling in that pile of corpses in a few seconds—that's why mindless charging while fully aware of the stakes is most effective.

To maximize this effect, you have to suppress the fear of death with pure guts and charge forward like a berserk Viking.

"Don't waste time overthinking! The cowards die first!"

After I gave these instructions, Otto, who was behind me, added in a commanding voice:

"Let out a battle cry toward the enemy!"

In Korean military training, this would be ordered to focus the mind before drills or running, but...

"You fucking bastards!"
"I'll smash all your skulls today!"
"I'll make your families hold mass funerals!"

When we all shouted in unison, the expressions of those caught in our surprise attack grew even more terrified.

They were all dripping with cold sweat, and some of them were so aware of their fate that they trembled with tears streaming down their faces.

"Eek, spare me!"

Even their higher-ups who should have been calming their frightened men were shocked by our surprise attack, and hearing our threatening battle cries made their reactions slow.

When they finally did react, their voices betrayed a hint of panic.

"Shit, aim your weapons and stick together! Stay together, you bastards!"

Don't they know that when a superior shows even slight agitation, the soldiers below feel ten times the fear?

No, they probably know and are doing it anyway.

*Thanks to them, the effect of our surprise attack will be multiplied. I should be grateful.*

Five seconds before I, running at the front, cut down the enemy right in front of me, I took a deep breath using abdominal breathing and shouted with Aura:

"Drop your weapons and surrender if you don't want to die!"

With only slight exaggeration, my voice echoed across the battlefield like a concert hall speaker, and several nearby enemies wet themselves.

"Aaaagh!"

The little bastard screams cutely.

Don't worry, I'll send you comfortably to God with one stroke of my blade.

"I'll give you an easy death!"

Saying that, I swung my sword horizontally and took off his head.

His head came off with one stroke, so it should have hurt less, right?

After that brief idle thought, I immediately began to push deep into the center of their formation.

*When they're stunned from being hit hard from behind, I need to kill as many as possible.*

Just like in a game when fighting a boss—you have to deal maximum damage when the boss is stunned and can't move.

"Don't hesitate, just kill them!"

I began cutting down those who hesitated, unable to regain their senses.

"Die! Die!!"

A new recruit who trembled with fear as he thrust his spear at me had both arms cut off, spear and all.

"My arms, my arms! Aaaagh!"

An arrogant one who swung a mace at me got his face smashed by my left hand in its iron gauntlet.

A normal person's punch might at most break a nose and some teeth, but the Aura flowing through my body gave me superhuman strength...

The one who took a direct hit to the face had his neck snap instantly, killing him on the spot.

Maintaining the momentum from my left-handed strike, I spun around once, swinging my sword and dismembering the enemies around me.

As I pressed forward with a level of skill no ordinary human could match, pushing harder and harder...

The soldiers, already disoriented from the surprise attack, fell deeper into chaos.

In the face of our sudden fierce attack, the enemy army scattered instantly, creating an environment where we could fight with remarkable ease.

Printz, one of my ten-man squad leaders, swung his sword in the air and shouted:

"Everyone gather up!"

At his command, the soldiers under him formed a tight group around him.

"Form groups of two or three and kill them one by one! Don't try to show off like Hundred-Man Commander Martin if you can't even use Aura!"
"Yes, Squad Leader!"

Following Printz's orders, his ten-man squad coordinated in small teams to take down the scattered enemies one by one.

"Kill that bastard!"

When the leader of a small group designated a target like that, the group members turned their attention to it.

After focusing their attention, two or three would attack simultaneously.

One would block the enemy soldier's attack.

"Got you, bastard."

With their attacks blocked, the enemies' faces turned pale as they broke into cold sweats.

"Shit!"

Then, like lightning, the others would leap in from behind or the side with their weapons.

"Die, you dog!"

With their attacks blocked, the enemies couldn't properly resist and fell, bleeding.

"Argh!"

Indeed, in war, if you can just properly execute tactics that keep your forces united while scattering the enemy, you can exert tremendous power...

*I'll have to train the new recruits brutally hard when I get them.*

With my subordinates fighting so well, I couldn't embarrass myself as their Hundred-Man Commander.

No, I needed to make their jaws drop at my performance to save face.

"You Rheinpfalz pigs, you're all dead today!"

After declaring that they would all die, I began circulating Aura through my body at an incredible speed.

When I felt every muscle—no, every cell in my body—activating...

I kicked the ground with my right foot and shot forward like an arrow.

"Stop that bastard!"

As I suddenly went wild, the scattered enemies began to regroup to deal with me, but...

How dare these pathetic bastards try to kill me?

Well, it's good they're gathering, but why are the spearmen's spear tips trembling so much?

*Don't they know that even a slight tremor in the spear tip changes where the attack lands?*

I clicked my tongue and gripped my sword tighter with both hands.

"You idiots."

And when I reached the spot right in front of the gathered enemies, I concentrated Aura in my legs to increase my charging speed even more.

When I, wearing medium armor mixed with mithril, collided at high speed, the enemy right in front of me flew like a baseball hit by a bat.

"Aaaagh!"

He crashed to the ground along with those behind him.

I hadn't even cut him with my sword—I had just rammed into him like a bull. Seeing this, the surrounding enemies froze, breaking into cold sweats.

*Cute little bastards.*

"Peek-a-boo?"

I called to them in a playful voice.

The frozen, surprised friends couldn't answer my call right away, but...

*It doesn't matter if they can't answer. They'll be dead soon anyway.*

Then I beheaded them with my sword and stabbed them to create well-ventilated holes.

To stimulate their instinctive fear and make them tremble when they were already too shocked to respond properly.

*I've heard the really cruel ones even throw corpses while fighting...*

I'm not crazy enough to play with dead bodies, and I don't like such inefficient fighting methods...

I needed to completely crush the army's morale through visual effects—letting them see their comrades die instantly.

And my efforts bore fruit when one trembling soldier threw down his spear and began to flee.

"H-he's insane! Run away!"

When one person starts to flee, the confusion in an already chaotic formation becomes much worse.

*I'll let you live. That's more beneficial for me.*

"Don't kill those who are running away!"

When I gave that order, several nearby enemies truly turned their backs and tried to flee after throwing down their weapons.

Since I'm not one to go back on my word without good reason, I didn't cut down those who turned their backs, though I could have.

And so, for about 15 minutes, we practically massacred the enemy one-sidedly.

The ground was soon piled with heaps of corpses, among which our casualties were so few they were barely visible unless you looked closely.

*This is why surprise attacks are the best.*

However, not everything could go perfectly. The mid-level commanders under Baron Maurer gradually began to regain their composure.

"Lower your spears and gather around my banner!"
"If you don't follow orders, my sword will cut you down!"
"Don't be afraid and move according to my commands!"

Ah, just when things were getting fun, they're coming to their senses... Should I retreat now?

I fingered the "retreat signal whistle" attached to my waist, which only commanders of hundred-man units or higher could use, and considered it briefly...

But then I shook my head.

*To be fair, they're still in the process of regrouping, not fully recovered yet. Let's continue a bit more.*

"Each platoon, target the officers under the banners! Let's have some more proper fun!"

Ch.140 - Guerrilla Combat And Ambush (6)
The White Company squad leaders who heard my command responded in loud voices.

"Just as the White Company Captain said, we'll kill the important ones under the flag first!"
"Rudolf Squad! Charge toward the red flag on the left!"
"Follow your squad leader! Let's kill them all without leaving a single one!"

In any battle, killing the enemy's high-ranking officers is the shortcut to victory.

This is an obvious tactic that has been used since ancient times.

*And the counter to this would be for the high-ranking officers to quickly gather soldiers around themselves for protection, right?*

Just as I thought, the mercenaries and knights under Baron Maurer quickly urged their soldiers to gather around them.

"Gather around me!"

Currently, the regular soldiers were scattered in all directions like a disorganized mob, but they were trying their best to follow orders and gather together.

"Rally to our squad leader's flag!"

In their hurry, some even bumped into each other, breaking noses and causing nosebleeds.

"Argh, my nose!"

They were true idiots, but while they were struggling to gather for survival, my squad leaders began to move with their squads.

"They're most vulnerable when they're in disarray!"

Otto took the lead, shouting as he cut down the enemy's neck right in front of him.

"Kill all their officers before these bastards come to their senses!"

The other squad leaders around followed my example and began to ruthlessly slaughter the enemy forces.

"Take down one unit at a time! Cut off the commander's head and the unit will collapse!"

It might seem obvious and not worth saying, but it's extremely important for a commander to give clear objectives and instructions to troops who are gradually getting exhausted.

During war, just by helping the lowest-ranking soldiers understand their situation, pointing out exactly what they need to do, and showing them what results to expect...

They believe their commander has a plan and feel reassured, and when they follow those orders and see the battlefield shift, they carry the "hope of victory" in their hearts.

*There's a reason they say leaders who provide specific objectives are important.*

Pointing my sword straight ahead, I muttered almost in a whisper:

"Then shall I start by killing the knights under the flag?"

Looking around, I spotted a "small mercenary unit" trying to gather as quickly as possible and form a defensive formation.

"Follow my orders and you'll make it back alive! Everyone gather up!"

The mercenaries under that man's command were moving quite swiftly.

Looking at the faces of the moving soldiers, none of them were chewing their lips.

*Are these bastards not afraid right now?*

I need to cut off the head of whoever's commanding these guys as soon as possible.

"Damn, nothing is more frightening in war than a competent enemy."

Actually, incompetent superiors like Baron Pappenheim are even more frightening than competent enemies.

Anyway, both are terrifying, so I should eliminate them quickly, right?

After determining my target, I quickly ran toward the men who were beginning to form a formation with just a few soldiers.

With every minute—no, every second—being crucial, I ran incredibly fast.

Because the more time I gave them, the harder it would be to break through their formation and kill that big guy inside.

"Damn it! Stop gathering!"

Instead of answering, they pointed their weapons at me.

These guys should be completely disoriented from the surprise attack, but they're this calm—they're definitely not ordinary.

"Kill that tin can knight!"
"That one's clearly the captain!"
"Don't leave any of them alive!"

When they swung their weapons at me, instead of retreating, I took another step forward.

*I can't give them time to reorganize their formation by backing off.*

Seeing me push forward when I should be retreating, the men in front showed signs of tension.

Their faces were covered in cold sweat as they clenched their teeth.

Gripping my two-handed sword more firmly, I swung it in a crescent motion.

"Die!"

As my Aura-enveloped sword drew a blue line in the air, the weapons coming at me in trajectories that could have dealt fatal blows were all cut off.

This would be an impossible feat on Earth, but in this fantasy world, it's a technique that anyone who has reached the level of an Aura Expert can demonstrate.

*Powerful enough to instantly turn opponents into game mobs, huh?*

However, although I've reached the Expert level, I still have shortcomings and couldn't block all attacks.

The attacks I couldn't block hammered various parts of my armor.

Stabbing attacks with swords didn't feel like much.

But attacks closer to strikes with maces or hammers transmitted their impact strongly through my armor and into my body.

"Ugh, damn it!"

I felt impacts all over my body as if I'd been hit with baseball bats.

*I'd be dead without this armor, damn it.*

"Now it's your turn to die."

As soon as I got in close, I swung my sword hard to the right.

Since the enemy was densely packed in a defensive position, I was able to cut off three heads with a single swing.

"For our senior's revenge!"

As another enemy charged at me, one of my subordinates following behind smashed his head with a mace.

"How does that mace taste?"

With men covering my back, I could swing my sword freely and rush toward the flag.

I need to repay their trust and expectations by cutting off the head of the captain here.

As I was advancing in a straight line, the captain under the flag responded first, swinging a two-handed hammer quickly toward my head.

The sound of air being cut with a "whoosh" startled me for a moment, but I turned my body clockwise and easily avoided his attack by a paper-thin margin.

"Damn, that was dangerous."

Then, following my body's rotation, I swung my sword and struck his neck, also cutting the flagpole in half.

He wasn't a particularly high-ranking one anyway...

"The enemy commander is dead!"

After loudly announcing that I had killed the commander, I started looking around for my next target.

However, my order to attack in squad units before the defense could solidify seemed to have worked well, as there didn't appear to be any difficult situations requiring my intervention.

Of course, since the squad leaders were slower than me, they had only managed to destroy about half of the small units so far...

*But half-dead men can't resist any better than dead ones, right?*

As I continued looking for new targets, I noticed one of my squads almost finishing off an enemy small unit.

"You thieving cats! Junior Knight Mateo Grantz will face you himself!"

The man who called himself Mateo rushed quickly toward the squad leader at the front.

But the squad leader couldn't see him, busy killing an enemy right in front of him.

Then Baker, who always sassed me, suddenly dropped his two-handed sword and drew a dagger.

A wicked smile spread across his face.

Just as Mateo rushed at the squad leader and swung his sword to cut off his neck...

"Your side is wide open, you bastard!"

Baker succeeded in killing him by stabbing his dagger into Mateo's neck.

Then, as if he had killed some high-ranking enemy knight, he held up Mateo's head and shouted:

"Senior Mercenary Baker of the White Beard Mercenary Company has taken the head of enemy Junior Knight Mateo Grantz!"

When he first came as a recruit, he was just a fool who couldn't fight and only talked back, but now he's killing junior knights despite not even being able to use Aura...

Indeed, you never know how a person will turn out over time.

*If that guy is improving, I should step up my game too, right?*

And right on cue, some idiot mercenary officer charged toward me.

"Die, you enemy of my lord!"

I deflected his attack and slashed from his right shoulder across his upper body.

"Be quiet when you're killing people! Noisy worthless trash."

As more time passed, our mercenary company, including the squads under my command, succeeded in taking down several flags, but...

Baron Maurer seemed smarter than Pappenheim, as orders like these could be heard from various places:

"Abandon the counterattack and everyone gather around Baron Maurer!"
"Assemble, assemble!"
"Anyone who attempts to counterattack the enemy will be judged for violating military orders!"

Then a small unit composed entirely of men in shining armor approached our position.

"You're worse than dogs, you jackals!"
"You're all dead today!"
"Prepare to die!"

A man at the front of their group began emitting an enormous amount of Aura and swinging his sword in the air.

Fire started to ignite on his sword, just like I'd seen before...

But the intensity was completely different from what I'd seen previously.

*Even lighting an oil barrel wouldn't be as strong as that?*

It was clearly a performance to boost the morale of his allies who were crawling on the ground...

Then he pointed at me and sneered.

"You're worse than a jackal! Sir Leon Canester, High Knight of the House of Maurer, will personally cut off your head!"

Whenever I was singled out like this, I had never once backed down.

However, with the enemy beginning to rebuild their forces and even sending out an elite unit, for me to recklessly engage in battle would be...

*Like throwing ashes on a well-executed plan and ruining it.*

Therefore, what I need to do now is to naturally lure them to "the place I had in mind."

I shouted toward him:

"We are cowardly like jackals! Then we'll be taking our leave, Sir!"

With that, all the mercenary company officers, including myself, blew their whistles at once.

"We've had enough fun, time to pull back!"

Ch.141 - Guerrilla Combat And Ambush (7)
War has many similarities to human relationships.

Just as in personal relationships, knowing when to get involved and when to step back is crucial.

*It's the same when leading an army into battle.*

But if we retreat with our tails between our legs, they might notice how few soldiers we have.

"You're too weak to play with anymore, you bastards!"

While taunting them, I cut down the enemy soldiers near me.

"My body..."

As I sliced through enemies who died with groans, I began to fall back, and the platoons belonging to my company started retreating as well.

"Captain Martin says it's time to go home! Let's head back!"
"Sorry we can't play anymore, little brats!"
"Let's play again next time we meet!"

Just as platoon leaders stood at the vanguard during the advance, they also took the front position during retreat, being the strongest fighters in each platoon.

They had charged in with vigor, but now they retreated with even more energy after securing victory.

Otto deliberately swung his sword in grand, showy movements as he severed the neck of an enemy soldier blocking his path.

"Out of my way, you bastards!"

The other platoon leaders also broke through, laughing maniacally while pretending not to be tired.

"Move aside, you maggots!"

Actually, from their voices, they seem to have forgotten their fatigue in the excitement of striking the Baron from behind and escaping.

*Well, this is much better than acknowledging exhaustion and panting heavily.*

"All platoons, retreat as quickly as possible!"

When I gave that order, Sir Leon, who had been pointing his sword at me and boasting earlier, shouted in anger.

"You! You're worse than a rat, you piece of garbage!"

In everyday life, such words would be insulting, but in war, hearing such things from the enemy is the highest compliment.

Or perhaps he knows this but can't contain his anger after being ambushed during what was supposed to be a routine march?

Either way, his voice sounds sweeter to me now than any classical music.

*The angry voice of a high-ranking enemy is always the best.*

"Thank you for the compliment, Sir Canester!"

In response to his praise, I offered my gratitude, which was met with a barrage of unintelligible curses from behind me.

Clearly that gentleman I wounded is continuing to say harsh things?

Now if we can just retreat properly...

"Company, attention! I will take the rearguard position!"

During a retreat, the most dangerous position is naturally at the very back.

As their commander, it's only right that I support my subordinates by protecting them.

*The one who shows his true worth in situations like this gains fame and rises much higher.*

Moreover, it's something I must do to be recognized as a lord worthy of Hilde's loyalty.

"Just trust me and get out of here quickly, that's an order!"

Though I received no verbal response from the platoon leaders or other subordinates.

Instead of answering, the men in my company, from platoon leaders down, began fighting even more desperately.

"Captain Martin is risking his life for us!"
"Damn it, break through and trust the captain! We need to escape so he can live!"
"Get out of our way, or we'll kill you all!"

The consequences of putting my life on the line for the success of the operation came swiftly.

"You can let the others escape, but kill that bastard!"

While Sir Canester's elite troops were still far behind, the rest of the rabble began rushing toward my position.

They all had bloodshot eyes and faces red as heated iron.

These bastards get so angry after being hit from behind and losing a few comrades.

"I'm not afraid of a bunch of weaklings attacking all at once."

Actually, if dozens of even weak men gather to kill me alone, it's rather...

To be more honest, it's terrifying enough to make my knees weak.

Although I can exert superhuman strength, I still bleed when cut by a sword, and arrowheads still pierce my skin.

Naturally, if I suffer a fatal wound, I'll die even if it's from someone without Aura.

So if dozens attack at once and manage to find an opening, I can't avoid death.

"But damn it, a man fights with malice, grit, and sometimes even bluffing."

As I steeled my resolve, several men surrounded me at once.

"Beat that bastard's head and body to death!"

Following the orders of whoever was behind them, the soldiers swung their weapons hard, aiming at various parts of my body.

Head, chest, shoulders, neck, armpits, thighs, calves, and knees.

"Please die!"

Seeing them attack so desperately, even saying "please," I truly felt the danger I was in.

"You think I'll die so easily?"

I managed to avoid most of their attacks by stepping back.

"Cowardly bastard."

But due to their numbers, I couldn't avoid all attacks, and a painful groan escaped my lips.

"Ugh, damn..."

The men who hit me tried to attack more fiercely, sensing an opportunity...

"I'm faster than you bastards."

When their coordination momentarily broke, I lunged forward and swung my sword in a wide arc from right to left.

Due to my sudden movement between their weapons and arms, their attacks missed my body.

"You missed, bastards?"

However, those in the path of my sword couldn't avoid serious injury or death.

"My arm, my arm, aaargh!"
"My shoulder's been cut off!"
"Blood, the blood won't stop! I don't want to die!"

When fighting multiple opponents alone, it's best to move back and forth, looking for openings.

I repeated this process several times to buy as much time as possible, but...

Eventually, I started getting cornered by the sheer number of enemies.

*This is getting dangerous?*

However, because I had been cutting them down so effectively, they hesitated to rush me.

"Should I make the first move, bastards?"

During this standoff, I kept waiting for a signal that our company had retreated far enough.

If they were delayed, I'd be in real danger. Dear God, please...

Just as I was thinking this, I heard the cheerful sound of trumpets and rapid drumbeats.

I whispered quietly to myself.

"The bastards escaped just in time."

As soon as I was certain the path to return alive was open, I randomly threw a throwing dagger straight ahead.

This unexpected move during the tense standoff disrupted the formation of those facing me.

"Now!"

I immediately turned around and started running.

Using every ounce of strength I had—not just what my mother gave me but even the strength I use to suck on Karin and Lucia's nipples—I ran as fast as possible.

*Time for the thirty-sixth stratagem: running away.*

After ensuring my entire company retreated, this much should be acceptable to anyone.

"Damn it, stop right there!"

I heard Sir Leon's voice from behind, but I didn't look back.

The moment I turned around, my speed would drop, only increasing my chances of dying.

"A man shouldn't hesitate even if an ex-girlfriend calls from behind, would you turn around, you bastard?"

I ran desperately until I reached the vicinity of those who had fought alongside me...

The men pursuing me encountered archers and mages waiting in the forest.

"Spear of fire that burns everything away, incinerate my enemies! Fire Spear!"

As Lucia was the first to chant and cast an intermediate spell, other mages also began casting their spells in unison.

"Fireball!"
"Rock, crush my enemies! Stone Bullet!"
"Power of lightning, Lightning!"

Various spells including earth, water, and fire magic cleanly killed those pursuing us.

Additionally, I could hear arrows flying toward the enemy.

"Mages and archers, all of you enter the forest! We're luring them in!"

Though there were no reinforcements waiting to help us inside, we had to pretend there were.

And that deception worked perfectly, as trumpet sounds came from the enemy lines.

Looking back, I saw them retreating while cursing.

"Damn those rat bastards..."

To receive such high praise after a perfect ambush...

This should be enough to earn Hilde's recognition, right?

Ah, of course this is just the beginning—if it's not enough, I can always show more impressive feats.

Ch.142 - Everything Is In The Palm Of My Hand
After running through the forest for hours, I looked back.

"There shouldn't be any enemy bastards chasing us, right?"

It had been three hours since we heard the enemy's retreat horn, and there was no sign of pursuit. The probability that we weren't being chased was probably 99%, no, 99.9%.

But in this world, there's always that one-in-a-million, one-in-a-billion tiny chance, so I should remain vigilant about any possibility, right?

*Even though I'm saying this, if there are pursuers behind us, we're finished anyway.*

Otto responded to my comment while dry heaving.

"Would there be any, sir?"

Then Captain Dalten collapsed onto the ground and said:

"Jackson said there was absolutely no sign of Baron Maurer's soldiers pursuing us after we began our retreat. You and I could probably run for another two hours, but if the others keep going like this, they'll all die."

Dalten pointed at the men around us and snickered.

Some new recruit was bent over facing the ground, not just dry heaving but actually vomiting.

"I'd rather die than run any more, bleeegh."

Another guy had already sprawled out on his back in the dirt before anyone even suggested taking a rest.

"I'm not tired from running too much, I'm sleepy..."

The moment he finished saying he was dying of sleepiness, he started snoring.

With the soldiers in this state, we definitely needed to rest unless there was clear evidence the enemy was pursuing us.

Otherwise, we'd face the disaster of our entire force being wiped out not by enemy soldiers but by collapsing from exhaustion.

In dramas and history books, this is exactly when the enemy typically shows up and everyone conveniently dies together...

*I can't let everyone die by being overly cautious about a disaster with less than a 0.1% chance of happening.*

Dalten patted my shoulder and said:

"There won't be any bastards chasing us. Let's all rest here for a few hours, then return to our base inside. We won a big victory, you bastards."

Even though we hadn't completely annihilated the enemy, we had beaten down over 2,000 enemy troops almost one-sidedly while suffering only minimal casualties.

So everyone should have been cheering, but no one was shouting loudly.

Was it because they had squeezed out every last bit of energy from their bodies and had no strength left?

Well, it makes sense... after conducting a surprise attack for an hour and then running a marathon-like distance without rest...

But contrary to my expectations, a little while later, the entire White Beard mercenary company erupted in loud cheers.

"Deus be praised, fuck yeah! We survived, we survived!"
"Just survived? Those bastards will piss themselves just thinking about us at night."
"Baron Maurer must be grabbing his neck and dying of anger right now!"

These bastards—they'd achieved an overwhelming victory with almost no casualties, but they were just slow to realize there was no pursuit after hearing the news?

"Each hundred-man unit captain, take roll call and report to me how many soldiers died, then rest."

Dalten said this and waved his hand to dismiss us.

Only after hearing those words did I feel all the tension leave my body and the fatigue I'd been holding back wash over me.

My entire body felt incredibly heavy, though not like I was going to die. But if I could just lean against that tree stump over there, I'd probably sleep like the dead while snoring.

No, since snoring means I'm not dead, I should just say I'd sleep like crazy?

Still, thanks to the strategy I proposed, we were able to surprise attack an army of 2,000 men—outnumbered by at least 3 to 1—and return with barely any casualties.

A broad smile spread across my face, like a student who barely got into their first-choice university with a waitlist number.

"Fuck yeah, we won!"

Even though there's still a mountain of work left to do, I can be happy in this moment, right?

I trudged over to where my hundred-man unit was gathered. The guys tried to stand up to greet me despite their exhausted bodies, but...

"No need for that, you bastards. I know perfectly well how tired you are, no need to act like some nobleman's soldiers."

Otto snickered at my words.

"Literally, if you'd made us stand at attention when we're about to die from exhaustion, we might have mutinied, for real."

The other platoon leaders chimed in.

"Wow, you actually survived? You're quite the comeback warrior."
"You'll have to treat us when we get back, right? You already went bankrupt once for Hilde, and now you're headed for another bankruptcy, aren't you?"
"Martin, at this rate, you'll desert after we win everything, stop it, you bastard."

I really should reward them for risking their lives and fighting beyond their limits for me, Martin Meyer, even if I have to pull out my last pillar...

I deliberately pretended not to hear that and whistled.

"Anyway, let's check our numbers before resting. You guys don't want to hear me give some long speech like some nobleman, right?"
"Wow, he's pretending he didn't hear that."
"Otto's platoon, report your numbers first. I need to report to Captain Dalten how many of you survived."

At that, they all grumbled while checking their numbers by platoon and reporting to me.

"Out of Martin's hundred-man unit, 105 men: 5 dead or missing, 10 with minor injuries. The injured just have scratches that will heal once they get healing from those rear support guys."

It's almost strange how few casualties we had for a hundred-man unit that led the charge against nearly triple our number of soldiers...

But successful surprise attacks typically result in very few casualties.

That's because the enemy is so completely overwhelmed that they often can't even counterattack.

"Hmm, are you sure you counted correctly?"
"If I reported wrong, wouldn't we have to do roll call again?"
"Good, everyone rest until Captain Dalten calls. If you're drinking water, add a little salt to it. Dismissed."

If the men were in better shape, I'd go rest with Lucia and Karin, but those two have probably already gone to dreamland.

I headed toward where Hilde was staying with our hundred-man unit.

When I reached her, Hilde was looking at our hundred-man unit with a dejected smile.

"...If Baron Custer's forces had done even half of what Martin Meyer's hundred-man unit did..."

Is she still unable to let go of her attachment to the incompetent lord she served?

It's fitting for a loyal knight who never betrays her lord once chosen, unless that person abandons or betrays her first.

It may seem stubborn, but that makes me want to break her even more.

As I approached her, I greeted her with elaborate courtesy.

I don't really need to do this for a woman who's become my slave, but to win Hilde's heart, I need to respect the values she holds dear.

"Lady Baumann, you've worked hard."

Hilde looked at me with a serene smile—not dejection, but more like the gentle smile of an enlightened Buddha—and replied:

"I did nothing. At most, I just watched you and your hundred-man unit in action and fled alongside you. You must have had a really tough time, Martin..."

"How did my unit and I do?"
"Beautiful, and exactly what I've always admired."

After catching her breath, she continued:

"Subordinates who completely trust their captain and fight without sparing their lives, and a commander like Martin Meyer who risks his life for his subordinates. I thought that perhaps—no, I wished I could have served a lord like you."

Her serene smile from moments ago disappeared as she bit her lip hard and tears flowed.

"...But my lord was neither brave nor trusting of me. He abandoned me, falling for a mere appointment as a senior knight. That's why it was more painful. Because it was something I could never have."

At those words, I wiped her tears with my hand.

"You can have it anytime if you just reach out to me once. Betraying your lord is the greatest sin, but serving someone other than the lord who abandoned you is only natural."

"A very attractive offer. So attractive that I want to nod right now—such a sweet proposal."

But Hilde shook her head.

"However, my answer remains the same as before."

Hilde looked up at me with tears welling in her eyes.

Like an orphaned kitten, sending me a desperate look begging to be taken in...

She let a single tear fall.

"I cannot deny the history of my father, Max Baumann, who, though from a mere lower knight family, took greatest pride in serving the Custer baronial family for generations, sometimes burning his life like straw. Therefore, I cannot serve you."

If I pushed harder, I could probably bring Hilde under my command right now.

Because even a massive tree with roots so deep it seems unshakable will begin to sway in the wind.

And when a stronger wind begins to blow, eventually those roots will be torn out.

A person's unbreakable conviction works the same way.

*But for Hilde, the belief in pure loyalty is everything that supports her character.*

If I force her to break that, I'll never receive the sincere loyalty and love of the Hilde Baumann I've fallen for.

As painful as it is, as much as I want to reach out and break her right now, I must wait.

"Martin Meyer, I am your slave. You can take my body whenever you wish. I've never opened my heart to any man before, but I think it wouldn't be bad with you. Perhaps I could even be happy like the other ladies around me?"

Those words carried the resignation of someone who had been abandoned.

Well, for someone who had given her loyalty in every situation, her lord must have been more precious to her than her own life.

Having lost that—no, having lost such a precious support—

*I suppose this reaction might be normal, if anything about this is normal.*

Hilde, still tearful, looked straight into my eyes and said:

"However, I cannot pledge my loyalty to you. I cannot break the pride of my ancestors, the conviction my father protected even at the cost of his life."

"I see. Then I will respect your conviction and loyalty. As promised, if I win this battle and you wish it, I will release you from me."

"Martin Meyer."

When I first made this proposal to Hilde, it was a gamble with my entire fortune because it was the surest way to make her mine.

Now Hilde's heart has completely tilted toward me.

No, didn't she say that since she's my property, I can use her body as I please?

For a woman, especially one who hasn't even experienced first love, to say "it wouldn't be bad with you" means she's already fallen completely.

Yes, if we're talking cup noodles, I've already added the powder and boiling water—just need to wait three minutes.

*Once I win, Hilde will certainly volunteer to be mine.*

Since I've already essentially won this battle, what's the harm in saying a few more romantic words like some sucker?

With that confidence, I barely held back my smile and looked at her with a serious expression:

"What I wanted to obtain by spending my entire fortune was the knight Hilde Baumann, who fought to the end maintaining her convictions. Just obtaining your body alone would be meaningless."

"Martin Meyer."

"A body without a soul is as good as dead, so I want your soul and body. If you don't sincerely wish to serve me, I will let you go. I'll provide maximum support so you can start anew, out of respect for your loyalty and honorable life."

No, Hilde Baumann, you can never leave me now.

Just from the emotions and reactions you've shown me so far, it's like in Romance of the Three Kingdoms when Cao Cao gave Guan Yu everything, but in the end, he still returned to Liu Bei on his Red Hare horse.

Your love, your heart, your body and soul—it may take a little time, but they will inevitably come to me.

"So please watch me. See what kind of commander I am to my subordinates, what potential I have, and what kind of person I am. And imagine, my lady."

I turned my back to Hilde and walked away.

"How you would shine by my side—the very image you've always admired."

After walking a few steps away, I glanced back slightly.

And what I saw was Hilde reaching out her hand toward me.

I muttered in a voice too quiet for her to hear:

"It's already over. Now, I need to go to Captain Dalten and tell him to prepare the final blow."

Ch.143 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (1)
While others were sprawled out resting, I made my way to find Captain Dalten.

"Captain Dalten, do you have a moment?"

Dalten turned toward me, letting out a huge yawn before speaking in an irritated voice.

"I'm dying of exhaustion because of you. Can't I get some rest? I've never had aching bones since my Aura awakening, but now my whole body hurts and I feel like I'm about to die."

Judging by the fact that he didn't tell me to shut up and get lost immediately, he seemed to be saying I should keep it short and concise.

Why does he have to be so passive-aggressive instead of just being direct...

*Is he going through menopause or something?*

Despite my thoughts, I put on an awkward smile and said:

"I'll be quick and concise. I'm completely drained too—even if I wanted to touch Lucia and Karin's breasts, I don't have the energy."
"You pervert."
"Isn't that just what men are, sir?"
"You're right about that. The reason we risk our lives swinging swords is all to touch pretty women's breasts and have sex. So, what's your plan?"

I pulled out a copy of Baron Custer's map from inside my clothes and showed it to Dalten while speaking.

"We need to deliver the finishing blow to Baron Maurer at the Eibe River, about 20km from here."

Dalten's eyes lit up instantly. He straightened his posture and stared intently into my eyes.

"Any army is at its weakest when crossing a river. During a river crossing, they can neither attack nor defend properly, essentially dividing the force. Your intention seems to be to strike them 'while they're crossing the river.' Explain in detail."

As he said, even modern 21st century Earth armies with all kinds of machinery and vehicles suffer a dramatic drop in combat effectiveness when crossing rivers.

Even with multiple pontoon bridges, the army becomes divided between those who have crossed and those who haven't, weakening their overall strength.

And soldiers crazy enough to cross the river on foot end up wading through water that reaches anywhere from their calves to their chests...

*In such a state, an army can't demonstrate proper organization or combat power.*

That's why an enemy crossing a river is inevitably vulnerable.

"My plan is this: The main road the Baron is using for his march passes through the middle reaches of the Eibe River on the way to Villa Hora, correct?"
"That's right. They cross the middle of the river and after another 2-3 days of marching, they arrive. If they were to go around the river, it would take at least two more weeks."
"Yes, so the enemy has no choice but to cross this river. They'll still be under the misconception that Baron Custer is defending the castle."

Even if Baron Maurer learns that "Baron Custer" has already been captured, it wouldn't be particularly bad for us.

It's practically impossible to capture Villa Hora Castle, which has 2,500 soldiers garrisoned, with just 6,000 troops.

The enemy commander would know this and would "retreat" to avoid unnecessary casualties.

No, our side wouldn't lose, but it could be a huge loss for our White Beard Mercenaries.

*Because we'd miss the opportunity to achieve the feat of annihilating 2,000 men with just 600.*

After hearing my explanation, Dalten raised one concern.

"But those bastards just got hit hard from behind by us today. Would they still continue moving urgently toward Villa Hora Castle after that? If it were me, I'd slow down the marching speed and strengthen security. That would make our next ambush much more difficult."

I snorted at his words.

"They'll strengthen their perimeter security and reconnaissance, but they absolutely cannot slow down their march."
"Martin, you know as well as I do that there's a 99.9% chance the enemy will act according to common sense. From that perspective, my assessment is more reasonable."

As Dalten said, warfare is based on common sense.

Don't plunder civilians recklessly, don't starve your soldiers, don't force marches unnecessarily, don't throw a small force against a larger enemy, and so on...

These judgments and orders based on common sense account for 99.9% of cases, with rare exceptions like crazy commanders like Pappenheim who give self-destructive orders without reason.

And occasionally, there are brilliant moves that catch the enemy off guard with unexpected, ingenious operations.

So Dalten's advice to think sensibly is correct, but the reason those guys will have to move according to my intentions is...

"When we were attacking Seriz Fortress, didn't we get screwed trying to take a castle defended by 250 men with our 500 because of that bastard Pappenheim? Why was that? Wasn't it because of Pappenheim's orders?"

Hearing this, Dalten's eyes widened again.

"The commander-in-chief or corps commander above Baron Maurer must have ordered him to urgently relieve Villa Hora Castle. So they can't slow down because of one ambush, is that what you're saying? Because even a baron can't escape severe punishment for disobeying orders from someone high up."

Even during the Imjin War, that "Won Gyun" kept refusing King Seonjo because he knew the Battle of Chilcheollyang would be disastrous.

But when Seonjo threatened, "If you don't deploy, you'll be executed for violating military orders," he had no choice but to go to Chilcheollyang, where he lost all but 13 ships of the Joseon navy.

Ah, of course, I'm not defending that bastard who boasted he would actively destroy the Japanese if he became the Three Provinces Naval Commander when they removed Admiral Yi Sun-sin...

A commander, even knowing what consequences his superior's orders will bring, must send himself and his vassals, serfs, and mercenary troops to their deaths to protect himself, his territory, and his retainers.

*They have to send them even knowing they're going to die.*

"So he has no choice but to take the fastest route to Villa Hora Castle."

Dalten nodded in agreement after hearing my explanation.

"Fine, let's say they cross the river as you predict. How do you plan to defeat them? By ambushing them repeatedly to wear them down?"

It's an attractive strategy, but there's no guarantee that something that works once will work a second or third time.

Moreover, unless the opponent is an idiot like Pappenheim, they'll strengthen their security to prevent us from conducting hit-and-run guerrilla operations.

It was hard enough to hit an enemy with weak security from behind and escape. Trying to ambush enemies who are expecting and preparing for our attack?

*What am I, Lupin? Why would I take such an unnecessary risk?*

"The enemy's security will be tight. So why should we stick our heads into the enemy's mouth? I think we should do this instead."

I pointed to the spot where the baron's route meets the river.

"It will take Baron Maurer about 4-5 days to reach here. The distance is about 80km."

Next, I pointed to a spot about 4-5km upstream from where the road meets the river.

"We should rest a bit, then march quickly to this point and build a dam that can partially block the water flow."
"Don't you need to block it completely to stop water? And I'm not sure we can even build a dam on the Eibe River since it's both wide and deep."
"If we squeeze our mages and put everyone to work, we can manage. It takes time for mages to use earth magic to create walls, but they're quite large and sturdy, aren't they?"

The walls of defensive facilities like Seriz Fortress and Villa Hora Castle aren't built by 'stacking stones' but are directly created with 'earth magic.'

In this fantasy world, except for the shabby houses where serfs live, all houses built with some money use a mage's magic.

*That's why construction speed is surprisingly faster than in Korea, where heavy equipment is abundant.*

"The reason for not blocking the water completely is that if the enemy is thinking, they'll check the 'depth and flow speed' of the river before crossing. If the river dries up completely, they'll be suspicious."
"So if the river water is just somewhat reduced, they'll only find it slightly strange?"
"Yes, unless Baron Maurer is obsessed with marching to the point of measuring river depths at this time of year."

Even locals only know the approximate depth of the river, not the exact depth, so if we adjust it to 'let some water flow,' they really won't notice.

Dalten seemed to read my intention and smiled.

"So you're planning to burst the dam when about half of them are crossing the river?"
"Yes, if we burst the dam with magic, a tremendous amount of water will engulf them. If we attack them during that chaos? They'll collapse without being able to do anything."

According to our information, the river depth they'll be crossing is about 40cm. This is manageable for regular soldiers to cross, but if we release all the water we've dammed up at once...?

An enormous amount of water will come gushing down, sweeping away knights with Aura, mages, and soldiers alike.

"What do you think? Good plan, right?"

Dalten grinned at that.

"Let's do it right away, kid."
"I knew you'd say that. As expected, the future baron has a broad vision."
"Kid, I thought you were truly crazy when you rejected Margrave Estel's offer of Baron Pappenheim's territory. But I'm really glad you're a crazy bastard who generously benefits me. I don't want to fight against you."
"Same here."

Meanwhile, in Baron Maurer's camp...

Ch.144 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (2)
Baron Lintz von Maurer, the lord of Maurer Barony, slammed his fist on the desk.

"Damn it! Who the hell are these White Beard bastards, or whatever they call themselves?!"

His furious voice was loud enough to be heard by the guards outside his tent and even in the surrounding barracks.

But the half-crazed Baron Maurer had no capacity to worry about that now.

He had been tasked with confronting 3,000 exhausted enemies who had just fought a siege battle at Villa Hora Castle, which was garrisoned by a thousand defenders.

He had thought he just needed to march quickly, join forces with the 4,000 troops led by Viscount Grunwald inside the castle, and then crush the enemy in a coordinated attack...

'How could we be ambushed during our march!'

"Argh, damn it! What a foolish mistake to make as the head of House Maurer! To be ambushed in broad daylight with our eyes wide open!"

The baron grabbed whatever he could from his desk and hurled it to the floor, kicking his cot repeatedly as he tried to control his rage, but the more he thought about it, the angrier he became. His face and body turned bright red, resembling a giant carrot.

In the midst of this, his eyes fell on a document containing the results of tonight's roll call.

Upon reading it, his legs gave out, and he collapsed, mumbling the contents incoherently.

"Eight knights, two Mercenary captains, ten senior Mercenaries included among 150 dead, 50 severely wounded. Additionally, army morale has significantly deteriorated, which will greatly impact combat effectiveness."

Due to a single unexpected attack, 150 soldiers had died, and counting those too severely wounded to fight, they had lost nearly 10% of their forces.

This level of casualties was equivalent to what might be expected from a moderate war, or at least an intense battle.

'Such disaster before we've even engaged in battle...'

Baron Maurer found the situation so absurd that he let out a hollow laugh.

"That evil bastard Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries. So he admitted mercenaries are as cowardly as wolves, then ran away?"

The baron felt his neck stiffen as his blood pressure rose.

"Tearing him limb from limb wouldn't be enough punishment!"

After about 30 minutes of venting all manner of complaints and anger, and finally wishing in his heart that Martin Meyer would die as a eunuch, a knight cautiously entered the baron's tent.

Seeing the chaotic state of the tent, he wondered what words of concern he should offer the baron...

*Better not poke the hornet's nest when the baron is clearly out of his mind...*

"Baron Maurer, all the Mercenary captains have gathered in the command tent. They're waiting for you—what would you like me to do?"

At this, Baron Maurer washed his face with water from a basin in the corner and replied.

"Tell them to wait ten minutes while I change into fresh clothes."

**

Exactly ten minutes later, the baron entered the command tent.

Inside, the baron's knights, including senior knights, were grumbling with serious expressions.

"I don't understand why we have to go through all this trouble to save Baron Custer when our families were barely on good terms."
"Senior Knight Miller, if Baron Custer is defeated, our territory will be in danger too..."
"I know that—that's why we're suffering through this fight."

The hired Mercenary captains also began to grumble.

"Damn, this is getting really dangerous..."

Seeing this, Baron Maurer had to take a deep breath to suppress his anger that was threatening to flare up again, and then turned to address them.

"Sorry for being late."

After waiting for everyone to show proper respect, the baron sighed deeply and said:

"Well, the situation isn't good. But war must be waged, so I'll convey our future course of action. Our Maurer forces will continue marching as planned to support Baron Custer at Villa Hora Castle."

Baron Maurer gritted his teeth and clenched his fists, displaying his displeasure.

The atmosphere grew so heavy that neither the knights nor the Mercenary captains dared speak...

Then one Mercenary captain sitting in the corner hesitantly spoke up.

"My lord, I sincerely apologize for saying this, but our soldiers' morale has dropped significantly because of the White Beard Mercenaries' ambush."

Though the baron could have cut him off for speaking without permission, Maurer didn't. Instead, he nodded, indicating that the captain should continue.

"Whether in forests or elsewhere, we don't know when those bastards might attack again. Isn't it too dangerous? Perhaps we should slow our march and thoroughly scout the surroundings, or..."

Baron Maurer frowned at these words.

The baron's knights thought to themselves as they observed his expression:

*That guy's going to get destroyed.*

"Or perhaps we should change our route to a safer path. Isn't our mission to reach Villa Hora Castle intact and provide support?"

The baron sighed at these words and patted the Mercenary captain's shoulder.

The knights were somewhat surprised by this.

*That guy avoided getting chewed out?*

This was possible because Baron Maurer was someone who, at least in matters of war, tried to separate personal feelings from professional matters.

*I don't like him questioning my strategy, but he does have a point...*

The baron smiled at the Mercenary captain.

"Your suggestion is reasonable. I'd like to do that too, but I cannot accept it."
"Why not?"

Maurer passed around the orders he had received from his superior, Count Mauritz, for the Mercenary captains to see, and answered:

"According to Count Mauritz's military orders, we must 'arrive at Villa Hora Castle within six days and destroy Viscount Canosa's army.' If we slow our march or take a safer route, we won't be able to fulfill that order."
"But the probability of being ambushed again if we continue marching like this..."

The baron knew all this already.

If they continued forward like this, they might suffer another major loss from an ambush, and in the worst case, they could suffer "near-annihilation" before even reaching Villa Hora Castle.

He was well aware that to prevent such an outcome, they needed to take a safer route or slow their march while maintaining vigilant security.

*But if I don't follow orders...*

"I'm not unaware of that. However, these are Count Mauritz's orders."
"But this is too unreasonable. We could all really die..."

The baron, who had been explaining things rationally and maintaining his composure until now, felt his neck tighten as anger surged through him.

They had suffered massive losses due to an attack by the strange White Beard Mercenaries, and now Count Mauritz's insane orders were driving him crazy.

*And this mere Mercenary captain keeps talking back to me?*

The baron grabbed the Mercenary captain's shoulders, shook him, and spoke with spittle flying:

"Listen, these are Count Mauritz's orders, and we cannot object to them!"

Baron Maurer continued to vent his frustration:

"If I disobey a superior's orders on the battlefield, I could have my territory confiscated and my head cut off. You too, as mercenaries currently employed by the Rheinpfalz Empire."

The other mercenaries nodded at this.

"When you signed your contracts as mercenaries, didn't you all swear to obey the orders of His Majesty the Emperor of Rheinpfalz and the Commander-in-Chief? So if you don't follow 'orders,' while the other officers in your mercenary company might be spared, you captains could lose your heads along with me."

After saying this, Baron Maurer bit his lip and thought:

*The high nobles will certainly behead me if I disobey orders.*

The reason was quite simple.

With civil war about to break out, it would be advantageous to eliminate even one "baron" who might pose a threat, and if they were lucky, they might even get their hands on Maurer Barony.

"So we have only one choice. To move quickly to Villa Hora Castle."

At these words, even the knights nodded while sighing.

Especially the Mercenary captain who had raised objections—he now stared into space with a soulless expression.

"We will strengthen our security as much as possible during the march, and thoroughly search any forests, mountains, or potential ambush sites we encounter. Additionally, I will triple the number of soldiers assigned to reconnaissance. Any objections?"

Everyone reluctantly nodded, and...

A few days later, they fell into even deeper despair when, despite multiplying their security forces, "Martin's strategy" meant...

The reconnaissance teams couldn't find a single enemy, causing their morale to plummet even further.

Ch.145 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (3)
Near the Abe River.

I, Martin Meyer, am hiding in the forest near the river with half of the White Beard Mercenary forces, including Deputy Commander Heintz.

"I'm dying to smack those idiots from behind right now, it's driving me crazy."

Outside the forest, Baron Maurer's soldiers are preparing to cross the river...

The sight is so pathetic it's hard to hold back laughter.

The commanders—knights, mercenary captains, and officers—are waving their swords like batons while barking orders.

"Keep a strict watch on the surroundings! We don't know when or where the enemy might jump out and ambush us!"

It's natural for commanders to be cautious about ambushes during river crossings, one of the moments when an army is most vulnerable.

There's nothing funny about giving such orders.

In fact, I should applaud them for maintaining vigilance and continuing to issue directives.

But the reason I'm sneering is...

*The condition of the soldiers following those orders is far from normal.*

From this distance, I can't tell if they have dark circles under their eyes or if their cheeks have hollowed out from exhaustion.

But the marching soldiers can't even maintain "minimal posture" as they drag their pikes along the ground.

"This is unbearably heavy, save me..."

Those pikes might be 4-5 meters long, but they only weigh about 1.5kg. If they're struggling to carry that with one arm, that says it all.

Deputy Commander Heintz approached me and snickered quietly.

"Those stupid bastards. The knights are all wearing armor, but the soldiers are so exhausted they're not even wearing quilted armor."
"Quilted armor is just thick padded clothing, but they must be too tired to wear even that."
"They probably ran the men ragged after getting ambushed once. What an idiot baron. He talks about maintaining vigilance against surprise attacks but fails to prepare for when it really matters."

Both Heintz and I know very well.

Baron Maurer exhausted his soldiers by deploying them for surveillance and reconnaissance, but that was his best option.

After suffering heavy losses from one ambush and with all his soldiers anxious, he had no choice but to strengthen surveillance.

Additionally, by investing many personnel in reconnaissance, he thought he could detect signs of the "large-scale" forces that ambushed them at least an hour before they attacked Baron Maurer's army...

*With that time, he probably thought they could put on armor and prepare for battle.*

I clicked my tongue and muttered.

"If you're going to do something, do it properly. Try to be clever halfway and you'll fail miserably."

As Heintz and I waited with bated breath, they finally began to move.

"The river is quite deep! Be especially careful when driving horses or wagons!"
"If a horse starts bucking, there's no saving it, so have several men ready just in case!"
"We must cross the river carefully but quickly."

When Baron Maurer's army officially began their river crossing operation, everyone around me, including myself, gulped.

We watched them cross the river while suppressing even our breathing as much as possible.

*We need to collapse the embankment when about half of them have crossed.*

My heart was pounding—no, thundering—and cold sweat began to run down my body.

"The embankment is 5km away, but an army of that size can't go unnoticed, so we shouldn't miss the timing."

Meanwhile, the enemy vanguard finished crossing the river and stepped onto land.

"Hell yeah, we made it across safely!"
"I was so nervous about arrows flying while crossing the river."
"We haven't seen a trace of the enemy for days, so stop worrying so much."

Baron Maurer's forces continued crossing the river bit by bit, and when about a third of the soldiers had reached the other side...

"The sound of rustling leaves? A scout?"

Judging by the frequency of steps—not one or two careful steps—it seemed to be an enemy scout who had discovered us.

*Damn, if our ambush is discovered here, we're done for.*

Looking in the direction of the sound, I saw someone who appeared to be an enemy, not one of our mercenaries, fleeing frantically.

Instead of shouting something, he put a whistle to his mouth and tried to blow it.

Karin aimed her bow at him and shot immediately.

"Too late."

Before he could signal with sound, his neck was pierced, and he died.

Even in the middle of the operation, Karin approached me, smiled, and whispered in my ear.

"I did well, didn't I?"
"Yes, senior. Thanks to you, we avoided a crisis that could have ruined the operation."

If the enemy scout had blown the whistle to reveal our ambush, the entire operation would have been ruined.

At that moment, one of Baron Maurer's knights laughed loudly.

"Half our forces have crossed the river without seeing even a shadow of the enemy. It seems there's no ambush. Everyone hurry and cross the river!"

In games and dramas, usually the guy who says such things dies first...

In reality, saying things like "I'm getting married after this war" or "My wife is pregnant. Will it be a boy or a girl?" doesn't increase your chances of dying.

However, there's a magical formula that applies everywhere—reality, games, novels, and dramas:

When someone important boasts and declares "There's no ambush or surprise attack!" something bad always happens.

"Why is that bastard digging his own grave with his mouth?"

As I muttered, Deputy Commander Heintz patted my shoulder.

"Martin, look at that. Water's coming."

In the direction Heintz pointed, an enormous amount of water was rushing toward Baron Maurer's army at incredible speed.

Knights, mercenary captains, officers, and common soldiers—all screamed in unison when they saw it.

"Help me, oh Deus!"
"I was supposed to get married after winning this war!"
"Mother! Save me!"

When the torrent of water—beyond human resistance—crashed down, the group that had maintained a semblance of an "army" until now instantly vanished.

Some soldiers pushed their comrades aside, trying to move forward to save themselves.

"Get out of my way, damn it!"

Others stood dazed and bewildered.

"Just died like that."

With even the horses pulling wagons starting to panic, the river turned into complete chaos.

Those who had already crossed or hadn't yet entered the river were equally confused.

"Damn it, it's an enemy attack! The enemy!"

Soldiers pointed their spears toward the sky and looked around frantically, not knowing when or where we might appear.

But finding hidden enemies is difficult even when you're calm—how could they find us in such a state of panic and confusion?

The commanders in steel armor either froze in place or...

Some of them began crying out desperately like parents who had lost their children.

"No, no! Our soldiers, our army can't suffer like this!"

Meanwhile, some high-ranking officers dismounted and waved large flags while ordering:

"The enemy is nearby! Gather together and prepare for a sudden attack!"

But who could regain their senses when the soldiers before them were being swept away by water, becoming "water ghosts"?

"Enemy? Forget enemies, save us! We were all just conscripted!"

Watching from the side, we had to cover our mouths and stifle our laughter.

"Those bastards must be feeling refreshed, huh?"

Otto had tears in his eyes from trying not to laugh.

"Oh my, those poor things."

There's nothing more enjoyable than watching from across the river—not a fire, but water—as enemy soldiers are swept away and bid farewell to this world.

*The more miserable those bastards are, the more profit and fame come our way!*

Of course, if this were not wartime, beating them one-sidedly would cause pangs of conscience, but this is "during war," so thrashing them without mercy is exactly what we should do.

Deputy Commander Heintz stopped covering his mouth and giggled.

"With guys like that, I wouldn't be afraid even if 5,000 came instead of 2,000. Hey, what are you waiting for! Fire the signal arrows and magic!"

After about thirty seconds, signal arrows and fireballs were also launched from Dalten's side on the opposite bank.

Attacking a larger force with a smaller one is madness, but a confused majority can be thoroughly defeated by a focused minority.

*We don't need to kill all 2,000 anyway, just kill as many as possible and withdraw.*

"Deputy Commander, shall we go now?"

Heintz lowered his helmet's face guard, pointed forward, and ordered:

"Fire arrows and magic! It's time to beat those bastards without leaving a single one!"

Ch.146 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (4)
In boxing, there are fighters who can remain unfazed after taking anywhere from a few to dozens of punches to the face and body.

These individuals have developed incredible endurance through training that ordinary people can't even imagine.

As impressive as they are, even these fighters are helpless against "unexpected attacks."

Even legendary boxers like Tyson or Muhammad Ali could lose their lives from a weak punch by an ordinary person if hit unexpectedly from behind.

This is because humans are inherently vulnerable when faced with shocks or problems they didn't anticipate.

This principle applies even more strongly in armies of thousands of people, roughly like this:

These mercenaries—not even serfs—have forgotten the basics of forming defensive formations when enemies attack and are now panicking.

"Shit, what should we do? We've gathered around the squad leaders, but what next?"

Even the high-ranking officers the soldiers trust most in extreme situations can't keep their composure.

Their voices are filled with confusion, and when they try to relay orders to their soldiers, their movements are so rushed they just come across as awkwardly loud.

It's so chaotic that even I, their enemy, am feeling disoriented watching them.

"Gather by squads and platoons! Form up!"

At least the veterans are voicing the truth about survival in war.

"When things go to hell, first gather and form a defensive formation."

Just following this principle greatly increases survival chances compared to being scattered.

But the panicked soldiers, even knowing they should gather in "small and large units," couldn't assemble properly.

"Where's our company?"
"The company commander was swept away by the river and died."
"Shit, what do we do now?"

Kindergarteners forming a line would do better than this.

"At this point, we could just charge in without arrows or magic and still win."

But if we unleash ranged attacks on the enemy first, the effect when we charge will be doubled, no, tripled.

Why? Because their hastily forming squad and platoon formations will shatter like glass when hit with ranged attacks.

The deputy commander Heintz and the other company and platoon commanders around me ordered with broad smiles, clearly pleased:

"Don't spare arrows or magic! It's all or nothing—they die or we die!"
"No need for precision, just shoot!"
"Look at them, they can't even counterattack. Don't they look cute enough to kill? Kill them all!"

The archers, already shooting until their fingers were raw and bleeding, were spurred on by these words and began firing arrows even faster.

Until just now, they had been aiming carefully at the enemy...

"It's not exactly shooting fish in a barrel, but everything hits no matter how you shoot! Aiming is a luxury!"

They abandoned the careful aiming they'd been doing toward the enemy.

As a result, the interval between arrows decreased from one every 15 seconds to one every 10 seconds.

The mages also focused on quantity rather than increasing the power of each spell.

"Save the powerful spells for right before the charge! Until then, just overwhelm them with volume!"

Magic and arrows rained down on them relentlessly, like a storm.

Fire magic, the most effective for killing or incapacitating people, burned countless soldiers to death.

"My body! Aaaagh!"

I could see enemy soldiers screaming like that as they died or collapsed in agony.

"Those hit directly by fireballs probably died instantly without even screaming."

Additionally, countless soldiers hit by arrows fell or staggered with groans of pain.

"Ugh, damn it!"

Even in this situation, the enemy's high-ranking officers were trying their best to order a counterattack.

"Fire arrows or magic! Fire back!"

But I could see from a distance that their mid-level commanders were trying to stop them.

"Our formation has completely collapsed... If we send them out now, they'll die like dogs."

In a typical battle, where enemies face each other on an open plain, both sides would launch ranged attacks, resulting in casualties on both sides.

But right now, they couldn't properly deploy their mages and archers because of our unexpected attack.

"One-sided beatings are always good."

After 10 minutes of one-sided ranged attacks, the enemy forces were beyond chaos—they were in utter devastation.

The distinctive smell of burned corpses filled the air, and gray smoke spread everywhere like fog.

Deputy Commander Heintz sighed as he looked at me and pointed toward the enemy.

"Look at those bastards. I've never seen such a complete mess."

In the direction he pointed, there were bodies everywhere—soldiers who had burned to death or were dying after being hit by arrows.

It would be a sight I'd never want to see if this weren't a war situation...

"On the battlefield, the enemy's misfortune is my happiness."

"If we finish off these bastards, I really think I might become a senior knight of a baronial house like Captain Dalten."
"Well, if that happens, it'll be thanks to me, so buy me a drink after the victory."

If someone of mediocre ability said something like that, it would be insufferable, but considering how much I've contributed...

As long as I don't outright claim all the credit, this level of boasting isn't a problem at all.

No, since the deputy commander is set to become one of the Empire's "important figures" like Captain Dalten, I should curry favor now so that when civil war breaks out later...

"I'll have a high-ranking person on my side."

Deputy Commander Heintz snorted at my words.

"It's not over yet. Good, we'll fire one last big volley and then charge. You take the vanguard. You know why, right?"

Since my swordsmanship is superior to Heintz's, and in a situation where 600 of us are facing 2,000 enemies, we can't manage our stamina like in a battle on open plains.

We need to neutralize them quickly, like when we captured Count Beluga.

We need to hit them hard and heavy.

"Don't worry about cracking their skulls."

Heintz waved his hand to signal.

In response, Lucia and the other mages squeezed out their maximum magical power and began their incantations.

"Spear of flame that will burn my enemies before me, incinerate them! Fire Spear!"

By the time Lucia finished her incantation, the other mages had also completed theirs.

As large-scale spells flew toward the enemy, terrified screams erupted once again from Baron Maurer's army.

"Help me, damn it!"

Death will bring peace, so don't worry and die peacefully.

It would have been great if only ashes remained where our mages' various spells had swept through...

But with only about 15 mages under my command, including our mercenary mages and those provided as support, it wasn't enough to reduce them all to ashes.

However, after the one-sided ranged attack and the finishing blow...

Baker, standing next to me, grabbed his stomach and started laughing hysterically.

"I can smell their piss from here."

When I paid attention to the smell, it really was the stench of urine.

"Their morale is rock bottom. Good, now it's time to charge. Sound the horn."

Soon the horn sounded, and our troops began rushing toward the enemy lines.

"I'll send you to join your friends who became water ghosts!"
"Cute little bastards, I'll crack your heads first!"
"Surrender now and I'll give you an easy death!"

Everyone seems excited after successfully executing the bold strategy of blocking the upstream river and releasing the water for a surprise attack.

In contrast, the commanders of Baron Maurer's forces, such as knights and mercenary captains, were extremely flustered.

They seemed to know how to stop us, but...

"Form a defensive formation! Block them with a formation!"

Some gave sensible orders to form defensive lines.

"Spears, formations, who has time for that now? Just draw your swords or maces and hold them off!"

Others gave completely different orders based on the common sense that formations were useless now that their lines were scattered.

They were all making reasonable points, but...

"If opinions aren't unified, it's useless. Aren't these guys cute when they're panicking?"

So cute I want to cut them down right now.

"I'll cut down all these bastards, earn a great achievement this time, and make some money..."

I wanted to buy some underwear and clothes for Lucia and Karin, but I spent all my money getting Hilde out...

Of course, winning Hilde's heart was more important than all my possessions, so I have no regrets.

I tensed my stomach and shouted loudly to intimidate them, expressing my honest feelings:

"My wallet is empty and it's making me miserable! So die!"

Perhaps because I put genuine emotion into it, my sword seemed to respond better than usual today.

Ch.147 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (5)
With a single swing of my sword, the enemy's head flew off and hit the chest of a soldier standing right behind him.

Getting hit by a flying head spraying blood probably wouldn't hurt that much.

*After all, I didn't exactly hit the guy's head like a baseball with a bat.*

In reality, the head was moving no faster than a leaf falling from a branch...

"Ahhh! Mom!!!"

The soldier's mind must have already reached its limit after witnessing hundreds of his allies being swept away by the current and dying, not to mention seeing many more perish under a sudden barrage of magic and arrows.

His eyes were completely unfocused, tears streaming down his face, mouth hanging open.

Fair enough. If I were in his position, watching my White Company comrades being swept away by the river, losing 10-15 men, and then being ambushed on top of that, I'd probably lose my mind too.

At least since he's completely lost it, having his head fly off will hurt less.

"I'll send you to your ancestors."

I aimed my sword at his heart and thrust quickly. He collapsed forward, still clutching his chest with both hands.

At the same time, I could hear the death cries of enemy soldiers dying all around me.

"Help me, argh!"
"I don't want to die like this, spare me!"
"I surrender, I surrender!"

Many of them cry out for mercy, saying they don't want to die, claiming they surrender, desperately expressing their will to survive.

But if they want to surrender, they should put down their weapons and lie face down. How can I spare them when they just stand there trembling?

Otto, who was following beside me, skewered two enemy soldiers' necks with his exceptionally long sword.

"Idiot shish kebab, complete!"

The skewered men opened their mouths to plead, but all that came out were deflating sounds.

Otto kicked them off his blade like someone removing meat from a skewer with a fork.

The others continued reducing the number of enemy soldiers before them one by one, either by smashing heads with maces or stabbing with swords.

A most admirable sight indeed.

I slashed through the upper body of a trembling man in front of me and shouted:

"Fight like men without overthinking! These bastards are all going to die by our hands today anyway!"

I told them not to overthink, but truthfully, this wasn't a situation where they could afford to think at all.

We needed to deliver maximum shock in one blow to prevent them from making proper judgments, and use that opening to deliver another shock...

So that even if Baron Maurer and the other leaders regained their composure later, their situation would already be deteriorated beyond recovery.

If we failed, we who launched the surprise attack would end up being the ones caught off guard.

That's why we're doing this crazy thing of surrounding and annihilating about 1,000 enemies with just 300 men.

Of course, this madness is only possible if the surrounded enemies mistakenly believe we vastly outnumber them...

*I wonder how well that's working?*

Soldiers wielding swords and short spears approached me as I was lost in thought.

No, they were rushing toward me in disarray, like kindergarteners running.

"Die!"

I don't expect serfs or common mercenaries to make tactical judgments like "knights," but to charge head-on against an obviously stronger opponent?

And with just a few men at that—they must have lost their minds from the fear caused by our surprise attack.

"Aaaaargh!"

In comics and novels, when the protagonist shouts with such determination and tries to do something with desperate will, it usually works out...

*But things only work out that well if you've got serious protagonist luck.*

Most people who recklessly charge at opponents beyond their capabilities just get brutally beaten.

I clicked my tongue and cut through the body of the brave one charging at me.

"Pathetic trash."

After killing the one in front, the rest began trembling with fear.

"David's dead."
"No, shit."
"...Stay calm and regroup. We need to regroup."

Just moments ago, they were charging at me with desperate determination to kill me, but now their attitude completely flipped just because one comrade died.

Utterly pathetic.

If that's how it was going to be, they should have tried their hardest to form a defensive formation together.

"Not coming? Then I'll come to you."

Normally when I say this, I'd use Aura to dash forward, but right now I need to maximize their fear.

That way, they'll scream in terror of death, and that fear will spread to other soldiers nearby.

Just like how a single drop of ink changes the color of an entire body of water.

One of them, a middle-aged man with white mixed in his beard, shouted loudly:

"Regroup! I said regroup!"

Hearing the command to regroup, they instantly gathered around him.

Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't allow this to happen due to the potential risk, but I deliberately let them do it, intending to instill even greater fear.

To frighten them more, I deliberately pulled up my face covering and smirked, twitching the corner of my mouth.

"Go ahead, try it."

Though this situation had unfolded in just about ten seconds, my deliberate fear-inducing words clearly showed their effect.

Their faces turned pale blue, they were sweating cold sweat, and they all trembled like trees swaying in the wind.

And among them, the youngest-looking one...

"Ahhh, spare me!"

In a more relaxed situation, I might accept surrender, but right now there's no time for that.

It's already chaotic enough without having to distinguish between those to kill and those to spare.

So I'll kill them all.

*I should keep that one begging for his life alive as long as possible.*

The tension continued to build, and when I approached right in front of them, four soldiers pounced on me at once.

"Die, you bastard!"

Despite their words, I could tell from their trembling arms.

*A last desperate struggle, like a mouse biting a cat.*

The first one I killed was the older man with white in his beard, who seemed somewhat experienced.

After sending the old man's head flying, I easily dodged the attacks of the remaining three and executed a spinning kick using my whole body.

The one hit by the kick had his head split open like a watermelon.

"Monster, monster..."

The remaining two simultaneously fell to their knees and cried out, trembling:

"Spare us, we surrender! Just spare our lives! I have a pregnant wife at home!"

Children, huh. Someday after I finish my mercenary life, I should have Karin, Lucia, and Hilde bear my children too.

I can really sympathize. But as they say, there's no grave without an excuse, so who in war doesn't have an excuse?

"Please, if I die, my wife won't be able to survive in the village!!"

I took another step toward the man saying this.

"Ahhh, spare me! Spare me!"

I can't even bring myself to ask for understanding that this is necessary to win the war.

It's just unavoidable.

"I'm sorry, die."

And so died the man with a pregnant wife.

The last one I had kept alive was now kneeling with his head bowed, crying out:

"Fuck, I'm a virgin. I was supposed to marry Maria when I returned from war and spend our first night together. Please, please spare me! Just let me go alive."

...If you surrender and return to your village, you'll be exiled at minimum, and your fiancée will suffer consequences too.

But he said exactly what I wanted to hear.

"I fucking want to live! Other guys say they have wives and children waiting for them when they return, but I haven't even made any yet. I can't die like this!"

Even in a world where you can call, text, or video chat with family anytime you want, people still get homesick living abroad.

How much more effective to bring up family in a war where lives are at stake?

*Wow, this will really crush the morale of the serf soldiers and regular troops.*

He's done me a favor, so I'll give him a quick end.

"Thank you, kid."

War is just like this, so don't hold a grudge and die peacefully.

With that, I sent his head flying with a single stroke.

I could feel the morale of Baron Maurer's soldiers fighting around us dropping further as they witnessed the scene or heard the screams.

The expressions of those who had been gritting their teeth with determination to somehow survive and return home...

"Fuck, fuck!"

Their hands holding spears were already trembling like someone with palsy, which said it all.

Then the knights and mercenary captains ordered:

"The enemy outnumbers us! Everyone form a defensive formation! Gather if you want to live!"

When I heard those words, I could barely hold back my laughter.

I had been worried they might notice we were few in number.

How kind of them to make such a convenient misunderstanding on their own.

Ch.148 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (6)
There's a saying that even if you're dragged into a tiger's den, you can survive if you keep your wits about you.

Of course, the chances of actually surviving when dragged into a den teeming with real tigers are extremely low, even if you stay calm and handle the situation well...

*But if I turn that around, it means if you throw someone into a tiger's den and make sure they lose their wits, they'll all die, right?*

And right now, these men who've lost their senses are kindly dying while mistaking our mere 300 soldiers for "thousands of troops"...

*I should keep them disoriented by attacking relentlessly, shouldn't I?*

"Kill them all!"

After saying that, I swung my sword with all my might as I approached the man in the back who was desperately trying to rally his disoriented subordinates.

"Out of my way, you bastards!"

With each swing of my gleaming silver sword, one or sometimes two enemy soldiers met their fate, no longer able to fight.

Among those rushing toward me, some fell dead with a final scream.

"Ugh!"

Others were less fortunate, losing an arm or leg and dying slowly in agony.

"Save me, no, kill me! Aaaagh!"

I advanced quickly, methodically cutting down everyone in my path, whether they charged at me or just stood there.

*I wonder how the others are doing?*

While advancing and slaying enemies, I glanced at our nearby forces.

"Blame your fate for serving an idiot like Baron Maurer!"
"Poor bastards, death will bring you peace!"
"I'll kill every last one of you!"

The White Beard mercenaries were slaughtering the enemy forces, riding the momentum of our successful surprise attack.

While our morale appeared high, the Baron's soldiers seemed to be starting to organize some kind of response.

Their squad leaders were raising their voices and leading by example.

"There's no escape anyway! Fight to the death!"

Some platoon leaders stabbed and killed those who tried to flee in fear.

"Hesitate and die by my hand! If you want to live, kill those bastards!"

As knights and mercenary captains began to regain their composure and take charge, the army started to resemble a proper fighting force... but did they think I'd let that happen?

"I should kill those knights commanding them one by one."

Eliminating their commanders would prevent them from regaining their senses.

*Even though we've gained momentum, the enemy still outnumbers us more than three to one. If they regain their composure, we're finished.*

I took a deep breath and circulated Aura throughout my body.

As the Aura activated, I could feel the fatigue in my body gradually dissipating, and my mind becoming clearer.

Then I reminded myself why I needed to win this war.

As a stepping stone to rise higher, to repay the trust of my hundred-man unit who believed in me and followed me.

To prove my strength and ability to Karin and Lucia...

*And finally, to seize this last chance at victory so I can claim Hilde Bauman for myself.*

After renewing my resolve, I tracked a knight deep in the enemy formation with my eyes.

"Just a bit further and I can take his head, right?"

When I feel like it, it's a good day, and when I decide to kill someone, that day becomes their death anniversary.

In the past, I would have fought by launching myself like an arrow, quickly breaking through enemy lines to assassinate my "target" like a bullet...

But now, instead, I set my target and moved quickly while continuously swinging my sword.

"Neck."

After shouting "neck," I stepped forward and severed an enemy soldier's head.

"Waist."

Shouting "waist," I took another step toward my target and cut through the waist of the enemy before me.

"Aaaagh!"

The man whose waist I'd cut screamed as his upper and lower body separated, blood pouring out.

Like following a rhythm, I continued advancing and slaughtering enemies.

Then I pointed my blood-soaked sword at a knight standing some distance away and shouted.

"You there! If you're a knight of the Rheinpfalz Empire, don't be a coward and fight me! If you can't bear to watch your men die, come and take my head!"

Of course, if he fought me, it wouldn't be my head that would roll, but his...

But a knight who lives and dies by honor would have no choice but to accept the challenge, no matter how inferior his skills might be compared to mine.

*He's welcome to choose practicality instead and just swing his sword at the air from behind while letting his men die.*

Either way, I had nothing to lose...

"Die, you bastard!"

No, why would someone interrupt when I'm trying to think and advance...

"You're the one who's going to die."

I dodged the mace aimed at my head by a paper-thin margin and swung my sword to kill the brave fool who had tried to attack me.

And then the man who had been pretending to command from behind by just swinging his sword in the air came forward.

"I, Philip Baumkuchen, junior knight of Baron Maurer's house, will take your head! Die, you coward!"

*How kind of you to come here to die.*

Though a junior knight, his attacks were quite fierce and sharp, suggesting he was close to Expert level.

"You fight quite well, don't you?"

And so I exchanged dozens of sword strikes with him... or rather, I would have if he'd been better.

He seemed to have decent skills but lacked real combat experience, not knowing how to fight someone better than himself.

*When fighting someone stronger, you should patiently hold your ground and look for openings.*

"Die, you dog!"

He kept attacking me aggressively despite my superior skill...

*If he just waited a bit, I might show an opening.*

I continued to parry all his attacks despite my superior skill.

Before long, as he tried to bring his sword down on my neck, he exposed a weakness to me.

"No, damn it?!"

The moment I saw that opening, I immediately lunged inside his guard and thrust my sword into his neck.

"Kuh, kuh, kuh."

The blood that Philip—or rather, Baumkuchen, with his unusual surname—spat out stained my armor.

"Weak bastard. Is that all you've got?"

As I mocked him, the dozens of soldiers under his command began to lose their center and waver significantly.

Even the veteran platoon leaders froze at the sight of their commanding knight's death and couldn't speak properly.

"I-it's fine even if the knight has fallen! Form a d-defensive formation!"

Seeing their anxiety, I immediately ordered our nearby allies in a loud voice.

"Even worms know how to roll, and Baron Maurer's idiots know how to bunch up! Fight them three against one! Show them the power of coordination!"

I gave this order because my instinct told me we couldn't just rely on momentum anymore.

Everyone seemed to agree, as our soldiers around me repeated my orders verbatim.

"As Martin, the hundred-man captain ordered, three against one! Fight three against one!"
"When one blocks an attack, the other two strike!"
"Just follow the training, fight three against one!"

It might seem crazy to announce our tactics right in front of the enemy, but it's like openly saying you're going to cheat at gambling.

Just as ordinary people can't counter cheating because they don't know how it's done, Baron Maurer's soldiers wouldn't be able to counter our tactics.

In fact, those who had already formed into groups of three were following the tactics I taught them, nearly breaking through the enemy's formation.

One soldier would block an enemy's attack to momentarily stop their movement.

"Attack blocked! Fall back!"

Then the other two soldiers would move in together to kill the immobilized enemy, quickly repositioning afterward to prepare for unexpected counterattacks.

Enemies caught in this flawless movement lost their lives on the spot.

After changing our approach, our pace of wearing down Maurer's army slowed, but...

The battle continued in a more stable manner, steadily reducing their numbers.

"Kill them one by one, calmly! I'll block!"
"I'll take that bastard's head!"
"I've got the sides and front covered!"

After toying with Baron Maurer's army like this for ten, twenty minutes, the White Beard mercenaries' fangs gradually became less effective against the enemy.

*If this continues, it'll be like mice biting cats—we'll be the ones getting bitten.*

"Raise the red flag!"

The red flag—until just now, we had completely surrounded Maurer's army using the fast-flowing river and our mercenaries.

This was an order to open part of the encirclement.

I had to give this order because if things continued, our mercenary band might burst like an over-inflated balloon.

And right on cue, Baron Maurer's soldiers looking for an escape route enthusiastically welcomed this "hole" in our encirclement.

"Damn it, escape that way!"

With those words, several enemy soldiers before me gradually retreated.

As I was defusing the situation like letting air out of a balloon, I saw Sir Leon Canester, whom I had mocked earlier, swinging his sword and approaching me.

"I don't know who you are, but I'll personally cut off your head!"

In response, I wiggled my finger and answered.

"I am Martin Meyer, hundred-man captain of the White Beard Mercenaries. Please remember that, Sir."

Ch.149 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (7)
In dramas or movies, scenes where high-ranking officials engage in duels are portrayed magnificently.

A powerful enemy that ordinary soldiers cannot handle is confronted directly by a high-ranking official like the commander-in-chief or corps commander, who steps forward with sword in hand.

The soldiers watch, cheering with anticipation that their commander will behead the evil enemy general.

The commander, carrying the expectations of his subordinates, risks his life to fight the powerful enemy and ultimately achieves victory.

*When I think about it, it's truly a magnificent scene, but if you consider it from another perspective, it means...*

The commander-in-chief or key staff, who is the leader and core brain of the army, has to step forward to try to turn the tide of battle...

*It means the situation has gone to hell, and they have no choice but to step in.*

Though not a commander-in-chief, the fact that Lord Leon Canester, the core fighting force of Baron Maurer's family, has personally stepped forward means they've admitted they're in a situation where they must kill me and aim for a "reversal"...

Now they know their army is on the verge of annihilation, so he's come out as if making a final gambit.

As soon as Leon saw me, he shouted in a loud voice.

"Martin Meyer, you bastard! Last time you cowardly ambushed us from the forest, and then spouted nonsense about how mercenaries are allowed to be cowards!"

"What do you expect me to do? Whether mercenary or noble, winning by fighting, even cowardly—isn't that the duty of those who go to war, my lord?"

Lord Leon couldn't refute my words and trembled with anger.

I added a few more words, mocking him.

"And look over there. Even though we're completely winning, I felt sorry for those surrounded bastards dying, so I opened a 'hole' for them?"

I nonchalantly pointed to where the gap had opened.

The soldiers in the direction of my finger, both mercenaries and regular troops, were rushing out to escape.

Among them was a notable small mercenary band leader who was running for his life while carrying a flag.

"Shit, run if you don't want to die!"

Behind him, regular soldiers, mercenaries, and serfs alike were all rushing to follow.

"Drop your weapons! You might die if you're carrying weapons!"

"Those guys don't even seem to realize the encirclement has been broken?"

"What does that matter? Run first if you want to live!"

We're beating them one-sidedly, and logically speaking, how could we not know that there's a hole in our encirclement?

We're deliberately "deflating the balloon" to prevent them from realizing they're cornered and making a last-ditch counterattack against us.

In the process, those fleeing might notice that our numbers are only about 300.

If they realize they're losing and are going to die anyway, they might go berserk in a final struggle, which would give us, with our smaller numbers, a 70% chance of being wiped out. But the probability of fleeing soldiers loyally returning to report "The White Beard Mercenaries are few in number" is extremely low.

When people are focused on something, they become blind to everything else, and when they're gripped by fear, they can only see what's right in front of them.

Leon saw this scene and exploded with rage.

"I can accept that cowardly, disloyal mercenary bastards might do this in a crisis, but for our regular troops and serfs to desert in the face of the enemy! I'll chew your guts out!"

"It's an honor, my lord. But I need to win to gain my lady's heart, you see."

To fully win Hilde's heart and loyalty, I need to prove my worth, so I must achieve a perfect victory here.

"Lady? A cowardly mercenary speaking like a knight!"

As soon as Leon finished speaking, he wrapped wind around his sword.

If when Karin occasionally wraps wind around her arrows for sniping it creates a gust of wind, the wind blowing around Leon's sword is...

*It's like seeing a small typhoon.*

Looking just above the sword handle, it appears as if a small vortex has formed.

It seems he plans to kill me, the core of the attack, with his overwhelming power and skill to turn this situation around. As if I'd let that happen.

Leon literally launched himself like a bullet toward me.

"Die, you son of a bitch!"

"Would you die if you were me?"

I swung my sword with all my might against his blade aimed at my neck...

*Shit, the wind is going to blow my sword away...*

The wind swirling around Leon's sword was so strong that if I lost focus for even a moment, I felt I might lose grip of my blade.

I gripped the sword handle with both hands at full strength to avoid such a disaster.

His sword, wrapped in swirling wind, was incredibly heavy and powerful.

"Ugh!"

Leon Canester, though the sword he was wielding wasn't particularly heavy, the weight and speed of the wind made it feel like...

*Damn, is this bastard swinging a steel beam?*

"How is it, Martin Meyer?"

Using my full name in this situation to get under my skin really pisses me off.

"But what I've shown is merely the beginning, Martin!"

After saying that, Leon changed the nature and direction of the wind wrapped around his sword.

What had been raging like a typhoon until just now now began to blow extremely hard in the direction Leon swung.

It's just a change in wind direction, but strong winds can sometimes exert enough force to blow away humans and even buildings and castle walls.

The wind imbued in Leon's sword was making the weight and power of the blade increasingly stronger.

*This bastard is just pressing down on my sword, but damn...*

I had no choice but to tilt the tip of my sword downward to somehow deflect his attack.

Leon stepped back and smirked at me.

"Not bad. I wish I had a knight like you under my command."

In this situation, such praise is the ultimate mockery.

After all, he's openly declaring, "The one with inferior skills will soon lose their head and die, and that's you. You're beneath me."

"Despite appearances, I've been offered a baronetcy by Margrave Estel. How dare a mere senior knight of a baron's family."

"Enough bullshit, pathetic mercenary."

Leon clicked his tongue and rushed toward me, continuously swinging his sword.

Until just now, he had been fighting with tornado-like wind wrapped around his blade, but now, perhaps acknowledging me...

Instead of that showy wind that looked impressive on the surface, he began channeling his Aura to enhance the power of his sword strikes.

"Die!"

When Leon swung his sword to the right, the wind howled in that direction.

Though not visible like a typhoon, the wind was strong enough to send ordinary soldiers flying...

"Argh, shit!"

In fact, one of my subordinates was swept away by the wind flowing from the sword...

The power of the sword, enhanced by that wind, was stronger than any blade I had ever encountered.

*It feels like my arm might break with each parry.*

His relentless attacks grew increasingly fierce, and just as I was beginning to feel "Is this what they call an irresistible force?", I recalled my first encounter with Schmitz, who used Aura.

He would be a weakling I could cut down with one stroke now, but back then, he was too overwhelming for me.

But even then, I somehow managed to fight to the end without giving up and succeeded in grasping victory...

Then I recalled the sword of Baron Ains, who had reached the level of Swordmaster when I captured Count Beluga.

Ains didn't wrap his sword in wind, lightning, or fire like this guy...

*But even from a distance, his attacks looked massive and heavy like a tsunami. At the same time, they were incredibly cold.*

And within that sword was his life.

Heavy as a rock, patience deep as the sea, and the effort he had put in to fill those gaps...

So what would be in my sword, in my life?

Passion like fire, living freely like the wind?

"Die, Martin Meyer!"

Lord Leon raised his sword toward me and brought it down.

The force of the wind blowing at tremendous speed pressed down on my body first, and the speed of the sword wrapped in that wind approached what seemed like the speed of sound.

In the midst of the ear-splitting roar, I realized.

*Here, my life is like a flame that burns down anything that stands in my way.*

Sometimes when caught by the wind, I would fly with it, spreading flames and burning all enemies in my path.

When my subordinates lost their way, I became a torch showing them the direction they needed to go...

The moment I gained that realization, flames erupted on the sword I was holding, flames that seemed capable of burning anything.

*Have I awakened?*

My thoughts weren't delusions—flames were actively burning on the sword I was holding.

Neither the steel blade nor the sword handle showed even a trace of soot...

But I could feel the heat of the flames through my armor.

"Now this is getting interesting."

Muttering that, I deflected Leon's deadly strike.

Ch.150 - The Great Battle Of Abe River (8)
Leon's fatal strike was deflected, and a voice filled with bewilderment escaped his mouth.

"What the hell?"

When I heard those words, various emotions flashed through my mind.

One was a sense of achievement—I had finally reached a level that I had never been able to touch before, or rather, had thought I could reach if I just stretched my hand a little, but couldn't quite grasp until now.

The anticipation of going even further, the thrill, and the satisfaction of wielding powerful forces I couldn't handle before...

A different kind of pleasure than what one gets during sex sent me into an extreme state of ecstasy.

*Damn, I'm smiling in the middle of a life-or-death battle?*

I swung my flame-wrapped sword and laughed loudly.

"Leon Canester! It's my turn now!"

Until just a moment ago, I had been overwhelmed because he was stronger than me, desperately holding on while looking for weaknesses...

But now our levels were almost equal.

*When two fighters of similar skill and level face off one-on-one... it becomes a battle of momentum.*

As I charged at him, Leon began to emit more Aura.

As the force of his Aura grew stronger, increasingly powerful winds blasted out from around his sword.

*Is he a human fan or something?*

"Martin Meyer! I'll take your head!"

Leon continued his attacks with speed that reminded me of swirling winds.

Strikes targeting my vital points seemingly every 0.1 seconds.

Until just now, blocking each of these attacks would have put strain on my body or put me in extreme danger.

But now that our levels were similar, I could focus on my opponent and his attacks well enough to counter them.

That's not to say Leon Canester was weak—he wouldn't fall easily...

"Ugh, it's hot..."

The fire burning around my sword, fueled by my Aura, was gradually dealing damage to him during our exchange.

*Look at you now, bastard.*

Until just moments ago, only he could use wind attributes, but now I was countering with fire attributes...

Leon must be feeling pretty frustrated, right?

After clashing swords dozens of times, we both backed away to create some distance.

By now, I'd expect Leon to be panting and showing weakness, but he still looked perfectly fine.

His breathing wasn't rough, and his posture remained upright.

I was trying not to show it, but I was quite tired from facing someone who had been a level above me until just now.

So, with the aim of creating an opening, I deliberately taunted him.

"If this is hot for you, what will you do later?"
"You talk too much, you bastard!"
"If it's so annoying, why don't you cut off my head first?"
"Fine! I, Leon Canester, will use whatever means necessary to cut off that worthless tongue of yours so you can't wag it anymore!"

Whether Leon took the bait or wanted to prevent me from growing stronger, I wasn't sure.

He stomped the ground hard, creating a fierce wind, and pointed his sword at my neck.

But it seemed he wasn't planning to charge at me directly as I had thought.

"This time, you come to me. I'll cut off that arrogant tongue of yours."

Leon had taken a defensive stance with no visible openings.

I had no choice—there was no way to take his head except by charging straight in.

*Even the hardest rock will crack after hundreds of strikes with a pickaxe.*

"Then I'll come to you!"

After shouting that, I swung my sword toward Leon.

As my blade, now spewing red flames, cut through the air, intense heat radiated from its path.

Each time my sword clashed with Leon's wind-emitting blade, scorching hot air began to blow between us, far hotter than any sauna.

Sweat poured down like rain as I fought in full armor with this furnace-like wind blowing.

"I feel like I'm going to die."

It was already hard enough maintaining this intense battle, but with this hot wind blowing, I felt like I was going to lose my mind.

*He must be suffering from the heat just as much, right?*

Leon shouted with a voice full of anger.

"Die, you bastard!"

Judging by the anger in his voice, his stamina seemed to be reaching its limit too.

*Now it's not about who's better with a sword, but who makes the first mistake.*

To win, I decided to swing my sword more carefully.

"You're the one who should die!"

I swung my sword with all my might at Leon, aiming for his neck.

"I see right through you!"

Leon swung his sword to block my attack.

I needed to follow up immediately with another attack and keep pressing him somehow...

*I still have some reserves left, but does he?*

Since our skills were similar, let's test his patience.

With our swords locked against each other, I released my Aura at full power.

The flames on my sword grew more intense, turning our surroundings into a complete steam bath.

Sweat was pouring like a waterfall inside my helmet and armor.

"Haa, haa. Martin Meyer, you crazy bastard..."
"Let's see who can hold out longer."

I continued swinging my sword with the heat at maximum.

I could feel Leon's breathing becoming increasingly labored...

"Huff, you crazy bastard."

Leon backed away slightly, pointed his sword at me, and shouted furiously.

"I'll kill you with the secret technique passed down through generations of the Canester family!"

It was probably a killing move that could end an enemy in one strike, but if I could block it well, it would create a big opening.

*If I can just block it, I win.*

Leon rushed toward me quickly, aiming for the gap in my helmet.

I avoided the thrust, but the wind swirling around his sword momentarily forced my eyes shut.

Using such an underhanded technique—what a clever bastard.

Silently giving him credit, I focused on listening to the sound of the moving wind.

Even with my eyes closed momentarily, the wind would blow in the direction of his sword swing, and I would definitely hear it.

"Is it that way?"

I swung my sword to the right.

I felt the sensation of deflecting Leon's sword with my hand.

"Tch!"

As my eyes opened, I saw him spinning counterclockwise, trying to cut my neck.

It was too late to block with my sword or step back to avoid it.

"This is the end!"

Instead of dodging or blocking, I dove straight into Leon's arms and knocked him down.

At the same time, I dropped my cumbersome two-handed sword and drew the dagger from my waist, gripping it with both hands.

*Aim for the neck in one strike.*

Having come this far, with me pinning him down, it wouldn't be a big problem if I missed once or twice...

*But Leon isn't a fool and will counterattack. Better end it safely with the first strike.*

Less than half a second passed, and Leon fell flat on the ground.

"Ugh."

Even so, his hand moved toward the dagger at his waist...

"I'm faster!"

I immediately stabbed my knife into Leon's neck.

Blood gushed out, soaking my hands, and only then did I feel the tension that had been building up in my body release.

"Damn, finally killed him. Bastard, why was he so hard to kill?"

Of course his life would be tough to take since his skill was a level above mine, but in the end, I was the one who survived.

I immediately beheaded Leon, held up his head, and shouted loudly.

"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, has taken the head of Leon Canester, senior Knight of the Maurer Baron's house! You are finished now!"

At those words, the attention of all the Maurer Baron's men who had been scrambling around turned toward me.

"Lord Leon is dead?"

Other mercenaries couldn't hide their surprise at the sight.

"We're already losing, and now an intermediate Expert-level senior Knight has been defeated?"

Although the person I killed wasn't the baron himself, who could be called their commander-in-chief, when the "second-in-command" dies in a situation where an army is already losing...

Everyone starts thinking:

*Well, we're properly screwed now.*

While they were still unable to gather their wits, I signaled with my hand to raise the blue flag.

The blue flag is a signal to "close the gap in the encirclement."

To intimidate the soldiers, I deliberately released my Aura to its maximum, turning my sword into what looked like a giant pillar of fire.

Then I began cutting down the waists of those who were panicking.

The heat was so intense that those cut by my sword died emitting a terrible smell.

"Argh, aaaah!!"

As black smoke dispersed with the wind, several nearby soldiers began to retch.

*Getting hit by a fireball doesn't give you time to be roasted...*

"Surrender or I'll kill you all!"

Many of our mercenary troops also aimed their spears at them in unison.

"Surrender!"

For a minority like us to "encourage surrender" when facing a majority would normally be insane...

But if the enemy is gripped by fear, even a small force can make a larger one surrender.

It was my order, but if the numbers didn't work out here, it would become dangerous...

As I swallowed nervously, the soldiers under Baron Maurer threw their weapons to the ground.

"Damn, we made it."

Just as I said that, even the flag symbolizing Baron Maurer was lowered.

It meant Baron Maurer had declared surrender, seeing no way forward.

"...Captain Dalten, if luck is on our side, this man could really become a 'Baron,' couldn't he?"

And then I would become the legendary mercenary who made his mercenary captain into a baron.

Ch.151 - Hilde's Decision
After the battle at the Abe River, a celebration broke out among the White Beard Mercenaries.

Having endured nearly two weeks without proper rest, everyone was drinking heavily and boasting about their martial prowess with exaggerated tales.

"So there I was. When I saw our platoon leader about to die during the ambush, I dove right in and cleanly sliced that knight's neck."
"Oh please, you got lucky enough to take down one knight with the grace of Deus, and now you won't stop bragging about it."
"If you're jealous, why don't you try cutting off a knight's head yourself, Squad Leader Rack? I'll empty my wallet to buy you a drink if you do."

While everyone was boasting about their skills and warmly praising each other in this pleasant scene, one person remained excluded.

It was Hilde Bauman, officially a slave serving Martin Meyer, but in reality a low-ranking knight who had served Baron Custer and was merely traveling with the group.

"...How enviable. I too wanted to laugh and chat with my soldiers after a victory like that..."

Muttering those words, Hilde recalled the Custer barony she could never return to.

Despite having the skill of a low-level Expert knight, she had never risen above the rank of low knight because she was a woman.

Yet there, Hilde had been a superior genuinely respected by her soldiers and sincerely praised and acknowledged as an excellent knight by the serfs of the barony.

Her heart had raced when she directly proved her abilities at Villa Hora Castle.

*If only Baron Custer had eventually recognized me.*

Had that happened, she would have been incredibly happy, but all of it had been completely destroyed by Martin Meyer's scheme to drive a wedge between them.

She had wanted to resent Martin more than once or twice... but she couldn't even do that.

He had spent his entire fortune to save her from the desperate reality of being sold as a sex slave and becoming someone's concubine.

And he had respected her honor—something more precious than the life Baron Custer had trampled—until the end.

*To think I said I couldn't offer loyalty but would allow my body. I must have been crazy.*

Yet Hilde imagined it.

The moment of becoming his—the man who was her worthy opponent who respected her until the end, who had rescued her from despair.

Though she felt somewhat uncomfortable, after thinking about it several times, she realized he wasn't bad.

No, considering how these thoughts kept occurring to her, she wondered if she might actually like him.

"...What complicated feelings these are, difficult to put into words."

As she muttered this, one of Martin's soldiers approached carrying a plate of roasted pork and a large bottle of beer.

"Lady Bauman, here's some food and beer. Captain Martin specifically asked me to make sure you got this."
"Thank you."

Being a soldier who greatly admired Martin, he looked at Hilde with contemptuous eyes and said:

"What do you have to thank me for? You should be thanking Captain Martin, who threw away his entire fortune for you and even risked his life in this insane ambush. Thanks to you, Captain Martin's body is covered in bruises and wounds."

Hilde couldn't respond to those words.

"......"

After moving quite far from Hilde, the soldier grumbled:

"Captain Martin is crazy too. Buying a beautiful woman with his entire fortune, then not even touching her out of respect for her pride. And then telling her she can leave or stay after this war ends? All these high-and-mighty types are out of their minds."

Hearing his grumbling, Hilde Bauman realized again what her situation was.

"...I may have avoided being sold to some woman-obsessed nobleman, but my current position is no different from that of a high-class prostitute. Yet I still can't let go of my attachment to being a 'knight'..."

A few tears fell from Hilde's eyes, but the mercenaries, drunk on the joy of victory, paid her no attention.

She ate the food and drank the beer given to her alone, consumed by gloomy emotions.

"...I am no longer Baron Custer's knight. The pride and honor I staked my life on are gone. Even if I returned to Baron Custer's domain, the serfs might welcome me at first, but once they learn I'm no longer a knight, they'd drive me out immediately. I've become a traitor."

As she spoke, she looked in Martin's direction.

He was receiving genuine respect and loyalty from his hundred-man unit soldiers.

"I'll follow the Captain wherever he goes, even if I die."

Martin Meyer patted the shoulder of the soldier who looked about 20 years older than him.

"Ah, I appreciate the sentiment, but don't follow me into my bedroom. No entry except for beautiful women."
"Haha, why are you making me out to be gay? I like women too."
"I just said that because all this talk of loyalty between mercenaries gives me goosebumps. Look, I've got goosebumps on my arm."

She tentatively reached her hand into the air toward where Martin was.

*...If I were to give up my stubbornness now, could I enter that place?*

But the loyalty and pride toward the Custer barony that had been passed down through her family for generations held Hilde back.

Yet as her feelings for Martin Meyer grew stronger, she decided to gather her courage.

"Martin Meyer, I'll find out what kind of man you are and then decide. It's not too late."

Having made her decision, Hilde looked around Martin's hundred-man unit.

Since it would be burdensome to directly ask "What kind of person is Martin Meyer?" in front of everyone, she looked for someone sitting alone, slightly apart from the celebration.

*It's probably better to ask one-on-one rather than asking multiple people.*

As she scanned the area, she noticed the silver-haired fox girl Lucia getting up from her seat...

Hilde quickly walked over to where Lucia was and asked:

"I'd like to ask you something, if that's alright?"

No matter how gentle and kind Lucia's personality was, she couldn't give a particularly kind response to Hilde Bauman, who was the reason Martin had spent his entire fortune.

"What are you so curious about?"

Lucia perked up her fox tail and ears as she looked at her.

Hilde stammered carefully:

"Wh-what kind of person is Martin Meyer?"
"Why are you asking me that?"
"I, Hilde Bauman, am Martin Meyer's slave. So I want to know more about my master..."

Lucia thought this was absurd.

*She's a slave in name only. Captain Martin treats her like nobility and told her she could leave whenever she wants after this war. Yet she calls herself his slave while asking this.*

Still, her kind nature inevitably made her answer the question.

"Captain Martin is more terrifying than anyone to his enemies, but more dependable and gentle than anyone to his allies."

Though Lucia started with a slightly sharp tone, as she continued talking about Martin, a smile formed on her lips.

Anyone could see she was a girl completely in love.

"You probably know better than I do how he is toward enemies, so I'll skip that. As for my story, I originally lived in an orphanage, was lucky enough to attend an academy, and had just become a mage when I met Captain Martin."

Hilde began to listen to Lucia's story seriously.

"Back then, I was a novice mage who made tons of mistakes and was often treated like baggage in the mercenary company. But the Captain kept encouraging me, saying I could do it, and helped me. Somehow he found out that I was sending almost all my mercenary wages to the orphanage, and since then, he's been donating a huge amount of money every month to make sure the children at my orphanage don't go hungry."
"He sounds like a good superior."
"Yes, the Captain is a kind person. He acknowledged and treated me as a capable and dignified mage when I had been dismissed my whole life for being an orphan. And he's an excellent superior not just to me, but to all his soldiers."

A smile formed on Hilde's face.

"When a soldier with family dies, he sends several gold coins as condolence money to the bereaved family. And while he might tolerate unfair treatment toward himself, he can't stand his subordinates being treated unfairly."
"He sounds capable and kind."

With the continued praise of Martin, Lucia's expression softened further, and her tail began to sway gently.

"That's why many nobles have coveted the Captain. He's already received dozens of offers that no mercenary could refuse—the opportunity to be knighted, and not just that, but beautiful women and money as well."

For a mercenary to become a knight is a dream-like opportunity for life reversal.

That's why there's even a saying about those who start as low-ranking mercenaries and become mercenary captains:

"Those bastards who stuck it out as mercenaries because they never got knighthood offers and ended up becoming mercenary captains."

And true to that saying, most mercenaries quickly abandon their mercenary life if they receive even a "low knight" appointment offer.

"Recently, Margrave Estel offered to grant Captain Martin the Pappenheim barony and make him a baron."

Going from mercenary to baron is considered a life reversal that happens maybe once in a decade, if that.

Conversely, it shows how Martin Meyer is "valued" in the world.

"Is that true?"
"Why would I lie to you? Though it's harsh to say, you're a woman our Captain could break if he wanted to. Why would I lie to someone like you?"

Hearing Lucia's words, Hilde's heart definitely leaned toward serving Martin.

She thought he was the ideal lord she wanted to serve—someone who respected her honor, was loved by his subordinates, and was more capable than anyone.

But there was one unresolved curiosity in her heart.

"I understand you are Martin Meyer's woman."

Lucia's tail swayed again at those words.

From that reaction, Hilde could tell how much Lucia loved and liked Martin.

And how attractive he was as a man to women.

"Yes, that's right."
"How do you view him as a man?"

In truth, Lucia didn't need to answer this question.

But perhaps due to a slight whim and the influence of alcohol, Lucia answered with a bright smile still on her face.

"Captain Martin is more precious to me than my own life. He's also the one who helped me become a recognized mage."

Taking a breath, Lucia smiled brightly.

"I love him. I always want him to be happy and to have more reasons to smile. And if I can, I want to contribute even a little to his dreams. Because Captain Martin's happiness is my happiness."

At those words, Hilde blushed.

*This man who makes me nervous, the first man I've ever thought of giving myself to, is attractive enough to receive such pure and devoted love from this beautiful and kind-hearted mage.*

Hilde's fondness for Martin increased dramatically.

And then Hilde decided.

*Since I can't return to the family that abandoned me, serving Martin Meyer would be good... no, it would be the best choice.*

Meanwhile, she wondered if she might someday become Martin's woman too...

Even though such thoughts crossed her mind, Hilde didn't find them unpleasant at all.

"No, that would be fine."

Ch.152 - End Of The War (1)
The White Beard Mercenary Company, temporary command tent.

Until yesterday, our White Beard Mercenary Company had lived as if defeating Baron Maurer would end everything.

For over ten days, we had to march quickly through the forest, eating terrible slop made of hardtack and jerky hastily boiled in water.

'Once we catch that bastard Baron Maurer, everything will be over.'

With this single goal in mind, we fought and ultimately led 600 men to victory against Baron Maurer's force of 2,000.

Just as high school seniors think their hardships will end once they finish their college entrance exams and enter university, only to find that's when the real challenge begins, our mercenary company still had much work left to do.

"...... What should I do about this?"

While I was lost in thought, someone slapped my shoulder.

It didn't hurt, but when I turned to see who had hit me, it was Schnitzel, a hundred-man commander.

"Commander Schnitzel, why are you startling someone who's trying to think seriously?"
"I was curious what someone who crushed 2,000 men with just 600 could be so worried about, so I gave you a tap. Why?"
"...... It's not over yet, is it?"

The other hundred-man commanders standing behind him burst into laughter.

"What you said isn't wrong, but we're not in an emergency situation right now."
"Unnecessary worrying won't make things better, so just laugh a little."
"Having a brain that works too well can be a problem too. Sometimes I feel sorry for him when I see him like this."

Until a few days ago, we had been desperately marching through forests with 600 men without being detected by over 2,000 enemy troops, and then frantically building embankments upon arrival...

But now there was just one thing to worry about.

'How to safely join up with Viscount Casano's army.'

It's not a particularly grand or difficult problem.

If worst comes to worst, we could report that "we couldn't join up due to unfavorable circumstances" and merge with another noble's unit from the Medici Republic...

A sigh and a hollow laugh escaped my lips.

"You're right. I don't know why I was taking it so seriously."
"Good to hear, kid. Speaking of which, since you broke through to Intermediate Expert, you should buy us a round of drinks when we get back."
"Don't you know I spent all my money buying Hilde? I'm living day to day on salary advances from stingy Captain Dalten."
"Your salary is still twice ours, kid. Just buy the drinks."

They say a mercenary who strays a little becomes a thug, but when I see our hundred-man commanders trying to squeeze drinks out of me, they're no better than gangsters.

'Well, I suppose these guys have been through as much as I have?'

If they hadn't, I would have flipped out, seriously.

In the midst of this, I heard a slapping sound as someone struck my back.

During my rookie days, a hit like this would have made me worry about broken ribs from the impact and pain.

Now I only register it as just getting hit once, so I've definitely grown a lot.

"Captain Dalten, why are you hitting people so painfully?"

Dalten chuckled and shrugged his shoulders.

"It's because you called me stingy when you're living on salary advances. I might just add interest to those advances."

With the reward money from Viscount Casano and the bonus from our mercenary company, I'd have plenty left after paying back the principal.

Although getting charged interest wouldn't be a huge problem, the thought of losing "free money" to interest was unpleasant.

"Ah, isn't that too much?"

Dalten snorted at my objection and said:

"Well, let's leave this debtor who lives on salary advances alone. Now what should we do? Return as we are, or look for an opportunity to stir up more trouble?"

Normally, I would have suggested riding this momentum for one more job, but now everyone shook their heads and said we should just go back.

"Honestly, I think going back is the right call. Taking down Baron Maurer was already more than our job required. Another mission? We'd die trying."

In a typical war, troops rest one day for every 8-10 days of marching, even on flat terrain.

The reason is simple: without rest, soldiers become too exhausted to keep their wits about them on the battlefield.

But we had been marching through forests—as difficult as mountain marches—for nearly 20 days, and had engaged in guerrilla warfare twice.

If anyone suggested another mission, they might get stabbed by their own subordinates.

"I'm thinking we should return to the castle that Viscount Casano is defending. What do you all think?"

Someone nodded and asked:

"I agree. We should return if possible. But isn't Viscount Grunwald surrounding the castle with 4,000 troops?"
"That's true."
"How are we supposed to break through that siege to get inside? Do you have something in mind, Captain Dalten?"

Inside the castle, there are roughly 2,000 soldiers, being generous with the count.

So with us, that would make 2,600.

To defeat Viscount Grunwald's army of 4,000 with that number? Extremely difficult.

Then how about our 600 men breaking through the siege of 4,000 to get inside the castle walls?

'How could an army of 600 sneak past 4,000 pairs of eyes?'

Actually, breaking through the siege is impossible, but in the current situation, there's a much better option than trying to break through...

"Buest, you idiot. Were you sleeping last night when we interrogated Baron Maurer? What orders did they receive?"

At those words, Hundred-man Commander Buest and everyone else opened their eyes wide.

"Ah, he said they were ordered to join with the 2,000 troops led by Baron Maurer and defeat Viscount Casano, who's besieged in Villa Hora Castle. And if the castle had fallen, they were to recapture it with 6,000 troops."

Right now, Viscount Grunwald is probably busy building siege engines, believing Baron Maurer is coming.

Because with his 4,000 men plus the 2,000 Baron Maurer was supposed to bring, that would make about 6,000 troops...

With that many, it would be possible to break through Viscount Casano's defensive force of just under 2,000, not counting our mercenary company, and reclaim the castle.

"But that baron has already been captured, and the 2,000 troops have vanished into thin air. Plus, Villa Hora Castle is already in our allies' hands."

Soldiers must follow orders even in unreasonable situations.

But what if the preconditions for carrying out those orders collapse?

'Then they're free to do as they please, in most cases.'

At those words, the other hundred-man commanders and officers' eyes lit up.

"Besides, 4,000 men alone can't capture a fortress defended by 2,000. So what we need to do is simple. Do you know what it is, Martin?"
"We should send a low-ranking knight from Baron Maurer's forces as a messenger. Just telling them 'Baron Maurer has already been pathetically defeated, so you can't fulfill your orders' should be enough."

If we sent an ordinary soldier, Viscount Grunwald would hear this news and think it was an enemy ploy, not listening to a word we say...

But if we send an official knight from Baron Maurer's forces, someone whose identity is absolutely certain, how could he not believe it?

"This guy always gets it right away when I explain things. Yes, let's give a knight a horse and a letter to deliver. Meanwhile, we'll leisurely return to Villa Hora Castle. Any objections?"
"None."
"Good. Then we'll rest here for about three days and begin our march back to Villa Hora Castle."

And that night, I, being the lowest-ranking hundred-man commander gathered here, got stuck with the job of selecting a low-ranking knight from Baron Maurer's house to send as a messenger.

**

Two days later, Viscount Grunwald's camp.

Viscount Grunwald was showing signs of impatience, clicking his tongue.

"Damn that Baron Maurer! I arrived five days ago and have been building siege engines, but why hasn't there been any contact for three days! Is he dead or something?"

Since there were no concubines or maids in this tent, there was no one to hear his complaints.

So no answer came back, but the viscount continued his tirade against Baron Maurer.

"I knew what he was like when he supported that idiot 4th Prince. Maybe they felt a kinship since neither has anything in their heads?"

While he was grumbling, one of the soldiers guarding the viscount's tent hurriedly entered.

"My lord, a knight from Baron Maurer says he has urgent news for you."

The viscount's expression, which had just been cursing Baron Maurer, brightened slightly with relief.

'Though Maurer is an idiot, having reinforcements is better than having none.'

"Tell him to come into my tent and report directly."

Shortly after, one of Baron Maurer's low-ranking knights entered.

A messenger knight would normally clean the dust and stains from his armor before appearing, but this low-ranking knight's armor was covered in dust and stains.

According to imperial custom, there were only two reasons to appear "in a hurry":

One was extremely good news, the other extremely bad news.

And in the current situation, there was no possibility of good news, so the viscount steeled himself.

"Report."

The low-ranking knight, kneeling on one knee, handed a letter to the viscount and said:

"I am Tobias Rosner, a low-ranking knight of Baron Maurer's house. I have come in such haste to inform you that the army of 2,000 led by Baron Maurer has been completely annihilated..."

The viscount grabbed the back of his neck upon hearing this.

"......? What did you say? The army of 2,000 was annihilated? What is this, some kind of joke that would make me swear I'd become a homosexual who deserves to have his intestines ripped out?"

Due to the ideology of the Deus religion, homosexuals in this world were treated as vicious human garbage who committed serial murder and rape.

So he used such an expression only when hearing utterly absurd news...

"I swear on my honor. The seal on this letter belongs to Baron Maurer, and what's written here describes how our baron's forces were annihilated. Furthermore, what you just heard and what's written here are all true."

The viscount hastily tore open the letter, quickly read it all, and spent several minutes cursing.

With each curse, Tobias, who had become the messenger, had to bow his head as if he were the worst criminal in history.

"Argh, damn it! That fucking Baron Maurer!!!"

After cursing for a while and venting his anger, the viscount's reason gradually returned...

And thinking calmly, he realized that this situation wasn't so bad for him.

'Since the precondition for carrying out the orders has been broken, I just need to retreat.'

Just as Martin had predicted, he judged that the best choice was to "retreat" to minimize losses since the precondition had been broken.

'Well, I can't do anything about the money spent getting here. But I haven't lost any soldiers or vassals. So it's not all bad. At the very least, the Empire will pay some participation allowance, so there's a tiny bit of profit.'

A resigned smile appeared on the viscount's face.

And only then did he notice the pitiful state of the low-ranking knight.

"It must have been difficult to deliver this news, and I'm grateful. Thanks to you, our viscount's army won't suffer major losses."
"I apologize."
"What are you apologizing for? You've done nothing wrong. The wrong was committed by that bastard Dalten von Prime and his White Beard Mercenary Company."

And so, Dalten's name left a deep impression on Viscount Grunwald.

"What kind of mercenary company is this anyway? No, wait, it's the one with Martin Meyer, whom Margrave Estel praised endlessly. Hmm, I thought that mercenary company only had Martin Meyer, but this Dalten is no joke either..."

After muttering briefly, the viscount went outside his tent and ordered:

"We're abandoning the siege of Villa Hora Castle. Everyone pack up and prepare to retreat!"

Ch.153 - End Of The War (2)
After days of marching, when we finally returned to Villa Hora Castle, the mercenaries in our company let out cheers of celebration.

"Holy shit, we made it back alive! We defeated Baron Maurer's army of 2,000!"
"And not a single flag of that damn Baron Grunvald in sight!"
"Now let's get some real rest. All I want is to feel up some camp follower's breasts and relax..."

I nodded in agreement with that sentiment.

"There won't be any battles for a while. Honestly, after defeating over 2,000 enemies and forcing another 4,000 to retreat, they shouldn't push us any harder."

Otto shook his head beside me.

"If they did, we'd stage one hell of a protest. We just can't take anymore."
"If they make us fight again after returning, I'll cut off Baron Casano's head and defect to the Rheinpfalz Empire."

Of course, I'd never actually betray the Medici Republic that holds our mercenary contract since it would end my career completely...

But I might consider at least five different ways to secretly teach Baron Casano a lesson.

"As expected, Captain Martin, you're quite the firebrand."

I shrugged my shoulders and smirked at that comment.

"Shouldn't a man be passionate? Fight passionately in war, and be even more passionate at night."
"Captain, you've been too hot-blooded since you were a recruit. Personally, I wish you'd cool down a bit."
"The world won't leave me alone, what can I do? Though I could passionately cut down on buying you all drinks."

Otto and the others around me turned serious at that.

"Ah, that's not fair. Honestly, drinking and sex are what keep us going."
"If you cut that, we might transfer to another company."
"With our death rate being so much higher than other companies, you can't take away our small pleasures."

Our mercenary company has achieved many more brilliant accomplishments than other mercenary groups.

Thanks to that, even the lowest-ranked members of the White Beard Mercenaries have handled decent money.

*Though the price is a relatively high casualty rate, so we never know when we might die.*

It's true that within our company, my hundred-man unit has the highest death rate.

"I'm joking. How could I cut down on buying drinks when I know how much you all love alcohol?"
"As expected, you're passionate indeed. I'll follow you for life."
"You're loyal to the alcohol, not to me, right Otto?"
"You finally figured it out? I worship Deus, but I believe alcohol and women are his greatest creations. Of course I'm loyal to them."

As we chatted while walking, the walls of Villa Hora Castle came into view.

With no battles expected, there should only be minimal guards on the walls, but...

"Senior Karin, am I seeing things wrong? Why are there so many soldiers on the walls?"
"I wonder? But the flag on the castle is definitely Baron Casano's family banner, and the soldiers seem relaxed. It's probably not an enemy operation."

Certainly, if Baron Grunvald or any other Rheinpfalz Empire noble had captured the castle, they wouldn't be so casual about welcoming our mercenary company.

*Why are they acting like this?*

As I wondered, the castle gates opened wide.

Mercenaries emerged from the open gates, holding gleaming spears and swords in a somewhat solemn manner, creating a path for us to pass through.

Soldiers with trumpets and drums, along with standard bearers holding flags of various mercenary companies, lined up in formation.

Dalten saw this and chuckled, muttering:

"Baron Casano has some style. Holding a simplified triumph ceremony for mere mercenaries like us."

A triumph ceremony—normally held when large-scale wars between nations end, with the victorious regular army marching to the capital or a nearby major city.

Citizens would be mobilized to throw flowers and confetti while cheering for the victorious army. Mercenaries like us wouldn't qualify for such an honor except in extremely special circumstances...

*I never thought we'd get even a simplified triumph ceremony.*

The others around me also realized what was happening and couldn't hide their excitement.

Otto stood beside me with an expression of admiration, looking at the formation in front of the castle and muttering:

"Never thought I'd receive this kind of treatment in my life. Glad I survived."

Lucia opened her round eyes wide and wagged her tail happily.

"If I keep following Captain, maybe someday I'll see a real triumph ceremony?"

As we were admiring the scene, the military band began playing loudly.

"Baron Casano has granted permission for a simplified march for the White Beard Mercenaries who defeated Baron Maurer's army of 2,000 men and repelled Baron Grunvald's 4,000 troops! Everyone follow the path into the castle."

Hearing this, Dalten shouted in a booming voice:

"Time to use the formation Martin taught us and march in with style! Form up in four columns!"

The men who had been standing in disarray immediately shifted into a sharp four-column formation.

At the very front stood our company commander, Captain Dalten.

"Shoulders back, walk proudly! Forward march!"

As Dalten took the first step, the mercenaries followed, walking with shoulders squared and heads high toward the castle gate.

At the same time, trumpets and drums played loudly.

Thanks to countless drills, no one's movements faltered even while unexpectedly enjoying the honor of this simplified triumph ceremony.

"...Just walk as we trained... just as we trained..."

Everyone seemed tense, trying to maintain an impressive, disciplined appearance.

I was also somewhat nervous, knowing that if I looked around like some country bumpkin with wandering eyes, I might appear foolish.

*I should pay attention.*

As Captain Dalten was about to enter the space created by the soldiers lined up on both sides, one of Baron Casano's knights called out:

"Open the way!"

With that command, the soldiers who had been crossing their spears in an 'X' formation raised them upright to open the path.

Their movements were awkward compared to our mercenary company due to lack of proper drill training, but what mattered now was that we were having a triumph ceremony, even if simplified.

*Someday I'll become a proper noble with a title and experience a real triumph ceremony.*

With that determination, I stepped toward the castle gate.

The mercenaries who had come out might have complained about being made to prepare all this, but surprisingly, they all seemed happy and even offered congratulations.

"Thanks to you guys, we didn't have to fight that damned Baron Grunvald."
"We almost died in siege battles, so thanks for saving us from an even worse defensive battle."
"Damn, let's never meet as enemies! You bastards!"

Listening to their words, I found them all quite understandable.

Yes, compared to an uncertain defensive battle with enemies surrounding you, preparing for this triumph ceremony was much better.

After about ten minutes of marching, we reached the lord's residence in the center of the castle...

There, Baron Casano and his knights were waiting with bright smiles.

The Baron ran up to us happily, patted Captain Dalten and my shoulders, and said:

"Thanks to you, we avoided a difficult defensive battle and came through safely. It seems my territory will expand considerably. I never expected that 600 men would completely annihilate over 2,000 enemy troops and take nearly 700 prisoners."

Dalten stood at attention and answered in a resonant voice:

"It was possible because Baron Casano trusted us!"

...Yes, at times like this, rather than showing off, it's better to elevate the Baron's face in front of everyone—it's "a good way to extract more money."

"Is that so? Good, then I'll be generous too. Normally, when capturing an 'enemy noble,' half the ransom would go to your employer, the Medici Republic. But hasn't our Martin here become penniless from buying that woman Hilde?"

Indeed, I'm completely broke, living on salary advances from Dalten.

Things are so bad that Lucia occasionally visits to ask if I'm really okay...

I quietly nodded at his words.

"Given your great achievements, I'll arrange for our republic to waive the commission we should rightfully receive from Baron Maurer's ransom. Since the Baron's ransom is about 5,000 gold coins, it's essentially like giving the White Beard Mercenaries a reward of 2,500 gold coins."

Dalten and I grinned from ear to ear.

"Ah, I'm not a stingy man. This is my personal gesture, separate from the rewards for the Villa Hora battle and the battle at the Aiden River."
"Thank you, Baron."

Then Baron Casano looked at me and casually began:

"I highly value your abilities, so I have a proposal. Would you consider joining my service? I'll grant you the title of senior knight and territory consisting of 10 villages."

Considering that a senior knight typically receives just one village when granted territory, this was an incredible offer, but...

*I'm worth more than just that.*

"I'd still like to gain more experience, sir."
"...That's unfortunate. But now that this war is essentially over, I can't hold you back."
"When you say the war is over...?"
"Though peace hasn't been officially declared yet, the Rheinpfalz Empire and our Medici Republic have entered peace negotiations. Results favorable to our side should come within a week or two at most."

The Baron looked at me with a very satisfied smile.

"Though I only had 2,000 troops under my command, thanks to you, I've accomplished as much as counts with 10,000 men. With luck, I might even be granted another barony."
"I'm honored by your words."
"Go rest now. We'll hold feasts for the next three days."

With that, our mercenary company dispersed to rest...

And I went to find Hilde.

*She's practically fallen for me already, so the key now is how much I can make her obsess over me.*

Ch.154 - End Of The War (3)
As soon as I saw Hilde, I bowed my head in greeting and asked as respectfully as possible.

"Lady Baumann, are you feeling well?"

She stood there blankly for a moment after hearing my words, then spoke.

"...... Ah, thanks to your consideration, I'm completely fine. Even though I was sold as a slave, I haven't been harassed or bullied by the other mercenaries."
"Regardless of what the world calls you, the Hilde Baumann I see before me is still an honorable and noble knight. So please don't refer to yourself as a slave."
"I suppose it would be an insult to demean myself in front of someone who spent his entire fortune to buy me, yet hasn't touched a hair on my head and has protected my honor and pride. I sincerely apologize."

She bowed her head to me in apology.

Though she's practically my sex slave—no, despite becoming a sex slave, she maintains her integrity and dignity, which makes her truly beautiful.

It's like seeing a white lily blooming in the mud, perhaps?

Being completely different from Lucia or Karin, she drives me crazy and makes me obsessive.

*Enough to make me bet my entire fortune.*

"Before hearing your answer to my final offer, please accept this first."
"What's this leather pouch? It's quite heavy."
"Twenty-five gold coins. With this money, you'll have enough to start again as a Mercenary wherever you go. And with your skills, you'll stand out anywhere, so you'll soon be able to serve a good lord under better conditions."

Twenty-five gold coins—converted to Korean won, that's about 25 million won, a considerable sum.

However, I gave this to Hilde for only one reason: it's merely bait to make her, whose heart has already turned toward me, even more certainly mine.

*Since her heart has already turned, now I need to make her beg to put my ownership collar around her own neck.*

Hilde's eyes reddened with emotion as she saw me trying to keep my previous promise.

"Martin Meyer, you're really trying to keep your promise to me, a fallen—no, a mere slave you bought with your entire fortune. No one in this mercenary company, no, no one in this world, including myself, would blame you for taking my purity?"

To win the heart of someone who shows foolish loyalty to their lord, the best way is to show that you keep your promises no matter what.

*This person is just like me—perfect for creating a sense of kinship.*

But if I were to add one point here?

I sat down heavily on the ground and sighed deeply.

"Yes, no one would blame me. And I could desire the purity and body of the virtuous lady knight Hilde Baumann, whom no one has touched, for the rest of my life. But..."

I paused briefly and asked:

"If I did that, would I truly receive your sincere loyalty and devotion? I didn't spend my entire fortune to buy you simply because Lady Hilde Baumann is beautiful or because I wanted to take your purity and body."

I do have thoughts about using her sincere loyalty to request various positions that would be difficult to ask of Lucia or Karin...

But Hilde Baumann shines brightest when she's not a sex slave, but a virtuous lady knight like a pure lily.

So if I can't receive her loyalty and devotion, I should let her go... no, I really don't want to let her go.

However, when a woman asks on a date, "Why are you seeing me?" you absolutely cannot answer, "Because your breasts are huge and beautiful, you wench."

Now I need to answer like a clergyman without any sexual desire.

"To prove that I'm worthy of receiving loyalty and devotion, I bet everything I had. Even if you leave me, I won't regret it at all."

Hearing my words, Hilde's eyes widened, and she shed a tear.

"If... if I had a lord like you, Martin Meyer, I wouldn't have been abandoned like this."
"Is that so?"
"I truly envy the mercenaries under your command. Being able to follow a commander worth risking your life for is the greatest fortune in the world."
"Hearing you say that makes me feel that the path I've walked so far has been truly worthwhile. So what will you do? Will you leave right now? If you wish to leave, I'll return the twenty-five gold coins, your original armor, some provisions, and weapons."
"There's one last thing I want to ask."

Hearing that, I became extremely tense.

*Everything hinges on this.*

"Martin Meyer, what is your goal? Why have you repeatedly refused opportunities to change your status that other mercenaries wouldn't even dare to dream of?"

Hilde's eyes already showed the resolve of someone who had decided to pledge loyalty to me.

Therefore, as long as I don't obviously talk nonsense here, her sincere loyalty will be mine.

*The reason I've set my goal and worked for it is...*

"As one who wields a sword, I have an obligation to the subordinate mercenaries who risk their lives fighting for me."
"Obligation?"
"To challenge ideals deemed impossible, gain fame, and endure the infinite pain that comes with it."

Those who have observed me from afar might evaluate me, Martin Meyer, as a lucky and clever human who has risen rapidly among mercenaries...

But Lucia, Karin, and those like Baker who have watched me since I was a squad leader of ten evaluate me like this:

*A mercenary who constantly challenges the impossible and achieves feats considered impossible.*

The proof is that while geniuses typically take 5-6 years after awakening their Aura to reach the beginner level of Expert, I broke through in just 2 years.

And while it's said to take at least 5 years to advance from beginner to intermediate Expert, I broke through that in 2 years as well.

Not to mention my various accomplishments in battles.

"To be prepared to die for one's beliefs, to struggle desperately to reach one's ideals and dreams, and ultimately to seize glory."

Saying that, I stretched my hand toward the Milky Way in the sky.

"And someday, like those stars shining, my goal is to receive praise and awe from everyone as a person of honor. I couldn't be bound by mere knighthood or the status of a baron under a margrave. That's why I refused, Lady Baumann."

At those words, Hilde suddenly began to laugh.

"Haha, truly words of matchless arrogance. Matchless arrogance indeed. But depending on who speaks them, they're either mere nonsense or a declaration revealing the ambition of a true man."

Then Hilde approached me one step at a time.

"If the one speaking these words is the Martin Meyer I've seen so far—no, my lord—then it's ambition. An ambition worth betting the lives and souls of your many subordinates, a dream they'd want to share."

A smile was drawn on Hilde's face, and her clear eyes were looking straight at me.

"My former lord, Baron Custer, had no such ambition. Still, as he was my lord, I did my best to risk my life and somehow earn his recognition, but it was useless."

When Hilde arrived right in front of me, she knelt on one knee, took the sword I had placed on the ground with both hands, and presented it to me.

"So now, by my own complete will, I wish to serve you, Martin Meyer, as my lord. Will you accept me, Hilde Baumann?"

To think that the woman I wanted so badly that I made a crazy gamble with my entire fortune was declaring she would be mine—the corners of my mouth began to tear.

But I couldn't ruin the mood here, so I clenched my molars and regained my composure.

"I gladly accept that loyalty."

And to match her resolute determination, I spoke in a solemn tone.

"Hilde Baumann, do you swear to pledge your loyalty to me, Martin Meyer?"

After finishing my words, I placed the back of my sword near Hilde's neck.

"I swear before Deus who watches over this world that I will serve and value my lord Martin Meyer more than my own life. I will love what you love and hate what you hate. Finally, my body and heart, even my soul, are all yours to use as you wish."

The weight of Hilde's loyalty is truly different from other knights.

Because while the usual loyalty oath varies somewhat depending on each knight's inclination, it always includes a phrase like, "If my lord treats me properly, I will offer appropriate loyalty in return."

But Hilde's oath has no such conditions.

According to this oath, unless I cut her off and abandon her first, I could work Hilde to the bone for passion pay.

*Custer, why on earth did you sell a knight who offers such loyalty for a mere piece of gossip...?*

That bastard Custer truly deserved his downfall.

Then, following custom, I bestowed my sword upon Hilde.

It's an extremely expensive sword with mithril mixed in, but I can just buy an even better one now.

"Hilde, I look forward to our future together."
"Yes, my lord."

After completing all the vows, I jokingly said:

"A loyalty oath pledging both body and heart. That's quite rare?"

This is the maximum joke I can make without disrespecting the oath.

But perhaps because Hilde is a maiden who hasn't experienced love yet?

Blushing, she briefly glanced toward my lower body.

Fidgeting with her fingers, she answered with a voice mixed with some expectation:

"If my lord wishes, I would perform any service. That would be my joy."

...... She's almost completely come over to me, but I shouldn't touch her right away.

No, I could touch her, but if I want to make her more anxious for a more impressive lord, it would be better to wait a little longer.

Ch.155 - Crossroads (1)
In the grand hall of the Rheinpfalz Imperial Palace.

According to protocol, the Emperor and all nobles of count rank or higher should have gathered to discuss the recent war, but...

The Emperor had been bedridden for a long time, with perhaps only today or tomorrow left to live, so he couldn't attend this meeting.

Therefore, with nobles gathering before the meeting's start, one might expect gossip about which family's son was marrying another family's daughter, or how some absent count was ruining himself with his womanizing habits...

"......"

But the atmosphere was so dark and gloomy that no noble had the courage to bring up such frivolous topics.

"Then I, Imperial Marshal Friedrich von Adelheit, shall preside in place of His Imperial Majesty and discuss this war. Frankly, while none of us deserves rewards, there are certainly those who deserve punishment."

As the Imperial Marshal spoke, serving as both chairman and in a semi-honorary role, everyone listened with serious expressions.

Though civil war was brewing in the empire, until it officially began, they all needed to maintain the appearance of unity as high nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire.

They had to pretend to be allies under the Emperor's banner.

After all, standing out now would only make one a convenient "traitor" to be attacked when no one was certain who was friend or foe.

"First of all, as everyone knows, this war ended in our defeat. There were two main reasons for this failure."

Friedrich held up one finger.

"First, the Medici forces were far superior to ours in combat ability. Despite our thorough fortification of the castles, seven fortresses including Finehart, Brün, Hillers, and Zerkheim all fell within a month... This was completely unexpected."

The cities mentioned here each had populations of around 4,000, making them slightly larger or smaller than Villa Hora, which we had captured.

Since the enemy also had to attack numerous border fortresses, we expected they couldn't commit many troops and that our fortresses would hold for at least two months.

However, the Medici forces fought better than expected, causing these fortresses to fall rapidly, which shattered the premise of our original strategy...

"The original plan was to strike the enemy from behind with our main force after they had exhausted themselves in siege warfare for a month and a half. The first step was to destroy the forces surrounding Villa Hora."

Friedrich gritted his teeth before continuing.

"When we heard Villa Hora was under siege, we quickly dispatched 6,000 troops. If only that Kuster had properly defended the fortress... With nearly 7,000 troops, we could have easily crushed Baron Casano's 2,000 men. But that worthless Kuster couldn't even hold the fortress for two weeks."

At these words, a count who had Kuster as his vassal gritted his teeth.

"I apologize deeply."

"You should be more than just sorry. This war was lost because of Kuster. And what about that idiot Baron Maurer?"

Now the head of a marquis who had Baron Maurer as his vassal dropped.

"...I have nothing to say."

Friedrich slammed his fist on the table.

"How could someone leading over 2,000 troops suffer such a miserable defeat against those damned White Beard Mercenaries? If the White Beard Mercenaries had 2,000 men, I wouldn't say anything, but to lose to just 600 men?! Seven hundred prisoners including the baron himself, and 540 dead or missing?"

If the Emperor were healthy and power-hungry, this mistake would have been enough to strip Baron Maurer of his title, and the count would have had no grounds to object.

"Consider yourself fortunate that His Majesty is ill. In his younger days, he would have immediately stripped Baron Maurer of his title. Your faction would have been that much weaker."

The Imperial Marshal sighed and sat down.

"So our plan completely fell apart. All thanks to those cursed White Beard Mercenaries and their damned good luck!"

Even if Martin had been present, he couldn't have disputed Friedrich's words.

Because while it was true that defeating Baron Maurer's 2,000 troops with just 600 men and playing a crucial role in capturing Villa Hora fortress were achievements of his own skill...

For such accomplishments to become the decisive factor in a war involving nearly 100,000 troops from both sides was purely a matter of luck.

And Martin had never imagined his actions would have such an impact on the outcome of the entire war.

"Since His Majesty is ill and the empire faces external turmoil, I will not request that the two barons be stripped of their titles."

Though he called it a request, with the Emperor sick, it was essentially saying, "I'm issuing this imperial decree on the Emperor's behalf."

"Instead, I expect Marquis Andaloph and Count Kraut, who have these two as vassals, to reflect deeply on this matter. Naturally, you may decide for yourselves whether to pay their ransoms or not."

With those words, the Imperial Marshal rose and quietly left.

As soon as he departed, the high nobles' eyes began to show signs of life.

This was because the real "exchange of war information" was about to begin.

"Which mercenary company fighting for the Medici Republic was the strongest? Shouldn't we hire them for our empire when the next 'war' breaks out?"

This was information that would become public knowledge eventually, so there was no harm in sharing it with potential enemies or competitors.

"The Red Lion Mercenaries were formidable. They have as many as 20 Expert-level swordsmen. The first unit that clashed with them was torn to shreds."

"The Blue Shark Mercenaries were also quite dangerous. They didn't show explosive offensive power, but in the first field battle, they didn't break at all despite facing more than twice their number..."

"The Golden Barley Mercenaries were also impressive..."

So they mixed information that would eventually become public with false information that would make fools of anyone who believed it.

"Ah, Count Colin."

"Yes, Margrave Estel?"

"There's this mercenary group that fought under my command called the Brown Wolf Mercenaries. They're only about 100 strong, but they're worth noting. That Martin Meyer I've been praising so much wouldn't stand a chance against Peter Mainz of the Brown Wolves."

Margrave Estel told this lie without changing his expression.

But the somewhat dim-witted Count Colin looked intrigued.

"Is that true?"

"Ha, when it came to Martin Meyer, I offered to make him a baron because Baron Pappenheim, that traitor, had died, leaving the barony vacant. But now my senior knight Littenheim has received the title of Baron Pappenheim, so that wasn't possible. So reluctantly, I offered Peter Mainz the position of senior knight, but he refused, saying his worth was far greater than that."

Estel then produced an appointment offer he had actually written, bearing Peter Mainz's signature of refusal.

"...This information will spread anyway, so I'm only telling you because you're likely to become my ally."

"I'm honored, Margrave."

Several high nobles who trusted Estel's judgment made mental notes of the name "Peter Mainz," but...

The senior knight appointment offer Estel had shown was actually a forged document.

Strictly speaking, Estel himself had written the appointment offer, and Peter Mainz had indeed signed it.

*But I got that idiot Peter Mainz's signature by offering him 100 gold coins just to sign a rejection on a senior knight appointment offer.*

Anyone who believed this and hired Peter Mainz at a high price would suffer great losses.

Because if they paid a high price to hire him, they would place him in an important position, resulting in tremendous damage.

And in the midst of all this, someone brought up the White Beard Mercenaries.

"So what about the White Beard Mercenaries?"

Count Kraut, who had Baron Maurer (who had been thoroughly defeated by the White Beard Mercenaries) as his vassal, spoke up.

"Wouldn't Dalten von Prime, the captain of that mercenary company, be more impressive than this Martin Meyer? Young Martin may be good with a sword and somewhat clever, but it's Dalten who accepts and implements everything, so isn't he actually the more remarkable one?"

This statement made a lot of sense.

Because even if your subordinate is as brilliant as Yi Sun-sin, if there's an incompetent ruler like King Seonjo above him...

You'd end up with a disaster like the Battle of Chilcheollyang where the Korean navy was destroyed. Without the ability to properly manage talented subordinates, having capable people under you is pointless.

That's why among commanders, a leader with capable subordinates is often judged to be "slightly more capable" than the subordinates themselves.

"So how valuable would you say this captain Dalten von Prime is?"

Count Kraut smirked at the question.

"Valuable enough that I might offer him a senior knight position under my command. He may have repelled forces more than three times his size, but wasn't that just luck?"

One success might be attributed to luck, but when results are consistently repeated two or three times, it's purely skill.

So no one was foolish enough to believe his words.

After several hours of meeting, the nobles finally dispersed...

As soon as Count Kraut left the meeting room, he casually remarked to Baron Nipfelheim, his close associate:

"While Estel seems to value Martin Meyer more highly than Dalten of the White Beard Mercenaries, the truly impressive one must be Dalten, who trusted and implemented the ideas of a mere foot soldier. Don't you think?"

Nipfelheim nodded in agreement.

"For a bold strategy to succeed, one needs the discernment to judge whether it will work. The commander with that judgment is the most capable person. Frankly speaking, out of 100 bold strategies, 99 are garbage, aren't they, Count?"

"That's why I must acquire this Dalten before civil war breaks out. If he falls into the hands of another faction, who knows how badly he might strike at my back."

Just as a good weapon reassures you when in your hands but makes your knees tremble when in an enemy's possession...

It's common sense that failing to secure truly capable talent in times of crisis will make you pay dearly later.

"I must bring Dalten von Prime and the White Beard Mercenaries under my command. If I give Dalten about 3,000 troops, he'll be worth at least 6,000 or 7,000 men."

"A wise decision."

"I happen to have a vacant barony that I can use as bait."

"You mean Baron Maurer's domain?"

"Out of loyalty to the Maurer family who has served us, I should pay his ransom one last time. But that's as far as it goes."

And at the same time, quite a few other nobles were thinking along similar lines.

Ch.156 - Crossroads (2)
A month had passed since our return to Villa Hora when the war finally ended.

Since victory was essentially guaranteed by the time we returned, I didn't feel particularly moved when I heard the news that the war was over...

But we still had one event we'd been waiting for with bated breath.

*The distribution of reward money for each mercenary.*

Karin approached me, poking my cheek repeatedly while smiling.

"Our broke Captain Martin, you'll finally escape poverty now, huh?"
"Please stop teasing me, senior."
"I don't want to. Sure, it's your money and you're free to spend it however you want, but gambling away your entire fortune without hesitation—and not just anywhere, but on adding another woman? That was quite the calculation. Right, Lucia?"

Normally when Karin teased me, Lucia would try to stop her, but today was a bit different.

She puffed her cheeks, raised her tail straight up, and answered in a prim voice.

"...... I knew you were bold when you confessed your love to me despite Karin being around, but I never thought you'd throw away your entire fortune to bring in another woman."

At those words, I scratched my head with an awkward expression.

*If I say something cheesy like "I'll love you both the same whether there are two or three of you," I'll definitely get smacked upside the head.*

"Instead, when I get the reward money, I'll buy you both expensive new equipment—a new bow for Senior Karin and a new staff for Lucia."
"Captain, what I have now is perfectly fine..."
"Now that you've become an intermediate mage, you should use a staff for advanced mages."

When you go to a high-end shop specializing in staves, they often have one or two staves for intermediate mages in stock...

But staves for advanced mages or bows for highly skilled archers like Senior Karin need to be commissioned from master craftsmen.

With an average production time of over three months, I should find a good craftsman, place an order, and enjoy a nice long rest until they're ready.

Meanwhile, Hilde, who had been listening to our conversation, apologized to Karin with a guilty expression.

"I'm sorry for causing..."
"Hey, that was Martin's fault, not yours, Lady Baumann—I mean, Hilde."

Hilde's expression brightened slightly at those words, and Lucia added:

"Karin and I are ranged fighters, so we can't directly help the Captain in dangerous situations on the battlefield. But you're different."
"Lady Lucia."

Since pledging to serve me as her lord, Hilde has been addressing Lucia and Karin with honorifics and formal speech, treating them as if they were my wives.

It's not bad that she's showing respect, but if she keeps this up, it'll become uncomfortable for everyone...

*But it's not really my place to step in, is it?*

Personally, I'd like all three—Hilde, Lucia, and Karin—to become close and treat each other like sisters, but they've only known each other for a month.

*To be precise, they've been living together since we captured Villa Hora, but both of them kept their distance from Hilde.*

If I were to butt in and tell them all to get along, it would only make their already awkward relationship even more uncomfortable.

Hilde is making an effort in her own way, and Lucia and Karin seem to be trying to become friendly too, so it should work out soon.

"So please take good care of the Captain from now on. Having crossed swords with him yourself, you know that Martin fights so recklessly that it wouldn't be surprising if he got seriously injured anytime."
"He is the lord I've chosen to serve. Even if my body breaks and I die, I will protect my lord. Please don't worry."
"And please just call me Lucia, not Lady Lucia. We'll be... living together from now on, right?"

Hilde's face turned red at the mention of living together.

"Yes, someday I will... no, I've already given my body and soul, so anytime... I look forward to our friendship, Lucia. And Lady Karin...?"

Karin smiled slightly, lifting the corners of her mouth.

"If we're going to become close, we should start by changing those stiff titles. Call me Senior Karin. I am your senior in the mercenary company, after all."

Just as the relationship between the three was being somewhat sorted out without my intervention, Dalten burst into our tent, laughing like a madman.

"Holy shit, this is the best day since we founded this mercenary company. Don't you agree?"

Lieutenant Heintz, who was behind Dalten, shrugged and added:

"Well, since today's finally the day we announce that matter to everyone... you can't help being excited, but show some restraint, Captain. If you act like this, everyone will be confused since they don't know what's going on."

Captain Schnitzel sighed in exasperation.

"How are they supposed to dance when you don't tell them anything and just laugh?"
"They'll figure it out. Don't you think?"

I snorted at that.

"Even court jesters start performing after the music begins. And what exactly is 'that matter'? Don't tell me you're bringing in another pretty maid?"
"Do I look like you? You're the one who spent your entire fortune and took an advance on your salary to make a female knight your subordinate, Captain Martin Meyer."
"......"

I was really annoyed when I heard that.

But since he was bringing up my embarrassing past actions, I had no way to refute it.

That's why my neck feels tight—no, it's actually being pulled.

Dalten looked at me and smirked, then suddenly spoke in a solemn voice.

"For now, the reward money announcement is postponed. Something more important has come up."

Our mercenary troops protested at his words.

"What the hell! What could possibly be important enough to postpone the reward announcement?"

One guy put his hand on his sword hilt, looking ready to threaten someone as he demanded angrily:

"We risked our lives following Captain Martin's crazy strategies just to make money, and now this bullshit? Depending on what you say next, I might stab you!"

In the midst of the genuinely angry atmosphere, Dalten handed the letter he'd received to another platoon leader standing nearby.

"This letter contains insane news that will change your fate as mercenaries. Platoon Leader Salz, read it."

Salz took the letter as if he might throw it away or tear it up...

Then suddenly started grinning like a madman.

"Holy shit? Captain Dalten, this isn't a lie or a forged letter, is it? Because if not, this is unbelievable!"
"I might joke about other things, but I don't mess around with your salaries or your lives. And the person who brought this was a senior knight of a 'Count' from the Rheinpfalz Empire."

An issue important enough for a Count's senior knight to personally deliver a letter, and now that the "war" has completely ended, there's no possibility of it being a scheme or nonsense.

Salz returned the letter to Dalten with trembling hands and laughed like a lunatic.

"Captain Dalten has become a Baron! Count Kraut of Rheinpfalz has offered Captain Dalten the title of Baron! And since there are no knights or vassals in the barony, he's offering positions to all of us, you bastards!"

The men who had been ready to lynch Dalten just moments ago erupted in cheers.

"Is that true? Praise Deus!"

Some were pinching their cheeks.

"...Is this really not a dream?"

Some of the more emotional ones hugged their close friends.

"We've made it! Our fortunes are made!"
"We did it, we really did it."

The common goal of all mercenaries, though varying according to individual abilities and ranks, generally follows a similar direction:

Save enough money to retire and live comfortably.

But if you asked about a higher goal, it would be to climb to a socially respected position and live comfortably while fondling a beautiful woman's breasts.

However, it's so difficult for a mercenary to reach a "high position" that most realistically aim for retirement.

But now Dalten had become a Baron and was taking the entire White Beard mercenary company with him...

Dalten smirked at the men buzzing with excitement.

"You bastards that happy?"

At those words, most of the mercenaries, including myself, started tearing up.

Dalten said that and then looked at me with a smile.

"Of course, there might be one bastard who would refuse even if offered the position of senior knight and half the territory. Anyway, whether you follow me or not is entirely your choice."

The "bastard who would refuse" he mentioned is definitely me.

And since I had already turned down Margrave Estel's offer of a baronetcy, there's no way I'd serve as a senior knight under Dalten.

Not a chance in hell.

Then, instead of the paper detailing how much reward money would be paid and what promotions would be given, Dalten pulled out another document and began to read.

"For those who follow me, I, Baron Dalten von Prime, will distribute titles, territories, and land according to roughly these criteria: Captain rank and above will become senior knights; platoon leaders will become low to mid-ranking knights depending on their achievements so far; those below will receive fields according to their positions. I'll be very generous, but those who accept this offer won't receive compensation for the recent battle."

Distributing fields might not sound like much, but even for the lowest-ranking soldier, accepting this offer means receiving enough land in Dalten's barony to make a living as a tenant farmer.

In modern terms, it would be like giving everyone a small building.

*Of course, since Dalten received an entire city and its surrounding areas when he became a Baron, he can afford to be generous.*

"And since Lieutenant Heintz and the other captains have accepted my offer to become senior knights, if Martin doesn't accept my offer, Martin Meyer will become the leader of this mercenary company. That's all."

With that, Dalten left the men who were cheering and crying with emotion, and approached me.

"Martin, you bastard, let's have a drink. I have a lot to talk about."

For once, I answered without any trace of playfulness, completely serious.

"Yes."

Ch.157 - Crossroads (3)
Dalten took me to his tent.

It seemed like he had been preparing to leave for days. All the fancy armor, swords, jewels, and other expensive items inside the tent were already packed and ready to be moved.

Inside, there was nothing but a bed, a desk, and chairs for us to sit on.

"Sit down, kid. Today, Captain Dalten—no, Baron Dalten—will pour you a drink."

I shrugged my shoulders and snickered.

"Wow, have I moved up in the world? Baron Dalten is pouring drinks for a lowly person like me? The Meyer family will consider this an honor for generations to come."
"Kid, I can tell you don't mean a word of that crap. Keep it up and I'll drink it all myself."
"Ah, go ahead."
"Really? This is Montmartre, thirty years aged. You sure you want to pass?"

It's not so expensive that I couldn't buy it with my own money, but it's the kind of wine you should bow and gratefully accept when offered for free.

After all, one bottle costs at least one gold coin—that's premium wine.

So I decided to play along with his little theater, holding the wine glass with both hands and bowing obsequiously.

"Oh my, Baron Dalten. I'm just a lowly person with no education. Please forgive my rudeness."
"Kid, enough already. Milia will bring some food soon. Until then, have a drink."

I slowly savored the wine Dalten poured me, clearly tasting the tartness and bitterness of the grapes along with the refreshing fruit aroma.

*This is why they say you should only drink expensive wine.*

Cheap wine and beer are just for getting drunk and enjoying the atmosphere, but something like this has such good flavor and aroma that it makes you happy even drinking alone.

After we finished that ridiculously expensive bottle of thirty-year Montmartre, Dalten brought out an entire crate of the stuff.

"The handover will be finished tomorrow with just some simple paperwork, so today there's no complicated talk. I just called you here to have a heart-to-heart, man to man, one last time."
"Is that so?"

Dalten thumped his chest and laughed.

"Honestly, I've had so many things I wanted to tell you, but being your captain, I've had to keep a lot bottled up."

He took a deep breath, smiled brightly, and began speaking.

"All the veterans who've been with our mercenary company for four or five years know this, but there's quite a story behind how I, an Expert-level senior knight, left my family and came to lead a mercenary company. Well, I suppose every mercenary has their story."

I vaguely remembered hearing about this before, but I pretended not to know and asked:

"What happened to you?"
"Almost twelve years ago, I was a senior knight who fell in love with a lady from a lower knight family. At first, I tried to forget her because our families weren't of equal status, but I couldn't. Because Erica was indescribably beautiful and kind-hearted."
"Was she?"
"She was so beautiful that her reputation spread beyond the county to other territories. In her hometown, even the serfs would voluntarily bring her gifts during festivals—that says it all."

To be honest, rumors of beauty among nobles are almost never reliable.

There's even a saying that rumors of beauty among nobles are like a lottery—a few winners among mostly duds.

Of course, I understand the psychology behind spreading such false rumors—even rumors of beauty increase the chances of forming better family connections through marriage.

*But that only applies to middle-rank knights and above, where strategic marriages are essential.*

So this woman Erica that Dalten mentioned must have truly been beautiful—perhaps even approaching the level of Karin or Lucia.

"So as the head of a prime senior knight family, I overcame all opposition within my family and decided to make her my official wife. Because back then, I was as pure-hearted as you, avoiding whores and only having eyes for that one woman."

I'm surprised to learn this side of Dalten.

"But damn it all, the count's third son saw Erica even though he knew we were about to get married, and he completely lost his mind over her."

I let out a sigh of exasperation at his words.

"And a few days later, an order bearing the count's seal came down."
"An order to give up Lady Erica, I assume."
"Exactly. When I protested, I learned that the count's third son had fallen for Erica, used his authority to pressure her father, who was only a lower knight, and ultimately took her virginity. But the misfortune didn't end there. If you were the count, how would you handle your third son's disgraceful behavior?"

Politicians throughout history have always been masters at cutting loose liabilities and burying their own and their family's mistakes.

"He would have buried it."
"The count summoned me personally and told me to understand and move on. He said I couldn't have Erica, but he'd give me three beautiful women instead. He said, 'It's already in the past, so bury it.' But damn it, I was so in love that I refused his offer. Then suddenly, I found myself accused of all sorts of ridiculous crimes."
"......"
"I was ready to die, but Heintz, who worked under me, pulled some strings and sold all my assets along with his own to gather enough money to form a 'mercenary company.' That became the White Beard Mercenaries. So the person who contributed most to establishing our company wasn't actually me, but Heintz."

That's quite a long, sad story.

"After about five years, we became a decent mercenary company with around 100 men. That's when I first met you. You were absolutely insane. Isn't that right?"
"Was I the first to openly abandon a knight's commission to become a mercenary?"
"No, after hearing your circumstances, that part made sense. What shocked me was that you came in as a new recruit and immediately smashed a senior mercenary's skull."

Even I admit that back then, I wasn't in my right mind—I was hungry and had such a strong desire to succeed.

"I was worried you might be a lunatic, but in your first battle, you fought well with a sword and showed no fear. I was surprised when you, who couldn't use Aura before, suddenly awakened to it. But what surprised me most was how you, a mere grunt, spat on the 'knight's commission' ceremony."
"What good would being a baron's knight do me anyway?"
"You bastard, try saying that in front of those guys outside who are crying tears of joy. Want your head smashed in?"

Dalten looked at me and smirked.

"Anyway, from that moment on, I was extremely proud of you. You raised our mercenary company's reputation—all thanks to you."

This time, he poured me so much wine I thought it might be too much.

"And when you dueled and defeated that crazy Expert who tried to take Karin away, I genuinely respected you. Because while I lost Erica, you, despite being just an advanced Aura user, risked your life and defeated that Expert-level bastard to protect Karin. I never said it to your face, but I endlessly bragged about you to the other captains and lieutenants until my mouth went dry."

Then he took a bottle from the crate, put it to his lips, and started drinking straight from it.

"But the truth is, you were never meant to serve under me. I realized that clearly when you received an offer of baronage from Margrave Estel, beyond just a knighthood offer. At that time, I was truly envious of you and even jealous."
"Captain!"
"Damn it, I was barely looking at becoming a first-rate mercenary captain, but you had already grown so much that other nobles were offering you a baron's position. When I thought about that, I felt incredibly jealous. But I never had any ill will toward you, and I, Dalten von Prime—or should I say Maurer now?—anyway, I, Dalten, know that I've come this far solely because of you, which is why I managed to endure it."

Throughout world history, there are countless examples of organization leaders who purged subordinates more capable than themselves and ultimately failed.

That's evidence of how dangerous, frightening, and inferiority-inducing a subordinate who surpasses their leader can be.

Dalten never once showed such emotions in front of me.

*That alone is truly remarkable.*

"By trusting you, I eventually became a baron myself. A mere mercenary captain rose to the noble rank that almost everyone in the world looks up to. And I was able to properly reward the mercenaries who believed in me and followed me."

I poured wine into Dalten's glass.

"Congratulations, Baron Maurer."
"...... Ah, yes. Now I am Baron Maurer, and you are our mercenary company's captain."

After finishing his drink, Dalten handed me a document and a thick book.

"This is a certificate stating that I'm leaving all the money and assets of our White Beard Mercenaries intact. By custom, I should take everything with me to establish my 'baron's household,' but... honestly, I became a baron all thanks to you. So you deserve at least this much."

The entire fortune of the mercenary company—considering our recent major achievements and everything we've earned so far—must amount to tens of thousands of gold coins in the treasury.

Money isn't everything, but as they say, where money goes, the heart follows.

This document that Dalten handed over to me contains all the sincerity of the man named Dalten von Maurer.

Thinking about this made my eyes redden.

"Thank you so much, Captain."
"Use this money to gather men and make a big impact in the next war. Someone like you could start as a baron, no, even as an imperial count. If you become a count, you're welcome to take in this poor baron."
"What nonsense are you talking? By the time I become a count, you'll be a count yourself, Captain Dalten."
"My limit is right here. And even that was only possible with your full support."

Just as Dalten finished speaking, Milia came in with some food.

What she brought wasn't luxurious appetizers but rather the kind of meat dishes, bread, and soup you'd commonly find in cheap taverns.

"If you have anything you want to say to me, say it all. I'll listen to everything except complaints about Milia."
"Ha, then I'll be honest. Why did you give me the nickname 'Martin who gets salary advances'? At this rate, it'll spread across the entire continent."
"...... That's obvious. A crazy bastard who's blinded by a female knight, gives away all his fortune, and lives on salary advances—who else could it be but you?"

I was truly upset when I heard that.

But since it was an undeniable fact, I could only feel frustrated.

"...... Go die buried under paperwork in your barony."
"I'm fine because all my relationships with women except Milia are just for fun, but you already have three women. I hope your back doesn't break. I hear from Father Thomson that you've been visiting him frequently for back pain."

Again, I couldn't refute his words.

We talked deeply through the night, sharing things we'd never discussed before, and the next day, Dalten left for Maurer Barony with 450 men.

Now I only have about 20 mercenaries left, but...

"With my reputation, I should be able to recruit people quickly."

Ch.158 - Accept The New Recruit! (1)
After Dalten left, we also departed from the castle and arrived at Heideburg, the largest city in the area.

Over several days, we gathered chefs working at inns to prepare for the "festival" and spread rumors that the White Beard Mercenaries were recruiting on a large scale.

"When I first joined, we just rented out a single tavern, but our mercenary group has grown so much. Isn't that right, senior?"

Karin smiled at those words and replied.

"The White Beard Mercenaries' reputation has grown, but we only have about 20 members left. Just me, Lucia, Hilde, Otto, that smart-ass Baker, and a few others. Honestly, at this point, we're more of a mercenary team than a group, don't you think?"

It's not like we were wiped out in battle and lost our numbers. If we gather enough of the people coming here today, we can restore our former size.

So there's no need to be pessimistic about our small numbers. Rather, we just need to inject new blood and become stronger.

"Ah, let's exclude that Baker guy. He calls himself a squad leader, but he's all talk and no strength."
"That's true. Lucia, don't you think so too?"
"Honestly, Squad Leader Baker just talks back too much without being much help."

When even the innocent Lucia spoke like that, Baker, who was sitting in the corner, protested as if he'd been wronged.

"That's only because Captain, Archer Captain Karin, and Magic Commander Lucia are all exceptional. If I went to another mercenary group, I'd be recognized as quite skilled."

To be honest, Baker has only been a mercenary for about three years, and his growth to that position is certainly impressive.

He may not have awakened his Aura yet, but he proved his skills by beheading a low-ranking Knight and has already risen to the position of squad leader.

*And he's also a grateful guy who gave up his chance to change his life by following Captain Dalten and came with me instead...*

But he's just too fun to tease, that's the problem—he reacts so well.

"If you're upset, awaken your Aura. Awaken it and bring me two Knights' heads, and I'll promote you to platoon leader."
"...Isn't that too much?"
"Work harder and get stronger."

When I said that, Hilde put her hand on Baker's shoulder and gave him a thumbs up.

"My lord has asked me to oversee the training of you and the others, so I'll train you as if you were my own. Rest today, and from tomorrow, I'll make you stronger through hellish training."
"...Please just kill me instead. Isn't Sir Bauman's training deadly?"
"All Knights go through that much."
"Aren't both Captain Martin and Sir Bauman monsters? Aren't you both Experts in your early twenties, a level others can't reach even with a lifetime of effort? It's impossible for an ordinary soldier like me."
"Seeing how much you talk, you seem to have plenty of energy. I could start rolling you tonight. Come to the open field tonight. I'll be waiting wearing the red hat my lord gave me."

After training the new recruits, I plan to make Hilde my hundred-man commander.

At first, some of our remaining 20 members, including Karin and Lucia, opposed this plan...

But after explaining Hilde's blind loyalty to me, the high level she demonstrated at Villa Hora, and her abilities as a commander, everyone accepted it.

Still, some who couldn't accept that this "parachute" would suddenly become a hundred-man commander ganged up on her three-to-one and were thoroughly crushed, creating quite the "anecdote."

*As long as everything ended well, it's fine.*

And since then, she's been generously teaching the soldiers secret techniques like the Aura cultivation method she learned, which has helped her successfully integrate into our mercenary group.

"Captain, please save me."

Seeing Baker pleading for help, I grinned.

"I learned by getting rolled around in war, and you really do get stronger if you suffer through it. Come back stronger, Baker."

I, Lucia, Karin, and Hilde continued to tease him all the way to the open field, hoping he would awaken his Aura as soon as possible.

"There are way more people than expected!"

Even though I hadn't arrived yet, there were already hundreds of people gathered.

I could see scruffy-looking second and third sons from farming families who had just come up from the countryside.

"Is this where the White Beard Mercenaries are recruiting new soldiers?"

A Knight wearing armor was showing off with an expensive-looking two-handed sword resting on his shoulder.

"A group like the White Beard Mercenaries is worthy enough for me, Jade Britten, to join."

My heart raced seeing the diverse crowd gathered there.

Hilde also smiled contentedly at the sight of those people.

"Even if a decent noble were recruiting regular troops, they wouldn't attract this many people. My lord is truly remarkable."

Translating what Hilde said, it means my reputation is no less than that of a baron or viscount...

But honestly, I'm not that impressive yet.

"I'm not at that level yet. Regular troops only accept people with a certain level of skill, so fewer people gather, but mercenary groups honestly take just about anyone."

Even to join the lowest rank of noble regular troops, the "baronial family" troops, you need combat abilities equivalent to a senior mercenary in an ordinary mercenary group.

Proving my point, not many people were properly armed, and most were just a motley crew of nobodies.

"But my lord, even when you were just a hundred-man commander, you were offered a baronial appointment because of your excellence. Surely someday you will gain fame and dignity surpassing that of an ordinary baron."
"Thank you, Hilde."
"Please become the star-like lord you mentioned to me before."

When someone as skilled and beautiful as Hilde says such things, it makes me look quite impressive and cool.

*If Baker had said the same thing...*

I would have started by hitting him first, right?

I raised my Aura and shouted in a loud voice.

"Attention, everyone! I am Martin Meyer, the new captain of the White Beard Mercenaries!"

At those words, the eyes of everyone who had been murmuring until now focused on me.

"Is that Martin Meyer? He's much younger than I expected."
"A mercenary captain at that age..."
"What's more impressive is that he's already an intermediate Expert at that age, you fool."

I smirked, enjoying the attention pouring my way.

"Thank you all sincerely for gathering here. I never dreamed there would be so many idiots coming just because of my name."

Though I said this, I had already anticipated that this many people would swarm in like ants.

After all, our White Beard Mercenaries have now entered the ranks of first-class, proper corporate mercenary groups.

Plus, the former mercenary captain was a special case who was recognized for his abilities and became a baron—something that happens maybe once every ten years.

So it's inevitable that mercenary aspirants who live for money and honor would be attracted to us.

"Before we enjoy the banquet, let me tell you about our mercenary group's contract terms and what you'll be doing for the first three months after joining us."

Participating in a "banquet" held by a mercenary group is implicitly considered as joining that group.

So it's important to let you know what you'll be doing before signing the contract.

"Everyone who joins the White Beard Mercenaries, whether new recruits, veterans, former Knights, or Mages, must train for three months according to their level and branch. Why? Because if we want to fight as a single unit, we need to synchronize through 'training'!"

One drop of sweat shed in training saves the life of a soldier who might otherwise die doing something stupid in actual combat.

No, it might even prevent the annihilation of the entire mercenary group.

So training is absolutely necessary, even if it kills you.

"Especially for new recruits who don't even know how to hold a spear, we'll train you thoroughly over three months. So even if you're like a straw scarecrow now, after training, you'll be able to pull your own weight."

Marching dozens of kilometers, running, guerrilla tactics, formations, weapons training—if we roll you hard for three months without letting you catch your breath, anyone who isn't a complete idiot will become sharp and solid.

"Most mercenary groups don't pay 'wages' to new recruits during training, but we will pay half the normal salary each month. Additionally, upon completing training, you'll receive a breastplate and helmet."

Having just a breastplate and helmet reduces combat mortality rates for new recruits by at least 30%, sometimes up to half.

Why? Because spear and sword attacks tend to concentrate on the torso or head.

*Those are the easiest places to stab or slash.*

"Furthermore, our mercenary group never skimps on rewards. So if you want to join our mercenary group, participate in the banquet we've prepared for unity. That's all!"

Perhaps because most people who came here had already made up their minds to join?

Despite my warning about hellish training, everyone entered our banquet hall without hesitation.

The number is around 500-600 people, which is exactly what we expected...

"We'll weed out anyone who causes trouble while drinking or shows off too much. I wonder how many will be filtered out?"
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In the outdoor banquet hall that had been hastily set up, there was an abundance of food that any Mercenary would go crazy for—pork, beef, various types of bread, and beer.

The delicious aroma tickled my nose, bringing an involuntary smile to my face.

"I hired some guys who claimed they could cook, and it seems they did a pretty decent job."

Behind me, new recruits holding pitchforks and rakes were drooling.

"...If I become a Mercenary, can I eat such delicious food every day?"

To eat like this daily, you'd need to be at least a platoon leader, but even as a new recruit in our mercenary band, you'd earn enough to eat three meals a day without starving.

However, I couldn't tell them on their first day that "it takes about 15 years to become a platoon leader, and only then can you eat like this daily"...

*A white lie is only human.*

"You there, what's your name?"
"Drinton, sir."
"Good, our little chick Drinton. Since you seem curious, I'll tell you. It depends on how hard you work. If you become a Mercenary and prove your worth, you can eat feasts better than this until you're sick of them..."

Right on cue, Otto walked in with prostitutes on both arms.

"And you can embrace women until you're tired of them too."

Otto blatantly fondled the prostitutes' breasts in front of everyone.

The mixture of moans and flirtatious voices sent unnecessary blood rushing to the lower bodies of recruits who had likely never touched a woman's hand.

Looking at them, I shrugged and smirked.

"Born as the second or third son of a serf family, never even touched a woman's hand, right? Become a Mercenary, and depending on your abilities, you can freely embrace beauties 10 or 20 years younger than you."

At those words, most of the nearby recruits looked at me with eyes full of expectation.

"Is that true, sir?"
"The world is vast and women are plentiful, kids."

The world is vast and women are plentiful, but truly good women are harder to find than Expert-level Knights or intermediate Mages. But let's keep things positive.

"Anyway, forget about those troublesome things for now and eat your fill today. Four people to a table, and we've prepared enough food and alcohol that you won't run out even if you eat until your stomachs burst. Feel free to eat without worry. And for the new recruits, I'll make sure you get to taste women tomorrow after you enlist, so don't drink until you can't get up."

As soon as I finished speaking, the newcomers scattered like lightning.

The more experienced ones gathered with their peers, while the novice recruits clustered together, devouring meat and alcohol.

The new recruits, who had rarely if ever had the chance to eat meat to their heart's content, devoured it like possessed men.

"Damn, I'm going to finish all the meat today. I'll eat at least 2kg by myself."

The more experienced men began to leisurely enjoy their meat and alcohol.

"These White Beard Mercenaries hired some decent cooks for this occasion. They know how to spend money."

Everyone seemed to vaguely recognize that this gathering was a kind of final interview.

No one had started grabbing collars and fighting yet, despite the alcohol flowing.

"Ah, fortunately no one's fighting yet. That would give me a headache."

At my words, Otto patted my shoulder and said mockingly:

"They're rough guys, so once the alcohol kicks in, their true nature will show. You'd better be prepared."

"Our existing mercenaries should just eat meat, bread, and milk to make sure those guys don't start knife fights."
"Not even one drink?"
"No. You might be fine, Otto, but Baker and those other idiots don't know when to stop once they start drinking."

If these guys get drunk and grab each other's collars or break an arm or leg in a fight, even the city mayor or nobles won't say much.

Because we mercenaries, though called mercenaries, are essentially "thugs" when not properly affiliated with a mercenary band.

They don't care if we fight and get hurt, enjoy homosexual activities in private, or gamble with money...

But if someone dies in a knife fight, we'll be dragged into troublesome matters.

*And if five or more people die, we'll lose hundreds of gold coins in fines.*

"Besides, when would you have time to drink? Otto, take some of your experienced men and record what the veterans here have been doing. The rest of you, scan through the new recruits to see if there are any idiots or crazy ones. Dismissed."

It's most important to give experienced recruits positions matching their experience and skills, and to separate the useless recruits from those with potential.

Then I looked toward a table where veterans in particularly noticeable armor were sitting.

Those wearing steel armor would be at least former knights or veterans who had been through enough wars to be called battle-hardened warriors.

"It's good to see you all drinking together. I see some sword marks on your armor—seems like you've done your share of fighting?"

The man I addressed smiled slightly.

"I've been eating the sword's bread for 13 years now. Got this armor three years ago."
"No need for long stories. What did you do in your previous mercenary band?"
"I was a platoon leader in the Black Whale Mercenary Band, and I cut off the heads of five enemy knights there. I had quite a few other impressive feats too."
"Show me your mercenary badge."

Mercenaries need a way to prove their achievements, so after battles, the nobles who hired them record their accomplishments on their mercenary badges instead of giving medals.

Purple for capturing a count, blue for capturing a baron, and red of varying thickness for killing knights depending on their rank—upper, middle, or lower.

*Since nobles engrave them, they're almost impossible to forge, so they're reliable.*

The downside is that they can't be reissued if lost.

The man pulled out his mercenary badge that proved his career.

"I can see you indeed have five red lines for killing lower-rank knights. And you've cut off many other enemy heads... But this alone isn't enough to make you a platoon leader here."
"Despite how I look, I'm an intermediate Aura user."

In other mercenary bands, this would be enough to be a platoon leader, but our mercenary band is overflowing with all kinds of monsters.

In other words, there's no need to give him an officer position like platoon leader with just this.

"Is that so? Then come in, prove your capabilities, and we'll talk again. But I'll match your basic salary to a platoon leader's level."
"...That works."

As I was going around interviewing and recording the abilities and careers of the more promising recruits, I heard the sound of a table being flipped nearby.

"What the hell! What makes a woman so great that she gets to be a captain of a hundred men?"

When the most entertaining spectacle in the world—other people's fights—broke out, all the mercenaries' eyes turned in that direction.

Hilde, angered by the man's words, answered loudly:

"I was a proper Knight of Expert-beginner rank, and I commanded over a hundred troops under me. How dare you demand a platoon leader position with your meager skills just because you're a man! Our lord's mercenary band has no need for drunkards who cause trouble. Get out!"

With the stage set, the other mercenaries held their breath and began watching the fight.

The drunk mercenary who was told to leave pointed at Hilde and said:

"You bitch! I don't know who you are, but seeing you hold the position of captain at your age, you must have slept with Captain Martin over there, right? Well, with those huge breasts that are hard to hold in one hand, if you offered yourself, the captain is a man after all, so he couldn't help himself, damn it."

...That bastard might suffer a fate worse than death.

"How about becoming my woman instead of Martin's? This old man has some impressive hip-thrusting skills at night."

At those words, Hilde put her hand on the short spear strapped to her back.

"My body and heart belong to my lord! If he desires, I would do anything, even serve him at night. This is the path I, Hilde Bauman, have chosen as a Knight. How dare you insult that path—do you truly wish to die?"

The man who had insulted Hilde put his hand on his sword.

Seeing this, Otto, who had somehow appeared beside me, said:

"That bastard is dead tonight."

By the way, watching a troublemaking vermin die is always an entertaining spectacle.

It has a different kind of never-ending appeal compared to sex.

"Yeah, she's about to throw down the gauntlet."
"Dying like that is honestly natural selection."
"But you know, there are lives more painful than death in this world. I bet three silver coins she'll make him suffer that fate."
"I'm not taking that bet."

Then Hilde grabbed her short spear in reverse and sent the man who had insulted her flying into the air.

"You may not know me, but—!"

The man flying through the air momentarily looked dazed, but Hilde continued to strike him repeatedly with her spear shaft.

Like a novice being beaten by a veteran in some iron fist game, unable to return to the ground, the man being beaten by Hilde...

"Ugh!"

Despite coughing up blood, he couldn't come down from the air as he was struck dozens, nearly a hundred times in the blink of an eye.

The man who had been fine just moments ago hit the ground with his arms and legs bent in strange directions.

"P-please spare me. I-I'll never disrespect Captain Martin and Lady Hilde again..."

Hilde looked down at him like he was a maggot...

Several recruits put their hands over their groins and turned away at what happened next.

"AAAAARGH!"

She crushed his manhood under her foot.

"You deserve death for mocking my lord."

After turning a man into a eunuch, Hilde pointed at two recruits and ordered:

"Killing him would damage my lord's honor. Take him to the church so he can receive proper treatment."

The treatment might heal his limbs, but his manhood, which had been crushed with a crunching sound, would never recover.

*More cruel than killing...*

After finishing all her measures, Hilde approached me.

Unlike the dignified appearance she had just shown, she asked with a slightly nervous expression:

"Was I too harsh?"

Honestly, I wouldn't have complained even if she had killed him, but she stopped at just the right point.

"No, that was perfect. Now even the drunk ones won't cause trouble if they don't want to die."

At that, a bright smile spread across Hilde's face.

"Is that so? I'm glad I could be of help to my lord."

And as I had expected, after this incident, no one caused any problems due to drunkenness during the banquet.

Ch.160 - Accept The New Recruit (3)
After the banquet ended and the minimal cleanup was done, I herded the new recruits of our mercenary company into the training ground and began working them to the brink of death.

"Field exercise number 8! What number?"
"Ugh! Number 8!!"
"Good! Exercise 8, 40 repetitions! No final count!"

Until now in our training sessions, I had always played the role of drill instructor and trainer, running those guys ragged.

But while new recruits might accept being worked like dogs under the name of "training," I figured the experienced mercenaries from other companies might rebel. So now I was training alongside them.

*Even if weak new recruits might accept it, skilled soldiers who can use Aura might collectively disobey orders.*

So right now, Otto, who serves as my deputy commander, is playing the role of instructor.

"Argh! Exercise 8, 40 repetitions!"

With those words, I lay on my back and, with better form than Otto the instructor, raised both legs high in the air and moved them side to side.

Left, right, I swung my legs, and each time I stopped, the weights strapped to both legs created an incredibly heavy rebound.

*I'm wearing about 46kg total on both legs, right?*

I'd love to remove the weights, but when you reach the Expert level, you gain superhuman strength even without using Aura...

And since this training allows the use of Aura, we need to push beyond human limits for proper conditioning.

Of course, if I demanded the same training from the others who just awakened their Aura, they'd all break their limbs and become disabled.

So I've adjusted the weights according to each person's level and ability.

"One, two, one!"

We had already suffered through exercises 1 through 7, but still, groans erupted from the mouths of the men beside me too quickly.

"One, ugh, one!"

After about 20 repetitions, Otto, true to his role as drill instructor, began preaching about grit and effort.

"Every drop of sweat you bastards shed now minimizes your chances of dying in battle!"

I'm dying here, and hearing this talk is truly maddening.

Still, explaining why we need to suffer through this training helps prevent the feeling that we're being subjected to "unreasonable training"...

"Furthermore, Captain Martin, who reached mid-level Expert at the age of 24, says that Aura and stamina are like wells. That means you have to train to the point of exhaustion to get stronger!"

That's based on my own experience from actual combat, and it's considered common wisdom among mercenaries.

"So, endure it with grit and determination. Got it?"

At those words, we couldn't even properly respond as we continued counting through all 40 repetitions of exercise 8.

Usually by this point, someone would mistakenly call out the "final" count and cause a disaster, but these aren't new recruits but veterans, and doing that during exercise 8 could lead to bloodshed, so everyone restrained themselves.

*Instead, I can torture them with running or mock battles.*

When exercise 8 ended, the mercenaries started panting heavily.

"Shit, I thought I was going to die."
"Fortunately, no bastard called the final count at 40 this time."
"My Aura is completely drained, damn it..."

As the veterans complained about dying, the evil Otto pointed at Hilde and grinned.

"Attention!"

The veterans, now fully conditioned as "trainees" from the field exercises, all turned their gaze toward Hilde.

"Hilde Baumann over there is an Expert, but she's also a woman! Yet she's keeping up with all the training better than anyone. No one would say anything if she fell behind a bit because of her female body, but have any of you ever seen Hilde get exempted from training even once?"

At those words, even the men with protruding lips corrected their expressions.

"Hah, I really need to work harder."

Another guy clenched his fist with determination.

"My level may be lower, but I can't lose to a woman, damn it... I have my pride as a man."

Generally, mercenaries aspire to live as "real men," and those who don't appear "macho" enough get weeded out.

That's why one of the worst insults among mercenaries is being called womanly or unmanly.

So getting exempted from training when the intensity is already adjusted to your level?

That would wound your pride, which is almost as important as your life.

*Plus, the other instructors around automatically pull out anyone who looks like they might get injured or already is, so there's no real problem.*

"No, sir, damn it!"
"I'm glad to see you have enough energy left to curse at your instructor! Good! Now prepare for exercise 9! Ready for 9!"
"Argh!"

As I was preparing to join exercise 9, I heard someone calling me from the side.

"Captain, the Montmartre people say they urgently need to speak with you!"

At those words, Otto and the veterans turned their heads toward the voice.

One guy widened his eyes in surprise.

"Montmartre people coming all the way to Heineburg to request our services instead of us looking for work? What? This is the first time I've heard of such a thing."

Another guy shed a tear while smiling.

"Damn, that's right. Now that I've joined this mercenary company, my fortunes might finally change."

From one perspective, you might only think about the fact that "Montmartre" people came all the way here to request our services...

But looking at the situation more comprehensively, several conditions must be met for this to happen.

First, our reputation must be widely known among the high-ranking people of Montmartre, and we must be well-regarded among them...

*For mercenaries who live by their reputation, there couldn't be better news.*

I sighed and smiled.

"Well, have we grown that much already? This is truly a day for celebration."

All the trainees' eyes, except for Hilde's, were fixed on me.

*They probably want me to end training for this celebration.*

However, our mercenaries need to strengthen their capabilities through "training," and I can't stop it just for something like this, can I?

Ah, this is absolutely not me being spiteful because I'm annoyed at training with these guys.

It's all out of love for our friends from a broader perspective.

"It's great news that our mercenary company's reputation has spread all the way to Montmartre, bringing us this request, but at times like this, we should focus even more on training. That way, we can perform better in actual combat, right, Otto?"

Otto, wearing a black hat rather than a red one, grinned.

"I'll go easy on them."

Judging by that evil smile, it doesn't look like he plans to go easy at all.

Good man. I like that.

Later, after the trainees finish their training, I'll switch roles with Otto and put on the instructor's hat.

"Take it easy. I'll go talk with the Montmartre people."

And before leaving, I decided to throw a carrot to everyone, including the veterans, to celebrate this good news.

"After training ends today, drinks and meat are on me. Anyone who wants to go for a second round, submit an expense claim. That's all."

Then I washed my body with water and changed into my armor.

Walking to the mercenary headquarters tent, I could see the new recruits being worked to the bone in the large open space.

The new recruits, mostly serfs, weren't wearing weights like the veterans...

But the scene looked even more hellish than where the veterans were training.

One soldier stopped during a run and was dry heaving.

"Help me, ugh..."

The heaving soldier was immediately grabbed by an instructor and given a brief rest.

"Number 52, exempt! Lie down and take deep breaths! When you're stable, you'll continue running. Can you do that?"
"Yes, sir!"

And Baker, the smartass in charge of training the new recruits, was running at the front of the formation, getting under their skin.

"Weren't you the same bastards who were much more energetic with prostitutes four days ago? Is this all you've got? Are you joking? And you call yourselves men?"

He looks satisfied, which is good.

I'll have to work that bastard like a dog when he's done with his instructor role.

"I wonder how the mages and archers are doing with their training."

The archers are probably training quite intensely, but mages typically just sit at desks and study.

So since it's the early stages of training, they're probably just doing light exercise.

With these thoughts, I made my way to the headquarters tent, where, as I expected, a rather distinguished-looking person was seated.

"Greetings, Captain Martin Meyer. The reason for our visit today is none other than to request your mercenary company's participation in the war against the Kingdom of Barcelo. Would that be possible?"
"I'll need to hear the details before making a decision."
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After saying that, the man who came to find me took out a letter from his pocket and formally introduced himself.

"I should have introduced myself first, but I got ahead of myself and went straight to the point. I am Lyon Grandia, inspector serving Count Dijon of the Montmartre Kingdom. Normally, we would send a Knight for this task, but since hiring mercenaries involves large sums of money, I came personally."

An inspector—in Knight terms, roughly equivalent to a senior Knight or even a junior Baron.

While not exactly a high noble, he'd be at least an executive director level in a company. For someone of his status to come here personally... I'm genuinely moved.

"For an inspector to come all this way, I'm truly honored."

Usually when people say this, they don't mean it at all, but I'm genuinely pleased to see this man.

If I could, I'd take this guy out for a second round—though in this world, a "second round" includes drinking and sex with prostitutes.

I'd gladly pay Otto a hefty sum to treat this man to the full course in my place—that's how happy I am to see him.

If people like this keep seeking me out, as long as I don't mess things up, more clients will keep coming with work opportunities.

"I'm grateful that you say so, Captain Martin. Let's set aside the pleasantries and get to the real discussion. Would you please read this letter first?"

I carefully opened the letter he handed me and thoroughly read its contents.

After finishing, I asked incredulously:

"I may be just an ignorant mercenary, but even I think this is too much. So the Duchy of Truva has no heir and the family line is ending. And this King Barselo claims that since his mother the Queen is the sister of the Montmartre Emperor, he's the Duke of Truva's sixth cousin and therefore the duchy belongs to him?"

It's dizzying just hearing about it, but in this world, when a territory loses its heir, all sorts of people appear with various claims to seize it.

For example, someone who never corresponded with or visited Baron X during his lifetime suddenly claims to be his cousin's nephew with legitimate inheritance rights when they hear the Baron died without an heir.

And sometimes these claims actually work, allowing people to snatch territories without shedding a drop of blood.

*It's not like inheriting a blind fortune from a wealthy family...*

What's even funnier is that someone of King Barselo's stature doesn't seem to know the principle that when a family has no heir, all territories revert to the crown.

In situations like this, it's best to humor the person who's offering to pay me.

*Good flattery can pay off a thousand nyang debt, and agreeing enthusiastically can increase the contract payment.*

"Huh, King Barselo has finally gone mad. Unless he was kicked in the head by a horse, he couldn't possibly spout such nonsense."

Inspector Lyon, clearly pleased that I sympathized with his feelings, nodded vigorously with a flushed face.

"I hate to say this, but King Barselo must have been born with a rag in his mouth. Otherwise, how could he utter such barking nonsense that's worse than dog talk?"
"I completely agree."

Though it's unlikely, just imagining distant relatives showing up after my death to claim Hilde, Lucia, and Karin's inheritance by citing "legitimate rights" makes the back of my neck tense.

*Of course, I have no intention of dying and leaving those three behind.*

For the next 30 minutes, I enthusiastically agreed with the inspector's gossip that stopped just short of outright cursing.

With a serious expression and voice, I summarized everything and asked for confirmation:

"So I understand that His Imperial Majesty of Montmartre intends to personally deal with King Barselo, who's making claims worse than the doctrines of infidel imams?"
"That's correct, Captain Martin. And Count Dijon wishes for the White Beard Mercenaries to join him in this glorious war."

I could immediately ask "How much can you offer?" and proceed with the negotiation.

But before asking that question, I decided to find a way to increase my value a bit more.

After all, if I'm going to suffer through hardship anyway, I might as well earn every last penny I can.

"I truly appreciate you coming all this way, but there's something I'd like to ask. Why does Count Dijon want to hire someone as lowly as me? Aren't there plenty of good mercenaries in Montmartre?"

Lyon looked disappointed at my question and asked:

"Do you not trust the Count's and my intentions?"
"It's not that—it's just such an honor that I'm curious how this came about. Honestly, the White Beard Mercenaries aren't particularly large or exceptional, are they?"

Our mercenary company would rank quite high if you counted from the top, but if you asked whether we're impressive enough to be specifically named by a Count... it's somewhat ambiguous.

When a high noble like a Count directly requests a mercenary company, they usually choose ones with over 1,000 men, whereas we only have about 500.

"The White Beard Mercenaries certainly rank among the first-class companies, but in terms of size, you are somewhat small. However, with just 500 men, you recently crushed the former Baron Maurer's army of 2,000 and took 700 prisoners."

At this, I made an obviously fake show of modesty.

"It was by Deus's blessing."
"Deus does not bless the incompetent. And how could the leader of an incompetent mercenary company possibly rise to the ranks of the titled nobility?"

The inspector looked me in the eye and proposed:

"Count Dijon believes that although the White Beard Mercenaries number only 500, you can perform like 2,000 men. That's why he's set the contract payment very high."

A mercenary company's income comes from three main sources:

First, the contract payment given when signing and completing a contract; second, bonuses from kings or lords based on performance in war; and third, ransoms from captured knights or nobles.

While bonuses are the most lucrative, the contract payment is extremely important too.

"How much has he set?"
"8,000 gold coins. Bonuses and ransoms would be separate."

Before Dalten became a Baron, the contract payment we received was about half that amount. It seems having our "former captain" become a Baron has significantly increased our value.

With a contract payment like this, everyone in our company would be cheering to Deus, but...

I made a slightly displeased sound.

"Hmm, 8,000 gold coins."
"Honestly, for a mercenary company of 500 men, this is an enormous contract payment. Isn't it? And that's before ransoms and bonuses!"

It's certainly very generous.

Frankly, this money would cover our mercenaries' salaries and various expenses until next year even if we did nothing after this war.

With bonuses and ransoms added, we could live comfortably for two years on this job alone.

But they're the ones in a hurry, aren't they?

"I'm moved by the Count's generosity. However, as the captain of a mercenary company, I have a duty to grow my company further. So with this amount, I must decline this contract. I could receive more money by participating in other wars."

After saying this, I genuinely started to rise from my desk.

"I sincerely thank Count Dijon for his kindness. I'll be sure to send a letter of gratitude later."

The inspector looked at me as if I were insane.

"You won't find better terms elsewhere."
"The White Beard Mercenaries may be small in size, but we're strong. And civil war is about to break out in the Rheinpfalz Empire."

There's no noble who doesn't know that civil war is imminent in the Rheinpfalz Empire.

Rumors have spread far and wide that the Empire is in a very dangerous state.

"Not much time remains before His Imperial Majesty passes away. When that happens, the Empire's nobles will open their family treasuries to gather mercenaries, offering territories and privileges to attract renowned mercenary companies."

Dalten rode that wave well to become Baron Maurer, didn't he?

"Isn't that why you came all the way here? To quickly secure contracts with outstanding mercenary companies from the Empire before their prices skyrocket?"

At this, the inspector carefully opened his mouth.

"Using my authority to the fullest, I could manage 9,000 coins. I can't go any higher than that."

The inspector's eyes weren't just trembling—they were darting back and forth.

This meant there was room to push a little more.

"11,000 coins."
"11,000 is impossible. Let's say 9,500. I really can't go any higher!"

I raised just one finger and grinned.

"Let's be men and make it 10,000. Isn't that a nice, clean number?"

The inspector sighed deeply.

"Fine, but absolutely no higher. 10,000!"
"Thank you. Thank you very much. I'll fight like a mad dog for the Count in this war. And by the time the war ends, you'll wish you had offered 20,000 instead of 10,000, given how well we'll perform."
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In the command tent of Count Diong's forces.

A tense battle of wits was unfolding among the mercenary captains who had arrived early, before Count Diong and his vassals.

A middle-aged mercenary captain glared provocatively at the man sitting across from him.

"Listen, my Golden Beer Mercenaries will take the vanguard of Count Diong's forces. Why don't you just wait quietly in the back with your arms folded? You'll still get your contract fee and bonuses regularly."

A young mercenary captain, who looked only two or three years younger than me, sat arrogantly with his shoulders squared as if he had stuffed something in them.

"Old man, why don't you stick to clerical work? You've lived long enough and seem to have saved quite a bit of money. Why not retire to the countryside with a pretty young woman and live comfortably? You seem to be that age."

If this weren't a military camp, such words would immediately lead to gloves being thrown down and duels being declared.

However, both men had risen to the rank of mercenary captain and had enough experience in the field to control their emotions well. Neither showed any sign of reaching for their swords or starting a fistfight.

*Drawing a weapon or starting a fistfight in a military camp means immediate execution, right?*

This law applies to everyone, with no exceptions even for nobles with titles.

Yet they still engaged in this verbal sparring for one simple reason: the moment you appear weak to another mercenary company, you get devoured.

Just like in the Korean military where a senior soldier who gets pushed around by a junior will be disrespected and face more hardships, here a mercenary company that appears weak gets assigned dangerous missions that pay poorly...

Everyone had to keep others in check without crossing the line, and naturally, provocations came my way too.

"Hey, your mercenary company doesn't seem to have operated in the Montmartre Empire before. Why did you come all this way? Are you such weaklings that no one else would hire you, so you had to travel this far?"

Huh, I was just trying to mind my own business, and they had to provoke me.

I wanted to curse them out, but fighting like that would cause serious damage to our entire mercenary company.

So I just smirked and pulled out the invitation I had received from Count Diong.

"Actually, Count Diong sent someone all the way to Rheinpfalz to invite us here. Rheinpfalz. Many families from places like the Medici Republic were looking for us too, but since the Count was the first to send someone personally, it was only right to accept."

At those words, the face of the man who had provoked me turned bright red.

His face flushed like a piece of iron heated in fire, and he gritted his teeth.

"You... you... young punk."

Even as I watched him getting angry, I just smirked without saying anything.

Because even though we were both hired, it was obvious to anyone that I had more prestige since the Count had personally sent someone to bring me here.

There was no point in saying anything more—it would just look ugly.

Just then, the tent flap opened, and the Count entered.

"Everyone's here. Well, thank you all for coming this far."

No matter how hot-blooded we might be, fighting in front of our employer wouldn't make us real men—just lunatics.

And as if to prove that such madmen could never become mercenary captains, the mercenaries who had been checking each other just moments ago now wore serious expressions as if nothing had happened.

"It is an honor to meet you, Count Diong."
"Everyone, please be seated. As you all know, tomorrow we will finally engage in full-scale battle with the Kingdom of Barcelo."

This would be my first battle since becoming a mercenary captain, and it would determine whether I was truly suited for the position.

*Am I really fit to be a mercenary captain?*

I've done well so far, but now that I'm in a position to test my new abilities, I can't help but feel my heart racing.

The Count looked over the mercenary captains.

"Let's see, Jansen of the Black Lion Mercenaries? Can I expect even more from you than the last time I hired you?"

The captain of the largest mercenary company under the Count's command answered resoundingly.

"You can count on us."
"I'm looking forward to it. And the Golden Beer Mercenaries? I've heard you fought hard under other nobles in Montmartre and achieved great results. I expect even more from you this time."

The captain of the Golden Beer Mercenaries thumped his breastplate and said:

"Whatever you expect, we will show you even better results."

Impressive how he's boosting morale by addressing each mercenary company in order of size, telling them he has expectations for them.

It doesn't cost anything to say such words, but those captains will surely return to their tents and boast to their subordinates that the Count acknowledged them and has expectations.

And naturally, the morale of the soldiers hearing this will rise.

*We don't serve him directly, but he is our employer. It feels good to hear that someone has expectations of you.*

The Count looked around and then turned his gaze toward me.

"And Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries."
"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, present."

The Count walked over to where I was and gave me a meaningful look.

"I trust in the valor and skill that made your previous mercenary captain a baron of the Rheinpfalz Empire. As always, be prepared to write a new legend this time."

I'd better be worth the 10,000 gold coins I received as a contract fee, or I should bite my tongue and die.

"I will keep that in mind."

After the Count finished his encouragement, he sat down and looked at us with a very serious expression.

I thought his expression was grim because the war situation was terrible, but the Count waved his hand with a hearty laugh.

"This war isn't particularly unfavorable for our side. Though I can't say it's favorable either."

The mercenary captains breathed sighs of relief at those words.

No matter how much we're real men who risk our lives to take enemy heads for money, we all want to avoid fighting in unfavorable battles.

Unless we're desperate for money, no one wants to fight in an unfavorable battle, and I'm no exception.

"However, the forces mobilized for this war are 80,000 on our side and 80,000 on the enemy's. Both the King of Barcelo and our Emperor of Montmartre consider this war extremely important."

I knew that battles involving national honor and the face of kings would be larger than ordinary wars.

But I never expected that the combined forces would exceed 160,000.

The mercenary captains were all surprised and started murmuring among themselves.

"I've been eating steel for decades, but I've participated in battles of this scale fewer than five times."

A young guy about my age shrugged his shoulders.

"Is it finally time for my Red Horse Mercenaries to shine?"

Seeing their different reactions, the Count sighed.

"Ah, but there's something even more important than all this."
"What could that be?"
"His Imperial Majesty will personally lead this war. That means the Emperor will be watching us from here."

At those words, I felt my heart race with anticipation while the back of my neck tensed—contradictory feelings experienced simultaneously.

Because if the Emperor is watching personally, I could receive much greater rewards for my achievements than usual, along with immense honor and glory...

But what if Count Diong or some other crazy noble loses his mind under the pressure of the Emperor watching and pulls a Pappenheim?

Like a battalion commander who loses his mind after hearing the division commander is coming and orders his soldiers to polish the asphalt road with shoe polish.

"......"
"As you all know, the reason His Majesty is participating in this war is because the King of Barcelo has dared to forcibly claim ownership of the Toulousse Duchy."

The current situation is roughly this:

It's like some lunatic from a Japanese community site suddenly coming up with nonsense on the level of Imna Nihonfu, claiming that Gyeongsang Province was personally ruled by Empress Jingu, so the Korean government should cede Gyeongsang Province to Japan.

People in Korea, around the world, and even in Japan would react by asking what nonsense this is...

The problem is that the person spouting this nonsense now is the King of the Kingdom of Barcelo.

"Whatever the King of Barcelo's intentions are, if we lose this war, we'll have no choice but to acknowledge his nonsense while crying. This would become a black mark in the history of our Montmartre Empire that we'd have to bear for a thousand, no, ten thousand years. Therefore, His Imperial Majesty has decided to personally take the field to encourage our nobles and soldiers."

Count Diong looked around at me and the other mercenary captains.

"And in tomorrow's battle, our Diong forces will be the vanguard of the left wing, and His Imperial Majesty has ordered us to overwhelm them with crushing force."

Overwhelming with crushing force—in other words... a frontal assault.

"Everyone, prepare yourselves well. That is all."

With those words, the Count left, and the mercenary captains wore expressions mixed with equal parts expectation and concern.

"Damn it. I want to make money, but I don't want to be in a war where the Emperor personally shows up."
"Still, isn't it fortunate that Count Diong doesn't seem like the type to lose his mind just because the Emperor is watching?"
"Are there really people who lose their minds because the Emperor is watching?"

Amid this continuing conversation, I smirked and said:

"I've heard a story about a certain battle where a crazed army charged straight ahead shouting 'Long live the Emperor!' even though they knew the enemy was hiding behind walls with numerous mages and archers positioned there. Naturally, that insane army was completely wiped out."

The story I'm telling is about the Japanese army during World War II, armed with samurai spirit, charging machine gun nests with katanas.

At my words, the oldest mercenary captain among us clutched his head.

"Damn, that explains such bizarre behavior with just one mention of the Emperor watching. I hope nothing like that happens in our army."
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People interpret phenomena around them according to their position and mood.

Someone who has lost a loved one might look at the rainy sky and feel that the heavens are crying, while a person who just got married and is immersed in newlywed happiness might look at a clear sky and believe that even the heavens are blessing them...

"Looking at this, it's truly a magnificent sight."

Even I thought it was majestic, looking at the enemy forces across from us that, with a bit of exaggeration, filled the horizon.

Even though I knew that once the war trumpets sounded, all those people in front would become my enemies...

I think I'm excited because this is my first real war as a mercenary captain where I can truly spread my wings.

"Captain, you're not some rookie experiencing war for the first time. Why are you so excited?"
"Well, this is my first real battle since becoming a mercenary captain. I can't help but get restless thinking about how far I can go."
"My goodness, I've served under many mercenary captains, but I've never seen someone as war-crazy as you. I'm afraid you might end up enjoying war more than sex!"

It's great that I now have the environment to fully utilize my abilities as a mercenary captain, and that I have a stepping stone to rise according to my capabilities through my achievements.

Everything is going smoothly, like sailing with a tailwind, which is wonderful, but...

*No matter how much I love war, that's going too far.*

Karin with her perfectly sized chest—not too big, not too small—and Lucia with her extremely sensitive ears and tail that are so fun to tease.

My relationship with these two is still fresh every day, and thrilling enough as it is.

War, on the other hand, can quickly turn from enjoyable to absolutely maddening if the situation goes south even slightly or if crazy people show up.

"That's not true. Are we fighting this war because we love war? We're doing it to earn money and secure our share, right?"
"Ah, you mean like Baron Maurer, not Dalten?"
"I need to be more successful than that gentleman so our Vice Captain Otto can save face, so I'll fight my hardest."
"Let's just do enough for Dalten the Baron to hear about it from his faraway home. Don't try to stand out too much—it's exhausting."

Dalten must be worried about us deep down, so I should bring him good news.

And the morale of the others around me seemed pretty good too.

One guy was grinding his teeth, pounding his breastplate and shouting:

"I've nearly died over 40 times doing those damned figure-eight exercises! Argh! I'm going to kill all those bastards with that resentment!"

Even the new recruits were making bold claims while staring at the enemy with spears in hand.

"It's my first real battle, but it's got to be better than being run ragged by Squad Leader Baker. I'll take at least three enemy heads today."

The guy who was just pounding his breastplate is an Aura user in the assault team with quite a bit of combat experience, so it's normal for his morale to be high.

Usually, new recruits on their first deployment tremble with fear at the thought of the coming battle, but seeing their high morale is very reassuring to me as a mercenary captain.

As I was about to grip my sword tightly and steel my resolve, a massive trumpet sound and loud cheers erupted around our mercenary company.

"Charge! Kill all the Barcelona bastards!"
"His Imperial Majesty is watching!"
"Long live the Emperor! Long live the Montmartre Empire! Long live Deus!"

It was such an incredible uproar that even I, who had heard all kinds of battlefield noises, was startled.

Indeed, the soldiers and knights under the nobles seem to have some loyalty to the Emperor, regardless of how genuine it might be.

Otherwise, they wouldn't be this excited.

"Ha, this makes me uneasy. What if some nobles start charging recklessly out of misplaced loyalty?"

My anxious words were completely drowned out by the massive cheers.

At the same time, like a contagious fear, the excitement from the nearby Montmartre troops began to spread to our mercenary company.

Even the squad leaders and platoon leaders who were usually calm raised their weapons high and shouted loudly.

"You're not human if you're scared of those Barcelona bastards!"

Even the new recruits, whose morale had been built up through training, began to join in with youthful enthusiasm.

"Let's go crack those dogs' skulls!"
"It's time to kill them all without leaving a single one!"
"Let's go in like real men!"

At least this isn't a war with cannons and machine guns where a platoon or company can be wiped out in a minute if they get too excited.

In our mercenary company, it should be enough if just I and the company commanders keep our wits about us.

"Otto, go over to the left side of our mercenary company and smack some sense into any excited company commanders. High morale is good, but you know what happens if they charge in recklessly without thinking?"

Otto drew his finger across his throat with a serious expression, without a hint of playfulness.

"Total annihilation."
"I'm counting on you."

Then I immediately drew my sword, pointed it at the swarming enemy ahead, and ordered:

"White Beard Mercenaries, charge!"

Until now, these were words Dalten would say, but this time I'm initiating our mercenary company's battle, which feels special.

If I had the luxury, I'd like to open a bottle of alcohol and reminisce about old times.

Well, that can wait until after we win this damn battle.

Our mercenary company began to move forward step by step toward the enemy according to my orders.

Usually, the atmosphere gets heavier as the distance to the enemy decreases, but perhaps because the Emperor was watching?

The Montmartre army we belonged to was still in a highly excited state.

The knights under Count Dion around our mercenary company shouted with confidence that they would certainly win.

"If we win this battle, His Majesty will bestow great rewards!"

Hearing this, the mercenaries' faces were already covered with broad smiles.

"If we get a lot of money this time, I'm going to buy myself a woman to keep around."

High morale is good, but I need to prevent soldiers from getting too excited and charging in recklessly on their own.

"Blow the conch horn!"

The sound of the conch horn, which produces a much more majestic and louder sound than our regular trumpet, echoed throughout our mercenary company.

It was a signal I had used many times during training, and its meaning was very simple but contained the most important message.

The company commanders and platoon leaders immediately shouted upon hearing it:

"Disobeying orders means beheading! Disobeying orders means beheading! Everyone move only according to the captain's and superiors' instructions!"

The veteran soldiers added to this, starting to discipline the new recruits:

"It's good to be excited, but keep your ears open. If you don't move quickly enough, you might get stabbed from behind."
"You know who dies first in war? The showoffs!"
"Keep your wits about you, kids."

Of course, we don't automatically behead someone for disobeying orders.

Why? Because if your squad or platoon gets truly separated from the main force because of the enemy, there's nothing you can do about it.

However, apart from such exceptions, in our mercenary company, violating orders during wartime really does mean getting your head cut off at dawn the day after the war ends.

I've taught this lesson well during training by flogging those who slack off or do strange things—except those who genuinely couldn't keep up due to exhaustion—to make examples of them. They should understand well.

The reason for such strictness is that disobeying orders and acting on your own doesn't just get you killed—it gets others killed too.

In an instant, the expressions of all our mercenary company members, including the new recruits, completely changed.

"......"

As we quieted down, other mercenary companies gradually began to fall silent as well...

"Captain Martin! We're about to enter the range of Barcelona's archers and mages!"

Is the real war about to begin now?

My heart started pounding and my whole body began to heat up.

*Stay calm.*

Suppressing my excitement, I took one more look at the enemies before me and ordered:

"It's advantageous to launch the strongest attack first! Order the magic commander to unleash their most powerful spells! When shooting arrows, don't bother with aiming! Just shoot!"

Since the enemy is swarming, frankly speaking, you'll hit something no matter where you shoot.

So it's actually better to just shoot randomly.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Tell the archer unit to fire as many arrows as possible! And tell the mage unit to start with one big spell!"

There was no verbal response to that order, but I could hear the mages around us beginning their incantations.

"Flames, burn our enemies before us to nothing. Fireball!"

The archers showed their response through action rather than words.

"Captain Martin's orders! Keep shooting wildly even if your fingers feel like they're going to fall off!"

And finally, I gave my last order:

"Keep your heads down and move forward! But absolutely do not run—those who run out of fear are the first to die!"

My first real battle as a mercenary captain—I wonder how far I can go?

Damn, my heart is already pounding hard.
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When the order not to run was given, our side's magic rained down upon the enemy.

Most of the spells used were fire magic—the most efficient killer among lightning, water, fire, and earth magic.

The enemies caught in the spells were engulfed in red flames and began to burn fiercely.

The flames were so powerful that human bodies burned like oil-soaked torches. To me, still carrying common sense from my life in Korea, the sight was shocking.

*This isn't even white phosphorus, yet it's this intense.*

"Argh!"
"Help me!! Aaaagh!"
"Uwaaaaagh!"

As the screams gradually subsided, those struck by the firestorm turned to ash while emitting black smoke.

Following this, our archers' rain of arrows gave the enemy soldiers no chance to even blink as they were relentlessly pushed back.

With soldiers disoriented from taking direct hits from magic and then being struck by arrows, their formation visibly crumbled even from a distance.

"Fuck, my eyes! Argh!"

Meanwhile, orders to regroup kept coming from the enemy ranks...

"Get your wits togeth—"

Though it was an order essential for survival, the one giving it couldn't even finish his sentence before dying.

During all this, Karin continued drawing her bow while encouraging the archers.

"Every extra arrow we shoot means fewer of our people die! Even if your fingers bleed or feel like they'll fall off, keep shooting!"

We had succeeded in our preemptive attack, but the enemy wouldn't just take it lying down. Soon, death cries began to sound from our Mercenary group as well.

"Help me, argh!"

Starting with that scream, cries of pain erupted throughout our ranks.

"My arm! My arm, argh!"
"My shoulder, my shoulder."
"Kugh, shi—"

The Montmartre soldiers showed none of their earlier excitement when they were hyped up because the Emperor was watching.

*This is what war is really like.*

I raised my eyes to gauge the remaining distance to the enemy forces.

"Still about 200 meters to go, damn it."

200 meters—a very short distance that would take only 2-3 minutes to walk alone... but at that distance, we'd take at least four magical attacks and countless arrows.

Hah, I wish we could just forget about magic and fight with spears face to face.

As I was grumbling internally and thinking about how to break through the enemy lines, various spells including fireballs began landing around me and throughout our Mercenary group.

The unfortunate ones caught in the spells burned alive.

"Argh, hot! Uwaaagh!"

When those bone-chilling screams rang out, some of the new recruits froze in place, though the veterans kept moving.

They stood with their legs pressed together like they'd soiled themselves, unable to move.

"Uh, uhhh..."

This was beyond what any amount of training could prepare someone for, so I didn't feel particularly upset seeing this. It was already impressive that no one was turning tail to save themselves.

*Those three months of brutal training paid off.*

And those frozen soldiers soon heard the warm, encouraging words of their seniors.

"If you don't move forward, I'll kill you myself, you bastard."

Having learned through training what happens when you disobey a superior's orders, they trembled but somehow managed to move forward.

"Y-yes, sir!"

As we continued advancing, when we were only about 30 meters from the enemy, I urgently called for Lucia.

"Lucia!"

No lengthy explanation was needed for someone who had fought with me on many battlefields.

"Give the enemy front line one last big hit!"

With that command, the mages began chanting their most powerful spells and launched them at the enemy spearmen's front row.

Before I became the Mercenary captain, Lucia was our only mid-level mage, but after recruiting new soldiers, both the number and quality of our mages had improved.

I could clearly see mid-level spells mixed in among the lower-level ones.

"Fire Spear!"
"Fireball!"
"Fire Lance!"

The unfortunate enemy soldiers caught in the path of these spells died feeling the searing pain of being burned alive.

"Uwaaaagh!"

The enemy forces also launched their magic at us, just slightly later than we had.

"Fire Lance!"

The hot wind reached even me, positioned in the middle of our formation.

Though the smoke made it hard to see, a significant number of our vanguard soldiers must have died in this magical attack...

But now wasn't the time to dwell on such thoughts.

At this point, victory would go to whoever regained their senses faster and reorganized their formation more quickly.

*Whoever reforms their lines first and charges will have the advantage.*

"Reform the lines! Reform the lines! The dead are beyond help, but the living must survive!"

At my command, our Mercenary soldiers began moving as if their feet were on fire.

The squad leaders kicked the behinds of those who were wandering around dazed, bringing them back to their senses.

"Move like we trained! Fill in the gaps, you bastards!"

Even the new recruits seemed to regain their focus at the word "training." They quickly moved to fill empty spaces in the front row or beside them with their spears ready.

"Fuck, fuck! Move if you want to live!"

Of course, the enemy forces in front of us were also hurrying to reorganize their formation...

But the crucial difference was that we succeeded in rebuilding our formation faster than they did.

*It's a small difference, but that's what causes the butterfly effect in war, right?*

Grateful for this opportunity, I smiled and ordered:

"Lower your spears and thrust! First row thrust, second row immediately follow up and support!"

Following my order, the first row of our Mercenary soldiers impaled the enemy soldiers with their spears.

"Die, you bastards!"

The enemy forces, caught in the middle of reorganizing, couldn't respond properly.

As a result, they could only take the spear thrusts from my subordinates.

"Argh, fuck!"
"You crazy—"
"Reform the—aaagh!"

The endless drills on reforming our lines had paid off.

If I hadn't properly trained this, our Mercenary group with its many new recruits would have been slower to form up.

We would have been one-sidedly skewered by the enemy's long spears while still trying to organize ourselves.

Indeed, it was true that brutal training reduced the number of allied casualties!

*I should subtly increase training by 1.3 times from now on.*

While I was lost in these thoughts, the second row of soldiers quickly moved up beside the first row.

Though they only moved a step or two faster and thrust, the effect was significant...

"Die, damn it!"

When the second-row soldiers thrust their spears, even more enemy soldiers were impaled and killed.

Seeing our Mercenary group performing so well using techniques learned through training rather than individual combat prowess made me smile despite being in the middle of battle.

"If things continue like this, that would be great..."

As I muttered this, the assault team captain next to me approached with a snicker.

"Captain, should we just run them through? I think we could wipe all those bastards out."

It was an attractive proposal.

With the enemy formation collapsing under our first and second row attacks, if we deployed our elite Aura-using troops now, we could completely crush those idiots carrying the black pig banner.

*But the war doesn't end just by defeating these guys.*

"They're not the only ones we have to deal with."
"Wiping them out would be quite an achievement."
"Alberto, people should have bigger ambitions. Besides, we need to coordinate with the other units."
"Understood, but you must give us a chance to shine in this battle."

Instead of deploying our hidden trump card—the assault team—I gave a different order.

"Don't charge in with your spears just because their lines are breaking! Destroy the enemy slowly and thoroughly!"
"Yes, Captain!"

The messengers ran until their legs nearly broke to relay the orders.

"Push forward with the long spears!"
"Move more slowly!"
"Don't get ahead of yourselves! Slowly, kill them one by one, thoroughly!"

Following my orders, our Mercenary soldiers continued to kill these unfortunate enemies with their spears.

With their formation scattered, they couldn't fight with collective strength, making their resistance essentially meaningless.

"Damn it! Fall back! Fall back!"

As the enemy commanders regained their senses and tried to reorganize while retreating in an unmanly fashion, a messenger approached me.

"Captain Hilde of the hundred-man unit asks if she can push back the retreating enemies. How should I respond?"
"Pushing them back is fine, but tell her no solo heroics."
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Shortly after, the messenger sent by Hilde Baumann returned to where she was.

"Captain Hilde, Captain Martin said you can do as you wish, but he ordered that you must move together with our allies."

Hearing this, Hilde thought that Martin was indeed wise.

Someone of her caliber could face dozens of enemies at once on the battlefield, but only briefly. If allies didn't support her afterward, she would inevitably end up surrounded.

If attacked from all directions, she might receive a blow she couldn't block or dodge, resulting in death.

It seemed like he was reminding her that while achieving military glory was good, Hilde Baumann herself was more important. Though if she shared this thought with others, they might think she was biased toward Martin, interpreting everything in his favor.

"Did you observe the situation of other companies while coming here?"

She asked with a somewhat authoritative tone, a habit from her long years as a Knight before being recruited by Martin, but the messenger paid no attention to it.

This was because, unlike other Knights who commanded mercenaries with arrogance, she always led by example and took care of her soldiers better than anyone else, guided by the code of chivalry.

"The other companies are all pursuing the enemy as well. I don't think we need to look after the others."

"Then as our lord has permitted, we should press forward with this opportunity. Raise the company flag to signal the charge."

When Hilde gave the order, the soldiers under her command could barely contain their excitement.

After all, stabbing retreating enemies with spears was a chance to earn merit with less risk—an always profitable and thrilling combat opportunity.

Even the face of a new recruit who had been trembling when magic and arrows were raining down earlier now showed a faint smile.

"We'll kill all those bastards today and make a big haul."

The veterans laughed with pleasure as they mercilessly thrust their spears at the enemies before them.

"These guys are too busy running away to counterattack—they're practically straw dummies! I can't resist this!"

Having received the orders they'd been waiting for, both veterans and recruits began to rampage as much as possible without breaking formation.

The Black Boar mercenaries, having lost their nerve after being overwhelmed in the initial clash, couldn't properly face Hilde's company and were pushed back one-sidedly.

During the retreat, a soldier who took a misstep to the left and was pushed out of formation became surrounded on both sides.

That poor recruit, not knowing what to do, screamed and died.

"Shit, somebody help me! Argh!"

But being in formation wasn't necessarily safe either.

Trying to step backward or turn around to find one's place while simultaneously blocking attacks from approaching enemies... it was by no means an easy task.

Proving this point, one of Hilde's soldiers thrust his spear straight through the back of an enemy who had briefly turned away.

"Argh!"

While the enemy was in disarray from being pushed back, Hilde, holding a long spear in both hands, stabbed enemies while giving orders.

"Company Captain at the front! Everyone follow me!"

The soldiers, who had internalized the practice of repeating orders through countless drills, echoed her command.

"Company Captain at the front! Everyone follow!"

With that, the '-' shaped formation changed slightly to a wedge shape centered around Hilde.

"Break through without disrupting the formation!"

Hilde thrust her four-meter long spear at the neck of an enemy soldier in front of her.

The spear tip, moving straight forward, made a clean hole in the soldier's neck as easily as a finger piercing paper.

The dead soldier, having lost his windpipe and vocal cords, couldn't even utter a death cry before meeting his end.

"Follow me!"

Saying this, Hilde handled the four-meter long spear as freely as if it were part of her body.

She thrust at various parts of the enemies before her—necks, waists, heads, and sometimes even breastplates. Her thrusts were not only fast but also precise...

So quick that the soldiers she was facing could barely follow them with their eyes.

As a result, in the eyes of the soldiers around Hilde, every time something flashed, one of their "comrades" would fall, clutching some part of their body.

The terror of being unable to resist despite seeing the attack coming made the soldiers tremble.

The faint-hearted soldiers retreated while screaming in fear.

"Save me! Squad leader, what the hell are you doing? Argh!"

He desperately searched for his squad leader, but of course, neither the squad leader nor any other officer could reach him before Hilde delivered his death.

And from that scream, fear began to spread like wildfire throughout the already demoralized Black Boar mercenary company...

"We can't miss this opportunity! Maintain formation and push forward gradually. Contact our lord and request full support to attack the enemy before us!"

Hilde, wielding her four-meter spear, rampaged across the battlefield while looking for opportunities.

"The enemy is starting to waver now. He should be coming soon."

Not long after, a mercenary in silver armor walked steadily toward where Hilde was.

The Black Boar mercenary soldiers cheered upon seeing him.

"Hell yeah, Captain Hidalgo is here!"
"That bitch killed our squad leader and our guys!"
"Captain, please ram your big thick sword into her!"

Captain Hidalgo, perhaps intending to show his vanity, slightly raised his right hand in a pose in response to the soldiers' cheers.

"I will avenge your comrades."

Even Hilde, born and raised as a Knight who viewed such showmanship rather positively, clicked her tongue.

"Putting on such airs in the middle of a battlefield—does he think this is a duel?"

But she didn't let her guard down.

A mist-like Aura symbolizing an Expert was rising from Hidalgo's body, and its intensity was concerning.

"How dare a woman like you toy with our mercenary company. I, Hidalgo Donbach, will kill you and restore justice!"
"Where is justice in war?"
"Shut up, woman!"

Upon hearing this, Hilde put down her long spear and drew the short spear from her back.

With her father's inherited short spear in hand, she could move much faster and more nimbly than before...

"With that short sword and meager skill, you cannot kill me who pledges loyalty to my lord!"
"A woman daring to speak of chivalry—the White Beard mercenary captain must have lost his mind! I'll cut off your head, then his!"
"Pay with your life for insulting my lord!"

Hilde immediately thrust at Hidalgo's neck.

It was a thrust so fast it seemed to approach the speed of sound, but Hidalgo succeeded in blocking it.

"You bitch!"

Thus, they exchanged dozens of attacks with spear and sword in just tens of seconds.

"He's weaker than my lord, but not to be underestimated."

Hilde began to press him fiercely like a raging storm, and Hidalgo parried all her attacks.

This battle would have been a spectacular scene worthy of the undivided attention of both mercenary companies' soldiers had it been in a dueling arena.

"Just die already, woman!"
"Your mouth is too big!"

As they continued to thrust at each other's weaknesses, deflect, and dodge, both began to pant.

Hidalgo and Hilde locked eyes and stepped back to catch their breath.

"Not bad for a woman. Though still far below me, of course."
"Aren't you too vain? Yet your mouth is quite rough. And my name is Hilde Baumann. Remember it before you die."
"You're the one who's going to die, but fine. I'll remember it."

They pointed their weapons at each other once more.

After briefly searching for each other's openings, this time Hidalgo charged at Hilde first, swinging his sword.

"Die!"

Hilde struck his sword with her spear shaft made of steel and mithril, then thrust consecutively at his armpit.

It was a perfect combination attack, but...

"Not a chance!"

Hidalgo dodged the strike and threw himself toward Hilde.

"Got you!"

Having come almost inside the range of her short spear, the situation tilted unfavorably for Hilde...

"This is where I'll decide it."

Though the situation was unfavorable, she decided to gamble on the expectation that her enemy would let his guard down.

"Where do you think—!"

Saying this, Hilde grabbed her short spear and threw it forcefully at Hidalgo's breastplate.

Since the Aura-wrapped spear tip would certainly penetrate the breastplate if it hit, Hidalgo turned his body counterclockwise to avoid the short spear.

"Stupid woman."

He tried to slash at the waist of Hilde who had just discarded her weapon, using the rotational momentum.

But in Hilde's hands, instead of the short spear, was a two-handed sword shorter than the one Martin used.

"The stupid one is you."

She stabbed his neck faster than Hidalgo, who was attacking with unnecessarily large movements.

"...You weren't just all show. Yes, you were strong enough to be so arrogant."

The morale of the already faltering Black Boar mercenary company began to collapse rapidly with the death of their captain, and this news was immediately conveyed to Martin.

"I told you it was worth investing my entire fortune to bring her on board."
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As the Black Boar mercenary company began to collapse, messengers sent by the other white captains—except for Hilde—rushed urgently toward my position.

The messenger, seasoned from years of mercenary work, delivered his captain's message with a composed expression.

"Captain Schumacher asks if we should put down our pikes and charge with full force."

Another messenger, a rookie chosen for his speed, could barely contain his excitement at the prospect of bounty from capturing the Black Boar men.

"Captain Thomas says this is our golden opportunity and requests permission for a full attack immediately!"

Hearing this, I fell into thought.

If we pressed forward now, we could completely destroy the Black Boar mercenary company right before us and take their captain's head. While pushing ahead seemed like a good choice, careful consideration was needed before making such a bold decision.

Before making my judgment, I asked our scout about the situation.

"How are the others doing? Are they advancing as well as we are?"

The scout shook his head.

"We're much further ahead than the other units. The others are still in a stalemate."

Stalemate! In other words, they were locked in a back-and-forth battle.

If we charged ahead excitedly while crushing the enemy, we'd lose our connection with the other friendly units. That would make us idiots voluntarily isolating ourselves in enemy territory.

"The enemy has 80,000 troops, and we're only 500. If we act recklessly now, we'll just get swallowed up by other mercenary companies or the nobles' armies."

Right behind us, there were two reserve units of similar size waiting to rotate with us in battle.

So if the enemy realized the Black Boar troops were too damaged to continue fighting, they would send out their reserves to minimize further losses.

If we abandoned our pikes to chase after the Black Boar men and then encountered fresh reserve troops in a position where support was impossible? That would be a direct roller coaster ride to a miserable death.

"Tell the white captains and the entire mercenary company that we'll face many more enemies in this battle, so don't fixate on the immediate victory."

The messengers received my orders and retreated with disappointed expressions.

Still, killing more of the retreating enemies would be advantageous for future merit evaluations, so we should take what we could get.

"Order Lucia and Karin to kill as many of those fleeing human targets as possible. Then hold position until further instructions."

At my command, our standard-bearers signaled to the archers and mages.

"Magic Commander, Archer Captain! Captain Martin wants you to give those fleeing bastards a proper shot in the back! Hurry!"

As soon as they heard this, the mages and archers in the rear began to move.

The mages were first, running awkwardly with their staffs.

"I never thought becoming a mage would mean running around on the battlefield like this..."

Generally, mages are people who've only studied magic at desks, whether they're in mercenary companies or under nobles...

Unlike other companies, I made our mages train physically too, though with less intensity than regular recruits, which is why they could run so well now.

The archers following behind moved quickly through the pikemen, holding their bows in their right hands.

"We're going to rain arrows on the retreating enemy's backs! Hurry!"

Seeing this, our mercenaries engaged in close combat cheered them on.

"The more you kill, the easier it is for us! Run, you bastards!"

Within just three minutes, the mages and archers were ready to attack, and by the time they arrived...

As I expected, the Black Boar men had turned their backs and were preparing to retreat.

"Shit, shit! Retreat! Our captain ordered a retreat!"

Even though their vanguard was nearly a kilometer away from my position, I could clearly see their panicked state...

*It's amazing how mastering either mana or Aura greatly enhances your senses.*

Without exaggeration, I wonder if an Aura Master's eyesight becomes better than an eagle's even without actively using Aura.

Facing those retreating enemies, Lucia was the first to point her staff.

"The captain said not to let those guys off easily! Fire at full power!"

She began chanting her most powerful spell.

"Spear of fire that burns the enemy, incinerate all that stand in my way! Fire Lance!"

At that moment, numerous fire spells flew toward the enemy position.

Like a red fireworks display, the brilliant fire spells left traces in the sky as they flew...

Those hit by the magic screamed in agony as they burned to black.

"Aaaagh! Save me!"

Some rookie enemy mercenaries looked back at their dying comrades, but...

"Are you crazy? Grab your spear and run! Do you want to die?"

They were dragged away by the veterans.

Above their heads, arrows rained down like a storm, shot by Karin and the other archers.

All kinds of screams came from where the arrows fell.

"Argh, damn it..."
"Aaaaah!"
"My arm! My arm! Aaaah!"

Watching this, I clicked my tongue in regret.

"Ah, we should have beheaded their captain and annihilated their company."

It's truly unfortunate that we couldn't do that because this battle would drag on longer, and it wasn't yet time to use our full strength.

Still, there would be plenty more opportunities, so there was no point in regret.

"Reform the formation! Reform the formation! The enemy's other units will be coming soon!"

Our company's buglers blew loudly to signal reformation.

The white captains and platoon leaders responded quickly to the sound.

"Reform the pike formation! Move quickly, you bastards!"

The squad leaders sorted out the severely wounded in the midst of it all.

"Leave the dead, but send all the seriously wounded to the rear! Kilton, if you can walk, get out of here!"

It was deeply moving to see how even the rookies moved efficiently during battle thanks to our extensive training.

"There's no worse training than this when you're on the receiving end, but drills and guerrilla training really do save soldiers' lives!"

As we rebuilt our formation, I saw new enemy forces approaching in the distance, just as I had predicted.

Judging by the loud trumpets, drums, and battle cries, their morale seemed quite high.

As they approached, they disparaged us:

"The Black Boar men are nothing compared to the elite forces of Baron Alba's family!"

They also raised their soldiers' morale with somewhat reasonable arguments:

"They must be exhausted from fighting the Black Boar men, and their formation must be in shambles! Charge now!"

Hearing this, our vanguard soldiers snickered.

"Just like Captain Martin said, these idiots are coming to die!"
"Did they fill their heads with porridge? We're in a pike formation, but these fools are coming with short weapons."
"They think our formation is broken, dummy."

If our formation had actually been in shambles, we might have crumbled under the aggressive charge of an intact unit, but with our pikes and properly established formation?

We weren't afraid of such fools, even if they came in droves.

"Time to show these bastards some warm hospitality! Mages and archers, give them a warm welcome!"

Trumpets and drums from our side signaled for ranged attacks.

Lucia and the mages, along with Karin and the archers, generously bestowed their fiery hospitality upon the enemy.

The soldiers at the front of their tightly packed formation were roasted to a crisp.

Those behind them took so many arrows they looked like porcupines.

"Pike bearers, advance ten paces! Mages and archers, fall back!"

My infantry moved forward while the mages and archers quickly retreated behind them.

The enemy soldiers hurled curses and insults at us.

"You heretics!"
"Is this the cowardice your mothers and fathers taught you?"
"Damn it, die!!"

Hmm, I can't hear what those about to get pike holes in their necks are saying.

Well, I can hear them, but I don't care what soon-to-be-dead men are babbling about.

Still, our men must be somewhat tired after taking down one enemy mercenary company, so they needed something to boost their morale.

I drew the sword at my waist.

Unlike my previous sword with just a bit of mithril mixed in, this was a precious blade worth over 1,000 gold coins, made with nearly half mithril.

"They say mithril is similar in color to Aura, a bluish hue."

My sword wasn't made of pure mithril so it was somewhat cloudy, but it still had a sky-blue tint.

I walked majestically to the front and center of our formation...

Then raised my sword high and infused it with Aura, creating a powerful flame sword that emitted intense fire.

"I, Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard mercenary company, will personally take your heads! If you don't want to die, don't stand before me!"
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I have two reasons for putting on this performance while wasting my Aura.

First, I wanted to visually intimidate the mercenaries and soldiers under Baron Alba who are approaching, completely crushing their morale.

They kindly reacted exactly as I had hoped—perhaps even better.

The new recruits were utterly shocked by the performance of a mercenary captain they'd never seen before, with fire erupting from his sword.

"Aaagh, shit! Why is fire coming out of his sword? Is he a Mage?!"

Whether they're the Baron's regular troops or first, second, or third-rate mercenary companies, the elite ones or at least the mercenary captains are minimum "Expert beginner" level.

Because of this, seasoned veterans have seen Expert beginner Knights or Mercenaries slice through steel-armored bodies with their swords at least once...

As a Knight who uses Aura, with enough bitter effort and determination to the point of coughing blood, one might reach Expert beginner level even without much talent. But from intermediate level onward, effort alone isn't enough without natural talent.

Therefore, new recruits almost never encounter someone at the "intermediate" level or above, nor do they have information about what such people are capable of.

*And humans fear what they don't understand.*

Some soldiers who saw the fire spewing from my sword turned pale and wet themselves, even though we hadn't properly engaged yet.

"Shit! How are we supposed to fight against something like that?"

Even the veterans among the enemy couldn't hide their tension as they swallowed hard.

"An Expert intermediate, goddamn."

And seeing this had the opposite effect on our troops.

Captain Schumacher shouted in a loud voice.

"Captain Martin is fighting alongside us! Don't be afraid!"

With those words, our entire mercenary company let out sincere cheers.

"Long live Captain Martin!"
"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"
"Let's kill all the enemies!"

The status of Expert intermediate, having made the previous mercenary captain a Baron, helping those who served with me turn their lives around, and successfully training newly recruited mercenaries who were performing well in their first real battle—all these factors combined to boost morale this much.

"Even if those guys over there are worthless trash, don't let your guard down! Maintain the pike formation as much as possible!"

Unless you're skilled enough with a sword to reach the level of using Aura, generally the side with longer weapons has a significant advantage.

It's not for nothing that even in Korea, those who specialized in swordplay say you need three times the skill to defeat someone with a spear using only a sword.

"When the first row thrusts, the second row supports!"

Just as I gave that order, a trumpet sounded from Baron Alba's unit.

At the trumpet signal, they began charging like mad boars.

Charging like that against us with our pikes would normally be considered the action of a mentally ill commander, but... this is an exception.

*Even a Baron would lose his head for violating military orders if he ordered a retreat to regroup in this situation.*

He probably wants to charge with momentum and force a chaotic melee.

But now that we've figured out his plan, those guys have no choice but to get screwed.

The soldiers under Baron Alba seemed to know this too, as they charged in an almost tearful, desperate state.

"Aaaaargh, damn it!!"

They look almost pitiful, cursing to drive away their fear as they charge.

But our kind and humanitarian soldiers quickly liberated them from their fear.

By stabbing them in vital points like the neck, chest, and stomach.

Some of our men killed the enemy while expressing their rage.

"Die, you filthy bastards!"

The more experienced ones mocked those who were dying.

"That's what you get for charging without pikes!"

Those who managed to get past the first row of pikes were skewered by the pikes of the second and third rows.

"Argh, shit!"

Our soldiers in the first, second, and third rows killed the charging soldiers like a thorough sieve straining food.

However, because there were so many of them, more enemies got through than were filtered out.

If we kept holding our pikes, the enemies who successfully got inside the range of our pikes would run wild with their swords and slaughter the soldiers I personally trained.

I couldn't stand by and watch such a horrible thing...

"Put down your pikes! Drop the pikes and draw your swords or maces!"

When the enemy drops their spears and starts a brawl, it's only right for a real man to accept the brawl.

I also began preparing to cut down the approaching enemies by circulating Aura throughout my body.

Gripping my sword handle tightly with both hands.

"Die, you filthy bastard!"

I cleanly took off the head of a brave fellow who charged at me trying to smash my head with a mace.

Looking around, I saw our veterans easily killing the worthless trash who mindlessly swung their swords, and when they met worthy opponents, they fought seriously with clashing weapons.

Even while fighting, they gave appropriate instructions to their subordinates.

"Groups of three! Fight in groups of three!"

One guy gave instructions while piercing an enemy's armpit with his sword.

"Don't try to be a hero! The show-offs die first!"

Strictly speaking, one show-off can cause several nearby soldiers to die needlessly...

But instructions on the battlefield should be as concise as possible, so that's right.

Since everyone seems to be doing well, I should just monitor the overall situation and give appropriate directions.

Other than that, I need to keep cutting down the guys who keep coming at me one by one, despite how much I've intimidated them. I wonder what they're counting on.

"Baron Alba, please come out! This Martin will respectfully escort you!"

After throwing out that provocative line, I killed the men approaching me one by one.

With my Mithril alloy sword wrapped in Aura, I cut through armored enemies as smoothly as slicing spam, with only slight exaggeration.

*Is this why Captain Dalten always nagged me to use a good sword?*

The blood that sprayed from the slain enemies dyed my armor red.

"Only those who want to die, step forward!"

After that taunt, the men coming toward me hesitated for a moment.

"Damn, you monster."

Do they not realize that calling me a monster is acknowledging I'm too strong for them to handle?

Or do they know and just want to curse anyway?

"Then why don't you try dying to this monster!"

I killed each one who uttered such words, ensuring they couldn't speak like that again.

After about five minutes of chaotic fighting with the enemy soldiers, I could feel their momentum dying.

Having been filtered out by pikes in the first charge and failing to achieve their goals in the subsequent melee...

If I were Baron Alba, I'd hesitate to keep ordering my troops to charge too.

Looking around during this lull, I saw our soldiers moving exactly as I had drilled into them until I was sick of it.

The new recruits were blocking attacks from approaching enemies or attacking themselves...

"Die, you bastard!"

Behind them, one or two veterans were cutting off the heads of enemies who were distracted trying to kill our recruits.

"Our rookie is doing well."

It might look like we're using the recruits as meat shields by putting them at the front, but the veterans behind them are watching with eagle eyes to protect them.

"Die, you trash! Huh? Aaagh!"

Turning toward the sound of an enemy's confused voice, I saw a veteran smiling at the recruit in front of him.

"Kid, you can push forward more aggressively. We're watching your back."

Seeing how well our soldiers were coordinating thanks to the hellish training... I couldn't help but feel proud.

Just as I'd said hundreds or thousands of times during training, if you drill them like dogs in training, you won't have soldiers dying needlessly in actual combat.

As I was dealing with the men charging at me, a knight in impressive-looking armor ran toward me from the enemy side.

"How dare a lowly mercenary captain toy with Baron Alba's army! I, Horty Partia, senior knight of the Alba baronial family, will be your opponent!!"

His skill doesn't seem that impressive, but his spirit is certainly remarkable.

Ah, is he one of those idiots who's willing to throw away his life for honor and knightly pride even though he's not up to the task?

Judging by how he approaches while making a long speech and revealing his affiliation and name... my guess seems to be right.

"If you were even half as good as Hilde, I wouldn't be laughing."
"Silence, lowly one!"

He swung his sword at me.

Since he was a knight who could use Aura, it was difficult to deflect his sword in one move and immediately take off his head or strike elsewhere...

*If you like showing off so much, I should respond like a proper mercenary.*

I blocked his attack with my sword, then immediately kicked his waist with my right leg.

"Ugh!"

The noble Sir Horty fell face-first onto the ground.

"You're quite strong, aren't you, Sir?"

After mocking him once, I lunged toward where he had fallen.

*One strike to the neck*

Having been knocked down, he seemed unable to regain his senses.

The knight was just trying to raise himself and defend with his sword when I arrived.

I stabbed him right in the neck.

"I, Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, have taken the head of Horty Partia, senior knight of the Alba baronial family!"

When I shouted this loudly, the enemies seemed to flinch for a moment, but...

They showed no intention of retreating and instead concentrated more troops against us.

"Kill them!!! Kill every last one of them!!!"

Ch.168 - The Mercenary Captain Martin's First Expedition (8)
A loud voice came from behind the enemy lines, followed by urgent trumpet and drum sounds.

Shortly after, the enemy soldiers' battle cries rang out painfully loud.

"Kill all those White Beard Mercenaries!"
"Don't let a single one of those bastards live!"
"Charge forward!"

Simultaneously, Baron Alba's forces and his small mercenary units surged toward us like a tidal wave.

Perhaps because the attack order came while they were already losing, the enemies before us—rookies and veterans alike—had tears welling in their eyes and clenched teeth.

And listening to their voices:

"Aaaaargh, damn it all!"

This wasn't a charge filled with determination to crush us, but rather a desperate push driven by commanders' orders because they couldn't accept defeat. It felt like they were rushing at us with a do-or-die mentality.

So while that order was cruel to the frontline soldiers—essentially telling them to sacrifice themselves—ironically, from a tactical perspective, it wasn't a bad command.

Why? Because even though the captain and I, along with squad leaders who could use Aura, might hold out, our regular soldiers were exhausted after destroying the Black Pigs and then Baron Alba's vanguard.

Even the squad leaders with over ten years of experience were visibly gasping for breath.

"Huff, huff... are those crazy bastards really charging without even reforming their lines?"

If even battle-hardened veterans were struggling like this, the rookies looked ready to collapse at the slightest touch.

"Save... me... damn it..."

In this situation, even with our high morale from our momentum, we wouldn't last long with our depleted stamina.

Once we started falling like dominoes from the front, we'd suffer considerable casualties.

"That crazy bastard's like a Japanese army general."

Usually saying something like this would be quite an insult to someone.

*Like saying, "Ha, your mother was a Japanese collaborator, and your father sold out independence fighters for a position."*

But in this situation where I'm cornered, saying this is actually a compliment to my enemy.

"I'd rather not gamble on instinct with my people, but..."

If we directly resisted the enemy now, our mercenary company would suffer tremendous losses and be forced to retreat.

In that case, our achievements and the fact that we faced several times our number would be an understandable excuse, so retreating wouldn't damage our reputation.

*But since we'll lose many even if we retreat, might as well fight to the bitter end.*

"Otto! Lieutenant Otto! Are you alive?"

Otto answered my call.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Take command of the vanguard for a moment! As long as you don't give stupid orders, I'll take responsibility for whatever happens—just hold on for a bit!"
"Leave it to me!"

After leaving Otto in charge of the vanguard, I immediately pulled back to find Hilde.

"Hilde, we're in danger if this continues. You know that, right?"

Hilde nodded silently at my words.

"But Baron Alba pushing so many troops to the front after already losing considerable forces means their flanks and rear must be practically empty."
"Are you planning to attack with an elite force from the side?"
"There's no other option. Follow me."
"Yes, my lord. I'll follow you with complete trust."

After bringing Hilde along, I went to find the assault team members who were complaining about itching for action in the rear.

When I approached with an urgent expression, their lips curled into smiles.

"...Ha, Captain. Is it finally our turn?"

Such insolent smiles—stretching and posturing while everyone else was on the verge of collapse, the height of arrogance.

But these twenty-some men were elites with combat abilities matching or exceeding squad leaders who could use Aura.

Naturally, some among them had even broken through the Expert barrier.

"We're going after Baron Alba. Follow me. The most dangerous battlefield awaits you."

I told them we were heading to a dangerous battlefield—or honestly, a perfect place to die—yet their faces were filled with smiles.

Now, with Hilde and our company's finest, I began a wide flanking maneuver toward the 3 o'clock position.

"We'll strike the enemy's exposed flank and capture Baron Alba!"

The enemies at the front were too engaged in bloody combat to notice us, but their scouts quickly spotted our movement.

"Enemy! The enemy is trying to penetrate our left flank!"

With that shout and the sound of whistles, our position and identity were revealed.

"What are they going to do about it?"

The enemy's left flank that we were targeting wasn't completely empty, but it was sparse enough that a proper thrust would be highly effective.

*Reinforcements? They've committed everything to the front—who's coming?*

"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, leads the charge!"

With those words, I squeezed every bit of Aura from my body with a do-or-die determination.

I decided to use the flame sword technique, a secret skill only usable by Expert-intermediate swordsmen or higher, though I rarely used it due to its inefficiency.

Earlier, when showing off to the enemy, I focused on producing large flames for appearance's sake, but now I concentrated on making the flames smaller yet hotter to cut down enemies.

"Die, you crazy bastards!"

I slashed at the enemy with my sword wreathed in blue flames.

The flames must have instantly seared the cut, as unlike normal, no blood sprayed out.

Instead, an unpleasant smell and smoke rose like roasted human flesh.

"Keep pushing!"

Meanwhile, Baron Alba, not being a complete fool, had drums and trumpets sounding continuously around him.

"Damn it, anyone at the front with energy to spare, turn arou—gah!"

I killed the man shouting those orders and charged toward Baron Alba like a bullet that flies straight once fired.

"Follow me with everything you've got! This is the assault team you chose to be!"

If there had been any room to breathe, someone might have responded, "Don't be crazy," but now there was no time for banter... so I received no reply.

But since we had gathered the elite of our mercenary company, these men mowed down the enemy like a threshing machine through grain.

"Argh, damn it!"
"The fire-breathing madman and the others behind him are monsters too!"
"Rally around the knight and form a—"

They thoroughly harvested the enemy's lives.

Among us, Hilde was particularly outstanding—with her spear, she killed two or three enemies for every one the others killed.

At this rate, she was killing common soldiers almost as quickly as I was...

*That's unavoidable due to the nature of our weapons.*

Unlike a sword that requires swinging or repositioning to strike, her short spear specialized in thrusting had a much faster attack speed.

"Surrender if you don't want to die!"

An enemy who looked like a mercenary captain charged at Hilde with a greatsword, trying to kill her...

"Die, bitch!"

But Hilde, moving faster than his swing, punched a hole in the mercenary captain's throat.

"Seems you're the one who died."

While Lucia and Karin were also helpful, Hilde was truly extraordinary...

With such thoughts, we finally reached the main camp where Baron Alba was located.

The Baron, knowing he shouldn't be captured, was already preparing to flee.

His knights blocked my path, but...

"Assault team! Kill those human walls!"

The assault team members began engaging the knights blocking my way as I ordered.

"Sir Knight, let's dance!"
"Shut up, you!"

As they clashed with swords, a space opened between Baron Alba and me.

*Fast as a cheetah, capture him instantly.*

I launched my body forward at maximum speed through this gap.

With each step, I easily covered 2-3 meters, and the wind rushed against my face like I was in a speeding car.

"Where are you going, Baron?"

As I said this, I successfully grabbed the back of the Baron's armor.

"Baron, you're a knight too—why are you running away?"
"Shut up, you!"

Knowing he wouldn't die, Baron Alba drew his sword to stab me from behind...

But I kicked the back of his knee, making him fall, and pointed my sword at his throat.

"Surrender or die."

Baron Alba gritted his teeth at my words, then with a resigned expression said:

"I surrender! I surrender!"

At those words, not only Baron Alba's regular troops but also his mercenaries began laying down their weapons one by one.

"We surrender! Damn it!"
...

"The White Beard Mercenaries have annihilated one mercenary company and defeated Baron Alba's force of about 600 men. Prepare to report that we're exhausted and need rest. Send the retreat signal!"

About ten minutes later, we received permission to retreat and safely pulled back.

"With 160,000 men fighting on both sides, there's no end in sight..."
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The battlefield where life-and-death combat takes place is a full kilometer away from the rear.

It takes quite a long time to walk back to the main camp during rotation...

Just like office workers who've spent all their energy at work somehow find renewed strength on their way home, our mercenary soldiers are now laughing and chattering as if they were never on the verge of collapse.

I'm walking alone at the very back, keeping watch for any unexpected situations.

"I must have killed three enemy soldiers today. Isn't that enough to recommend me for promotion to senior mercenary?"
"Well, I'll see about recommending you after seeing how you do tomorrow."
"If I don't get promoted this time, I'll fall behind Harber. It's not like I lack the ability, right?"
"Promotions need a bit of luck too. If that bothers you, fight like our captain."

The soldiers were all excited, boasting about their accomplishments in battle, and it was a heartwarming sight.

*When we fail to perform well in battle or face defeat, the return journey is so quiet...*

After walking for about 15 minutes, I could see smoke rising from the cooking fires in the rear.

I wasn't sure exactly what they were preparing, but I was incredibly grateful that they'd made food for us after we'd been through hell.

"Count Diong is quite a decent person."

If we get another commission near Montmartre, I should arrange to serve under Count Diong.

Nobles who understand these small but important considerations are rare, and generally, people who take such thoughtful actions that deeply move their soldiers are almost always competent.

Seeing this, the soldiers let out loud cheers.

Some grinned widely.

"After all that fighting today, I was starving to death. How nice of them to prepare food for us!"

Hearing this, another soldier nearby smacked the boastful one on the back.

"You talk like you beheaded a knight or something. All you did was cut off the heads of two worthless rookie soldiers."
"So what? That's still two bounties."
"Well, I killed three. That means I fought better than you."

The difference between killing two or three enemy soldiers is honestly more about luck than skill, yet they were arguing so childishly and warmly.

Men really do seem to retain that childlike quality no matter how old they get.

The quarreling soldiers were quickly subdued by their squad leader, who gave each a light knock on the head with a touch of Aura.

"Shut up, you idiots. Captain Martin behind you captured Baron Alba and remains quiet—don't you learn anything from that?"
"That's different—Captain Martin is in a completely different league from us, isn't he?"

The squad leader was momentarily speechless at that response.

"Anyway, work hard to become excellent mercenaries like me. This time, I, uh, took a knight's head too."

In the squad leader's hand was a sword that looked quite expensive.

Watching this scene, a smile naturally appeared on my face, knowing that although the battle wasn't over, we had successfully overcome the first hurdle of our initial deployment.

When we finished our fifteen-minute march back, I saw a low-ranking knight waiting at our unit's designated rest area.

Judging by his presence, he was clearly a knight sent by Count Diong.

In terms of actual influence, a low-ranking knight is just a small fry, and I, as a mercenary captain, wield much more practical power...

But just as in the Korean military where a sergeant major salutes and addresses a second lieutenant as "sir"...

I showed my respect politely before the knight could greet me.

"Have you come on behalf of Count Diong, Sir Knight?"

The knight nodded and replied in informal speech but with a rather respectful attitude.

"That's right. The Count thought that the White Beard Mercenaries and other companies fighting at the front lines would be exhausted, so he prepared stew with meat and bread."

If the battle had ended quickly, they probably wouldn't have prepared this...

Since the battle lasted longer than expected, they took care to help us recover our strength, and I felt extremely grateful for such consideration.

*If Count Diong hadn't prepared this, I would have had to ask the camp merchants myself.*

"That is truly appreciated."
"There's also something else I need to tell you."
"My men are hungry. May I feed them first?"
"Go ahead."

Since we should show appreciation when receiving something from nobles, I decided to properly praise Count Diong.

"Count Diong, believing in our success, has generously prepared stew filled with meat and plenty of bread. So eat up and prepare for the next battle. Squad leaders, make sure to check your personnel while eating!"

The hungry men were thrilled to hear about stew filled with meat.

Some cheered and then swallowed their saliva.

"Stew with meat and bread... that's the best when you're tired and exhausted..."

The more active squads began walking—almost running—toward the promised stew.

"There should be plenty, but we're starving and can't wait! We need to get there as quickly as possible to eat! Hurry!"

After my embellishment, our mercenaries will probably spend quite a while talking about how kind and generous Count Diong is while eating.

The kindness of someone who provides free, delicious food when you're hungry and tired isn't easily forgotten.

"So what message did you want to deliver?"
"Nothing major. The Count said that soldiers remaining in the rear will handle the guard duty, so ensure that your men get as much rest as possible after their meal. That's the message I came to deliver."

I hadn't expected them to go this far.

"Have similar orders been given to other mercenary companies?"
"The same orders have been issued, so there's no need to worry. Now I'll take my leave."

After finishing his words, the knight quickly disappeared back to where he came from.

As I was about to return, Otto approached with a bowl containing stew and bread.

"Captain, were there any special instructions?"

I smiled slightly and answered.

"Not at all telling us to eat quickly and get back to the grind. Rather, they said they appreciate our hard work fighting until now, and their rear troops will handle the guard duty. They want us to let our men sleep."

Otto's eyes widened.

"You're not joking, are you? Just providing food was already extremely generous, but they're even taking over guard duty?"
"Would I joke about something this important?"
"It's just hard to believe."
"I suppose it is. By the way, have you finished the roll call?"

Although it might seem like checking hundreds of men in our mercenary company would take a long time...

Roll call on the battlefield is really just about figuring out how many of the roughly 30 men in each squad are unable to fight due to injuries.

*That kind of thing gets done surprisingly quickly.*

"We had 521 men including you before the battle, and about 35 have died or been seriously wounded."
"That's a damn high number of casualties for just the first battle on the first day."

Historical records often mention battles where 10% or 15% of troops die as if it's common, but those were actually special cases that made it into the records.

In this world, despite the existence of magic and monster-like knights who use Aura, in most battles, the total casualties including the dead and seriously wounded...

Usually amount to about 5% of the forces.

*Of course, that's only when you win the battle.*

"But considering we faced almost 2 to 2.5 times our number of enemies, we did well. Have some food, sir."

Since we can't change what's already happened, and after reviewing the battle, I don't think we could have done much better...

"Right. Don't let the men waste their energy on nonsense—let them sleep or rest quickly."
"We'll just have them check their spears and replenish arrows."
"That's as essential as breathing."

While this warm conversation was continuing, we heard a sound from another count's unit next to Count Diong's that should never be heard on a battlefield.

"Long live the Emperor!"

The words themselves aren't bad at all.

But hearing those words means some madman has started to go berserk, like a signal flare.

Looking closely at the flag, I could see it was made of silk with elaborate gold embroidery. At least a baron or higher.

Seeing that spectacle, I shuddered with a bad premonition.

It's not my business if that berserk bastard dies on his own, but what if the aftermath spreads?

*Our side could get completely crushed.*

So what we need to do is clear.

"That crazy noble bastard! When the Emperor is watching, you should just do the basics, not show off and have a fit!"

I took a deep breath and ordered:

"Otto, have the men replenish their weapons and rest as much as possible. We'll deploy again in thirty minutes, an hour at most."
"What?"
"What if we lose because we let that damned baron and his soldiers all get killed?"

It wouldn't matter if just the baron and his family's soldiers died naturally, but the baron probably has at least 2,000-3,000 troops under his command.

If that many troops vanish pointlessly, leaving a hole in our lines?

*We're screwed.*

I quickly finished my food and reported to our direct superior, the baron.

About an hour later, without proper rest, we were deployed again.
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War is like a group project on a massive scale.

The difference is that with a group project, the worst outcome is ruining your own grade. If you slack off, the "group leader" or some grade-obsessed student will stay up all night to cover for you.

But in war, something far more important than grades is at stake—your life. Unless you're truly insane, you'll perform your assigned duties as diligently as possible.

Why? Because if you don't, you simply die.

The reason I'm mentioning group projects—those social experiments that perfectly demonstrate why communism fails—is because...

"When idiots on our side make kamikaze charges and get themselves killed, the consequences hit us too—just like a damn group project! For fuck's sake!"

As I clutched my head and shouted, Hilde approached with concern.

"My lord, are you feeling unwell? If you're not feeling well, perhaps you should rest..."

I waved my hand dismissively.

It wasn't that I was physically unwell. I was just mentally shocked by the emperor-worshipping madness displayed by some young nobleman in our forces.

"I'm not sick. I'm just frustrated that we have to clean up after some nobleman who charged at a perfectly formed enemy line while shouting 'Long live the Emperor!'"

Hilde nodded in agreement.

"At least the soldiers had a chance to eat properly and rest a little before marching out."

Just as a ten-minute break during military training is far better than no break at all, even an hour of rest during war can increase fighting power a hundredfold.

Of course, the best thing would be to rest properly when needed, but thanks to some unknown nobleman, that opportunity had already vanished.

"Otto, what about weapon resupply?"
"All spears and arrows have been restocked."
"Good thing they at least did that right. Alright, we're moving out."

As soon as we finished the minimal preparations, my direct superior, the Baron under Count Diong, led 3,000 soldiers to march out.

This time, we were positioned near the regular troops directly commanded by the Baron, so we could hear his voice very clearly.

"Baron Amigo, that young bastard! I should crack his skull open with a churros for putting us in this situation!"

The Baron was clearly unhappy about leading exhausted soldiers to save someone who had invited his own death.

"Sure, rescuing allies in danger is considered highly honorable among nobles... but if you're not careful, you might go to provide support and end up thinking, 'Oh look, I'm dead too!'"

The mercenaries under my command started cursing at Baron Amigo as well.

"Because of that idiot, we can't even take a nap? What the hell?"

Normally, the platoon leader or others would respond with jokes, but everyone was too tired and angry...

There were no jokes to lighten the mood or raise morale.

Instead, they fueled the fire by agreeing with the anger.

"Our Baron Amigo wants to be a hero. That's why he took all his forces to fight."
"What a crazy bastard. If he wants to play hero, he should just satisfy his urges with his housemaid."
"Even though he's a high-and-mighty Baron, he's probably too pathetic inside to approach women, so he charges into battle to be a 'real man.' We've got recruits who join for the same reason."

For the record, our mercenary company rejects all recruits with such motivations.

While I personally appreciate the courage of wanting to become a man worthy of a woman's love, when typically timid men enter the battlefield for such reasons...

They tend to go berserk like Baron Amigo and get their entire squad killed.

"Our mercenary company has never had such people running wild, but other mercenary companies... damn it."

As we continued advancing, I heard a loud voice from my direct superior's unit.

"Look, there's Baron Amigo's unit!"

Looking ahead, I could see Baron Amigo's unit being pushed back severely about 300 meters away.

The battle was fierce, but it seemed their "Long live the Emperor!" charge—essentially a banzai attack—had been properly blocked...

The unit that had nearly 3,000 soldiers until recently was now reduced to only about 2,000.

The mercenaries at the back were desperately looking for allied reinforcements.

"Help! Reinforcements! Where are the reinforcements?"

Some were looking around behind them, conflicted about whether to desert in the chaos.

"Should I just give up and run now?"

Whether enemy or allied mercenaries, I consider anyone who tries to desert in the face of the enemy to be trash, but...

"They're victims of Baron Amigo's stupidity, so I can understand."

Even I would seriously consider either arranging my superior's "natural death" or deserting if ordered to make a "banzai charge."

"Otto, pull the mages and archers back."

Normally in battle, you'd deploy mages and archers first to disrupt the enemy's momentum, but...

In a situation where enemies and allies are entangled, doing so would be foolish as you'd end up hitting your own troops...

"In this case, there's no option but to charge head-on."

"Raise the charge preparation signal and contact the Baron! Tell him that our White Beard Mercenary Company will hit the right flank of those bastards over there."
"Yes, sir."
"Flags and trumpets!"

With those words, the red flags symbolizing a charge and the sound of trumpets echoed throughout our mercenary company.

The centurions, platoon leaders, and squad leaders reacted almost reflexively to the signal.

"Charge! Prepare to charge!!!"

As the formation was being prepared and while waiting for a response from my direct superior, Baron Eclaire, I fell into contemplation.

Would it be better to charge head-on, or to circle around to the enemy's rear...

A frontal charge would definitely rescue those in danger, while circling to the rear for a surprise attack...

If Baron Amigo's forces realized reinforcements had arrived and regained their momentum to join the attack, we could catch the enemy in a pincer movement and defeat them...

But I had to abandon that ambitious plan.

Baron Amigo's forces had not only lost over 30% of their troops...

"This is hopeless! Where are the reinforcements?"

If they couldn't recognize us even though we were this close, they wouldn't recognize us as allies if we circled to attack the enemy from behind.

"I worried for nothing, damn it."

Shortly after, Baron Eclaire's orders came through.

"You may charge as you see fit!"

With no other choice, I took the lead.

Our target was the enemy's right flank vanguard. We needed to rescue Baron Amigo first, whose forces couldn't recover their value as an army without reorganization.

"Mercenary captain at the front, charging in without thinking."

Just like in stock investing, where those who carefully consider their investment and then stubbornly hold on are the ones who profit...

As a mercenary captain, once I've decided to charge properly, charging ahead without hesitation is the only way to survive.

With that, I raised my Aura and shouted toward Baron Amigo's men.

"Reinforcements have arrived!"

Hearing this, the soldiers belonging to Baron Eclaire's unit recognized the reinforcements and shouted loudly.

"Hold on a little longer!"
"Reinforcements are here! We're saved now!"
"Keep killing the enemies in front of you and hold on!"

As we announced the arrival of reinforcements, the nearly annihilated troops began to regain their momentum.

Smiles appeared on the faces of Baron Amigo's new recruits.

"Reinforcements have arrived!"

Those who appeared to be platoon leaders and knights waved their swords and shouted loudly.

"Reinforcements are here! Hold on a little longer and we can return alive! Pick up your weapons and fight!"

With the hope of survival in sight, their fighting spirit visibly revived.

I gripped my sword tightly with both hands and advanced toward the enemy.

Putting strength into my legs, I lunged forward and swung my sword. The enemies, surprised by the sudden appearance of reinforcements, met their deaths with mouths agape.

From behind came a delayed order.

"Deal with these reinforcements first! Don't chase after those who flee!"

A wise decision, but... now that you've met us as enemies, your fate is already sealed.
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When the commander-like figure in the back gave an order, the enemies immediately abandoned any interest in those who were fleeing.

Instead, they glared at us, the newcomers, grinding their teeth.

"These bastards! How dare they interfere when we almost had them!"

Some guy in the second row even pointed his finger at us accusingly.

"Hey, you piece of shit with no honor!"

What honor is there between mercenaries fighting in war?

Frankly speaking, isn't war where everything goes except rape and massacre?

Whether they know this or not, it's ridiculous that they're saying such things.

"Since when does war have honor?"

After mocking them, I swung my sword with Aura infused in it.

Those in the path of my blade met a meaningless death.

Naturally, their attention and focus shifted to me, Martin Meyer.

Then they rushed at me all at once, wielding swords, maces, and hand axes.

"Die, trash!"

But I didn't step back even an inch, gladly meeting them and sending them to the afterlife without dragging things out.

The men in our mercenary group have already done more than their share today. In a way, I practically forced them to come out here.

In such a situation, as their leader, I couldn't show the shameful sight of retreating or falling back.

*If I die here, I'm just an arrogant fool. But if I win and return, I become a leader with justified confidence.*

"We're going to settle this properly! We'll capture their commander, win this fight, and go back alive!"

When I shouted to encourage the White Beard mercenaries, energetic responses came from all around.

"If we're fighting anyway, shouldn't we win?!"
"Don't lose to Captain Martin."
"Life is just one shot anyway, be a man and go all in without hesitation!"

Those who said this immediately followed behind me.

Normally, I would have fought while considering all variables like our troops' stamina, morale, and the enemy's condition.

Why? Just like in romance, blindly chasing someone you like might turn you into a stalker wearing silver bracelets in jail, or getting rejected for being too burdensome.

In battle too, you need to consider your troops' condition to achieve victory.

*But right now, our guys are extremely tired.*

So if we engage in a prolonged battle of pushing and pulling, they'll collapse from exhaustion while fighting.

It would be better to push in hard and crush them in a short time.

"Otto! Hilde!"

Two people answered my call.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Yes, my lord!"

It still felt awkward having someone in the mercenary group call me "my lord."

But now wasn't the time for such idle thoughts.

"Throw in everyone we can mobilize. Either they get wiped out or we do. There's no other way, spread the order!"

It was a harsh command to fight regardless of how many casualties we might suffer.

Normally, other junior commanders would try to stop me, saying this was too extreme, but they weren't stupid...

Instead of trying to stop me or refusing the order, they immediately acknowledged it and spread the command.

"Captain's orders! It's do or die!"

The soldiers' faces crumpled as if they had "We're screwed" written all over them when they heard this...

Mercenaries may be very free from military discipline in normal times, but on the battlefield, they're a group with strict hierarchy where even minor disobedience can cost you your head.

Thanks to hundreds or thousands of training sessions where I made them learn through their bodies that disobeying orders could get them beaten nearly to death, there was no resistance.

All of them gripped their weapons, swung them, and shouted in unison.

"Fuck! Fuck! Kill or be killed, you bastards!"

When our mercenary group began fighting recklessly, throwing themselves into battle without thinking, the enemy mercenaries we were facing became very confused.

The attacks from those who had been glaring at us and swinging their weapons just a moment ago suddenly stopped.

They opened their eyes wide and muttered.

"Did these crazy bastards all catch some madness disease?"

They were already annoyed by reinforcements appearing out of nowhere, and now those reinforcements were fighting like berserkers, so they were confused.

While the enemy is confused, we need to exploit that opening as quickly as possible so that our tired troops can defeat a considerably large enemy force.

Even a Sword Master who can face hundreds of soldiers alone can be assassinated by a poisoned needle in the hands of a three-year-old child if they let their guard down.

*I need to keep them confused for even one more second.*

"Assault team! Let's go!"

Normally, I would have waited for my subordinates, but the assault team following me now consists of superhumans who can use Aura.

They won't have trouble keeping up with me even if I charge in quickly.

Therefore, to maximize my combat power, I concentrated Aura into my sword, infusing it strongly.

A blue flame erupted from my sword with a roaring sound...

The sharp-witted commander-like figure among the mercenaries shouted loudly.

"Shit, he's an Expert-intermediate! Take that bastard down first!"

When I had just reached Expert level, I rarely heard people mention "my rank" when ordering to take me down, but now that I'm intermediate, I get this treatment. If I rise to Expert-advanced...

I'll probably have enemy barons, viscounts, and even counts ordering their men to kill me first.

It might sound like delusions of grandeur, but I've heard that once you reach Expert-advanced or higher, you often become the core of an offensive force of 2,000-3,000 men or more.

With those words, numerous mercenaries rushed toward me.

"We won't let you rampage!"
"Die, you bastard!"
"Put your neck out!"

Just like when handling tasks, dealing with the hardest one first makes the rest easier; in battle too, it's best to kill the strongest opponent first if possible.

Why? Because killing me would lower the morale of my allies and reduce our combat power as a hostile group.

But would I, a stubborn fighter who made it this far, die so easily?

"You idiots, really."

I casually cut them down with my flaming sword.

Thanks to wearing a helmet, I didn't need to manage my facial expressions, but in a situation like this, "performance" was necessary.

A chuunibyou-like performance suggesting that once I start fighting seriously, you all are nothing before me.

It would be cringeworthy if done by someone without the skills to back it up, but when someone with real ability confidently swings their sword and effortlessly slaughters enemies...

Isn't that much more frightening than someone who chases you with a sword while giggling or raging?

The ones I cut were split in half, armor and all.

"Argh, shi—"

One had his head and shoulders cleanly separated, another was cut in half at the waist, and yet another was split vertically from the crown of his head.

Blood should have flowed from the cut surfaces, which looked like they had been severed by a guillotine...

But instead of blood pouring out, the distinctive smell of burning human flesh rose from the surfaces seared by the Aura flames.

"The smell is terrible."

Those who saw the difference between my appearance before and after unleashing my full power hesitated for a moment.

"Stay calm and push forward! There's no one around that bastard!"

Still, you youngsters don't have the skills to defeat me.

"Stop talking nonsense."

I deliberately cut down those less skilled than me one by one with slightly exaggerated movements.

"Aaaaargh, it burns!"

What a scene—a man whose body was cut into pieces complaining about the burning pain as he died.

While I was performing my martial arts like a scene from a movie, a man wielding a massive greatsword appeared before me.

Judging by the Aura mist emanating from his body, was he an Expert?

"I, Toleo, will kill you! Die!"

I immediately changed my fighting stance.

Since my opponent was an Expert, I could die if I made a mistake.

He swung his greatsword to split my head.

For a regular Aura user, trying to split a metal armor, especially a helmet, would be insane, but Expert-level and above have the power to cut through steel.

I had to block that attack.

"Shit."

Perhaps because it was an Expert-level attack, each strike felt quite heavy.

Moreover, the sword he wielded was a greatsword weighing more than three times a normal sword...

With tremendous speed added to that, just parrying put considerable strain on my arms.

"Ugh."

Although I was at a higher level, the difference in sword styles made this quite challenging.

The good news was that he was starting to show openings.

"Die, damn it!"

I deflected his sword and immediately aimed for his neck.

But the guy smiled unpleasantly.

*What's going on?*

Glancing in the direction he was looking, I saw men preparing to swing maces and weapons at me with perfect timing.

If I attacked now, or even dodged incorrectly, I'd suffer at least serious injuries.

Just as my body froze for a moment, the assault team rushed in and cut down the men behind me.

"Captain, sorry we're late!"

Instead of answering immediately, I kicked the man in his groin while he was distracted by his deflected greatsword, then cut his neck.

"No, you weren't late. Thanks, guys."
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When I thanked them honestly, one of the assault team members chuckled and grumbled.

"Captain Martin, you were moving so fast we almost lost you. Next time you're with us, please stay together."

Another guy added to that.

"We've been waiting patiently on the battlefield for moments like this, suffering through the boredom just to be useful. But if the captain takes all the good parts for himself, that's really disappointing!"

These guys, being in their first battle, probably don't have tremendous affection for me.

So they're not saying something like "We can't let our captain face danger alone" out of concern for my safety.

They're literally asking for more opportunities to shine in battle... these grateful bastards.

*In this world, there are plenty of cowards who refuse dangerous battlefields even when paid well and treated nicely.*

I shrugged my shoulders and replied.

"Sorry about that. I'll make sure you guys get plenty of chances to go wild from now on."

Then I turned my gaze back toward the enemy.

"Let's start by taking the head of that mercenary captain over there."

If the situation hadn't been so urgent, I would have checked their reactions before moving forward.

Because while our mercenary company performs extremely dangerous operations as a rule, the assault team gets assigned the missions most likely to get you killed.

That's why they're affected by morale more than anyone else.

"Anyone who can't keep up should quit the assault team."

After saying that, I charged toward the enemy lines with my sword, drilling through them like a bit through rock.

Until just now, I had to shake up the enemy lines almost single-handedly, but now with reliable allies supporting me from behind, I could fight even more boldly.

*This must be what they mean by a fish taking to water.*

So I began fighting much more aggressively than before.

"Die!"

An enemy mercenary swung a mace toward my head from the front.

Conventionally, I should pause to twist my body out of the way, or deflect it with my sword, but...

Every second counts right now.

Instead of dodging or deflecting with my sword, I chose another option.

"Crazy bastard?"

I extended my left arm to knock aside the staff of the mace, and with the sword in my right hand, I simply stabbed him in the neck.

These two movements flowed so smoothly that it took only about two seconds to kill him.

"I'm crazy, that's why I'm at war."

To save even the time it would take to pull my sword from the dead man's neck, I simply pivoted my body clockwise.

My Aura-infused sword easily sliced through his neck bone, and afterward, I approached the men blocking my path with a whistling sound.

I hadn't put any special force into my sword, but the lives of all those in the sword's path were taken.

This swordsmanship, at a level that ordinary humans wouldn't dare attempt to imitate, made my body burn with excitement.

"...This is what sex is like."

The enemies, who had initially rushed in recklessly to beat me down after seeing my prowess, began to hesitate...

"Shit, how are we supposed to beat that?"

The assault team following behind me easily killed the hesitating enemies, like picking up dropped coins.

"We'll take what Captain Martin leaves behind!"
"Each head comes with a chunk of meat!"
"Even these bastards' heads are worth money when collected!"

...As battles intensify, both soldiers and commanders inevitably lose their minds, but isn't this a bit much?

Some are talking about taking what I leave behind, while others are saying they can make money by cutting off enemy heads.

We kept pushing deeper and deeper at a rapid pace, but strangely, we didn't encounter noticeably stronger resistance.

The fact that this is happening even as we get closer to the mercenary captain's position, putting his neck at risk...

It must be evidence that our other men are doing extremely well.

Why? Because my hundred-man unit is fighting so well that the enemy has sent all their reserves to the front line, fearing the "battle line" could collapse at any moment.

Thanks to that, our assault team can penetrate deep into the enemy mercenary company without facing much resistance.

Now, shall I stir things up a bit?

"Come out, you cowardly mercenary captain hiding in there trying to save only yourself! Let's face each other like men and put our lives on the line!"

Just like in games, only fools actually show up when an enemy calls them out.

So this kind of provocation is often used in games just to mess with the opponent's psychology and have some fun.

While continuing to cut down enemies, I shouted loudly.

"Aren't you ashamed of yourself as a man?"

This time, I blocked a sword swung at me with the gauntlet on my right hand, and with the sword in my left, I cut the enemy soldier's throat.

The dead man's vocal cords and windpipe were instantly severed, so he couldn't even scream a death cry.

"Oh, are you too scared to come out? Or do you consider your subordinates' lives as worthless as flies, so the noble mercenary captain won't come out no matter how many of them die?"

In real combat, even if provocation fails to draw out the opponent, it works very well at shaking the morale of their subordinates.

If you have someone who's good at cursing when provoking, even if the commander stays calm and doesn't appear, you can really anger the soldiers.

Because of that, there have been cases where soldiers ignored orders and charged recklessly, resulting in the annihilation of entire armies.

Knowing this history, my heartfelt provocations had a considerable effect on the surrounding enemy forces.

"Captain Quixote, that bastard, surely not."

Murmurs could be heard from another area as well.

"I thought it was strange that there was one more pretty woman..."

Comments like these started to emerge, eating away at the mercenary captain's reputation.

When reputation gets damaged, one's position as a mercenary captain becomes precarious.

Knowing this, if he responds to my provocation, I'll simply cut off his head, and if he doesn't come out, his reputation will continuously decline along with enemy morale, so I have nothing to lose.

Not long after, I saw someone who looked like the enemy mercenary captain rushing out with a sword in hand.

In this situation, staying put and enduring would have been the better strategy, but to think that someone who calls himself the top commander of a mercenary company would fall for provocation so easily.

Ah, I suppose I'm not one to talk, leading the assault team at the front and cutting people down.

"Mateo Rigada, captain of the Brown Pig Mercenaries! You bastard, causing trouble by spreading false rumors?"
"If you felt wronged, you should have come out sooner. Why so many words after coming out late?"
"I'll prove how brave I am by cutting off your head!"

Well, if he cuts off my head, all his crappy situations would be resolved.

So his judgment isn't wrong.

"Die, damn it!"

Our two swords clashed in mid-air.

When the clashing swords made a loud "clang" like heavy iron bars colliding in the air, I felt everyone's attention focusing on us at once.

"What are you doing? Kill those bastards!"
"Assault team! Don't lose focus!"

After I said that, the guys came to their senses and started fighting again, risking their lives.

We continued our push-and-pull battle, constantly aiming for each other's vital points.

I was at the mid-level Expert rank, while he was at the beginning Expert level, so there was a significant difference in our skill...

*That bastard hasn't been in battle today, so his body is fresh and in perfect condition, while I'm about to collapse from exhaustion, damn it.*

No matter how much stronger I am, fighting in an exhausted state means I could lose at any moment despite our difference in skill level.

"Damn, really..."

In other words, the only reason we're fighting evenly right now is because of the difference in stamina...

Perhaps judging that as our battle dragged on, he too would tire and that would be disadvantageous to him, he seemed determined to settle this with a quick decisive battle.

"You crazy son of a bitch!"

...I'm hearing my nickname here too?

Of course, he's just spitting out words in anger.

After saying that, he charged at me with the ferocity of a mad dog.

"Give back our mercenary company!"

He poured out all the anger in his heart, attacking me furiously as if venting his frustrations, so I had no choice but to focus on blocking those attacks somehow.

*I'm out of breath, damn it.*

Despite pouring everything he had into it for over five minutes, he failed to kill me.

"Die!"

When his sword swung toward my neck again, I gripped my blade with both hands and deflected his attack.

Sensing what I was about to do, he tried to jump back to avoid it, but...

"Too late, bastard."

I immediately drew my dagger and stabbed him in the neck.

"You, you bastard..."

I cut off his neck.

"Isn't this what war is all about?"

Now that I've killed this guy too, our mission objective of "rescuing Baron Amigo" is nearly complete...

"I've done so much that I really feel like I'm going to die."

At the same time, trumpet sounds could be heard from both our Montmartre Imperial Army and the Barcelona Kingdom sides.

"Retreat, damn it..."

For a first battle, today was incredibly tough.

It seems both armies fought like dogs but couldn't gain the upper hand, so they've declared a retreat...

"I need to tell Count Diong to let us rest tomorrow. Otherwise, we'll all collapse."

Ch.173 - A Brief Rest
Count Diong recognized our hard work and achievements by granting us a two-day leave.

Naturally, since we were in a war zone, going to nearby villages or cities for entertainment was prohibited.

Despite that, my mercenaries could barely contain their joy when they heard the news.

"Hell yeah, rest time! Two consecutive days of rest!"

One crazy fool who had bet on how long the leave would be extracted money from his squad leader.

"Squad leader, hand over those five gold coins now."

But the squad leader, happy to avoid another day at the front lines, grinned even as he handed over the money.

"You bastard, demanding money from your superior without respect."

While everyone was enjoying the magical effect of leave that made even those losing money smile, I handed Otto a blank check.

"The men will be hungry, so feed them well. But make sure they don't waste any food. You know why, right?"

Honestly, I don't mind providing unlimited food and drink, but if you have any conscience, you shouldn't waste food sold by camp merchants at prices four or five times higher than market rates.

Yet these idiots always order more than they can eat, setting up lavish tables and leaving so much behind. It pains me to see it every time.

*Those leftovers are all money, you fools...*

Regardless, Otto held the blank check high and waved it around.

"Captain Martin has bestowed a blank check upon us worthless and ignorant but damn good fighting fools! It's company funds, so request whatever you want to eat and drink!"

Cheers erupted from all around.

"Captain Martin, I knew we could count on you!"
"You're passionate on the battlefield and at night!"
"I'll follow you for life."

Watching these men pledge lifelong loyalty for a drink and a piece of meat, I waved my hand dismissively.

"Buy whatever you want to eat, but don't waste anything. If you leave food, there'll be combat drills tomorrow afternoon."

I had no real intention of making them do drills, but sometimes you need to give a warning, even jokingly, to prevent "unnecessary orders" later.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Let's keep doing just as well as today, that's all."

As soon as I finished speaking, the mercenaries rushed to the camp merchants as if they'd been waiting for this moment...

After just ten minutes, they returned with trays full of food, grinning from ear to ear.

One guy was carrying an entire pig's leg, laughing.

"Captain Martin has bestowed a pig's foreleg upon me! I love you immensely!"

Another crazy fellow was shouldering what looked like a barrel containing dozens of liters of alcohol.

"These wicked drinks! I'll eliminate them all by drinking every drop!"

I'm not sure what to say about grown men being so childish, but it's nice to see. War is painful and difficult, so they need these small joys to keep their spirits up.

And so a drinking party broke out in our mercenary camp, and after eating and drinking merrily, the men began to disperse in small groups.

"Hey, rookies! What are you doing? Aren't you going to join?"
"Yes sir, we're going!"
"These bastards answer so promptly when it suits them."

Since I became a squad leader in the White Beard Mercenaries, no one had made such suggestions to me, but...

"Captain, I've reserved a woman I think you'd like. How about tonight?"

With so many new recruits, it seems many don't know that I absolutely never sleep with prostitutes.

Well, honestly, only weirdos like me among mercenaries dislike prostitutes.

Without exaggeration, maybe one in a hundred mercenaries would refuse a prostitute, so I know the suggestion comes from good intentions, but...

"It's fine, just go enjoy her yourself."

"But I put effort into making this reservation. She has breasts that bounce like a work of art!"

"Don't you know I have Lucia and Karin? Those two are already more than I can handle."

"...But isn't what excites a man most is a new woman?"

I chuckled at that.

It's true that what excites men most is a new woman.

But even though I understand they do it to make a living, mixing with women who do it professionally...

*They may clean themselves, but when you're with them, thinking about all the men from yesterday... ugh...*

"Those two are already more than enough for me. I appreciate the thought though."

The squad leader sighed with disappointment.

"I understand. Then I'll go enjoy myself in your place?"

"Don't hurt your back from thrusting too enthusiastically. We already have enough injured men, and I don't want to add someone with a thrown-out back to the list."

After sending him off, I made my way to my private tent.

It's nice to drink with the mercenaries and listen to their exaggerated tales of valor, or the ridiculous stories they've picked up from who knows where.

Especially the new recruit named Schumacher, who has an amazing ability to tell those kinds of stories, making drinking sessions entertaining.

*What kind of baron tells people to go right, then walks left himself while insisting that's the right way?*

But better than all that is returning to the family waiting for you.

*Well, they're not legally family yet since we haven't had a wedding or children, but that will happen soon, right?*

When I entered the tent, Lucia, Karin, and Hilde were inside.

Karin seemed slightly tipsy, the tips of her ears flushed red, while Lucia and Hilde didn't appear drunk at all.

*Lucia gets aroused immediately when she drinks, so she shouldn't drink.*

"I'm back."

Karin looked at me and grinned.

"We just got here too. If you'd come in drunk, we were planning to put you to bed and force you to sleep."

Both Karin and Lucia refuse to let me have them when I'm drunk.

The reason is that the smell of alcohol on my breath kills the mood.

I strongly agree with that sentiment.

*Just when things are getting heated, if I were to burp from the alcohol...*

The mood would die instantly.

"I told you before, senior. Once you can use Aura, you don't get drunk easily."

When you awaken your Aura, your metabolism improves and your basic physical strength increases dramatically. Your alcohol tolerance naturally increases as well.

Hilde agreed with this.

"My lord is correct. Before I awakened my Aura, two glasses of wine would make me drunk, but now I can drink four or five liters without getting intoxicated. My lord, with his higher level, probably needs to drink ten liters to get drunk."

"I thought mastering Aura just made you stronger."

"Your eyesight and hearing improve too, but not as dramatically as the archery captain's. The archery captain can see a torch from a kilometer away."

As archers advance in skill, their sense of wind, hearing, and vision improve...

Will Karin, once she reaches the highest level as an archer, be able to see water fleas when looking closely at water?

The two of them continued their conversation, entering their own little world.

"I couldn't ask Martin or other male Aura users, but does anything change specifically for women when they can use Aura?"

"It's not much different from other knights who use Aura, but body fat disappears and skin elasticity improves."

"That's what I envy most. I move around a lot so I don't have much body fat either, but my skin doesn't get that kind of elasticity..."

Karin reached out and poked Hilde's arm.

"Martin must like skin like this, right?"

Hilde's face suddenly turned red.

To be honest, no man would refuse skin with elasticity like Hilde's, but if I agreed with that statement...

Karin would say something like:

*So my skin lacks elasticity? Fine, I'll show you how attractive I am tonight.*

And since we have two days of rest anyway, I'd be drained all night.

"I like both Karin and Lucia equally. Lucia has a soft touch that feels good with the lightest contact, and Senior Karin is smooth like a leaf."

Karin sighed.

"I thought you'd say that."

At this point, someone tactless might apologize to Hilde, but I have no intention of doing so.

Because Karin, Lucia, and I all know why Hilde came to my tent this late at night.

*She wouldn't have come if she wasn't okay with spending the night together.*

Because among mercenaries, when a woman enters a man's tent late at night, except for official reports, it's always assumed to be for that purpose.

And as always, Hilde looked at me with slightly moist eyes.

"I belong to my lord. You can do whatever you want with me anytime. That's what I want."

Karin smiled at those words, and Lucia muttered quietly.

"So we're adding one more soon?"

"Even so, I won't neglect Karin and Lucia."

And that night, I had to prove with my body just how precious Lucia and Karin were to me.

Without Aura, I might have actually died from overexertion.

Ch.174 - Fishing Operation (1)
Count Diong's command tent.

After a week of fierce fighting since the war began, our Montmartre army finally achieved victory.

This gathering of commanders and mercenary captains under Count Diong's command should have been filled with congratulations and shared joy after our victory. Instead, the first words spoken were not congratulatory.

Though we won, the heavy casualties led to a stream of lamentations and complaints.

"We barely won, but our losses are no joke... What the hell is this?"
"Calm down. Since we won in front of the Emperor, won't he allocate generous rewards?"
"Unlike the Black Raven mercenaries, our company couldn't even take an enemy captain's head. We couldn't achieve any notable accomplishments, so I'm seething inside. You're not mocking us, are you?"

At those words, Hanson, captain of the Black Raven mercenaries, jumped to his feet.

"Why would I mock you! We lost 10% of our forces, 10%! You bastard! It's a victory, but one full of wounds!"

Losing 10% of their forces meant that the Black Raven mercenaries had about 15% of their personnel, including the dead and wounded, unable to fight.

Considering that armies and mercenary companies are typically declared "annihilated" when they lose 30% of their strength, this was truly a tremendous loss.

*Of course, our White Beard company also lost 10% between deaths and injuries.*

If I mentioned our company's struggles in front of those who only managed to defeat one or two mercenary companies, I'd become public enemy number one.

But offering words of comfort about better days ahead would be seen as deception, so keeping quiet seemed the best option.

The man who had questioned whether he was being mocked bowed his head in apology after hearing about the "10%" loss.

"Ah, and to think we're planning to invade enemy territory after this. The thought is so dreadful it made me speak that way."
"I understand, but please be mindful. Let's use this opportunity to rise higher."

Just as everyone reconciled and the atmosphere improved, the Count entered the tent.

"Everyone, be at ease."

We couldn't be pleased with how he casually dismissed our formal greetings.

He wasn't someone like Dalten who had risen from mercenary captain to nobility. He was the type who considered formality as natural as breathing.

Skipping it meant the upcoming conversation would be quite serious, so we should prepare ourselves.

After taking his seat and looking around at us, the Count spoke.

"Before getting to the main point, I'll relay a message from His Imperial Majesty. The Emperor highly praised our Diong forces for their outstanding performance in this battle. He also mentioned that your achievements were particularly impressive. His Majesty will likely present commendations personally within a few days."

While no one was foolish enough to cheer loudly during the Count's speech, everyone's lips curled into smiles upon hearing the Emperor's praise.

*The Emperor's praise is worth a thousand gold coins.*

Even between mercenary companies of similar size, having an official record of imperial praise could increase your value by 1.3 to 1.4 times.

"Baron Libre, His Majesty greatly commended your success in capturing an enemy viscount three days ago. If you continue performing like this, you might receive more territory from His Majesty."

Baron Libre bowed his head at those words.

"I will do my utmost to repay His Majesty's grace!"

The Count continued praising each baron and senior knight by name before turning his gaze toward me.

"Martin Meyer, I placed great expectations on you and invested no less than 10,000 gold coins."

I had captured an enemy baron, rescued one of our barons and his forces, and inflicted near-annihilation on three mercenary companies.

I could boast a little, but I believe feigning humility is best in these situations.

*It's more disadvantageous to boast and invite jealousy, and pretending to be humble might bring additional benefits.*

"When I said I would invest in you, my barons and knights expressed some concern. But now, some of my vassals are saying that the White Beard mercenaries might have been acquired too cheaply for their abilities. Truly remarkable."

About six months ago when we signed the contract, I had said:

*'I'll make you think you should have paid 20,000 gold coins.'*

My thinking hasn't changed much since then, but what kind of audacity was that statement?

"I merely followed the teachings of the previous mercenary captain, the current Baron Maurer: 'If someone offers you 100 gold coins, show them performance worth 200. That is a mercenary's honor.'"

If Dalten were here, he'd ask when I ever said such nonsense, but since he rose to baron thanks to me and even helped his subordinates turn their lives around, I think I can put words in his mouth.

"Moreover, this remains the motto of the White Beard mercenaries."

Count Diong nodded with a satisfied smile at my words, and other nobles murmured in amazement.

"Quite courteous, no, loyal for a mercenary."
"When you think about it, we receive territory and offer loyalty as vassals, while they receive money and offer loyalty."
"I heard the former mercenary captain became a real baron. With such thorough principles, it makes sense."

Building a good impression like this will serve as the foundation for growing our mercenary company from 500 men to 1,000 or 2,000.

Why? Because when we become a large mercenary company with over 1,000 soldiers, we'll need to be busy traveling everywhere to fight, even to that island country in the corner where they eat sardines wrapped in mint, as long as they pay well.

But even if we want to be busy, don't we need a "reputation" to be called upon?

As I helped maintain his dignity, a smile of satisfaction appeared on Count Diong's face.

"I've talked too long. First, His Majesty said that since you rescued Baron Amigo and his army, he will reward you with a sword made of pure mithril when this war ends. Additionally, Baron Amigo personally sent you a gratitude payment of 2,000 gold coins."

He probably gave it while swallowing tears of bitterness, but if he had been "annihilated," he wouldn't have lost just 2,000 gold coins... he would have faced the loss of his title for disobeying orders and losing 2,000 men under his command.

So there shouldn't be any problem accepting that money.

And a sword made entirely of mithril, bestowed by the Emperor...

*Even Expert-rank individuals can't freely possess such treasures unless they belong to the Imperial Guard.*

Its value is certainly thousands of gold coins, and honestly, while not quite a national treasure, it could be classified as a cultural artifact.

Rescuing one Baron Amigo has raised our mercenary company's reputation, brought us money, and even a mithril sword.

Thank you, you Baron Amigo bastard!

"His Majesty is well aware that both I, Count Diong, and all of you have suffered considerable losses in this battle. However, this war is extremely important for our Montmartre Empire."

That makes sense, considering what the King of Barcelo said. To use a Korean comparison, it would be like the Japanese Prime Minister declaring, "Dokdo is Japanese territory! Therefore, it's war, you bastards!"

That became the justification for starting this war.

Whichever side loses, whether the Montmartre Emperor or the Barcelo King, their position will plummet.

So they have no choice but to fight with their lives on the line.

"Therefore, His Majesty has declared that he will generously reward all of you who participated in this war."

At those words, the eyes of all mercenary captains, including myself, lit up.

The concern about losing many soldiers instantly vanished into the sky.

After all, we had already won, and the dead, sadly, had crossed a river from which they could not return.

Besides, if we abandoned the contract and left, our entire mercenary company would be blacklisted and unable to make a living.

Since our only option was to stick with the Montmartre people, and they were offering rewards like the one given to me in a "the boss has gone crazy" fashion...

*I'll have to keep going for the sake of the living, not the dead.*

"So fight with the determination to die."

Everyone present responded:

"Yes!"
"Good, now let's begin discussing the actual operation. His Majesty has ordered us to capture all castles on the way to Ramasana Castle."

One mercenary captain bravely asked:

"How many enemy troops are at Ramasana Castle?"
"I don't know exactly. But if we methodically capture each castle, we should be able to win."

Then Count Diong pointed to a castle and said:

"So we plan to capture Soldeu Castle first... what are your opinions?"

Capturing small castles one by one is textbook strategy, and the enemy will surely expect this... but is there a better approach?

Ch.175 - Fishing Operation (2)
When the Count spoke, my direct superior, Baron Eclaire, stood up and said.

"I agree with the Count's opinion. However, since Soldeu Castle is in Barcelo territory, I believe it would be best to procure supplies locally as much as possible there."

Though he dressed it up with fancy words like "local procurement" because he's a high-ranking noble, he was essentially suggesting we plunder.

Since the Emperor himself was participating in this war, the soldiers probably wouldn't engage in the usual massacres, rapes, village burnings, and field destruction...

*Does calling bad deeds by prettier names really change anything?*

Count Diong nodded at those words.

"If it were our Empire's territory, that would be one thing, but once we enter enemy territory, supply lines from military merchants might be cut off, so procuring food locally would be important. Thank you for pointing that out."
"It's an honor."
"I'll make sure to carefully include your suggestion in the report I'll be submitting."

Having one's name in the report meant the possibility of having one's merits recognized by the Emperor.

Noticing this, the barons, knights, and mercenary captains eagerly offered their opinions afterward.

Most of these opinions were so basic that the Count would simply respond, "That's obvious," and move on.

But occasionally, some truly helpful suggestions emerged.

"When besieging Soldeu Castle and other fortresses, won't we need to craft siege weapons? We should hire some artisans from nearby towns."
"Don't we already have enough artisans in our Diong County forces?"
"If we hire more artisans to build even one more catapult, we can reduce our casualties that much more. Additionally, the time needed to capture the fortress will be reduced accordingly."

In a siege, even one small catapult operated well can be worth 10-20 regular soldiers.

One shot from a catapult can effectively blow away enemy heads, and it's unlikely to be destroyed by enemy forces.

So increasing the number of siege weapons like catapults by hiring more artisans to build them is certainly a wise strategy, but...

Moving according to the enemy's plan would be considered a poor strategy by any measure.

"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, would like to make a suggestion."

All eyes turned to me at those words.

"What is it?"
"Rather than advancing by capturing each fortress including Soldeu Castle one by one, I believe it would be better to feign a direct advance toward Ramasana Castle to lure the enemy."

Even though the Count had permitted free speech during this strategy meeting, what I was saying directly contradicted his proposal.

And having lived in the world of high nobility where only the assertive survive, the Count wouldn't welcome such contradiction even during a "strategy meeting."

*Now's about the time someone should step up to refute my argument.*

Instead of refuting me himself, Count Diong signaled to one of the barons with his eyes.

The baron who received the signal sighed and said:

"Martin Meyer, your proposal is too idealistic."
"Is that so?"
"If our Diong County forces bypass enemy fortresses without capturing them, it might seem faster and easier to advance straight to Ramasana Castle at first. But unless the castle lords of the Barcelo Kingdom have completely empty heads..."

The baron pointed to the road leading to Ramasana Castle and declared:

"They'll cut off our supply lines first! Then we'll have no choice but to become isolated!"

This was a rebuttal I had fully anticipated.

The reason we meticulously capture even small fortresses when invading enemy territory, despite the time and manpower costs, is precisely what the baron mentioned—to avoid the disaster of having our supply lines cut by enemies we've ignored.

"I understand. The enemy will certainly try to isolate us. However..."

I deliberately paused and looked into Count Diong's eyes.

"If we procure food locally, even if we ignore all fortresses and advance, as long as we don't do something crazy like immediately besieging Ramasana Castle, we won't face food shortage issues."

In a world without magic, we would have had to worry about both food and drinking water during a march.

But in this world, every mercenary company has mages who can create drinking water, so that's not a concern at all.

Since I mentioned that we wouldn't run out of food and wouldn't take the worst option of immediately besieging the castle, the Count listened attentively to my words.

"Interesting. So what specifically do you have in mind?"
"We march our forces from our current position to the Sevilla River, about a week's distance from Ramasana Castle. Then we turn our army around there and intercept the enemy forces that will be pursuing us."
"What makes you so certain the enemy will pursue us?"
"I'll explain clearly and in detail."

With a confident smile, I began explaining point by point.

"First, this battle concerns the authority and prestige of both the Montmartre Empire and the Barcelo Kingdom. That's why Your Majesty is personally participating in this war."

When persuading someone, briefly touching on facts everyone already knows helps make your argument seem more credible.

"In this battle, our Montmartre Imperial Army has achieved victory, and their defeat has already driven the Barcelo King's reputation into the ground. Therefore, the King must be desperately pressuring his nobles to deliver a victory by any means necessary. The nobles, for their own survival, must be craving 'a victory significant enough to turn the tide of war.'"

In Korea, a slight decline in national prestige might be overlooked, but for kings in this fantasy world, their prestige is directly linked to their nation's survival.

Just as once you're labeled weak at school, you can't escape being bullied until graduation even if you transfer schools or cause a commotion...

Once a country is labeled weak, neighboring countries will impose unfair treaties, default on debts, dispatch "friends" who pretend to be pirates or bandits while actually being regular soldiers to earn foreign currency, and so on...

On top of that, they'll be constantly attacked by surrounding countries and thoroughly trampled.

"But what happens if we advance straight to Ramasana Castle? From their perspective, we'll appear to be in a desperate situation—needing to conduct a siege while our food supply lines are cut off. So if I were the castle lord of Ramasana or a general along that route..."

Count Diong completed my thought:

"Those guarding the fortresses and castles along that route would have no choice but to lead all available forces down to Ramasana Castle. To launch a coordinated attack while keeping us isolated."

With a considerable force stationed at Ramasana Castle in front, and garrison troops from along the route to Ramasana pushing from behind...

"If we were to besiege Ramasana Castle, our Diong County forces would be annihilated. Of course, we'll turn back a week before reaching Ramasana and intercept those hastily pursuing us. So their expectations will remain just dreams."

A smile had already formed on the Count's face.

"It's quite a good strategy. I'm tempted to adopt your plan immediately. But before that, let me ask one thing. What do you think would have happened if we had followed my suggestion to capture each fortress one by one?"

Honestly, I wanted to say:

*'The Barcelo King would have gathered forces from the rear to counterattack us while we were exhausted from capturing multiple fortresses and had spent too much time. We would have ended up with just a few castles to show for it.'*

But just as telling an ugly person they're ugly only starts a fight, honestly telling the Count his strategy is inferior to mine would be disastrous.

Moreover, with the Count's vassals all around, I had to preserve his dignity.

So I mixed in a small lie and answered calmly:

"It would have taken a bit more time. But it would have succeeded."

Hearing my answer, the Count smirked.

"Actually, our Emperor has a very impatient personality. Well, can't be helped. I'll adopt your strategy. Three days from now, we'll begin our march to the Sevilla River, procuring supplies locally."

And three days later, we began our advance toward the Sevilla River according to the strategy I had proposed and Count Diong had adopted.

*Win or die.*

Ch.176 - Fishing Operation (3)
One week later, Sornas Castle.

Someone knocked on the door of the lord's office, which had been shrouded in silence, and the sound echoed through the vicinity.

"Baron Sornas, I have urgent news."

Ernan von Sornas, the lord of Sornas Castle and a baron, frowned upon hearing this.

"Our Barcelo army has been defeated, and I'm already breaking my back trying to feed those parasitic mercenaries, nobles, and soldiers. And now more urgent news?"

As a mere baron, he was already struggling to feed the stationed soldiers and supply them with necessary weapons.

It made sense, considering those parasites would consume two months' worth of the territory's budget with just one month of stationing. When the messenger appeared, undoubtedly bringing urgent news of an enemy invasion, he couldn't contain his anger.

*If we have to defend the castle too, our territory will go bankrupt.*

However, Sornas was a nobleman of Barcelo, and to survive, he had no choice but to follow the military orders of the Barcelo king.

Disobeying orders would result in losing his territory and title, or even his head—a fate far more miserable than bankruptcy.

"Damn it, come in!"

The messenger heard his voice and became extremely tense.

If the baron found fault with him, he would not only be subjected to all sorts of creative insults despite having done nothing wrong, but in the worst case, he might even receive a whipping.

"I'm coming in."

The baron looked down at the messenger who entered.

"I have a lot to deal with right now. So keep it short and concise—only the important matters."
"Yes, understood."

The messenger took a deep breath and began.

"About 15,000 troops under Count Dijon of the Montmartre Empire are currently passing through Endora village."

The baron doubted his ears and tilted his head.

Even if they had marched at a rapid pace, there were two small fortresses and castles along their route.

In other words, if they were moving within the bounds of common sense, they would have conquered these two castles that could potentially cut off their rear supply lines.

*Aren't Marino Castle and Bluha Castle both garrisoned with enough troops that they wouldn't fall in just a day or two?*

After pondering this, a model answer naturally formed in his head.

Once he had his answer, a smile appeared on his previously hardened face.

"Did they show any signs of having engaged in battle?"
"There were no signs of battle whatsoever."

The baron slapped his knee and stood up.

"I see! This is excellent. Deus must be helping me."

The messenger was bewildered to see the baron, who had been so angry just moments ago, suddenly so delighted.

But the baron's eccentricity didn't stop there.

"Ahem, you've brought very good news. You must have had a hard time rushing here from afar."

When the baron even patted his shoulder, the messenger was even more confused.

Regardless, the seemingly slightly deranged superior handed him a few silver coins.

"You've had a difficult journey, so use this money to have a drink with your comrades tonight. And after you leave here, please inform the high-ranking officials, including Baron Talon of this castle, that I have urgent matters to discuss. After that, you're excused from all duties today."

The messenger, who had been hoping just to avoid being scolded, was overjoyed at this unexpected windfall.

"Yes, thank you, Baron."

An hour later, all the high-ranking officials in the castle, including the baron, had gathered in the meeting room.

**

Sornas Castle meeting room.

The knights and mercenary captains who had gathered before the baron's arrival were speculating about what would be discussed.

One mercenary captain cautiously spoke first.

"Do you have any idea why the baron has summoned us?"

A knight of Sornas Castle responded with a smirk.

"It's obvious. He's going to order us to prepare for a siege because some high-ranking Montmartre official is about to lead a large army to attack this castle."

From a common-sense perspective, that made sense.

After all, what madman would risk having his "rear retreat and supply lines" cut off by invading enemy territory? It was unimaginable.

At the mention of preparing for a siege, everyone's faces filled with concern.

Some sighed, others clutched their heads, and Baron Talon slammed the table.

"How on earth are we supposed to stop an invading army of 15,000 with just 2,000 men! I heard there are 15,000 coming down from above! Damn it all!"

While a siege is the most efficient tactic when a small force faces a larger one, if the difference in numbers exceeds a factor of four, defeat is certain even with the advantage of defense.

So their frustration and despair were understandable.

"Baron Sornas has arrived."

When Sornas, the defense captain of this castle, entered, the meeting room immediately fell silent.

"Everyone, please be seated."

While everyone except Sornas was preparing for a siege...

"As you all probably know, Count Dijon of Montmartre is currently leading an army of 15,000 toward Sornas Castle. According to the messenger, they will arrive in three days."

Since the Barcelo royal army's defeat and subsequent retreat for reorganization, they had been preparing for a siege.

They had planned to conscript serfs as defenders, stockpiled weapons and food, and taken other precautions.

So while some were afraid or tense about Count Dijon leading a large army, no one was surprised by the unexpected situation.

Baron Talon asked on behalf of everyone:

"So you're planning to prepare for a siege?"

Sornas shook his head in response.

"I don't intend to engage in a siege battle."

Everyone was dumbfounded to hear they wouldn't be conducting a siege after having strengthened the castle's defenses in preparation for an enemy attack.

Sornas continued:

"According to the messenger's report, Count Dijon and his forces are rushing toward Ramasana Castle. They're in such a hurry that they're ignoring the risk of having their supply lines cut, bypassing two castles ahead of us."
"Then their supply lines will be cut. Do you have any idea why they would take such a risk and hurry like this?"

Baron Talon and the surrounding knights and mercenary captains nodded, indicating they also wanted to know the answer.

While Sornas himself wasn't entirely sure what Count Dijon's ulterior motives were...

He began to consider various factors: Dijon's past actions, his current situation, what the Montmartre army was pursuing, and so on.

Soon, what he considered a perfect conjecture came out of his mouth.

"They must be rushing because they want to capture Ramasana Castle as quickly as possible."

Baron Talon nodded at this.

"Right now, Ramasana Castle doesn't have many regular troops or mercenary units, but if the enemy takes time conquering each small castle one by one, Ramasana Castle will use that time to gather serfs, mercenaries, and nobles from the surrounding areas to strengthen its defenses."

The other knights and mercenary captains nodded in agreement.

"As Baron Talon said, if Ramasana Castle recruits troops on a large scale, they can certainly withstand Count Dijon's 15,000 men. However, currently, forces are dispersed among various castles, so Ramasana Castle, despite being crucial for the defense and supply of this region, has only about 4,000 troops."
"It seems the enemy has risked their lives on a gamble to capture Ramasana in a short period."

When Martin devised this plan to lure them in, he hadn't considered these circumstances; he had simply assumed that if the Montmartre army bypassed the fortresses on the way to Ramasana, they would naturally take the bait.

The fact that Ramasana Castle had only 4,000 defenders was an unintended stroke of luck.

This fact played a significant role in convincing the two barons here that Count Dijon was fixated on capturing Ramasana Castle.

Baron Talon mocked their foolish mistake.

"What idiots. No matter how urgent their mission, how can they ignore the basics? Well, I suppose we'll have to teach them a lesson. First, we should cut off their supplies..."

Sornas shook his head at this suggestion.

"If their supplies are cut off, they'll come to their senses and retreat. Count Dijon may be acting like a fool blinded by greed right now, but he's not a complete idiot."
"Even the deepest sleeper wakes up when hit on the back of the head."
"So I think we should leave them be for now, and when they surround Ramasana Castle, we should coordinate with Count Pilaf in Ramasana Castle and other defense units on the way to Ramasana to launch a joint attack on them."
"I agree with that opinion."

After reaching this agreement, Sornas immediately summoned messengers.

"Go immediately to the castle lords and defense captains on the way to Ramasana Castle and tell them this: 'Let Count Dijon's army pass through, and be ready to march at any time.'"
"Yes, understood!"

With the plan set, Baron Sornas and everyone else couldn't hide their joy.

This was because they too—or rather, especially they—were desperate to somehow restore the prestige of the Barcelo king and grab the rope of advancement.

And now, that opportunity had fallen right into their laps.

Ch.177 - Fishing Operation (4)
Ten days later, at the White Beard Mercenary barracks.

Our mercenary group and Count Diong's forces had arrived at the Sevilia River, our marching destination.

Even though the "Fishing" operation was still classified to the rank-and-file mercenaries and knights below mid-tier in the nobles' service...

The sharp ones were already predicting something was coming and preparing accordingly.

"Instead of drinking all that booze, you should get some sleep."

Some of the more experienced squad leaders were even sharpening their weapons in preparation for the next battle.

"The atmosphere feels off. I bet we'll see combat before we even reach Ramasana Castle."

They couldn't possibly know about the operation I had proposed, but they must have picked up on something from the expressions and behaviors of the higher-ups like myself and the nobles.

These bastards are annoyingly perceptive.

Count Diong and the other barons, knights, and mercenary captains were trying to hide the fishing operation by drinking, womanizing, and acting as if nothing unusual was happening.

*As long as they don't leak classified information, it doesn't matter if they've figured something out.*

Still, if there were spies among us, they might notice these suspicions... I should give them a hint.

"What are you boys rushing around for?"
"We feel like something's coming, sir."

I wanted to smack them upside the head for being too obvious when we needed to catch the enemy by surprise, but instead:

"You idiots, we're still two weeks away from Ramasana Castle. If you keep sharpening your spears and swords every day, you'll ruin them. Take it easy."

For those who hadn't caught my meaning, I added:

"Rest well now. That way you can fight like dogs in the battle that's coming soon."

After I dropped this hint, they immediately stopped sharpening their weapons and returned to their places.

After decades in the military, they're quick to catch on.

As I was heading back to my tent to sleep, someone approached me.

"Captain Martin, we've captured an enemy messenger."

Looks like I'll be getting to sleep a bit later tonight.

When I walked to the command tent, I found reconnaissance captain Hanson and a captured enemy soldier, stripped to the waist and bound.

"Ugh, kill me! Just kill me!"

Messengers are typically selected from among the fastest and most reliable soldiers.

That's why, even when captured, they often demand death rather than begging for mercy.

Hanson grinned as he drew his dagger and waved it through the air.

"You think we'd let you die that easily?"
"Kuk, kill me! You mercenary dogs!"

Hanson raised his dagger to stab the man.

"Let's see you die then!"

I raised my hand to stop him.

Those who demand death often refuse to reveal information once torture begins, clinging to their secrets.

*With his body broken, he'd want to protect his family before dying anyway.*

And if a messenger or spy's death is confirmed, nobles or mercenary groups typically take care of their families.

"Hanson, calm down. Did you find any letters on him?"
"Yes, sir. He had a secret message hidden in the lining of his clothes."
"Of course."

During marches to war, we thoroughly search suspicious hunters or herbalists we encounter.

Even in this fantasy world where human rights are as light as pebbles, we don't kill people without clear evidence.

We search their clothes, bows, pouches, and bags, and if we find something suspicious, we capture and interrogate them.

This guy was caught because he tried to hide his message in his clothing lining.

"What did it say?"
"See for yourself, sir."

The letter Hanson handed me contained:

[Count Diong's forces of 15,000 are marching toward Ramasana Castle. Request urgent deployment of troops to launch coordinated attack when they arrive at Ramasana Castle.]

They're moving exactly as I predicted.

I looked the messenger in the eyes and asked:

"Messenger, do you know what's written here?"

The messenger stammered with a trembling voice:

"How would a lowly soldier like me know such things!"

His quivering pupils suggested he was lying, but it didn't matter much.

We had already secured the letter from him, which contained all the information our count's forces needed to know.

Still, I thought I'd try once more:

"If you tell the truth, I'll pretend I didn't see anything and let you go. Is there really nothing else?"
"There's nothing, damn it! If there was, I would have told you already."

...Stubborn bastard, maintaining loyalty to his master even when he doesn't know what torture awaits him.

*There's no point in torturing him further anyway.*

"Hanson, don't torture him. Just kill him."
"Yes, Captain."

Hanson drew the longsword from his waist instead of the dagger and beheaded the man.

"Captain, what do we do now?"

I shrugged and smirked.

"Our mercenary group and other units have captured many enemy messengers and scouts. That means they're monitoring our every move, hoping to see us smash our heads against Ramasana Castle."

I wasn't sure how many troops they had, but if we were caught in a pincer attack at Ramasana Castle, we'd be at a severe disadvantage.

The moment we surrounded Ramasana Castle, our supply lines would be cut, and we'd be trapped like mice between enemies on both sides.

"But we've already prepared for this. We just need to hold out and pretend we know nothing until Count Diong gives the order to retreat near the Sevilia River."
"Yes, sir."
"And those suspicious individuals we've been monitoring in our mercenary group—have them all bound and interrogated when the retreat begins. I'll take this letter to Baron Eclair and then get some sleep."
"Yes, Captain."

The next morning, the count finally gave the order to retreat.

"Retreat! Turn the army around and march in the opposite direction of Ramasana Castle!"
"Leave behind anything unnecessarily heavy and retreat!"
"We're going to smash the skulls of those trying to stab us in the back!"

The sudden retreat order confused many soldiers, but our mercenary captains, who had anticipated this, calmed their men.

Lucia held her magic staff and gave clear instructions to the mages.

"This was planned from the beginning, just follow orders and hurry!"

Otto kicked a dazed soldier to snap him out of it.

"This was already decided, you idiot! Just follow orders and don't think too much!"

With the captains' composed directions, the situation was quickly organized, and we hurried to counter-attack those who were planning to ambush us.

"March as fast as you can. We need to move as quickly as possible!"

The die had been cast, and now we needed our gambit to pay off.
**

One week later, Soldeu Plains.

After forcing the march, Count Diong's forces encountered about 10,000 enemy troops here at Soldeu Plains.

The battle hadn't officially begun yet, with both sides facing off without exchanging magic or arrows...

*The calm before the storm.*

As I was assessing the enemy's condition, Otto approached me with a grin.

"Ha, Captain Martin, you're truly amazing. How do you manage to play these bastards like puppets in the palm of your hand?"

What I had done was significant, with consequences that would affect tens of thousands of lives, but the core principle was simple.

"All men have desires. Money, alcohol, women. Every man wants all three. Offer what they want, and you can hook anyone."
"That's right."
"All I did was figure out what the Barcelo nobles were obsessed with and create a plan that appealed to that. But look at those bastards now."

Both Otto and I looked at the distant enemy forces.

We couldn't see their limbs or faces clearly, but if you looked carefully, you could see their spear shafts trembling when they should have been standing straight.

*These bastards are completely exhausted.*

Otherwise, they wouldn't be struggling to hold their spears properly.

"It's a mess over there. This might end more easily than expected."

I smirked at that.

"We'll see about that. War always has hidden variables."

Not long after, the sound of trumpets announced the beginning of battle.

Ch.178 - Fishing Operation (5)
When I hear the trumpet sound, my body reacts before my mind does.

"Everyone into battle formation! Spearmen form a defensive line, archers and mages prepare for ranged attacks!"

Even a rookie recruit knows that before engaging the enemy directly, you first send out archers and mages to thin the approaching enemy forces from a distance.

That's why I react instantly to the trumpet's call.

The centurions and squad leaders begin echoing my orders.

"Spearmen in defensive formation, archers and mages prepare for ranged attacks!"
"Mages and archers to the front for ranged attack preparation!"
"Spearmen, don't point those spears forward unnecessarily! Keep them vertical until you reach the enemy—it's easier that way!"

The spearmen held their weapons at a perfect 90-degree angle as ordered, while the archers and mages moved to the front line.

Now all that's left is to give the charge order...

Just as I was about to draw my sword and signal the charge, a messenger came running urgently from behind.

"Is Captain Martin of the White Beard Mercenaries here?"

Judging by the flag on the messenger's back, he seems to be from my direct superior, Baron Eclair.

"That's me. Time is of the essence, so speak quickly."
"Count Diong has ordered Baron Eclair's forces to cut off the enemy's retreat."

We haven't even engaged the enemy yet, and they want just 3,000 men to block the enemy's retreat? Has the Count gone mad?

But thinking about it carefully, the enemies ahead are completely exhausted.

If even I can see that from this distance, the Count must have noticed it too...

This might actually be doable.

*If we spread our forces wide front and back, and push with full force...*

"Let me see the seal on the order, just to be sure."

I checked the seal on the messenger's orders to confirm he wasn't an enemy spy.

"Good work. The White Beard Mercenaries will now move toward the enemy's left flank and block their retreat from behind."
"Yes, sir. I'll take my leave now."

After the messenger left, Otto asked me with feigned innocence.

"Captain, what's this about? Are we supposed to take the heads of all those Barcelo bigwigs right in front of us?"
"Something like that, but not quite. All units under Baron Eclair have been ordered to completely cut off the enemy's retreat."
"All that preparation for nothing. What a waste."

Honestly, when such orders come down after we've steeled ourselves and made all preparations to crush those exhausted enemies right in front of us, anyone would feel deflated.

"What can we do? We need to redirect the troops now. White Beard Mercenaries! From now on, we're turning around with Baron Eclair to head toward the enemy's rear!"

Though everyone looked disappointed, they knew orders were orders and began turning to walk in the new direction.

It was a moment when the tension suddenly released—the tension of knowing that in mere seconds we would have been on a battlefield with magic and arrows raining down.

Noticing this, my subordinates barked at the soldiers.

"Don't let your guard down just because we're going around back! It'll be even tougher there!"
"The enemy could appear at any moment! Stay alert!"
"Don't relax just because you got a brief reprieve—keep your eyes forward!"

These warnings were meant for the new recruits, but also for the centurions and squad leaders who were giving them.

While other units nearby were already suffering under arrows and magic, screaming in agony...

We were calmly withdrawing from the battlefield, so it was natural for tension to ease.

*But surely the enemy must have noticed us moving to the side, unless they're complete fools.*

As I worried about this, a messenger from Baron Eclair's forces rode past us, shouting:

"The Baron will make a wide detour to the left flank! We'll strike the enemy's rear at the most decisive moment!"

Even with 3,000 troops pulled back, our forces still numbered 12,000, while the enemy had only about 10,000.

The longer the battle continued, the more likely the enemy commander would unconsciously forget about our 3,000 troops.

However, unless the enemy commander was a fool, we would need to stay away from the battlefield for at least 1-2 hours to be forgotten.

*Both Baron Eclair and Count Diong aren't idiots, so they must understand this principle.*

So what should I do now?

Follow Baron Eclair's banner while conserving as much energy as possible.

"Maintain marching formation but march as comfortably as possible! However, chattering or causing disturbances will be punished according to military law!"

Then I stopped overthinking things.

Because my job now was to conserve energy rather than waste it.

After marching for several hours, we arrived near the enemy's rear.

We couldn't see much of the forces fighting at the front, but it was clear they were engaged in fierce battle with Count Diong.

The evidence was in the number of messengers rushing back and forth, all moving with urgency.

In urgent situations, reports of casualties and disabled units pour in from lower ranks, and higher commands must continuously issue countermeasures and orders.

Looking closely, the messengers all wore extremely urgent expressions.

"Damn it, damn it!"

One messenger who looked like a mercenary was running while gasping for breath.

"Huff... at this rate, total annihilation. We're done for."

But since the messengers weren't wearing expressions suggesting all was lost, it seemed things hadn't completely fallen apart yet.

"Captain! Baron Eclair's family banner is up, and the signal to form battle lines has been raised!"

Since we had maintained our formation during the march, we only needed to slightly change direction to follow the order.

Turning toward where the enemies were, we could see numerous enemy soldiers catching their breath while holding spears.

"Cowardly bastards, coming all the way around to stab us in the back?"

In war, the coward who wins is always better than the honorable loser—what nonsense is he talking?

Soon, a sound arrow rose from Baron Eclair's position.

The same order was given to all units.

"Mages, archers! Fire at will!"

At that, everyone under Baron Eclair attacked the enemy simultaneously, as if they were a single body.

The first to hit the enemy were arrows from the archer units, which could be fired immediately without incantations.

"Argh!"
"Shit, aaaagh!"

The enemies who had been relaxed in the rear, not expecting us to find them here, fell helplessly under the ranged attack.

Next came fire magic of all levels—superior, intermediate, and basic—the most efficient for slaughter.

"Aaaagh, it burns!"

As fire magic rained down, the men who had been resting in the rear hurriedly grabbed their spears and scrambled to move.

"Ugh, damn it! Spears! Get your spears!"

Of course, our arrows and magic barrage continued throughout...

"Argh!"

The screams of dying enemy soldiers didn't stop as they tried to reform their lines.

While we've successfully ambushed the enemy forces waiting in the rear, soon we'll have to face the entire enemy force trying to retreat with just our 3,000 troops.

Until now, we've had the easier part of the battle, but in the coming fight, we'll face the fiercest combat.

*To make the situation even slightly more favorable, we need to break their morale and momentum.*

"Kill every last one of them!"

Following that order, we killed countless enemy soldiers with one-sided ranged attacks, but there were so many of them...

No matter how many we killed, they kept coming, trying desperately to form battle lines.

"...We need to charge before they form their lines."

I gestured for a messenger.

"Go ask Baron Eclair if it's time to charge!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Those with long spears, make your final checks on the defensive formation, and prepare yourselves mentally for what's coming!"

After about ten minutes, the heavy trumpet sound signaling our charge was heard.

"Yes, this is what I've been waiting for."

The reason we walked for hours taking a roundabout route to avoid detection, and even performed the crazy feat of luring enemies in their own camp...

Was for one purpose only: to completely annihilate the enemies before us now.

*If we wipe out these bastards, we won't need to conduct any sieges until we reach right before Ramassana Castle.*

"White Beard Mercenaries, prepare to charge!"

At my command, our mercenaries pointed their long spears toward the enemies' necks.

"Damn those bastards!"
"Time to die today!"

I drew my sword and commanded from slightly behind them.

"Charge!"

Ch.179 - Fishing Operation (6)
As soon as the charge order was given, the Baron Eclaire's unit of barely 3,000 men, which included our Mercenary company, rushed toward the enemy lines like berserkers.

Some men charged while screaming like madmen.

"Aaaah, die!"

The more boastful ones charged while shouting their own names as if they were Knights.

"Senior Mercenary Ralph of the White Beard Mercenaries coming through! Move aside if you don't want to die!"

While their shouting looked somewhat comical to me watching from behind, it wasn't so funny to those on the receiving end of our spears.

Caught in an unexpected ambush, the confused enemies mistook us for a massive army.

"Ambush! A massive army is ambushing us!"

They say a man who loses a finger to a turtle will tremble at the sight of a pot lid. Similarly, these men, caught completely off guard, had their rational thinking severely impaired.

When one frightened soldier warned of a "massive army ambush," the enemy formation of spearmen began to crumble.

"This is impossible! Impossible!"

Meanwhile, their officers tried desperately to maintain formation with weapons in hand.

"Gather up! Gather and deal with this somehow!"

But I didn't want them to form a proper defensive formation.

No, I had no intention of watching them get properly organized and make us suffer.

"Don't think about what's behind you! Charge with everything you've got! Then hold your ground with your lives! That's how we'll win!"

Everyone in the White Beard Mercenaries responded to my words with cheers.

"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"
"We will definitely win!"
"Charge forward!"

After a few more steps, our vanguard collided with the enemy.

"Die, you bastards!"

With those words, the death cries of the dying from both sides began to ring out.

"Aaaaargh!"
"My chest! Aagh!"

Though casualties mounted on both sides as Baron Eclaire's forces, including our Mercenaries, clashed with the Barcelona troops, by my rough estimate...

For every two of our men who died, at least four or five enemy soldiers fell.

Our surprise attack aimed at disrupting their formation was clearly paying off, but...

*This is only the first step.*

I drew Aura from my solar plexus and shouted loudly.

"White Beard Mercenaries! Rebuild formation and prepare to fight! We push forward slowly!!"

Although we'd dealt significant damage in the initial clash, our role was to block the enemy's retreat path.

We absolutely couldn't show any weakness by rushing carelessly.

*If we hold them here slowly, the main force at the front will handle the rest.*

Not just our Mercenary company, but all the other nearby units issued similar orders.

"Regroup the unit!!"
"Don't rush, reform the lines!"
"Slowly, slowly push forward in coordination with the Mercenaries beside us!"

As expected of Mercenary captains who led anywhere from dozens to nearly a thousand soldiers, they knew exactly what the best course of action was in this situation.

However, there was one slight problem.

The enemy soldiers at the rear were all exhausted, so even a moderate push would make them collapse easily.

But the longer the battle dragged on, our numerically disadvantaged forces would be the ones to tire and fall.

*When that happens, our best option will be to rally around the strongest fighters in our Mercenary company.*

"Centurions and platoon leaders, focus on command! Assault teams, fall back for now! This isn't the time to expend all our strength!"

At my command, our centurions and platoon leaders gradually pulled back.

"We'll cover you from behind! Go ahead and rampage all you want!"

Some of them, even while pulling back, made amusing remarks to boost the soldiers' morale.

"If you follow your training, you can even take on a Knight!"

Even if veterans formed three-man teams, they could at best handle a low-ranking Knight...

But just as praise makes whales dance, appropriate confidence helps soldiers perform beyond their limits.

Wasn't it Baker, who couldn't use a single bit of Aura, who managed to take a enemy Knight's head last time?

The centurions who pulled back continued giving appropriate directions while catching their breath.

"Huff, hey, Jakob's platoon! Pay attention! You, Bern! Fight while watching your flanks!!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Damn it, I'll be watching you with both eyes until the end."

Those who received such instructions fought even more desperately to avoid being chewed out after the battle.

"Those in the back, don't just look forward, watch the sides too!"

As everyone moved in unison according to their training and instructions, the front line held surprisingly well despite the absence of our core fighting strength—the platoon leaders and centurions.

Once the front stabilized, the centurions and platoon leaders issued different orders from the rear.

"Three-man formation! Form three-man teams! Mace and sword wielders in front! Spearmen support from behind!"

Maces and swords are shorter but easier to handle, making them advantageous for defense, while spears can attack enemies from further away but are unwieldy for defense.

Generally, someone with a short weapon would lose to a spearman, but once inside the spear's reach, the short weapon wielder almost always wins.

A defensive formation considering these weapon combinations is highly effective against enemies.

First, those with maces or swords would face the enemy...

"Come on if you dare!"

They either blocked attacks or swung their swords in the air to keep enemies at bay.

"I said come on!"

Then the spearmen behind would thrust their spears around their allies, targeting the enemies.

"Ugh!"

When an enemy soldier was stabbed and either died or was wounded, the sword or mace wielders would move in to behead them or smash their skulls.

"Die!"

Using this formation to gradually reduce enemy numbers while holding our ground, the enemy soldiers became reluctant to push toward us.

"What kind of Mercenaries fight this well?"
"The guys with swords look like trash though."
"Damn it, regroup!"

If we were the vanguard of the main force led by Count Diong himself, I would have deployed the assault team and pushed forward by now...

But just as a person's role changes with their position, my current role is to block the enemy's rear.

Like a bottle cap.

*Charging from here would make me a complete madman.*

And the price for that would be execution by beheading.

"Don't rush! Our real fight is just beginning!"

I never thought I'd be saying these words, but... the moment the enemies decide "We can't handle this anymore,"

Nearly 10,000 soldiers will rush toward us, blocking their retreat path.

When that happens, they'll push forward with an intensity incomparable to what we're seeing now.

"Assault team, remain on standby. Archers, use all remaining arrows on the enemy soldiers!"

As soon as I gave that order, the archers positioned themselves between the infantry and prepared to unleash their remaining arrows at the enemy.

"Nock arrows!"

Simultaneously, our centurions pulled back the troops.

"Spearmen hold position, everyone else fall back!"

This was a difficult order for soldiers fighting with swords to follow suddenly...

"Spears thrust together to cover them!"

With that command, the spearmen thrust forward to cover the retreating soldiers.

Taking advantage of this opportunity, the frontline soldiers turned and ran back hurriedly.

"Damn it all!"

As soon as all the surviving soldiers made it back into formation, arrows rained down on the Barcelona troops' heads.

"Argh, damn it!"

Some soldiers, caught off guard by the sudden arrow barrage, froze in place, while the rest lost their momentum to charge.

They were all stunned by the unexpected attack.

"Why are there arrows here—argh!"

Even veterans in armor who should have been accustomed to such surprises showed signs of confusion despite being relatively unharmed by the arrows.

"How is this kind of attack even possible, damn it?"

Pulling back your frontline troops all at once during close combat and then launching a counterattack is a near-miraculous military maneuver.

In gaming terms, it's like redirecting your aim to assassinate someone trying to flank during a team fight the moment you hear they're there.

*Endless training made this possible.*

We succeeded in buying more time and temporarily reducing the pressure on our soldiers, but... the arrow fire began to cease as supplies ran low.

"Archers, withdraw now."

At that command, the archers pulled back.

Without me even ordering it, soldiers with short weapons like swords and maces positioned themselves right next to the spearmen.

They were probably ready to smash the skulls of any enemies who might dodge the spears and break through.

As we prepared to hold out even longer, trumpet and drum sounds came from the enemy camp.

Instinctively—no, my body automatically tensed up.

I hurriedly gave the order:

"Assault team, platoon leaders, centurions, all move to the front! Those bastards are trying to break out!"

Ch.180 - Fishing Operation (7)
Those allies chasing the fleeing enemy up ahead must be feeling incredible right now.

They just need to crush the skulls of those trying to escape with their maces or stab them to death with spears.

It's practically a one-sided slaughter of enemies fleeing in disorder.

But for us, the fire is at our feet—no, the real battle has just begun.

The retreating enemies will desperately attack us since we're blocking their escape route.

"We absolutely cannot be like cats killed by mice."

After steeling my resolve and moving forward to the front line, I could see an enemy mercenary captain leading his troops charging toward us from the other side.

"I'll open a path! Just follow me!"

The mercenaries under that captain responded with a mixture of desperation and hope.

"Yes, Captain."
"Damn it, we're counting on you, Captain!"
"Let's make it out alive!"

Judging by their hollow eyes and labored breathing as they ran, it seemed that captain was holding the mercenary band together, which is why they were at least managing an orderly retreat.

The mercenary captain charged toward us with his sword in hand.

"Captain of the Black Crow Mercenaries, Baizen Fredente, coming through! Get out of my way!"

Then he started slashing at my mercenary troops who were maintaining formation.

"Hyaaah!"

With each soldier that fell, the crow bastards let out cheers.

"Just follow Captain Baizen!"
"His personality might be garbage, but his skills are insane."
"Not just anyone can become an Expert."

It's true that even among knights who train their Aura and swordsmanship their entire lives, only about 10-15% reach Expert level.

For a mere mercenary to reach that level is truly remarkable.

Perhaps that's why this Baizen fellow was raising his momentum and wildly swinging his sword, slaughtering our soldiers.

"Die, you idiots!"

No matter how well-trained our mercenaries were, they couldn't handle an Expert human tank, so they gradually began to fall back.

"Damn it! Someone help us!"

But other units were too busy dealing with their own opponents.

"Those crazy bastards are desperate to live!"
"Someone with some breathing room, go help them out!"
"We're going to get breached, damn it!"

Hearing those words, I quickly ran toward where this Baizen was.

He was very conspicuous in his armor that was covered in gold embellishments, showing off his vanity.

*That might be effective for boosting his subordinates' morale, but it still seems wrong.*

As soon as Baizen saw me, he laughed.

"This elder will cut you down in one stroke!"

He's much better than someone who boasts without any skill, but I really hate seeing non-nobles putting on airs like this.

The money he pours into armor, weapons, and cloaks just to show off is his own burden, but it's obvious his subordinates must suffer because of his vanity.

*He probably works his mercenaries pretty hard in normal times too.*

While I was analyzing him in my head, his sword flew toward my neck at high speed.

"Die, you bastard!"

I deflected the fast-approaching sword forcefully and tried to strike at Baizen's neck in return...

But Baizen quickly lowered his stance to avoid my attack.

"Damn..."

Seeing this exchange, the White Beard mercenaries shouted loudly.

"Captain Martin is here! Damn, we're saved!"

The squad leaders also couldn't hide their excitement when they saw me appear and ordered:

"Maintain formation as much as possible against the enemies coming from the front! Hold on!"

A situation where a "single person" can change the tide of battle—something you'd never see in wars with guns, grenades, and artillery shells.

For someone like me with memories of fighting in modern warfare, this situation feels fresh and thrilling no matter how many times I experience it.

This must be why knights who become Experts and grow strong still choose to march to the frontlines even when they don't have to.

With everyone behind me counting on me, I absolutely have to win to live up to their expectations.

"You crow bastard!"

This time, I attacked first, swinging my sword at him.

I aimed for his right armpit.

Baizen blocked the attack by holding his sword at an angle.

"You little punk!"

A test of strength began as our swords clashed against each other.

I was pushing my sword toward the inside of Baizen's body, while he was trying to push my blade away from himself—a precarious situation.

*If I give way here, I'm in danger.*

If I yielded, I would lose my balance momentarily and show him an opening, and in the worst case, I might even drop my sword.

So I had to use whatever means necessary to push forward with all my strength.

"Die!"
"You die, punk!"

While we were locked in this relatively even contest of strength, I focused my Aura into my sword.

When Baizen saw blue Aura gradually covering my blade, he couldn't hide the shock in his voice.

"Damn, you're crazy..."

After a moment, blue flames began to blaze on my sword as if butane gas had been ignited.

"Let's see if you can die now."

Seeing the flames on my sword, Baizen immediately pulled back.

This caused my sword to momentarily hang in the air, but I tensed my legs and waist to control the recoil and maintain my balance.

"Ugh."

The recoil from swinging with all my might while channeling Aura was stronger than I expected, and my back muscles strained a bit...

"Die!"

After controlling the recoil, I immediately lunged forward and rammed his breastplate with my shoulder.

"Kuk."

Both of us fell to the ground.

To be precise, I was on top of him, but the impact of the fall had knocked the sword from my hand.

"Damn it."

But just as you bite with your teeth when you have no fists, I had a dagger now, so I tried to finish him quickly...

A curse mixed with groans escaped from the fallen man's mouth.

"Son of a..."

As soon as I heard those words, I struck his helmet with my right fist.

*I need to hit him a few times to knock him out before he can resist.*

Although I was sitting on top of him, if he managed to throw me off, I could be at a disadvantage.

No, if one of his subordinates intervened and struck my head... with bad luck, my skull would be cracked, and I'd die right here.

"Kuk."

After hitting his helmet several times with my steel gauntlet, his movements became somewhat sluggish.

Indeed, there seems to be no more effective attack than pounding someone's head.

At the same time, I quickly drew the dagger from my waist with my left hand.

"Die, you bastard!"

Just as I was about to stab his neck, he regained consciousness and grabbed both my arms, trying desperately to push me away.

"You die! Trash!"

I was trying to stab the mercenary captain's neck, while he grabbed my arms and struggled desperately to push me away.

He thrashed like a fish, twisting his body left and right in a desperate attempt to throw me off.

Enduring all this while trying to stab his neck was by no means easy, but...

"Urrrgh..."

Since I was at a slightly higher level and still fresh for the fight, I was stronger, and gradually my knife began to descend toward his neck.

*Please die, you bastard.*

I prayed to Deus to let this guy die as I put strength into both arms.

"Die, damn it!"

After holding on with all my might until sweat poured down inside my armor, I felt his arm strength suddenly give way.

I didn't miss that opportunity and drove the knife straight into his neck.

With his neck pierced, he could only gurgle blood without saying anything.

"Kuhek, kolog."

And so he trembled for a moment before going still.

"One stubborn bastard with a tough lifeline..."

After catching my breath watching that sight, I succeeded in separating his head from his body with my dagger.

"Thought I was going to die."

Grumbling as I got up, I first picked up my sword that I had dropped nearby with my right hand.

*Even if I'm an intermediate-level Expert, I'd be helpless if I lost my sword.*

Then I raised the enemy captain's head high with my left hand and shouted:

"I, Martin Meyer, have taken the head of the Black Crow Mercenary Captain!"

When I shouted that, everyone's attention turned to me at once.

The Black Crow mercenaries had looked in my direction with hopeful expressions, but the moment they saw their captain's head, they despaired with tears in their eyes.

"The Captain, the Captain is dead?"

Although they were already retreating, it's not surprising they reacted this way when their captain—the hope and center of their mercenary band—had died.

Some cowards even dropped their weapons.

"Oh no... this isn't good."

The Black Crow mercenary officers quickly stepped in to manage the situation.

"Even though the Captain is gone, if we fight to the end, we can make it back alive! Charge forward!"

They said that, but they all had blank eyes and gaping mouths like people who had seen the end of the world.

Meanwhile, the White Beard mercenaries shouted the news as loudly as possible, celebrating.

"Captain Martin has taken the head of the Black Crow Mercenary Captain!"
"We're winning! We just need to hold on!"
"Hold on with grit and determination!"

The problem is that holding on isn't easy, but at least raising morale like this will help them fight well to the end.

"The first button is fastened well, now everything depends on what Count Diong does."

Ch.181 - Fishing Operation (8)
Despite having the opportunity to demoralize the enemy by personally beheading the Black Crow mercenary captain, I couldn't let my guard down.

Instead, I urged my soldiers to stay alert and maintain their focus.

"Don't get complacent just because we took down their captain! The real battle is just beginning!"

In a normal battlefield, taking an enemy commander's head would crush the morale of not only his mercenary band but other units as well.

The mercenaries who lost their leader would be demoralized by his pathetic death, while other units would be shocked to see their allied forces crumbling.

*But retreat battles are different.*

Unlike conventional battles where you attack and annihilate the enemy, morale doesn't matter as much in a fighting retreat.

These bastards' morale is already completely shattered.

They've already lost the war, and their only thought is to retreat safely and save their lives. They're filled with the desperate determination to break through us, who are blocking their only path to survival.

The resolve of men trying to escape and survive is surprisingly strong.

As if to prove this, the Black Crow mercenaries charged at us fiercely despite losing their captain.

Most came running madly with a mace in one hand and a shield in the other.

"We'll avenge our captain!"

Some of them even charged at us like madmen, screaming at the top of their lungs.

"Aaaaargh, damn it!"

If they wanted to live, they should surrender, but these concept-lacking idiots charged at us instead of surrendering...

Were they throwing away their lives like eggs smashing against rocks?

With these thoughts, I gripped my sword tightly with both hands and swung it wildly.

Wherever my sword passed, enemies' necks, torsos, arms, and legs were severed. They either died instantly or writhed in agony from severe wounds.

"K-kill me... Aaaagh!"

Having grown accustomed to such screams on the battlefield, I deliberately ignored the cries of those with no hope of survival.

Instead, I issued orders to those fighting alongside me.

"Kill everyone except those who surrender!"

Normally, even those who surrender should be slaughtered in such situations, as they might suddenly turn on us.

But if we go crazy and kill all prisoners, the fleeing enemies will think:

*Since I'll die even if I surrender, I might as well fight to the death.*

This might seem like a small difference, but the desperate struggle of someone with surrender as an option versus someone without is completely different in intensity.

There's a saying that perfectly illustrates this: a cornered rat will bite a cat.

That's why we must always leave the possibility of surrender open.

Even as I was slaughtering enemies with my sword, I shouted in a loud voice:

"Those who surrender will be spared! We won't even demand ransom!"

It takes hundreds of common soldiers below the rank of centurion to fetch a price equivalent to a single baron's ransom.

And since these guys don't usually sell for much, they'd end up as galley slaves or mine slaves, selling for half the normal price and leaving almost no profit.

*For the greater goal, one must know when to let go of smaller things.*

I looked at one trembling man charging toward us.

"Throw down your weapons and surrender if you want to live!"

Hearing this, the man who met my eyes hesitated, while the rabble beside and behind him attacked me.

"Cut the crap!"
"Stop talking nonsense!"

After instantly cutting to pieces those who dared try to kill me, I pointed my weapon at the trembling man, who dropped his weapon while shaking.

Normally we'd kill even those who accidentally drop their weapons, but such performances are important for breaking morale.

"Since you've dropped your weapon, I'll keep my promise and spare you. Throw away your dagger and other weapons and move back."

After saying this, I watched him discard all his weapons and allowed him to retreat.

The disarmed traitor bowed his head deeply in gratitude.

"Thank you for sparing me, thank you!"

My deliberate strategy of accepting surrenders seemed to work, as the movements of not only the Black Crows but other nearby mercenary bands slowed.

Among the charging enemies, some began to wonder whether they should throw down their weapons or try to kill us.

"W-what should we do?"

The murderous intent in their expressions visibly diminished.

All this happened because we had expanded their survival options from "fight to the death to break through" to include surrender.

The centurions and squad leaders of our mercenary band didn't miss this opportunity.

"Keep pushing forward!"
"Surrender and live, resist and die!"
"Surrender if you want to live!"

The White Beard mercenaries, myself included, seized this opportunity and continued to push the enemy back relentlessly.

"Don't leave a single one of those idiots alive!"

If I only gave orders without taking action myself, the White Beard mercenaries following me wouldn't respond properly.

So I stood at the very front with my sword, continuing to cut down enemies personally.

"Die!"

The men following behind me cheered at the sight.

"Captain Martin, you're amazing!"
"Let's fight to the death, damn it!"
"Kill them all, leave no one alive!"

Look at these bastards, getting excited and following me just because I'm leading from the front.

This is why I can't leave the front lines even though I'm the mercenary captain.

"Hold here until the end! The moment we allow them to retreat, we'll have to fight a miserable siege battle!"

I reminded everyone again why Baron Eclair's 3,000 troops had taken the long route to desperately hold this position.

All the enemies here were likely scraped together from the garrisons of castles and fortresses along the route to Ramasana.

If we annihilate this army, the defensive positions on the way to Ramasana will be left unguarded, meaning we could capture a castle with just ten men.

On the other hand, if we fail here and they successfully retreat, the Montmartre army will be screwed.

So for two long hours—maybe even longer—we faced waves of relentless enemies without rest.

During this time, several small mercenary bands around us suffered catastrophic losses, with their captains killed or their forces wiped out.

"Haa, haa... This is really killing me."

Our White Beard mercenaries also lost a significant number of men.

At some point, Hilde approached me, catching her breath as she asked:

"My lord, our mercenary band is gradually becoming endangered."
"It seems we'll lose about 10% of our forces to death or serious injury in this battle."

We've killed far more of the enemy, but humans are creatures who feel more pain from a needle stuck under their own thumbnail than from someone else's severed wrist.

Even as a mercenary captain, I still feel the loss of one of our own, regardless of how many enemy soldiers we've killed.

As we were discussing how things were getting difficult, a glimmer of hope appeared.

"Look there, Hilde. Flags with gold embroidery. Those must be the 'noble' lords' regular troops beneath those banners."

In a retreat battle like this, the highest survival priority goes to titled nobles like barons and viscounts, along with their armies.

Therefore, they would be the first to escape when possible...

"Since we're blocking their rear and they're coming out now, it means they've realized they have no choice but to engage directly."

They blew their trumpets loudly, perhaps wanting to maintain some dignity even in retreat.

And then they issued attack orders as if they were the victors.

"Charge!"

Simultaneously, knights wearing splendid armor and draped in elaborate cloaks rushed forward.

"Are they planning to break through the front with knights as their center?"

I can't allow such nonsense.

"Hilde! Have all squad leaders and centurions stop those bastards!"

*If we hold here, victory is ours.*

As our mercenary centurions rushed forward, all the elite forces under Baron Eclair's command also charged simultaneously.

"This is the final push!"
"Just die cleanly, damn it!"
"Attack!"

Then a rather—no, quite powerful—enemy knight charged toward my position.

Whether he intended to go all out or wanted to show off his strength as a knight, flames flickered around his sword.

I could tell at a glance that he was at a similar level to me. Definitely not an opponent I could afford to be careless with.

"Time for you to die!"

He struck at me with his sword, putting tremendous weight behind it.

"Heavy..."
"I'll kill you and ensure Baron Sornas retreats safely!"
"Go ahead and try. You'll be the one dying!"

Ch.182 - Fishing Operation (9)
After clashing swords nearly ten times, the guy suddenly backed away.

Then, straightening his shoulders and chest, he pointed at me and introduced himself.

"I am Ernan Corioli, a mid-rank knight serving Baron Sornas."

An Expert of mid-rank yet still a mid-rank knight—it reminds me of Hilde, whose exceptional abilities allowed her to single-handedly defend the crumbling Villa Hora.

Is this Baron Sornas also one of those worthless nobles who doesn't promote his vassals based on their abilities and achievements?

"I've been unfortunate not to have many opportunities to distinguish myself until now! But if I cut off your head today and escape this place safely, the Baron will promote me to high-rank knight. So today, you must die for my advancement!"

Since he introduced himself, it's only proper that I give my name too.

"My name is Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries. Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir."

Ernan pointed his sword toward me and commanded.

"Proud soldiers of Baron Sornas, clear away those who block our lord's path!"

Seeing how he's showing off while leading the vanguard despite being only a mid-rank knight rather than high-rank, this fellow seems to enjoy putting on airs.

Well, when I served some idiot baron in the past, the knights there also loved to show off.

From small boasts like "I can drink an entire barrel of beer in one sitting" to grand claims like "I single-handedly slaughtered 100 enemy soldiers"...

There were many fools who would spout such nonsense while going into debt just to parade around in fancy armor and silk clothes.

When that showoff gave his command with a flourish, the soldiers at the front responded with loud shouts.

Those properly equipped with chain mail and such read the atmosphere and forced themselves to cry out bravely.

"Long live Baron Sornas!"

Meanwhile, those in shabby gear showed their unfeigned reaction.

"Aaaaargh!!"

They charged forward with screams that were closer to wails.

Still, their morale had improved compared to before Ernan stepped up, which made things more troublesome.

I was planning to kill him anyway, but now I'll have to do it faster than initially intended.

Our forces are tired while the baron's army looks relatively fresh.
A quick battle is best.

Despite the urgency, I didn't rush into attack but instead slowly looked for an opening.

Striking when the opponent relaxes and shows a gap is the surest way to kill an enemy.

I steadied my breathing and repeated a mantra to myself.

*The more urgent the situation, the more carefully one must proceed.*

After observing for five minutes, I finally spotted an opening.

*There it is.*

Having found that momentary gap, that 0.1-millimeter spot to pierce, it was time to drive in the awl and shatter his defense.

"Die!"

Channeling Aura throughout my body, I stomped the ground forcefully and lunged forward, covering several meters in the blink of an eye.

I swung my sword to cut at his elbow.

Though covered by armor, joint areas are typically weaker, so if I channeled my Aura to maximum for this attack...

*I can definitely cut through.*

Even if I couldn't, striking his elbow hard would at least guarantee a fracture.

"Hyah!"

It would have been nice to slice off Ernan's arm, but he wasn't so easy to deal with.

He successfully blocked my attack with his sword.

Though he managed to stop the slash...

"Ugh."

His stance wavered from the attack that had targeted his weak point.

*Now I just need to keep pressing and he'll crumble.*

Seeing his stance falter, I smirked and taunted him.

"Tired already, Sir Knight?"

Though I said that, I too was forcing myself not to show fatigue after marching a considerable distance for hours and engaging in intense combat for over two hours.

Naturally, I was breathless, with sweat pouring down my face like rain.

I wanted nothing more than to return to my tent and collapse, but if I showed any sign of exhaustion, he would surely use it as an opportunity to tear into me.

This was a life-or-death battle, after all.

*At times like this, I need to bluff to make him anxious.*

"You bastard!"
"Glad to see you're still fine, sir!"

As I continued swinging my sword and pushing him back, the knight's stance gradually crumbled.

Like ice cream melting in the heat, his posture deteriorated with each defensive move.

At first, he maintained a solid guard, but now...

"Damn! Shit!"

His stance visibly shook whenever he blocked an attack.

Realizing he was losing, Ernan's counterattacks became increasingly desperate.

"Die, you fucker!"

Though he hadn't completely lost his senses, I could feel unnecessary force being added to each of his attacks.

I understood his growing anxiety, but...

*The one who rushes always loses.*

Adding unnecessary force might increase the power of each strike slightly, but it also creates more openings.

"Die!"

He swung his sword in a straight line toward my neck.

It was a heavy, powerful strike, but to make such an obvious vertical slash while anxious...

Was he practically asking to be kicked?

As requested, I kicked his left knee with my right leg.

His body was sturdy and armored, so his knee probably wasn't broken, but I saw his movement falter for an instant.

"Argh!"

With that scream, his vertical slash was awkwardly interrupted... and I sliced through his neck.

After exchanging over a hundred blows in our attempts to kill each other, the ending came rather anticlimactically.

Human life is often tougher than expected, yet can also vanish in surprisingly trivial ways.

"Now I should put this head to good use."

Since reaching the Expert level, I hadn't made a habit of displaying the heads of those below the rank of mercenary captain or high-rank knight.

But the man I just killed was a mid-rank Expert and Baron Sornas's trump card, someone he had put at the forefront.

News of his death would be quite effective in lowering the enemy's morale.

"I, Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, have slain Ernan Corioli, mid-rank knight of Baron Sornas!"

At those words, the eyes of the baron's soldiers around me turned in my direction.

They blinked momentarily, unable to believe the reality before them, then cries of despair escaped their lips.

"Sir Corioli has fallen!"

In military terms, a mid-rank knight would be equivalent to a major in the Korean army—not a particularly high rank.

However, the news that the baron's trump card had been killed was enough to deal significant psychological damage to them.

As the news spread, some soldiers barely managed to hold onto their weapons as strength left their bodies.

"Shit, is this the end for us?"

From behind, a man who appeared to be Baron Sornas wildly waved his command baton and ordered.

"Don't panic and charge! If we can't break through, both I and all of you will become their prisoners!"

The baron's rebuke seemed to revive their fighting spirit momentarily... but it didn't last long.

Because behind us, accompanied by the sound of great trumpets and drums, the flags of Count Diong and his mercenaries and noble allies were raised.

"Baron Sornas! Surrender now and we'll spare your life!"
"Lay down your weapons and surrender!"
"Otherwise, we'll kill every last one of you!"

Though reinforcements had arrived, our enemies, including Baron Sornas, couldn't take any countermeasures.

His subordinates kept glancing toward the baron's position as they saw the sudden appearance of reinforcements.

Their intentions were obvious from their looks and movements.

I sighed and clicked my tongue at the sight.

With a bit more fighting, we could capture Sornas, but I'd already accomplished enough and should be satisfied with that.

*Being too greedy leads to indigestion.*

"Hold your positions!"

At that command, our mercenaries—no, the soldiers under Baron Eclair—all pointed their weapons at the enemies before us.

After a moment of silence, the reinforcements carrying flags and trumpets moved past us and advanced, calling out:

"Surrender and your lives will be spared."

At those words, Baron Sornas threw his sword to the ground.

"Damn it, damn it! Aaaaargh! I surrender, I surrender!"

He must have realized he was surrounded on both sides with no chance of retreat, leaving him no other option.

And this judgment was probably the best decision he could make in his current situation.

The noble leading the reinforcements smirked at those words.

"Thank you for your wise decision. Everyone, lay down your weapons!"

Thus, we successfully secured the enemy's surrender.

For a field battle on open plains, it had caused massive casualties on our side, but this meant we wouldn't have to conduct siege warfare against the other castles on the way to Ramasa Castle...

All things considered, this outcome was probably for the best.

Ch.183 - Tea Time After War
Just as dishes must be washed after a meal, a war must be followed by reports and meetings to handle the aftermath.

Without this, preparing for the next battle becomes difficult.

So even though those guys outside are enjoying themselves with sex, alcohol, and meat...

As the mercenary commander, I have to meet with bearded men to discuss the war's aftermath and future plans.

"Count Diong, our soldiers are completely exhausted. Whether we go to Ramasana Castle or elsewhere, you must guarantee them ample rest."
"I understand that. But we need to quickly secure the fortresses along the route to Ramasana Castle."
"If they have to walk there, the soldiers will collapse from exhaustion."

I'm just quietly listening to the conversation, but everything the mercenary captains are saying is correct.

Even during normal marches, we give troops a full day of rest after walking for 5-6 days, but we've been marching for nearly 10 days from the Sergei River without proper rest.

Add to that the battle we just fought, and all our forces must be completely drained.

So I decided to add my voice to those calling for rest.

"Count, what if we rest here today, then tomorrow capture Casa Castle, which is the closest, and take proper rest there?"
"Capture Casa Castle and then rest... Do you have a reason for suggesting this?"
"We're currently sourcing most of our food locally, so our supplies are running low. However, the enemy here was preparing for a siege, so they must have gathered substantial provisions."

The soldiers, knights, and lord who were supposed to defend Casa Castle stupidly fell for our fishing operation and were completely wiped out.

A castle without defenders is essentially empty, so with some persuasion backed by appropriate threats, the gates will open on their own.

"This would solve our immediate supply problems. We can figure out the rest after capturing Casa Castle."

Count Diong nodded at this, and the other mercenary captains and nobles expressed their agreement.

"Count, our unit's attrition is quite severe. We need to let them rest a bit while we reorganize."
"Even if the command staff can endure, if we push the regular mercenaries any harder, they might go on strike."
"Just give us one week of rest. The fortress on the way to Ramasana Castle has no defenders anyway, so we can take it quickly, right?"

Count Diong nodded at these words.

"Considering the food situation and other factors, I think Martin Meyer's proposal is timely. We'll rest here today, move to Casa Castle tomorrow, capture it, and rest for a week. You all should go and get some good rest now. You've worked hard today."

Everyone was satisfied with this policy that balanced practical concerns with their demands, and they left.

I also got up and hurried back to my tent.

"After spending two hours in post-battle meetings, the others probably ate everything without waiting for me and have already gone for round two."

At times like this, those guys have no loyalty whatsoever, so they've definitely gone for round two, and the financial officer would have approved using public funds to pay for prostitutes in recognition of their achievements.

This was according to my prior instructions, so it's not embezzlement by the officer but something perfectly normal, yet why does it feel so annoying?

"I'm working while those guys are having fun..."

But such feelings of resentment didn't last long.

"Martin, good work."
"Good work, Captain."
"Well done, my lord."

Karin, Lucia, and Hilde—all three welcomed me at my tent.

"Yeah, I'm back. Do you know what the others are doing now?"
"Seems like they're drinking and have all gone for round two."
"...Those disloyal bastards. The captain was racking his brain in post-battle meetings while they..."
"What loyalty did you expect from them when faced with alcohol and women? It would be easier to say mercenaries don't care about money."

Just as people die without air, mercenaries wither away without money.

Karin subtly moved closer to me as I sat, gently stroking from beside my knee up to my thigh while smiling.

"But Martin has me and Lucia, right?"

Meanwhile, Karin gave Hilde a meaningful look.

Hilde looked at my face, then blushed and turned away.

"If you wish..."

Far from seeming reluctant, she showed anticipation while being too shy to confess it herself... how fresh and innocent.

Though personally, I'd like to see Hilde volunteer to serve me first...

It might be good to wait patiently.

As Karin was being affectionate right next to me, Lucia approached close enough to touch my arm.

Then, humming a tune, she brought her head under my chin.

"Until a few days ago, I could feel my mana depleting after using eight intermediate spells, but in this battle, I was able to use ten intermediate spells!"

I understood perfectly well what she wanted to say, though she couldn't express it directly with Hilde and Karin watching.

Actually, it's strange that she can't say it when her actions make it so obvious...

Anyway, I raised my hand to praise Lucia.

But instead of patting her head or ears, I stroked her tail.

As I gently stroked her tail, Lucia's fox ears stood straight up.

"C-Captain?!"

Regardless, the fluffy, warm sensation was completely different from petting a dog's tail—it felt amazing.

It made me understand why people would pay exorbitant prices for fox fur coats.

*I've touched it thousands of times, but it feels new every time.*

I'm not sure if this is the right way to describe Lucia's tail, but it's as addictive as a drug.

Once you touch it, you want to keep touching it.

As I was absorbed in stroking Lucia's tail, Karin shook me from the side.

"Martin, Martin!"

When I came to my senses, Lucia's face had turned bright red.

"Captain, you shouldn't keep touching it like that..."

To think this would happen without even drinking alcohol.

When I stopped stroking her tail, Lucia puffed her cheeks slightly and grumbled.

"Touching tails is an expression of affection among us foxkin families, so Captain Martin or Sister Karin can touch it whenever you want. But if you touch it for too long, it gets ticklish!"

Wait, if it was ticklish, shouldn't she look like she was trying not to laugh?

Why was her face turning red? I wanted to ask, but...

*Hilde is here too, so she probably doesn't want to say it.*

"I'm sorry."

Despite my apology, Lucia turned her head slightly and distanced herself from me.

However, Lucia's rebellion, being so devoted to me, lasted only five minutes before she approached me again.

"If you do that again, I'll really be upset. I won't talk to you for a day or two..."

It was adorable how she specified "a day or two" rather than just saying she wouldn't talk to me.

After all, in a real marital fight, there would be talk of divorce and all sorts of unpleasantness...

But Lucia was saying that even at her angriest, she'd only be upset for a day or two—a sign of how much she loves me.

"I understand. I'm sorry."

Karin chuckled at us.

"Isn't this a bit much with Hilde and me here?"

As I smiled awkwardly at that comment, Hilde waved her hand.

"Not at all. As someone who serves my lord, I'm truly happy to see Captain Karin and Lucia getting along so well with him. After all, I'm merely the sword that protects my lord at his side, not one who can support his heart..."

"Yeah, you're still the same as ever."
"Still, in other ways, I'll do my best to repay the lord who took me in. No matter what anyone says, my lord is..."

Hilde looked at me with a gentle smile.

"Someone who will someday rise much higher than where you are now. Unlike other mercenary captains, you might someday become a baron, viscount, or perhaps even a count."

The Emperor of the Rheinpfalz Empire will soon die, and the time for full-scale civil war is approaching.

So if I exploit the vulnerabilities of the Rheinpfalz Empire well, I might be able to obtain at least a baron's title.

But starting as someone's vassal has clear limitations, so for now, I plan to build up my size and standing while waiting for a bigger opportunity.

"Being able to serve such a person at his side is an honor for a knight. I'm sure my father in heaven would be pleased as well."

Karin sighed at those words.

"Martin really is lucky with women. Me and Lucia, plus Hilde with her extreme loyalty. I'm worried you'll soon have more women than you can count on one hand."

She was subtly suggesting that Hilde would eventually become my woman, but neither Lucia nor Hilde objected.

Rather, Lucia perked up her fox ears and agreed.

"I think the Captain is perfectly capable of that. It's not necessarily bad, but I worry that if there are too many, the affection you show us might decrease."
"That won't happen."

This is one thing I can state with certainty.

After all, both Lucia and Karin are sufficiently—no, extremely—beautiful, so how could my affection for them decrease?

To me, the idea of mercenaries giving up alcohol and women seems more realistic.

After this brief moment of confirming our affection for each other, Karin looked at me and asked.

"By the way, what do you think will happen next? Count Diong seems like a good person so I'm reassured, but I'm concerned about how the war situation will unfold..."

I shrugged my shoulders and answered.

"If it were me, I'd go after Ramasana right away."
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The next day, my Diong County forces began marching early in the morning, arrived at Castle Kasa, and immediately surrounded it.

Normally, when a castle is surrounded, one of the count's direct vassals would go out to advise surrender, and then they'd start building trebuchets and ladders for the siege...

"Captain Martin, it's about time for you to go out."

Hearing those words, I stretched my body once and tightly gripped the scroll in my left hand.

Otto, who was standing beside me, snickered.

"Wow, I knew your achievements were significant, but I never thought they'd entrust you with demanding surrender on behalf of the Count. That's an honor worth boasting about for generations!"

Usually, nobles handle this role, but in my case, my achievements were so great that I was exceptionally assigned this task.

It's certainly something to be proud of, but the problem is that the mercenaries in our company will endlessly tease me about this at drinking parties.

*"Lord Martin Meyer read the surrender document to those poor souls at Castle Kasa."*

*"If they don't surrender, Deus's iron hammer will severely punish them!"*

*"When Lord Martin Meyer advised surrender with his thunderous voice, the enemies surrendered on their own."*

They'll mercilessly mock me with such comments, but...

"It would be an honor for generations if you guys wouldn't tease me. Honestly, being entrusted with demanding surrender is a kind of symbol that you're a trusted vassal. For a mere mercenary captain to do this instead? There's no greater honor."

When nobles considering contracts with me check whether the "White Beard Mercenaries" can be trusted, this fact alone would be enough to convince them.

If this becomes well-known, my value will naturally increase.

*Though I'm just a temporary wage earner, how could I pass up being known as a mercenary more trustworthy than core vassals when I'm on your side?*

"I suppose so. Good luck out there."

Since I need to build my reputation, I'd roll through a manure field if necessary... I changed my clothes.

My armor remained the same, but I decorated everything as luxuriously as possible with gold thread—my cloak, ceremonial sword, and even the horse's outfit that I normally wouldn't bother riding.

The clothes I'm wearing now, plus the decorative sword and the horse's outfit, would cost about half as much as a sword made with mithril.

One thousand gold coins for a sword I can't use and a horse that's only good for commanders or messengers.

Converting to Korean won, that's nearly a billion won. It's absolutely insane.

"Becoming a noble means dedicating your life to showing off, which is a real problem."

No wonder the second most common reason nobles go bankrupt is borrowing money to maintain their family's prestige through luxury and failing to repay it.

To think they put their whole heart into showing off like this.

Standing on the castle wall, I could see only about 20 proper soldiers in a castle that should have housed a thousand, as the rest had been killed or captured.

The remainder were all just peasants and women armed with cheap armor and shoddy weapons from inside the castle.

This was practically just a ceremony for show.

*Honestly, we could have sent a rookie mercenary to demand surrender with death threats, and they would have opened the gates.*

"On behalf of the great and holy Emperor of Montmartre, I, Count Campaneyu von Diong, declare: Open the gates and surrender. If you do not surrender, all your men will be killed, and your women will be sold as slaves."

If there were nobles or regular soldiers inside, they would have shouted back with tremendous force from the walls to resist.

But in this castle, there was no central figure to rally around, no one with the guts to refute my words.

"However, if you surrender, Count Diong will spare your lives. So make the right choice. This offer is valid only for the next two hours, until this afternoon. Think carefully."

Threats of immediate death are very effective against those without courage.

Because humans are creatures who, even with only two days left before a university assignment deadline, might think, "I'll do it all tomorrow," and get distracted.

Even in these extreme situations, someone might have other ideas and try to trick us.

Because of that one person thinking differently, we might end up slaughtering thousands of civilians inside.

*Moreover, the strategy I proposed would lose its effectiveness.*

So it's more effective in this case to give them as little leeway as possible.

"Will you really spare us?"

In this world, it's common practice to promise to spare lives, then as soon as the gates open, betray them by selling the men as galley slaves and the women as sex slaves.

That's probably why those in the castle are asking such questions.

Since I couldn't decide this on my own, I quietly asked the high-ranking official beside me.

"In my opinion, killing the residents in there won't gain us anything. What do you think?"

My tone was somewhat advisory to the high-ranking official, but he didn't express any displeasure toward me, the main contributor to this fishing operation.

Instead, he smiled quite willingly and answered.

"Count Diong said they just need to open the gates."

"Yes, understood."

With this, those guys will definitely open the gates now.

"Count Diong guarantees your lives. So open the gates right now."

There was no verbal response to my words, but the gates opened instead.

I had thought my job was just to demand surrender, so I was caught off guard...

It seems it was a bit more complicated than I expected.

"I will withdraw now."

"Go in, take control of the castle, organize the troops, and then go straight to Count Diong. The Count said he has something to ask you, the one who devised this fishing operation."

At those words, I bowed respectfully and withdrew.

As I backed away, I mentally clicked my tongue at the Count who was trying to give me more work even after taking control of the castle.

I know it's all for merit and money, but I need some rest too.

**

A few hours after Count Diong took control of the castle, I immediately reported to the Count's office.

I'd have preferred to tear into some beer and meat with our mercenaries, but what can I do when our employer summons me?

"You came faster than I expected."

"When the Count calls, I must move as quickly as possible."

"That's a good attitude. These days, I wish all mercenaries were half as good as you."

What a terrible thing to say.

If that happened, the quality of mercenaries would improve, and relatively speaking, the value of me and our mercenary company would decrease significantly, if not completely.

Wouldn't that make achieving my ambitions increasingly difficult?

"You flatter me. So, why did you call for me?"

Count Diong pointed to a pile of documents and smirked.

"We need to plan our next operations. Whether we march to Ramasana in a week or retrace our march route, we need to establish general guidelines."

If we're moving in a week, we need to prepare plans in advance for how to move.

"Which option do you prefer, Count?"

The Count shrugged and smiled.

"Any operation that can make me a Margrave will do."

Between a Count and a Margrave, it's only one rank difference in title, but the authority and power difference is like that between an executive director and the president of a major corporate subsidiary.

That's why nobles with higher titles would risk their lives for a chance at "promotion"...

It seems Count Diong's eyes have been opened to the opportunity I've placed before him.

To be fair, on our way here, we've essentially conquered six castles without a single siege battle.

Among armies with similar command authority and forces, including Count Diong's, we've probably achieved our objectives the fastest.

So it's reasonable to think that pushing a little further could earn him the title of "Margrave."

As it happens, I have a pretty good operation in mind.

It's nothing special, but it's an operation that will make the Emperor find Count Diong admirable and praiseworthy.

"I happen to have an operation in mind. Would you like to hear it?"

Count Diong answered seriously.

"Frankly, a mercenary company of just 500 men is too small for you. This is your chance to become a mercenary captain leading over a thousand troops through your achievements here. So please, present your idea."

"Send a letter to His Majesty who is in the rear, asking him to come here in person. That alone will be sufficient."
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Count Diong stared at me with his mouth agape.

"...... Call His Majesty? Are you in your right mind?"

If I hadn't perfectly executed this baiting operation, far more colorful language would have cascaded from the Count's mouth like a waterfall.

Actually, he seems too shocked to speak properly after hearing such grandiose nonsense—a mere count suggesting that the Emperor, stationed nearly a hundred kilometers away, should come to his camp with a "you come here" attitude during an operation.

Whatever the case, if I don't provide a proper explanation, I'll be thrown out immediately.

"As a mere mercenary captain, I've considered numerous strategic and political factors before making this proposal to you, Count."

Count Diong narrowed his eyes as he looked at me.

"Well, I don't want to doubt your words, but this is..."

The Count raised his hand, about to signal me to withdraw.

If I retreat now without explaining my intentions, the trust and good impression I've built with the Count would rapidly deteriorate—perhaps not completely, but significantly.

That would affect my future reputation and the compensation I'd receive after this war.

I absolutely cannot let that happen.

"In this war, the one who needs results most urgently isn't you, Count, but His Majesty."

At this unexpected but shocking statement, Count Diong froze.

I need to press my advantage here.

"Think about it. You've already achieved great merits in this war. Even without further accomplishments, you'll be granted additional territories. But what about His Majesty?"

Count Diong's brow twitched.

"You're being disrespectful to His Majesty."

However, he didn't tell me to withdraw, which means he's giving me a chance to convince him.

"At this rate, His Majesty will likely win this war. But consider this: His Majesty personally joined this war, yet frankly speaking, he hasn't achieved any direct accomplishments."

Of course, the role of a commander-in-chief isn't to be at the front lines cutting down enemies like a mercenary captain like me, or capturing mercenaries or nobles directly.

Nor does he need to be like Count Diong, leading an army of 15,000 and focusing on capturing various castles.

The commander-in-chief's role is simply defined by one thing: whether the war ends in victory without losses or in defeat.

"Why does that matter? His Majesty is the commander-in-chief of this battle. This means my achievements are His Majesty's—"

The Count stopped mid-sentence, then continued with a changed tone.

"His Majesty collected enormous sums from central and territorial nobles to participate in this war. Moreover, this war was initiated to punish the King of Barselo, who claimed ownership of the Toulua Duchy without any basis. Yet there's no direct achievement by His Majesty."

The Count paused briefly, then continued cautiously.

"Even with a victory, this would give central nobles and others reason to doubt His Majesty's military capabilities."

The commander-in-chief's role is ultimately to lead the war to victory.

But what if the commander himself doesn't take direct action and merely gives orders from the safety of the rear?

This gives those who were squeezed for money without receiving proper benefits something to complain about.

"That bastard king just exploits poor nobles while enjoying the spoils from behind, claiming all the benefits as commander-in-chief!"

They'd cause trouble after sophisticated political calculations.

This war is a gamble where the Emperor has staked his prestige and money, so he stands to gain enormous dividends after victory.

Those who dislike this outcome and couldn't secure their own benefits would rather support someone like Count Diong than allow the "imperial authority" to strengthen, as they can somewhat control nobles like Diong but not the Emperor if he grows too powerful.

"That's not necessarily bad for you, Count. However, I believe it won't maximize the benefits you could obtain."
"...... How impertinent."

There are two types of impertinent people.

One is just an arrogant fool, and the other is someone whose abilities are so outstanding that they can't be ignored despite their impertinence.

I'll definitely be the latter.

"I have a track record of turning a former mercenary captain who led just 500 men into a baron."
"Hmm..."
"And I can bring you maximum benefits and glory."
"Fine, let me hear it then. No need for pretense. You can curse, call the Montmartre nobles barbarians like those islanders who dip bread in sauce made of boiled mint leaves and sugar, or even call them heretical homosexuals. As long as it benefits me."

Heretical homosexual—that's probably equivalent to calling a Korean independence hero a Japanese collaborator, or worse.

He's saying I can be as extreme as needed, as long as I present a proper strategy.

"Nobles who paid money instead of going to war themselves will argue that if the war ends like this, His Majesty merely delegated everything to his commanders from behind, yet takes the largest share. Why should he?"

I've heard that in companies, difficult tasks are handled by employees, associates, and managers, while the credit is stolen by morally bankrupt department heads who contribute nothing.

Those at the bottom become so angry they might pray several times a day for their department head's demise.

How much more would nobles feel this way after investing massive taxes, soldiers, food, and population from their territories while fighting on the front lines?

If I were them, I'd want to see the Emperor who took my money suffer, just like those entry-level employees wishing for their boss's downfall.

"Make the Emperor penniless."

They'd personally feel this way because nobles are people too.

"So?"
"They'll argue that since His Majesty contributed little to this war, the benefits should go to those who shed blood on the front lines, like yourself. This would prevent imperial authority from becoming overwhelmingly strong and pressuring them."

In this scenario, the distribution of rewards would look like this:

A significant portion of the territories that the Emperor would have claimed through direct participation would go to nobles who fought on the front lines.

So even if things proceed this way, Count Diong would still receive "massive rewards," but...

The Count looked puzzled at my words.

"Then there's nothing bad for me at all?"
"That's why I mentioned maximum benefits. You'll receive enormous territories either way, but if you're going to be rewarded for your contributions to victory, shouldn't you receive as much as possible?"
"There's nothing wrong with what you've said, but you're being long-winded. Get to the point."

I had to demonstrate my understanding of the political background to convince the Count, which made my explanation lengthy.

Now I should cut unnecessary talk.

"If His Majesty comes down with his direct command of 20,000 troops, we can feed achievements to the Emperor of the Montmartre Empire. So many that his mouth will split from grinning, a truly enormous amount."
"Explain."
"First, we'll continue surrounding Ramasana Castle from Casa Castle, and surrender all castles on the way to Ramasana Castle to His Majesty."

These castles have no garrisons and would open their gates with just a warning—we've already done 99% of the work.

Even if the Emperor were thick-skinned, he couldn't deny Count Diong's contributions, so we can afford to give him this much.

"While surrounding Ramasana Castle, you should announce that His Majesty the Emperor of Montmartre is coming with a great army. When His Majesty arrives in person, the gates will naturally open."
"According to our interrogation of Baron Sornas's vassals, their castle has only about 4,000 garrison troops, and reinforcements would take a long time to arrive. They'd have no choice but to open the gates before an army of 34,000."

There's a common misconception that defenders in a castle can hold off ten times their number.

This isn't entirely wrong, but there's a prerequisite.

To face ten times your number, you need an extremely capable general—maybe not Zhuge Liang-level from Romance of the Three Kingdoms, but at least as competent as Guan Yu or Zhang Fei.

And most generals don't come close to Guan Yu or Zhang Fei's abilities.

Why? Because Guan Yu and Zhang Fei were in the top 0.1% of thousands of generals during the Three Kingdoms period.

"This is possible because His Majesty trusted you enough to come here. With this alone, His Majesty will have achieved 'merit.'"

Our force of about 15,000 avoiding unnecessary engagements and taking the castle is equivalent to saving hundreds of our soldiers' lives.

Hearing this, the Count urged me on expectantly.

"Continue."
"It would be easier to explain with a map. May I take one out and show you?"
"Go ahead."

After unfolding the map, I pointed to locations one by one.

"Look here. Beyond Ramasana Castle, there are several small castles, but at the end lies Laseu City. Laseu City itself has a population exceeding 40,000, but right in front of it is Terasa City, one of the five major cities of the Barselo Kingdom."

Befitting one of the kingdom's five major cities, Terasa City has approximately 200,000-250,000 people living within its walls.

This means about 500,000 live in the surrounding suburbs, with another 500,000 in the wider region.

Capturing this would effectively allow us to rule over more than 1.2 million people.

"If Terasa City falls, we'll gain control of the entire surrounding area. They'll have to pull troops from other fronts to defend Laseu City."
"Isn't that remarkable? Such a significant effect just from His Majesty's movement!"

This means that simply by moving his direct army of 20,000, the Emperor would cause the other three fronts to be pacified instantly.

In that case, the Emperor would have contributed directly and indirectly to pacifying three fronts...

*Even if the Montmartre nobles were thick-skinned, they couldn't deny the Emperor's achievements.*

The Count sighed in amazement after hearing my strategy.

"This will work. So what benefit do I get?"

I smiled at his question.

"His Majesty will remember you. He'll remember how three fronts fell at once, and why he, who had been waiting for messengers from the rear, was able to achieve such great merit. The achievement of rapidly pacifying three fronts is too great for 'His Majesty' to monopolize. He will naturally want to share it with you, Count, who orchestrated everything."

Nobles value trust relationships above all else.

Because even an Emperor without trust might be overthrown by his subordinates at any time.

So when it's obvious to everyone that the Emperor achieved great merit thanks to Count Diong, even the Emperor would have to share the credit.

The Count burst into laughter upon hearing this.

"Ha, hahaha, damn. Yes, this will definitely work. Everything is exactly as you said."

Then he pounded the desk.

"To be honest, the reason His Majesty accepted this war was because the imperial authority in Montmartre was weak. It's a war to strengthen imperial power, but if His Majesty achieves nothing, it would be a complete humiliation. And now I'll fill that gap and reap the benefits? I never imagined such a scenario."

The fact that the Montmartre Emperor's power is weakened is information only known to Montmartre titled nobles or court administrators.

I've successfully obtained some valuable intelligence here.

"Very well, do as you wish. Let's see if we can properly move His Majesty the Emperor."
"Thank you."
"I'll write the letter myself. And this is just a small token of my appreciation."

The Count handed me a promissory note.

"It's a note for one thousand gold coins I received from a Medici Republic merchant. It can be exchanged anywhere on the continent, so use it as you wish. This is completely separate from your regular reward."

Then he began writing something on expensive paper with a pen, without even looking back at me.

He's surely writing a letter detailing why the Emperor should come here, lavishly praising His Majesty.

"Then I'll take my leave."
"Go and rest."
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Exreterum Castle, the Emperor's temporary office.

The Emperor of the Mongmartre Empire, Louis von Montpellier, was sitting at his desk contemplating not strategies to repel enemy soldiers, but how he himself could make significant achievements.

"Damn it all! If things continue like this, it'll only benefit those bastards like Count Dijon, Marquis Gastagne, Margrave Marshe, and Duke Chartres!"

Emperor Louis clutched his head in frustration.

"I squeezed military funds from the central nobles and other aristocrats under the pretext of punishing Barselo's mad ravings, but if the war ends without me personally achieving anything noteworthy! Those bastards will certainly use my lack of contribution as an excuse to undermine imperial authority! Argh!"

In the Emperor's mind, most of Mongmartre's nobles were like vipers, constantly eyeing his power.

This war had been started precisely so he could establish undeniable achievements necessary to survive as Emperor and rule properly over those nobles.

Yet in this conflict, only his subordinate nobles were distinguishing themselves, while he had no personal military accomplishments. This would become perfect gossip fodder for those who loved to criticize the Emperor.

"I've emptied the taxes from imperial territories, merchant tributes, and even the treasury to raise this army. All that remains is to create undeniable achievements in my name that no one can question."

As time passed, the Emperor grew increasingly anxious, and the more urgent he felt, the narrower his vision became.

Just then, someone knocked on the door.

*Is the chamberlain sending a village maiden to my bed after sensing my mood?*

Though he appreciated the thoughtfulness, the Emperor was in no state of mind for such diversions.

"Chamberlain, I appreciate the sentiment. However, I'm not in the mood right now, so give the woman you've brought some money and send her away."

Contrary to the Emperor's expectation, it was the Marshal of the Mongmartre Imperial Army at the door.

"Your Majesty, it's me."
"Marshal Armand, come in."

As Armand entered, the Emperor blushed and cleared his throat.

"Ahem, ahem. Please forget what I just said. I've been talking nonsense lately. You understand."

Armand sighed at the Emperor's absurd excuse.

"Both the chamberlain and I are well aware of Your Majesty's deep concerns. I'll forget it."
"Thank you. Now, judging by your visit at this hour, you must have important business."

Marshal Armand immediately mentioned his purpose.

"Count Dijon has captured Casa Castle, which stands right before Ramasana Castle. Additionally, he has killed or captured all garrison troops in the remaining castles along the route to Ramasana."
"If he captured Casa Castle, shouldn't he have naturally captured the six castles before it? I question whether this report is false."

Capturing only Casa Castle, the final stronghold on the path to Ramasana Castle, while bypassing the six castles before it would be practically insane.

This would give those six castles the power to cut off supply lines and isolate Count Dijon, effectively controlling his fate.

The Emperor slammed his desk in anger.

"Damn it... Count Dijon has ruined everything! Doesn't he realize that leaving those six castles unconquered means they could cut his supply lines and isolate him at any time?"

Armand, as Imperial Marshal, corrected the Emperor's misunderstanding.

"Your Majesty, he has completely annihilated the garrisons of the remaining castles. Therefore, in the six castles Count Dijon passed through, there are neither troops to block supplies nor castle lords to issue such orders."

While the Emperor lacked military leadership skills, he was otherwise a fairly wise ruler.

Hearing this, a smile formed on his lips.

"Impressive, very impressive. Well done. Those fools Gastagne, Marshe, and Chartres have barely destroyed two castles each and will take two more months to surround their targets. Yet Count Dijon has already secured Casa Castle."

But reflecting on his own words, he realized this only elevated Count Dijon's competence, not demonstrating his own abilities.

Recognizing this, the Emperor quietly gritted his teeth, showing his displeasure.

"Armand, while good news is good news... Armand, Marquis Gramont, you know well why I personally joined this war after hearing that madman's demand to surrender the Duchy of Toulouia."

The Imperial Marshal, as the empire's military leader, was one of the Emperor's closest confidants, like an arm of the Emperor himself, alongside the chancellor who managed imperial officials.

Naturally, Armand was a core member of the pro-imperial faction.

The stronger the Emperor's power grew, the stronger Armand's own power became, and the more land and money he could receive from the Emperor.

Thus, the Emperor trusted and relied on Armand.

"Of course. Didn't Your Majesty come to establish irrefutable achievements that no one could dispute? But Count Dijon's report contains more than just this. Please read it."
"Let me see."

As the Emperor read Count Dijon's letter, a smile gradually spread across his face.

The contents perfectly addressed his concerns.

After finishing the strategic plan sent by Count Dijon, the Emperor's eyes sparkled as he asked:

"Armand, does this seem feasible? I asked if it seems feasible!"
"Your Majesty, I haven't read the operation details."
"My apologies. It just seems like such an attractive and reasonable plan."
"May I read it and then give you my opinion?"
"Please do. Meanwhile, I'll go have a quick meal."

The Emperor went to eat with a cheerful mood for the first time in nearly a month, while Armand thoroughly analyzed the plan.

After a leisurely two-hour meal, the Emperor returned with a relaxed expression.

"Well, what do you think of this strategy? Does it seem likely to succeed?"

Armand nodded.

"Yes, Your Majesty's leading a large army to Ramasana Castle alone will earn you great merit."
"And why is that?"

The Emperor already knew from reading the report but asked anyway.

*I hope Armand's assessment matches this report.*

"After their major defeat in this battle, the Barselo forces are trying to buy time until reinforcements arrive to protect Laseu Castle by using Ramasana, Girona, Merengas, and Loria Castles as strongholds."

While Ramasana and its surrounding areas were decent regions with a significant population, Laseu and Terasa before it were incomparably more important strategic points.

"However, just the news of Your Majesty leading 20,000 troops to join Count Dijon will undoubtedly cause Ramasana Castle to surrender. Furthermore, I believe we can surround Laseu Castle before the other corps commanders arrive."
"With 35,000—no, considering casualties in Count Dijon's corps, about 33,000 troops—that should be quite feasible. And then?"
"The castle lords of Girona, Merengas, and Loria will withdraw all their forces to Laseu. Thus, Your Majesty will achieve the merit of making them abandon three regions simply by moving with your army."

The Emperor's face flushed with excitement at these words.

"Hmm, hmm. Excellent! Do you think we can take Laseu Castle then!?"

Armand inwardly sighed at the Emperor's tone, which had abandoned all dignity.

*While I understand Your Majesty trusts me, this obsession with achievements is somewhat...*

Nevertheless, he understood the Emperor's feelings and had no intention of criticizing him.

Besides, everything was going well at the moment.

"That depends on the local situation. However, since the Barselo forces weren't completely defeated, they will concentrate all their troops at Laseu... It will be a difficult battle."

The Emperor's expression briefly soured at this...

"But capturing just Ramasana, Loria, Merengas, and Girona would secure territory equivalent to a duchy. Moreover, considering post-war negotiations, you might gain territory equivalent to two duchies. While not a historic great victory, this would more than prove Your Majesty's military capability."

The Emperor smiled at Armand's sincere words, free of flattery.

"This couldn't be better. How long will it take to march to Ramasana?"
"Since we've thoroughly prepared for the march, we can depart the day after tomorrow."
"Begin the march at dawn the day after tomorrow, and ensure we reach Ramasana within ten days. Now I shall rest."

Despite claiming he would rest, the Emperor showed no signs of fatigue; his twitching shoulders clearly revealed his excitement.

As the Emperor was about to leave the office, he suddenly recalled the name of the strategy's proposer written at the bottom of the report.

"This operation was proposed to Count Dijon by Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries? The friend who saved that fool of a baron?"

Armand took a moment to remember but soon recalled the name.

"Isn't he the mercenary captain who defeated 2,000 enemy troops in a week-long battle with just 500 mercenaries?"
"So he proposed this operation. If Ramasana Castle opens its gates as Count Dijon suggested, I must give this fellow a special reward."

Two days later, the Emperor hastily departed for Ramasana Castle, leading an army of 20,000.
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Throughout my career as a mercenary, I've experienced all kinds of battles.

Siege warfare, ambushes, field battles on open plains—you name it.

Among these, siege warfare was by far the worst.

The reason being, unless the enemy commander is a complete idiot, a small force can easily defeat a larger one, and even when you win, the casualties on your side are enormous, leading to severe consequences.

So naturally, both my subordinates and I should be tense before the siege of Ramasana, but...

Far from being tense, the regular troops under the nobles of the Montmartre Empire and the mercenaries were gleefully taunting the soldiers inside Ramasana Castle with one voice.

"You stupid Barcelo fools stuck in Ramasana Castle, open the gates already!"
"His Majesty the Emperor of Montmartre is coming all the way here to crush your heads!"
"Surrender and see the light!"

The expressions of the Ramasana Castle soldiers soured at these words, but they made no reply.

Excluding the 1,500 casualties from the previous two battles, our forces numbered 13,500, while according to our scouts, there were only about 4,000 inside the castle walls.

Even if reinforcements were to arrive, it would take a long time, so these guys were essentially doomed even without the Emperor's presence.

*They're too gloomy to respond.*

At least the knights and mercenary captains on the castle walls raised their voices in retort.

"You filthy Montmartre scum! When our reinforcements arrive, we'll hang all your heads on spears!"

No, don't you understand? Your reinforcements absolutely won't arrive until you're all dead or have surrendered.

In about three days, the Emperor of Montmartre will arrive, and by then, your fate will be decided, whether you die or surrender.

Since there's nothing particular to do right now, should I join in the fun?

I took a deep breath and shouted with Aura-infused volume:

"We have an army of over 10,000, while you barely have just over 4,000. How exactly do you plan to hang our heads on spears?"

My words triggered roars of laughter around me.

"Don't think for a moment that we're being careless with our guard! His Majesty of Montmartre will soon arrive at this camp. If we want to receive praise and wine from His Majesty, we must maintain perfect vigilance!"

Although we outnumber them nearly four times, they might still attempt a surprise attack by tunneling under us or sneaking over the walls while we're drunk and asleep at night.

If we're caught unprepared and take a hit, not only would morale plummet, but in the worst case, Count Diong's forces could be completely wiped out.

That's why Count Diong is insisting on strict guard duty, even though the castle will eventually fall as we maintain the siege.

"So why don't you open the gates now and surrender to save your life and your lord's?"

When I taunted them like this, the knight on the wall began to shout angrily.

"You uneducated mercenary bastard!"
"I see you have no logical response, which means I'm right. Wow, Barcelo must be full of people who can only curse when they're at a loss for words. Being a knight there must be so easy!"

Having won this pointless war of words, many soldiers, including my mercenaries, cheered excitedly.

Otto had somehow appeared with a beer in one hand and a pig's hind leg in the other, cackling with laughter.

"Our Captain Martin's verbal skills are truly something to behold. Without a single vulgar word, he can completely turn someone inside out—he's the best at it."

Even mercenaries from other companies gave me a thumbs up.

"Not just good at fighting, but quite the silver tongue too."

Just as I was feeling rather pleased with myself after that verbal sparring, I noticed dust rising in the distance.

Since they were coming from the direction of Casa Castle toward Ramasana, they were most likely our allies, but...

I hadn't expected anyone to arrive, so I couldn't be certain whether they were friends or foes.

Moreover, judging by the size of the dust cloud, there were at least 500 of them.

"White Beard Mercenaries! Everyone on alert! Assume enemies are approaching!"

As I shouted first, similar orders echoed from other mercenary companies and noble armies.

"Alert! Alert! Enemy! Enemy approaching!"
"We don't know how many there are, so be extra vigilant!"
"Damn it, move now! Put down your drinks and run!"

The approaching group probably didn't number a thousand, but unexpected arrivals always warrant caution.

And who knows? There might be thousands, perhaps nearly ten thousand infantry following behind them.

Those who had been partying wildly just moments ago scrambled to find their positions.

"Get to your positions! Lower the palisades and prepare for defense!"

The new recruits, who had been enjoying themselves, suddenly started running around in confusion.

"Damn it! Who the hell are those guys?"

Given the current situation, the probability of those approaching being enemies was practically zero.

Why? Logically, our forces had completely secured the path we had traveled, so where would enemies suddenly appear from?

However, in war and in life, you never know when the unexpected might happen...

"Damn it, who are they? Who shows up at a time like this and scares people?"

If they were enemies, I would go from being the top contributor who proposed the strategy to capture Ramasana Castle to the top idiot who helped the enemy stab us in the back.

*That can't be possible, please...*

As everyone tensed up, wondering if orders to fight off an enemy attack would come...

Suddenly, the sound of trumpets and drums came from nearby.

A marching tune played in short bursts, lively drumbeats and other instruments...

Hearing this, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

"Whew, for a moment I thought everything was going to hell."

Because those marching instruments meant that the group approaching from the distance included someone very important from Montmartre.

As I sighed with relief, nobles of all ranks—barons, viscounts, everyone—began moving urgently.

Baron Eclair was running around shouting:

"The Emperor! His Majesty the Emperor has arrived! Everyone prepare for inspection! Prepare for inspection!"

Another baron was similarly frantic:

"Properly organize the camp! I said organize it! The Emperor is coming soon!!!"

They all sounded like battalion commanders who'd just heard their division commander with mountain-moving authority was arriving.

The Emperor was far higher and nobler than Count Diong, our employer.

*If we make a bad impression on the Emperor, our mercenary company could be dismissed in an instant, no matter how well we fight.*

So I too hurried to make a good impression, making a cold-headed judgment.

"His Majesty the Emperor has arrived, you bastards! Clean up your areas immediately! Merchants, clear away all this food waste and leftovers! Get the prostitutes properly dressed and move them to the back!"

No matter how skilled I might be, there's nothing I could do if I fell out of favor with the Emperor.

Even my men, who would normally put on a show of reluctance when other nobles visited, moved with incredible speed.

I, a captain who usually delegated menial tasks to subordinates, personally grabbed a broom and swept the ground while giving orders.

"Cover food spills with dirt! Go to the armory and bring out the pikes! Polish them until they shine!"

Otto also went around directing soldiers on their tasks.

"We need to make a good impression on the Emperor to earn more money! Yes, Max's squad! You organize the tents!"

Normally, mercenaries don't make such a fuss when important people visit...

But with the Emperor, we really have no choice.

If the Emperor even sighs at us, we could lose a thousand gold in performance bonuses.

*Power truly is everything.*

Just as I was inwardly sighing while organizing the mercenary quarters, trumpet sounds could be heard from the distance.

And the source of that sound was getting closer.

"Ah, damn it."

I didn't want the Emperor to arrive so suddenly at such an unexpected time.

*He's probably just here to inspect the Ramasana castle walls.*

It was obvious they had ridden here at full speed, and since the Emperor is human too, he'd probably want to rest.

I just needed to maintain strict discipline when the Emperor looked our way, and everything would end well.

After standing at attention for about ten minutes, I could see the Emperor's entourage approaching.

Though their armor was somewhat dusty from the urgent ride, the Emperor's armor seemed to be made entirely of orichalcum...

It shone brilliantly with rainbow colors, and Count Diong was sticking close to his side.

"Your Majesty, what do you think of our Diong forces now that you've seen them in person?"

I couldn't hear clearly from this distance, but the Emperor's voice seemed to carry satisfaction.

"Very good. It's fitting that you've reached this place, which was designated as a target two months ahead of others."

If things continue like this, we might receive a small reward.

"But where is the mercenary captain who proposed this 'fishing operation' strategy? I'd like to meet him."

Ch.188 - Move The Emperor (5)
A guard knight quickly rushed to where I was when the Emperor requested my presence from a distance.

Since a guard knight is at least a mid-level or high-level knight from a baron or viscount family...

I should properly show respect rather than appear arrogant.

As the saying goes, the ripest grain bows its head lowest, and those with exceptional abilities should maintain a humble attitude before our superiors to preserve the good image built so far.

*Strictly speaking, I only need to pretend to be humble.*

The guard knight came to the White Beard mercenary group and asked, "Where is Martin Meyer, the mercenary captain here?"

"That's me."

"I am Louis Chapelle, senior knight of the Imperial Guard. His Majesty urgently requests your presence, so hurry."

"Yes, understood."

When they heard the Emperor had summoned me, the mercenaries in our group looked at me with envious eyes.

Though there were occasionally women mixed in like Lucia, Karin, and Hilde, most were men, which made things a bit awkward at times.

But I didn't sense any lewdness in their gazes.

One of the men who had been with us since Dalten's time snickered and whispered, "Damn, the guys who followed Captain Dalten would be kicking themselves if they heard this news."

Otto, with tears welling in his eyes in an unmanly display, mumbled quietly with a smile, "If I just follow Captain Martin, maybe someday I could become a baron too... hehehe."

They're making such a fuss even though we haven't secured a definitive victory in this war yet.

At this rate, I wonder if they'll have heart attacks from laughing too hard when they receive their post-war rewards.

The senior knight called Louis, perhaps because he serves the Emperor, urged me with an extremely intimidating attitude.

"Hurry up. Do you intend to commit the disrespect of keeping His Majesty waiting?"

Come on, I'm not even a citizen of Montmartre, so what's with this freezing disrespect charge?

"I'm coming right now."

When I quickly made my way to where the Emperor was, I saw several people who looked extremely important, including Count Diong.

By Korean standards, they would be equivalent to three or four-star generals or provincial governors, all maintaining extremely respectful postures before the Emperor.

*Well, even division commanders who seem like absolute authorities in the military are like gentle lambs before corps commanders.*

In a world where the class system is alive and well, whether count or duke, they're naturally inferior before the Emperor.

I bowed my head deeply to show extreme respect and waited. The Emperor looked down at me and asked, "Are you Martin Meyer of the White Beard mercenary group?"

"Yes, I am."

"Raise your head and stand up."

Looking at the Emperor's face, I saw it was full of a broad smile.

He resembled a kind, generous grandfather, with his reddish-brown beard so bushy it reminded me of Santa Claus.

*It makes sense, since thanks to me, he conquered six castles on the way here so quickly.*

"Ho ho, it reminds me of when I was young. You're quite handsome and sturdy."

"I'm honored."

"You're quite cultured for a mercenary captain. Are you perhaps from a noble family?"

"I was a low-ranking knight serving a baron's family in Rheinpfalz. However, I was betrayed by the lord I served."

He proposed I marry a 40-year-old widow weighing over 100kg, and if I died, all our family assets would be transferred to her family—what a terrible proposal.

If that's not betrayal, what is?

The Emperor sighed and patted my shoulder.

"So even a young man like you has experienced great hardship in life. Well, unlike our cultured Montmartre Empire, those Rheinpfalz fellows are quite uneducated, so such madmen might exist there."

From my perspective, both empires seem equally good at pretending to be cultured while being equally uneducated, only interested in women and money.

"Still, don't take it too much to heart. Whoever that person is, I'm sure they're clutching their stomach in pain somewhere far away after hearing of your achievements."

Despite bringing 500 knights including the Imperial Guard composed only of Experts or higher...

If something unexpected had happened, the worst accident of the Emperor being assassinated could have occurred, yet he rushed here despite that risk.

I thought he would be someone very honest with his emotions, but this Emperor's manner of speaking is incredibly blunt.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"I'm glad you don't engage in unnecessary flattery. Now, let me ask you one thing. What is the plan for the upcoming operation?"

The answer is already set.

*If you're not a complete idiot, we could storm through not only Lamasa but all the way to Laseu in an unstoppable advance.*

That was exactly the essence of the operation I had proposed and submitted, so I'd be a fool to change my words now.

However, when saying the same thing, isn't it better to say it as prettily as possible to gain the other person's favor?

"The operation I proposed will certainly succeed."

"You sound very confident. Why is that?"

"The operation I proposed is predicated on Your Majesty's dignity. You arrived at this Lamasana Castle faster than an army of 20,000, showing the enemy your lion-like courage."

The Emperor, who seemed easily swayed by his emotions, smiled brightly at my words.

"Hmm, I am rather brave. In my younger days, when I was still a prince, I even went to war and crossed swords with the enemy at the front lines."

From what I've seen so far, he didn't seem like someone lacking in ability as an Emperor, but he must have been a failure as a royal during his princely days.

Unless he was an Expert-level swordsman or at least a mid-level mage, why would a royal person go to war with a sword?

"Of course, now that I'm Emperor, I don't engage in such reckless behavior. But that doesn't mean the courage in my heart has disappeared. That's what dignity is. That's why I wanted to capture this castle as quickly as possible to put those Barcelona fellows in a difficult position, so I hurried here on horseback."

The people inside that castle wouldn't have dared to come out and fight even when only Count Diong's army was here.

However, if we tried to capture the castle, they would certainly have resisted.

Even though they heard the Emperor was coming, they're still hesitant and haven't opened the gates yet...

*But the Emperor's arrival means a large army is coming.*

Once they confirm the Emperor's presence, those gates will open immediately.

"And on my way here, I brought a small gift for you."

At the Emperor's signal, someone who looked like an attendant brought a fairly large treasure chest.

Seeing that the exterior was gilded with mithril, the contents must be extraordinary.

"I brought some jewelry made of rubies, sapphires, emeralds, gold, silver, and other valuables. Since you haven't been a mercenary captain for long, you must need money. If you wish, you can bestow it upon your subordinates, or if you have a woman you care for, you could give it as a gift."

Seeing him play such a big card already, it seems the Emperor really wants to win me over.

"I will consider this an honor to be passed down through my family line."

The Emperor laughed heartily at my words.

"Are you already confident that you'll become nobility with your abilities? I like that very much. Very well, then let me ask you, Martin Meyer. How can we open that Lamasana Castle?"

If the Emperor just makes a decent surrender recommendation, the count inside that castle will open it with a welcoming "irasshaimase."

"Your Majesty, please recommend surrender. Then it will open."

"When the gates open, I'll give you this. You may withdraw now."

As I withdrew, the gazes of the high-ranking officials, including Count Diong, fixed on me.

They didn't say anything, perhaps because they were near the Emperor, but they were clearly thinking:

*Based on his achievements so far and his attitude toward the Emperor, he's a competently crazy bastard.*

The more they think that way, the higher my value will rise, so I hope they continue thinking that way.

By the time I returned to the White Beard mercenary camp, the Emperor had approached the gates and commanded:

"Surrender! If you surrender, I will spare your lives and will not plunder the lands of the citizens in the castle or the serfs living in the surrounding area! However, if you do not accept this recommendation now."

The Emperor's words were briefly interrupted, and soon the guard knights' resounding cheers echoed.

"Long live His Imperial Majesty! Death to the enemies of His Majesty!"

Though they were only about 100 in number, they were all at least Expert-level fighters, and their shouts infused with Aura were incredibly loud.

It wasn't enough to shake heaven and earth, but it was loud enough that even we, at quite a distance, wanted to cover our ears.

Then the Emperor pointed his sword at them and ordered:

"The sharpest sword of the Montmartre Empire will pierce the necks of those who resist! After the castle falls, all survivors, regardless of status, will be killed! Surrender!"

At the Emperor's powerful recommendation, not only the soldiers but even the knights on the castle walls visibly panicked.

I couldn't hear what they were saying, but the atmosphere had clearly become very serious.

The soldiers were holding their spears and looking around nervously, and the knights couldn't even think of stopping them.

And after a short while, the solid castle gates opened.

"Lamasana Castle begs for mercy from His Imperial Majesty of the Montmartre Empire."

I knew this would happen, but actually witnessing it with my own eyes made me feel quite proud.

Ch.189 - Move The Emperor (6)
In the meeting room of Ramasana Castle.

While the emperor had not yet arrived, the nobles gathered with nobles, and mercenary captains with mercenary captains, all engaged in casual conversation.

Naturally, I mingled among the mercenary captains, ears perked up, focusing on gathering as much new information as possible.

"The Emperor of Montmartre seems to be quite a diligent person. How does he think about planning operations as soon as he arrives here?"
"That's not a bad thing, is it?"
"Honestly, it would be best if he just let us rest after we finish our duties. And having these things decided in advance makes it easier for the supply officers."

Though I wanted to join in on this conversation, I decided to keep my mouth shut and exercise restraint.

As a mere mercenary captain who had been praised by the emperor in front of everyone, if I jumped into that conversation and started talking, I'd likely be met with sarcastic remarks like "Oh, look who thinks they're special."

*Information often hides in casual conversations like these, so there's benefit in quietly eavesdropping.*

Separately, I was also thinking about distributing appropriate courtesy gifts to the mercenaries under Count Diong for the upcoming war.

While I was turning these thoughts over in my head, the nobles nearby started an interesting conversation.

"Wasn't His Majesty not usually this diligent? According to a court administrator I know..."
"My goodness, this man."
"Sir Leon, you're the only one who doesn't know. His Majesty often devotes himself to producing heirs even during the day..."
"Do you not understand how important that work is?"
"He already has six princes. And it's true that official matters are often delayed."

While not exactly crucial information, I could tell that the emperor was someone who tended to act according to his moods.

And honestly, this kind of talk barely qualified as gossip—it was just stating facts. Even if it reached the emperor's ears, he'd probably just laugh it off.

"His Imperial Majesty has arrived!"

At those words, everyone who had been chatting rose to show respect.

At the emperor's side stood an older knight wearing armor that, while less ornate than what the emperor had worn, was made of the famous orichalcum.

He exuded such a solemn and serious atmosphere that clearly showed he was the captain of the Imperial Guard, and I felt momentarily overwhelmed.

I hadn't felt this way when I met Baron Ains, so I wondered if, as my skills improved, I was naturally becoming more aware of and cautious about how lofty and impressive the realm of Aura Masters truly was.

"Everyone, be seated."

After we sat down, the elderly knight in his sixties with a long, light yellow beard standing behind the emperor introduced himself in a grave voice.

"For the mercenaries who are seeing me for the first time, I am Field Marshal Armand von Gramont, Viscount of the Montmartre Empire. To help everyone understand, I will personally explain this operation."

Imperial Field Marshal—nominally the highest military rank in the Montmartre Empire and the position with the actual power to command the emperor's army.

The emperor's sword, with far more influence than the counts and viscounts present, is personally explaining the operation?

Is this the kind of scene one can only witness during a campaign led directly by the emperor?

"Thanks to the operation proposed by Count Diong to His Majesty, our forces were able to capture Ramasana Castle, the gateway to Laseu Castle, without suffering major casualties. However, approximately 14,000 troops are still stationed in each of the castles of Girona, Merangas, and Loria."

Combined, that's roughly 42,000 troops, meaning if left alone, an additional 42,000 soldiers would reinforce Laseu Castle.

Without taking some measures, our advance would inevitably be blocked.

Of course, the emperor had already achieved significant military success by capturing this far, which would have helped raise his prestige to some degree.

*The emperor won't stop here. He'll want to take at least Laseu.*

"According to the original plan, we would have divided our forces into four groups to simultaneously capture Girona, Merangas, and Loria, then push straight into Laseu."

Field Marshal Armand briefly glanced in my direction.

"Thanks to Count Diong's excellent performance in capturing Ramasana early, we can now advance on Laseu about a month and a half ahead of schedule. Therefore, we are adjusting our strategy accordingly."

At the Field Marshal's gesture, nearby knights brought in a bulletin board with a large map attached.

The map showed Girona, Ramasana, Merangas, and Loria positioned almost in a straight line, with all four castles connected to Laseu.

"According to His Majesty's prediction, with over thirty thousand troops stationed in Ramasana, the forces stationed in Girona and the other castles will inevitably have to withdraw their troops to Laseu. I'll skip explaining the reasons as you all already know them."

If Laseu falls, Terasa lies behind it, and losing this would cost the Kingdom of Barcelo millions of citizens and enormous interests.

*Compared to Terasa, the other three castles may not be pocket change, but their importance is clearly different.*

If Terasa is a metropolitan city, the other three urban areas are merely provincial small cities.

"And if those stationed in those three castles aren't fools, they've already received messages from dispatched messengers informing them that Laseu is in danger."

To be honest, Count Diong had deliberately released some captured messengers after reporting to the emperor in advance.

The news needed to be delivered so that those using the three castles as defensive strongholds would hastily withdraw their armies.

"So they will hurry to move in support of Laseu Castle's defense, as soon as today or within a few days at the latest."

If we arrive at Laseu Castle first, surround it, and engage in a siege, the reinforcements from afar and the soldiers inside the castle would try to join forces to attack us from both sides.

If not, they would enter the castle and cooperate in defending it.

Either way, it's a strategy that would put our forces in a very difficult position.

"Therefore, rather than moving directly to Laseu Castle and facing difficulties, our army will divide our forces and ambush the enemy troops at the points where they will be converging to join the castle's defense, and defeat them."

I'm not sure whether the emperor or the Field Marshal devised this strategy, but I think it's excellent.

If we succeed in blocking and defeating those trying to join the castle's defense, we can reduce the number of enemies reinforcing the castle.

Additionally, we can avoid the worst-case scenario of being surrounded while besieging the castle and attacked from both inside and outside.

The Field Marshal pointed with his baton to the routes connecting Merangas and Loria Castle to Laseu and said:

"In my opinion, the defensive forces from Merangas and Loria will join together at Garanti Castle and hurry toward Laseu Castle. Therefore, our forces will station at Trois Hill, the best location along this route for ambushing the enemy, and strike them as they retreat in haste. I believe we can sufficiently defeat the enemy this way. Does anyone have any opinions?"

For a moment I considered speaking up, but after careful consideration, I decided to keep quiet.

Things were going well, and if I appeared to be showing off, it could negatively affect how I'm evaluated.

Besides, there were no major flaws in this plan, so it would likely succeed.

"I am Baron Eclair. Field Marshal, what if the enemy doesn't pass through Trois Hill and takes a different route?"
"There are indeed several alternative routes that bypass Trois Hill... but we can address that by using many scouts to accurately track the enemy's path. Once we know which route they're taking, our forces can ambush and strike them."

When I previously defeated 2,000 enemy troops with just 600 soldiers, I had made extremely thorough preparations, and the operation would have failed if the enemy hadn't passed through the exact prepared location...

But now, with our forces and the enemy's being nearly equal, we don't necessarily need a perfectly prepared ambush to secretly strike their flank and give them a sound beating.

"As expected of the Field Marshal."
"That was a good point. While Trois Hill is indeed on the most favorable route for the enemy's march, they will be on guard, knowing we've captured Ramasana and could attack at any time. So despite their urgent situation, they're likely to use alternative routes to avoid the unexpected disaster of an ambush. Truly, like count, like vassal."

I couldn't see Count Diong's expression from where I was, but he was probably smirking.

"In three days, the infantry of His Majesty's direct army will arrive. Since they'll need sufficient rest after their long march, we'll depart six days from now. Furthermore, to encourage all of you who have worked hard in this war, His Majesty will host a grand banquet today, and another one three days later for the infantry who haven't arrived yet. Everyone, enjoy yourselves and rest well today. That is all."

Six days later, we left 6,000 troops to guard Ramasana Castle and advanced toward Trois Hill with an army of about 28,000.

Ch.190 - Ambush Is Fun (1)
There's a widely acknowledged saying among military scholars, commanders, and staff officers.

'No operation plan survives first contact with the enemy for more than five minutes.'

True to this saying, our plan to ambush the forces from Merangas and Loria Castle on their way to Laseu Castle after leaving Ramasana Castle had hit a snag.

"Captain Martin, damn it... weren't we supposed to ambush them at Truoas Hill? Why are we just sitting around in this forest?"
"Lieutenant Otto, you talk too much. You should be grateful we can ambush them at all. Why so many complaints?"

According to the original plan, we were supposed to strike when they passed through Truoas Hill.

But perhaps fearing an ambush on the easier path, our Barcelona friends chose a steeper mountain route instead of Truoas Hill.

"Because of that, we left behind all those traps, rockslides, and those precious oil barrels we set up at Truoas. We could have set everything ablaze."

The thought of rolling oil barrels down a hill with few trees and setting them on fire was thrilling.

No matter how monstrous these Aura Masters and Arch-Mages might be, they'd be helpless in the face of a sudden fire.

And the regular soldiers weaker than them would have no choice but to burn to death if sudden flames spread among them.

*We could have burned tens of thousands to death in a short time without even fighting.*

However, I shrugged my shoulders, pretending not to be disappointed, and Karin responded to my comment.

"Lieutenant Otto, don't you see all these rustling leaves below us?"
"Ha, I was looking forward to some exciting fire play. But if we set fire in this mountain path covered with dry leaves, our own troops would likely die too... As expected, our archer captain has a keen eye for these things, being an elf."
"Lieutenant, you knew that and still complained."

While we were chatting quietly enough not to be detected by the enemy, a mercenary approached silently and delivered a message.

"Captain Martin, the flag has been raised over there. The enemy is approaching from that direction."

I quietly lowered my right hand from top to bottom, and everyone stopped chatting completely, silently looking ahead.

Footsteps could be heard, and dust was rising.

It was clear that the Barcelona army was passing through here, just as Marshal Armand had predicted.

Everyone read the atmosphere and didn't openly express joy, but they gripped their weapons tightly and smiled.

However, things always tend to go wrong just when you think everything is going well...

I lowered my voice and warned everyone around me.

"Don't just look straight ahead, keep an eye on your surroundings. It'll get troublesome if they notice our ambush."

An ambush is a double-edged sword.

When successful, it allows a small force to easily defeat a larger enemy, but if it fails midway, there are serious consequences.

And while there's no single reason for failure, most often it's because the enemy's scouts discover you.

Archers like Karin, with their superior sight and hearing, began carefully examining the surrounding bushes and trees.

"This is the most tense moment..."

Holding our breath and looking toward where they were coming from, we could see the Barcelona troops marching in a line, just as we'd seen countless times before.

They didn't seem to have noticed the ambush, but they were marching silently, vigilantly watching their surroundings.

The mercenary officers and regular army squad leaders looked around and ordered:

"The enemy could be hiding anywhere. Maintain strict vigilance!"

As the ambushers, we needed to suppress our presence as much as possible, while they just needed to maintain a strict alert posture.

So it made sense for them to keep reminding their troops to stay alert.

"Captain, shouldn't we give the attack order soon?"
"Marshal Armand is personally leading an army 3km ahead of us. We'll strike when they engage with those troops and start to panic. If we attack now, both our heads will roll for violating military orders."

The troops at the front might have already spotted us, but the Barcelona forces wouldn't retreat or detour—they'd keep moving forward.

Not only were they in a hurry, as if their feet were on fire, but the Marshal was only leading about 2,000 elite troops, including the Emperor's Royal Knights.

*Of course, there are another 3,000 support troops a little distance away.*

So the Barcelona troops would definitely take the bait of Marshal Armand's forces.

"My lord, how about having the soldiers do a final equipment check? We'll be fighting soon, won't we?"

The enemy commander's flag had passed by about 15 minutes ago, so we'd likely clash in about one to two hours.

"Tell the archers to string their bows. Everyone prepare."

Karin and the other archers followed orders and strung their bows, ready to shoot.

"Captain, what kind of magic should we use?"
"Earth magic. If fire spreads, we'll all die, and if we use water magic, the ground will turn to mud and make things difficult for us too."
"Yes, sir."

Lucia raised her tail straight up and relayed my instructions to her subordinate mages.

After about an hour and a half, trumpets and shouts sounded from the Barcelona army's procession.

"Enemy ahead, 2,000 troops!!! 2,000 enemy troops!!!"

Hearing this, excited new recruits tried to stand up with their spears, but...

The mercenary officers, including myself, firmly pressed down on their shoulders.

"Want to die by acting without orders?"
"Let's not see you getting called up above me and below me."
"Just shut up for now."

However, as long as they didn't shout or act recklessly here, no one would be reprimanded for this after the battle.

Why? Because at the point where they're getting excited about those 2,000 troops, the enemy has perfectly fallen into our ambush.

*This is a jackpot, damn it.*

According to our scouts, their army numbers close to 25,000.

So there's no way they'd retreat after seeing our force of just 2,000.

As I predicted, they tried to leave this area quickly.

"Enemy detachment of 2,000 has appeared! Probably the commander's unit that separated from the main force to ambush us!"
"Hurry! Hurry the march!"
"Hurry without breaking formation!"

Under the control of knights and mercenary officers, the soldiers began to hurry through the narrow path, but not so fast as to push each other.

"Let's beat those idiots and make some money!"

Even the mercenaries with shabby weapons were excited at the prospect of facing just 2,000 enemies with over 20,000 allies.

"We outnumber them ten to one, there's no way we can't kill them!"

After being stuck in defensive battles and having to retreat to Laseu Castle when Ramasana fell, the troops who had been feeling down now found this opportunity...

*It would be strange if they weren't excited.*

My heart was pounding at the thought of striking these naive and stupid fools from behind.

After waiting a bit longer, a significant number of enemy troops had completely entered the jaws of our army.

Then, from our side came the sound of arrows cutting through the air and trumpet signals.

It was the signal to smash the heads of all those leisurely walking fools over there.

With that signal, our mercenary standard-bearers raised their flags high.

"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"

It was just enough of a shout to let them know our allies were here, but it was also a sound that informed them they'd fallen into an ambush, perfect for crushing the enemy's morale.

Additionally, other mercenary companies and noble units shouted loudly.

"Long live Baron Tolkin!"
"Long live the Black Rooster Mercenaries!"
"Long live the Wine Barrel Mercenaries!"

Immediately after the shouts, our mercenary archers and mages rose and aimed their weapons at the enemy.

"Ready!"
"Only use earth magic! If fire breaks out or the ground turns to mud, our troops won't be able to fight!"

Seeing this, the enemy troops instantly fell into confusion.

"Wh-what? Damn it?!"

Soldiers facing this unexpected situation couldn't even properly aim their weapons at us, despite us being on their left.

"Save me!!"

This was when squad leaders, centurions, and lower and middle-ranked knights should have stepped in to calm the soldiers' confusion...

Karin and our mercenary archers first showered them with arrows.

"Don't aim too carefully!"

As arrows rained down, screams rose from everywhere.

"Arghh!"

Then Lucia and the other mages created boulders half the size of a human torso, the kind normally used in catapults, with earth magic.

When these flew into the enemy ranks, those hit by the rocks were instantly flattened.

Those lucky enough to survive cried out in terrible pain.

"Kill me! Ughh..."

Soon after, Lucia, as if to show off her status as our mercenary company's elite mage...

Created not five, but seven catapult-sized boulders by herself and hurled them into the enemy ranks.

In that moment, I had the sudden thought that I should never do anything to make Lucia hate me.

*You might dodge an arrow, but what about a car-sized boulder flying at bullet speed?*

I don't think even I could avoid that.

After several minutes of intense ranged combat, the charge trumpet sounded.

"All forces, charge!"
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The charge order was given, but I clenched my right fist to halt the advance.

"Hold position!"

Despite the order to charge from the higher-ups, neither our mercenary company nor any other rushed forward immediately.

Everyone issued standby orders to their respective mercenary groups and units while mid-level commanders gave additional instructions.

"Grip your spears tightly and charge downhill in formation!"

Hilde commanded, pointing forward with a short spear instead of a long one.

"Push forward regardless of enemy shields or armor!"

When charging at full speed through this forest with a spear, the momentum makes it extremely difficult to aim the spearhead properly.

Even under these conditions, Hilde—no, any Mercenary with rich combat experience—could pierce a hole the size of a coin while running with a five-meter spear, but...

Most soldiers can't do that, so it's better to just thrust blindly and push forward.

*Anyway, those skilled enough to aim properly will do fine on their own.*

Karin, who had been shooting arrows in front of us, began breathing heavily.

"This is the final push! Keep shooting until Lucia casts her spell!"

Lucia began chanting her spell, pointing her magic staff at the enemy.

"Power of earth that crushes everything beneath it, appear before me! Earth Stone!"

As the enemy formation gradually crumbled under the relentless arrow barrage, our mercenary company's mages unleashed earth magic upon them.

Most created rocks the size of human faces and hurled them at the enemy, crushing one or two bodies or heads.

"Argh!"

Lucia created a boulder the size of a carriage and rolled it toward the enemies.

Those in its path were crushed to death, their limbs mangled.

"My arm! Aaagh!"

When their formation had sufficiently collapsed from the arrows and magic attacks, I swung my sword forward and commanded:

"White Beard Mercenaries, charge!"

Hilde took the lead in this charge.

I could have positioned other centurions at the front, but not only was she skilled, the short spear she wielded was exceptionally effective at dealing with the common soldiers at the front of the formation...

I judged she was perfect for clearing a path for our forces to advance.

"Follow me!"

As Hilde ran at the front of our forces, our mercenary company members responded with shouts.

"Follow Centurion Hilde!"
"This is our chance to spread the name of the White Beard Mercenaries!"
"Let's secure a good share of the spoils!"

While our ambushing forces' morale was high, the enemies who had been struck from behind were too disoriented to do anything but scramble in confusion.

Most of those directly facing us knew how to handle their spears but were too slow to respond.

"Run! I said run!"

At that command, soldiers from the second and third rows hurried to fill the gaps in front.

"Damn it! Point your long spears forward!"

Nevertheless, their formation showed many gaps, like a sock with multiple holes.

If we concentrated on breaking through here, we could definitely finish them off.

"Everyone, brace for impact!"

As soon as the warning ended, our forces collided with the enemy.

The first sounds were the battle cries of spear-wielding soldiers just before impact.

"Aaaaargh! Die!"

The sounds of spear shafts breaking, the death throes of those impaled, and the screams of the wounded filled the air.

"Aaagh, help me!"

Simultaneously, corpses of those who had been alive moments ago and the soon-to-be-dead lay scattered across the ground.

The dying moaned weakly as they perished.

"Urgh, save me..."

But those still fighting were too focused on their own survival, so these isolated pleas were naturally ignored.

*If I worry about that, I'll be the next to die.*

It might seem heartless, but the living must survive, so I issued the next order.

"Discard your long spears and charge in!"

Fighting with long spears meant both sides maintained formation in a somewhat controlled, orderly battle.

Ordering them to discard their spears was equivalent to saying we would now engage in a brawl.

At the command to start a free-for-all, they threw their long spears to the ground and drew their swords.

"Time to raise hell!"

Though they had been actively fighting with long spears, once they drew their swords, maces, or hand axes, they began rampaging like berserkers.

"Groups of three! Fight in groups of three!"

As always, the younger soldiers with relatively less combat experience stood at the front wearing breastplates.

"Aaaah! Die, you bastards!"

Even new recruits would have already killed enemies in battle several times by now...

But that alone wasn't enough to properly learn how to face the fear of death with confidence.

Nevertheless, they performed their role of blocking enemy attacks with their weapons reasonably well.

"Damn! Blocked it!"

After blocking an attack, soldiers in the second and third rows quickly killed the enemy soldier.

"There's someone behind this bastard too!"
"Didn't they teach you to watch your back?"
"Wake up in hell, if nowhere else."

Although we had drilled how to handle such chaotic battles into their very bones through training, this was still a battlefield.

A small number of our men occasionally fell to enemy attacks.

"Kuhek, shi..."

For every two or three enemies that died, barely one of our men would be injured, but...

Just as people feel more pain when their own finger is pricked by a needle than when someone else's finger is cut off...

The regret I felt seeing our soldiers die outweighed the joy of watching two or three enemies fall.

This was when the breastplates and helmets I had provided to the soldiers proved their worth.

All around, men who had been struck on their breastplates or helmets survived blows that would otherwise have killed them.

"Argh! Huh? I'm alive?"

This is why I said not to skimp on equipment.

Meanwhile, Hilde, who had taken the vanguard in my place, was rampaging through the enemy lines with tremendous force using her short spear.

"Out of my way!"

While I needed to swing my sword in wide arcs, she could fight by simply moving her arms back and forth with the short spear...

Hilde stabbed at enemies with the speed of a firing rifle, and those facing her fell helplessly like leaves in the wind.

One man collapsed clutching his wound after being impaled by her spear.

"Argh!"

Then the soldier beside him swung his weapon to kill Hilde.

"Die, you bitch!"

But in the blink of an eye, that attacker too became a dying man, clutching some vital spot on his body.

Soon, terrified enemy soldiers piled up before her.

Seeing how her spear-handling skills have been improving lately, I sense that Hilde will soon break through her limits.

Now I should set the stage from behind so she can perform even better.

"Squad Leader Hacksen! Hilde's century can't keep up with her, go support them!"
"Yes, sir!"
"The initial battle determines the entire war! Hurry!"

At my command, Hacksen, who was nearby, quickly led his squad to support Hilde's rear.

Before Hacksen arrived, enemy forces had been concentrating on Hilde's century, nearly isolating her at the front, but...

Thanks to the timely support, we avoided the disaster of losing Hilde and the vanguard century...

Hilde's century's standard-bearer waved their flag widely from side to side, signaling thanks for the support.

While our forces continued to push forward, the enemies were still in disarray from the continuous attacks.

The mercenary squad leaders and the nobles' regular army squad leaders waved their flags frantically, shouting for reinforcements.

"Reinforcements! Request reinforcements, please!"

As they said, there was only one intuitive way to overcome this situation: reinforcements from the rear or anywhere else.

But having been ambushed and effectively surrounded, there was no chance of reinforcements arriving in this chaotic situation.

Why? Common sense dictates that when your own house is on fire, you save yourself first. Who has the luxury to help others?

The response they received was not encouraging.

"Hold on with sheer grit!"

While those fighting at the front kept asking for reinforcements, there were none to spare.

*Now is the perfect time to break them completely.*

"Hilde's century, prepare to rotate! I'll take the vanguard! Assault team, follow me!"

At my announcement of a more aggressive and intense offensive, the assault team members began stretching with exaggerated movements.

"My goodness, I was getting stiff just watching from behind."

Some even muttered to their swords:

"Time to let my pretty one taste some enemy blood?"

Then I led the assault team forward, proudly pushing past our own men.

"Good work, everyone."

After walking confidently forward with shoulders squared, I cut down an enemy near Hilde with my sword.

"M-my lord?"

I patted Hilde's shoulder and said:

"You've worked hard at the front. It's my turn now, so fall back and rest. I'll call if I need you later."
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As soon as Hilde's White Corps retreated, I immediately raised my sword to the sky and shouted.

"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenaries, stands before you! If anyone thinks they've got the skills, come and try to take my head! It'll be the luckiest day of your life!"

On a normal battlefield, a commander openly announcing his position is like begging to be killed—pure madness.

Especially when standing at the vanguard while the enemy is cornered—that's completely insane.

*If they just take my head, the situation could completely reverse.*

The mercenaries, whose morale had been scraping the bottom until just now, heard my words and began shouting from all directions.

"Just kill that bastard!"
"Shit, how hard can it be?!"
"Looking at that cocky bastard, his head must be worth something!"

People cling to tremendous hope when faced with a deadly crisis if they see even a rope—no, even the slightest possibility of survival.

Even if the chance of success is less than 1%.

If things continue as they are, they'll die helplessly, but if they succeed, not only might they survive, but taking the head of a mercenary captain like me could force our surrender.

They could go from utter misery to happiness in one stroke!

A mercenary in steel armor from the enemy company pointed at me and ordered:

"Kill that bastard! Let's survive! Long live the Black Lion Mercenaries!"

It was incredibly simple, but perhaps mentioning "survival"—what these ambushed, pressured men desperately wanted—was effective?

The men before me charged at me in a group, eager to kill me.

"Die, you son of a bitch!"

Five men rushed to kill me at once, with many more coming from the sides and behind, but...

*You think you can kill me with just this?*

It's laughably pathetic.

I should crush these fools instantly and show these so-called Black Lions—more like Black Kittens—what true hopelessness feels like.

I signaled with my left hand for our assault team to stay back.

I was essentially facing more than a dozen men at once, but...

There wasn't any concern from those behind me.

Well, it's hard to imagine me, Martin Meyer, an Intermediate Expert, dying to a bunch of idiots like these.

"Take that bastard down!"

When even their commander in steel armor charged at me.

"Don't be ridiculous."

To demonstrate the overwhelming difference in our abilities, I released an enormous amount of Aura, wrapping my sword in flames.

The eyes of the charging men widened, their mouths falling open.

"What the hell?!"

If they had realized just ten seconds earlier, they might not have died immediately. Poor, pitiful fools.

As I swung my sword in a straight line, scattering flames, the upper bodies of the two nearest men fell to the ground.

"Argh!"

I heard the enemy's groan, but I stepped forward, trampling over the dying corpse in front of me.

A spinning slash—rotating my entire body quickly while advancing.

The heads of three nearby men fell to the ground, while their headless bodies swung weapons into the air.

"Lost all strength."

Well, how could they properly use their muscles to kill someone without a head...

I dispatched five men in the blink of an eye, but many more remained to be killed.

*How should I finish them to completely crush their morale?*

I pondered this as I swung my sword, deliberately killing them one by one with slightly slower, exaggerated movements.

It's more effective to spread fear by killing at a speed just barely visible to the eye than at a speed the Black Cats couldn't even see.

*Isn't it more terrifying to see everything but be unable to resist?*

"Aaaaargh!"

Some screamed before I even swung my sword.

"Thank you."

I'm actually scared of fighting on the battlefield too, but I control it through ambition, rational restraint, and similar methods.

Everyone here is in a similar situation, but when one person openly displays fear, it infects those around them, revealing their hidden terrors.

After easily cutting down more than a dozen men paralyzed by their exposed fears, only two remained, including the armored one.

I deliberately left the armored one for last and sliced the other from head to hip, cutting him vertically in half.

The knight-like man in armor took a step back.

"Ugh... damn..."

But whether due to strong mercenary discipline or knowing he'd be cut down if he turned his back, he didn't retreat.

"Aaaaargh!"

Instead, he swung his two-handed greatsword at my head with a mighty blow.

It was a somewhat threatening slash imbued with Aura.

I deliberately dodged it by moving my body rather than parrying with my sword.

*Here, showing the difference in our abilities is most important.*

I reminded myself of the purpose of this battle.

Instead of beheading him with my sword, I delivered a spinning kick, my heel crushing his face.

The sword fell from the hands of the corpse with its shattered head.

Blood gushed from his crushed head and helmet.

Seeing this, the Black Cat mercenaries stared at me with soulless eyes and took several steps back.

"Monster... monster... shit..."

In daily life, such words might be unpleasant, but on the battlefield, they're the highest compliment.

My shoulders instinctively swelled with pride.

In this situation, false modesty would only hurt our troops' morale.

*Knowing when to step in and when to step back puts you in the top 1%.*

Whether in war, relationships, or even sex.

I extended my sword-wielding hand toward them, giggling.

"If anyone else wants to try, come forward. I'll make you all look just like this."

Then I pointed my finger down.

At the ground where those who had charged at me now lay—some instantly sent to meet their maker, others still groaning and begging for their lives.

"Come on."

As I deliberately showed off, our mercenaries behind me erupted in cheers.

"Captain is so damn cool!"
"That's why he's our captain!"
"Everyone follow Captain Martin! Let's go!"

The louder our side cheered, the more the faces of the Black Lion men in front of us hardened.

This should be enough to have thoroughly crushed their morale, right?

"Everyone, follow me!"

As soon as I finished speaking, I began cutting down the demoralized enemies one by one.

The men with broken spirits continued fighting in various ways.

The brave ones fought their fear with tears streaming down their faces, shouting loudly.

"Die, damn it!"

I cut down the cowards as they turned to flee.

"Spare me!"

Both the brave ones and those paralyzed by fear met the same equal death.

The assault team following behind me had their spirits lifted and went wild swinging all kinds of weapons.

"You bastards!"
"Time to die today!"
"Charge!"

With me at the vanguard and the assault team right behind, the Black Lions—now reduced to weak Black Kittens—couldn't hold out.

As we gradually approached the flag indicating the mercenary captain's position, I grew excited.

Why? Because just successfully cutting off the captain's head would bring a huge bonus.

*Though split among the entire mercenary company, my share would be dozens of gold coins.*

That alone equals a month's salary for me as captain.

Of course, for mercenaries, the higher your position, the less significant your monthly wage becomes.

So it's not an enormous income, but still.

However, that cowardly captain, seeing his men dying, immediately ordered a retreat.

"Retreat, retreat!"

As that coward gave the order, the Black Lion mercenaries, already having lost many troops, turned their backs and began to flee.

"Retreat! Fall back!"

As soon as they heard those words, they turned and ran.

It's good that we routed them, but if that bastard escapes and I can't cut off the captain's head, I lose out.

"Damn it, after them!!"

How can I just stand by with both eyes open and watch a so-called captain flee so unmanfully...

"Charge!"

At my command, our mercenaries pursued the enemy as far as possible.

But with their captain tucking tail and fleeing like a squirrel, we inevitably ended up like dogs chasing chickens.

"Damn it all!"

I heard clicking tongues behind me.

"The bread was almost baked and now it's raw again, shit!"
"Well, can't be helped. Regroup!"
"Is this even war?"

If we had lost someone worth thousands of gold coins, everyone would have been greatly disappointed.

But unless a mercenary captain is famous, his head is only worth about 300 gold coins to the entire company.

Divided among the whole mercenary band, that's just tens of thousands of won per person in Korean terms.

*The bonus for completely annihilating a mercenary company is much bigger than a captain's head.*

As I sighed and reorganized our formation, I saw an allied messenger running toward our mercenary company.

"He doesn't seem to be from our company—who could it be?"
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In war, most simple commands are conveyed not by messengers but through flags, trumpets, and drums.

However, for complex and detailed orders beyond basic commands like charge, retreat, move left, or move right—such as changing from vertical to horizontal formation or targeting specific enemies on the left flank—signals are insufficient, so messengers are used instead.

*What could possibly have happened to warrant sending a messenger?*

I pulled back slightly from the vanguard to catch my breath before speaking with the messenger.

"Since we're winning, I assume you're not bringing bad news?"

After a brief wait, a sweat-drenched messenger approached me. The flag he carried identified him as belonging to Baron Eclaire's house, who was essentially my direct superior.

"Huff, huff... Are you Martin Meyer, commander of the White Beard Mercenaries?"

Looking at his face, I could see his eyes darting back and forth anxiously, betraying the messenger's duty to maintain a neutral expression.

Damn it, is he bringing bad news?

Still, unlike some temperamental noble, I had no intention of striking or cursing the messenger for delivering unwelcome information.

Why? Because the poor man had done nothing wrong.

*Besides, disrespecting or harming Baron Eclaire's messenger would be tantamount to picking a fight.*

"That's right. Why are you looking for me?"

Instead of handing me a letter, the messenger finally caught his breath and spoke.

"His Majesty, His Majesty... has moved from the rear to the front lines. Baron Eclaire has ordered that 'all mercenary companies, knights, and soldiers under my command are to intensify their offensive as much as possible.'"

When I heard those words, I felt like everything went dark before my eyes.

I wasn't low on energy or injured, but this dizzy sensation was something I'd never experienced before.

Damn it, I don't care about anything else—I just hope the messenger isn't about to tell me the Emperor has taken the vanguard position...

*If the Emperor hasn't taken the vanguard, I'll donate 10 gold coins to Deus as a special offering.*

I'd never made such a prayer even when confessing to Karin and Lucia, or when spending my entire fortune to bring Hilde under my command.

That's how sincerely I was praying that the Emperor wasn't doing something insane as I asked:

"His Majesty hasn't taken the vanguard position, has he?"

The messenger sighed as if sharing my concern, then answered.

"Of course not. His Majesty is in the second line."

At that, I breathed a sigh of relief that we weren't facing the incomprehensible situation of the Emperor leading the charge against enemy forces.

*Without the Imperial Guard Knights and elite forces, the Emperor only has second-tier Imperial forces with him.*

Of course, even those second-tier forces are comparable to most nobles' primary forces, but if the Emperor were to be captured or injured at the front and had to be evacuated, everything would be over.

"I see. That's fortunate."

While we'd avoided the most serious scenario, the fact that the Emperor, who only had second-tier forces, had moved from the safest rear position to near the front lines meant...

All the other nobles would feel pressured to go all the way to the front.

*How could any mere noble refuse to take the vanguard when the Emperor himself has stepped forward?*

And then the messenger said exactly what I had anticipated.

"Yes. However, Count Diong has led his personal guard and direct units to the vanguard."

A sigh escaped my lips.

"Damn it, this isn't necessarily bad, but... damn it."

It's like the difference between doing the same work with a division commander digging alongside you versus just working with fellow soldiers—the pressure is worlds apart.

In this war, to have high-ranking nobles like Count Diong taking the vanguard, with the Emperor himself backing them up...

The mental burden feels like it's increased 500-fold.

*But if I distinguish myself in a battle like this, the rewards would be incredible.*

"Is there anything else I need to know?"
"No, sir."
"You may go."

The messenger immediately turned and ran from the battlefield, while I quickened my pace to return to the vanguard.

When I rejoined them, the assault team members snickered.

"Commander, so what orders did we receive?"

Before answering, I first slashed the throat of an enemy swinging a mace at me.

"The Emperor has come near the front lines, and Count Diong has taken the vanguard!"

There was no need to keep this secret—it would become obvious soon enough.

Why? Because by now, those gentlemen would be announcing their presence to the world with trumpets, drums, and waving flags.

*If they had intended to keep it secret, the messenger would have given a different signal.*

The assault team members laughed heartily upon hearing this.

"Damn, after we've done all the work, the Emperor and Count are trying to get a piece of the action?"
"Shouldn't we show them something impressive, Commander?"
"Let's go all out, Commander."

With the Emperor on the move and Count Diong leading his personal guard to the vanguard, we mercenaries had no choice but to step up.

Why? Because those gentlemen had taken the initiative, and if we hesitated even slightly, they would have grounds to complain that the mercenaries' efforts were lacking.

*Of course, if they just get in the way, that's a different story...*

But it's hard to imagine them bungling things in the current situation.

Looking around, I could see other mercenary companies and noble armies rapidly advancing as well.

Turning my ear in their direction, I could tell they were also feeling the heat.

"Damn it, the Count and His Majesty are on the move! Hurry, damn it!"

Knowing they weren't rushing because we were losing, but because of their ambition to achieve greater victory and prove they fought personally on the battlefield...

I shouted in a loud voice:

"If we get stuck here, we're finished! Assault team, fall back and bring Hilde and the other white units forward!"

With the Emperor and Count stepping up, all soldiers were feeling the pressure, and the enemy was losing their composure because of it.

Unless something unexpected happens—like Nelson being shot and killed at Trafalgar—such as the Emperor being struck by an arrow or magic...

Victory for our side is practically guaranteed.

In times like these, if we don't squeeze out every bit of effort to achieve more accomplishments, we'll naturally lose out.

"Let's fight a little longer!"

Steeling my resolve once more, I raised my sword and charged into enemy lines.

Men in matching colors and uniforms aimed their weapons at me.

"Kill that one!"

Several knight-looking figures charged at me with their weapons raised, followed by common soldiers wielding various weapons.

Like drilling through rock with an awl, when knights of considerable skill and high status lead the charge, the domain soldiers following them gain courage.

"Long live Baron Idalgo!"

The strongest-looking knight under Baron Idalgo charged straight at me, aiming for my neck, while other knights attempted to flank me from the left and right.

Knights trying to gang up on me three against one...

*Damn cowards.*

Though I thought this, I couldn't say it aloud.

In war, being called cowardly is actually a compliment.

"I, Angelo Racini, senior knight of the Idalgo barony, will personally take your head! Die!"

Despite their cowardly group attack, he's announcing his name and house to boost his reputation.

"This is ridiculous, damn it."

I deflected his attack and tried to kill the one directly in front of me, but...

"Tch."

Contrary to my intention, I had to pull back.

Otherwise, I would have been vulnerable to attacks from the others.

I ducked to avoid two attacks, and then Angelo tried to strike me down with his sword...

From behind me, I heard Hilde's voice.

"My lord!"

Pushing past our mercenaries with her short spear, she immediately attacked the knight on the left.

With her initial thrust followed by a sweeping motion, she sent the knight's sword flying, then swung her spear inward to dispatch the knight on the left in the blink of an eye.

Meanwhile, I knocked Angelo's sword upward, and in the next moment, Hilde drove her spear straight through his breastplate.

The remaining knight on the right began to back away.

"Where do you think you're going! You!"

This time, I quickly closed the distance and cut down the coward at the waist.

"Cowardly, filthy bastards."

If I had fallen to their cowardly tactics, I would have been the weak one, but having overcome them, I was free to curse their vileness.

"Hilde, let's go."
"Yes, my lord."

Together with Hilde, our mercenary company drilled into the enemy lines like woodpeckers into a tree.

The enemy couldn't resist once Hilde and I found our rhythm.

"Damn, that crazy bitch with the spear!"

In war as in games, when the opponent is too good, it's customary to insult even their mother and father, but...

"Thanks for the compliment, you bastard!"

I couldn't tolerate such disparagement of Hilde, who would soon be my woman.

So I cut that man's body into several pieces.

As the battle continued, Baron Idalgo gradually came into view...

And from the enemy lines appeared someone who seemed considerably—no, far stronger than me.

"I am Barba Gusman, head knight of the Idalgo barony. I'll put an end to your rampage."
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The Barba guy pointed his sword at us and drew up his Aura.

Though we were only one level apart in terms of skill, the Aura emanating from his body was vastly different from mine.

No matter how much Aura I release, it only spreads like mist, but Barba's entire body radiated an intense energy as if he were wrapped in clouds.

The guy spoke in a cold voice.

"State your name, mercenary captain. And you there, spearman."

Hilde answered first.

"I am Hilde Bauman, knight of Martin Meyer and the White Beard Mercenary Company's captain of one hundred."

I followed with my introduction.

"Martin Meyer, captain of the White Beard Mercenary Company."

As soon as Barba finished his introduction, he lunged straight at me.

"Die!"

Though clearly human, without employing any special sword technique...

His blade created wind and noise comparable to a motorcycle gang roaring past.

With the ear-splitting screech of his swinging sword, I judged I'd need my full strength to block it.

"Holy shit!"

I gripped my sword with both hands and received his downward strike.

"Ugh."

Without any exaggeration—truly without any exaggeration—the pressure on both arms felt like stopping an enraged bull.

Even blocking with all my might, my arms trembled and my waist staggered.

Is this the kind of attack one can freely execute upon reaching Expert Upper rank?

If I, at Expert Middle rank, am struggling this much against him, how would regular soldiers feel facing him in actual combat?

"Die! Martin!"

Barba continued unleashing attacks that were as fluid as water—no, more like a series of water bombs fired from a burst dam—fast and heavy.

In the blink of an eye, subjectively about every 0.1 seconds, attacks with the impact force of colliding with a speeding motorcycle kept coming at me.

Each time our swords clashed, it sounded like something exploding.

Though my muscles and bones were screaming from the strain spreading throughout my body...

"Damn it!"

I couldn't just sit down and die here against this guy—no, against such a powerful opponent.

If I died here, Lucia and Karin wouldn't legally be widows, but they'd effectively be widows, heartbroken and longing for me for the rest of their lives.

And Hilde would spend her life lonely, unable to find another person to serve.

If my head flew off here, I wouldn't see their suffering myself, but just imagining it is horrifying.

*I'll survive by any means necessary.*

If I hold out long enough, Hilde will somehow help me from my side.

With all these emotions, I shouted as if scraping every bit of energy from my gut:

"You wanna die?!"
"I like your spirit!"
"Damn it, die!"

If wishes were horses, I would have cut Barba's neck dozens of times by now, but in reality, I was barely withstanding his attacks by squeezing out every ounce of strength.

After who knows how many exchanges, I heard Hilde's voice.

"My lord!"

Hilde thrust her spear through the empty space at my side, aiming for Barba's nape.

*Please die.*

But Barba avoided that perfect attack by stepping back slightly.

"Tch, what a monster."

It was as natural as flowing water—an attack so stealthy yet decisive it was practically an assassination.

And that bastard dodged it like that.

Barba sighed and complimented us.

"Your coordination is like a couple who've been together for decades."

Though not now, perhaps later we'll develop the ideal lord-servant relationship where we eat, play, and sleep together.

That's what being a couple means.

"Thank you for the compliment. However, my lord and I have only known each other for just over a year."
"How long you've known each other is none of my business. What matters is that you both need to die here today for the Baron's sake. I'm sorry."

This time, Barba charged at Hilde.

When I was directly receiving his attacks, I thought they were just disgustingly fast and heavy, but watching from the side, I realized their power was actually stronger.

I was already familiar with the roar and wind like that of a motorcycle at full speed, and the force like being struck by hundreds of kilograms of metal...

But thanks to my enhanced vision from reaching Expert rank, I could see that each time Hilde blocked his attack, the blade of her spear—an heirloom from her father made with mithril alloy—was being chipped away bit by bit.

*A mithril alloy blade getting damaged...*

A sword made of mithril alloy wouldn't lose its edge even if struck against rock thousands of times, yet this was happening. Damn it.

Should I support Hilde now, or should I look for an opening like she did?

Meanwhile, Hilde was being pushed into a corner.

Moreover, the fact that she had held out this long wasn't because her Expert Lower rank skills were particularly strong, but because of the rule that "a spear always has multiple advantages against a sword"...

"You handle that spear quite well!"

I grew increasingly anxious.

If I survived but lost Hilde, that would be an unbearable tragedy.

*No matter how anxious I am, I need to stay focused to save Hilde.*

After watching closely for a few seconds, Barba struck Hilde's spear shaft hard.

This caused the disaster of Hilde's left hand losing grip on her spear.

"Ugh..."

Barba, sensing his opportunity, moved to bring his sword down on Hilde's neck.

*This is my chance.*

Spotting the opportunity, I didn't hesitate to grab my sword and rush toward Hilde.

She was only about 2 meters away from me, and at my running speed, I could reach her in about 0.2 seconds.

Normally, I would have shouted his name while trying to stab him in the neck...

*He's someone neither Hilde nor I can handle even together.*

So the best option was to go behind him and stab him like an assassin.

Meanwhile, Barba was giving his all to kill Hilde right in front of him, and Hilde was desperately trying to avoid his attack.

Just 0.2 seconds—a time in which an ordinary person could barely twist their body slightly.

But for superhumans who have reached the Expert realm, it's enough time to kill several opponents.

That's why I needed to aim for Barba's neck with a single strike.

"Please, damn it..."

With held breath, I thrust at his neck at maximum speed.

The sensation of piercing through flesh and blood reached my hand before my eyes could register it.

"Finally killed him."

Honestly, my killing of this Expert Upper rank knight would have been impossible without Hilde's joint attack, and there was also an element of luck.

In any case, killing an Upper rank knight would help raise my own level...

Barba lost his strength and fell forward toward Hilde.

"I don't like another man touching her, even a dead one."

Saying that, I bowed my head to Hilde.

"Even though it was to kill Barba... I'm sorry."
"No need. He was an opponent that would have been difficult to defeat even with both of us at full strength, so you were waiting for an opening, weren't you?"

Hilde gave me a genuine, bright smile at my words.

"I was also constantly looking for an opportunity to kill him from behind you until just now. If we hadn't done that, we'd either still be fighting Barba, or you or I, or both of us, might be dead."

Hearing that, I gritted my teeth.

I was angry that my level was still so damn low, and the fact that I almost lost my woman because of it.

"......"

Hilde gazed at me intently.

"The war isn't over yet. And if my loyalty has pleased you... when this war is completely over, could you grant me one wish?"

Between Hilde and me, there is a bond much stronger than a mercenary contract, and according to it, I have an obligation to reward Hilde for her service.

No matter what.

"Let's first capture Baron Hidalgo over there and then think about it."

I grabbed Barba's head and announced his death.

"I, Martin Meyer, have killed Barba Gusman, the chief knight of House Hidalgo!"

The death of an Expert Upper rank knight—classified as elite among elites even in the knight orders of most counts and marquises—had a severe effect on the morale of the enemies present.

The effect was so great that Baron Hidalgo seemed to think it was time to give up.

He was about to signal a retreat.

Noticing this, I shouted:

"White Beard Mercenaries! Don't let that Baron escape! He's worth at least 8,000 gold coins!"

While mercenary companies make the most money by annihilating other mercenary companies, when facing a noble's army, capturing the noble brings in the most money.

"Damn it, Baron, stop right there!"

We soon succeeded in capturing Baron Hidalgo, and news of our victory echoed across the battlefield.

At the same time, new orders came down.

"Units with remaining strength, pursue the enemy!! Don't leave a single one alive!"

I had no intention of joining the pursuit.

"Our White Beard Mercenary Company will not participate in the pursuit. Let's head back!"

Ch.195 - Agreement
After winning the war with our surprise attack strategy, we hurried back to Castle Ramasana.

When we left the castle, my head was filled with complicated thoughts—would we really encounter the enemy at our ambush point? Could we actually win?...

But now, our mercenary company's steps were incredibly light as we returned with a captured baron.

Why? Because after achieving a great victory, all that remained was to go to Castle Ramasana and indulge in the meat and alcohol bestowed by the Emperor.

*The siege of Castle Raseu still remains... but that's something I can think about later.*

"Captain Martin, aren't you excited about the taste of meat and alcohol directly bestowed by the Emperor? I was so thrilled I couldn't sleep last night."

At those words, the newly recruited centurion Haksen snickered.

"Everyone knows you couldn't sleep because you were busy having relations with that prostitute you liked for nearly eight hours, Centurion Baum."
"Some things should be overlooked depending on the situation, you idiot."
"If you like her that much, why not just take her from that merchant? It would cost at most a hundred gold to get her."
"I've already paid extra to those goblin-like bastards to reserve her for tonight too. I need to sleep for a couple of nights and think about it."

In our mercenary company, squad leaders and above earn the equivalent of at least 100 million won annually, and centurions receive about 200-300 million.

Meanwhile, unless they're high-class courtesans who only serve upper-level Knights, prostitutes have everything they earn taken by their employers, barely surviving day to day...

In this world where survival takes priority over love, Haksen taking that prostitute would probably be the best path to happiness for both of them.

Haksen continued joking around.

"Is it okay if I add one more?"
"Just follow the mercenary company rules. You're free to increase the number of women you keep, but you have to pay the associated costs."

Our mercenary company has 500 combat personnel, but including the women that the mercenaries keep and others, we total about 1,200 people.

"And you have to give them at least minimal work."
"I'll take that as permission."
"Since adding one more is cause for celebration, buy me a drink."

Haksen shrugged his shoulders.

"I'll buy you two."

Hearing that, I realized again.

Even though guys like Haksen were former knights turned mercenaries, generally age equals skill, so most of these guys were men in their late forties or older.

"...And add two more pig hindquarters."

While I was having this rather pointless conversation with my subordinates, Hilde was talking with Lucia and Karin.

"Lucia, Archer Captain Karin, would it be alright if I discussed something important with you?"

I wonder what those three are talking about?

I could listen in if I strained my ears, but...

*Eavesdropping on others' conversations isn't good behavior. Even if it involves my fiancée.*

Resisting the temptation, I threw another topic at the other guys.

"Baum, I heard you beheaded one of Baron Hidalgo's senior knights this time. How did that go?"

**

Castle Ramasana, Hilde's tent.

Hilde, Lucia, and Karin were gathered here.

Outside, drunken mercenaries were fully engaged in celebration with songs, dances, loud voices, and even physical intimacy, but the three women inside were sitting with very clear minds.

After a moment of silence, Karin smiled and spoke.

"Hilde, I heard you saved Martin from nearly dying this time... you're really amazing."

Hilde puffed out her chest and replied.

"I'm just glad I could be of help to the lord who took me in."
"Martin told me that without you, his head would certainly have been cut off by that guy."
"If my lord hadn't intervened at the right moment, I certainly wouldn't have returned alive either."

Hilde said this and showed her spear to Lucia and Karin.

The spearhead, made of mithril and steel alloy, was pitted in places as if gnawed by mice.

"See how it's pitted all over?"

Karin nodded at those words.

"Mithril alloy is so strong that it can be said it never breaks except in very special circumstances. But just from crossing blades with a senior Expert knight a few times, the spearhead is completely ruined."

Lucia responded to that.

"Wow, it really is!"
"I still have a long way to go. This experience has taught me that I need to train harder to protect my lord."

As the atmosphere lightened a bit, Karin smiled and said.

"That's good, but people need to rest too. In that sense, when we get to the city, how about the three of us go for tea without Martin? There are some women-only conversations we can't have in front of him."

Both of the others nodded at that.

"Anyway, what did you want to talk about, Hilde?"

At those words, Hilde blushed and carefully began to speak.

"Actually, I plan to ask my lord to embrace me. I thought I should tell you both before confessing my feelings to him..."

Both Karin and Lucia had already thought it was only a matter of time before Hilde became Martin's woman, so they weren't particularly surprised.

However, that was just these two's thinking, and for Hilde herself, it was a choice that took a lifetime and a first-time experience, so she couldn't help but feel awkward and embarrassed.

"As you may have noticed, I've been waiting for my lord to desire me and have been making efforts in my own way."

When Lucia was about to respond that she knew, Karin gave her a signal with her eyes to 'stop.'

She gave this signal because neither of them planned to oppose Hilde's relationship with Martin, and...

*Isn't it cute the way she's talking?*

"Like wearing slightly shorter skirts when guarding my lord at night, or bringing wine when we're alone together."

Among nobles, if a female knight behaved this way toward someone, it would be such an obvious approach that no one would fail to notice the woman was flirting with them.

But the "short skirt" Hilde mentioned was merely shortened from the typical ankle-length to just below the knee.

And bringing wine was just for casual conversation while guarding him in a safe place.

This level of approach would be difficult for ordinary mercenaries or commoners to notice.

Of course, Martin was aware of everything through his intuition, but...

"Still, it seems my lord doesn't understand unless I say it directly."

That was all Martin's acting, but both Lucia and Karin pretended to believe Hilde's words.

"After this war ends, I intend to directly ask my lord to embrace me."

Lucia nodded at those words and said.

"Wouldn't it be better to tell Captain Martin directly rather than telling us first?"
"Well, as Lucia knows, Captain Martin values his relationship with you and Archer Captain Karin very much. If I were to give myself to Captain Martin without getting your permission first, I'm afraid things might become awkward between Captain Martin, you two, and me."

Although both Karin and Lucia were already somewhat prepared mentally and wouldn't be greatly shocked...

If Hilde became Martin's wife without prior consultation, they would inevitably feel some resentment toward Martin and Hilde.

And all three knew well that if such emotional rifts weren't mended and were left unattended, they could lead to fights later on.

Karin sighed and put her hand to her forehead.

"To be honest, we both thought you would eventually become Martin's woman, Hilde. We wouldn't have been very surprised if Martin suddenly told us you were family now. But we would have felt hurt. That's because both Lucia and I love Martin so much that we want to monopolize him even a little more."
"Yes."
"Because our fields are different, we can support Martin from behind, but we can't protect him from beside him. So there are times when it's frustrating. Martin only runs forward toward his dream without looking to the sides, so danger is always near. To protect him, you are absolutely necessary, Hilde. So I have no intention of opposing this. Neither does Lucia."

At those words, Hilde smiled brightly.

"Then I..."
"Welcome, Hilde. From now on, we're like family, so don't call me Archer Captain or anything complicated. We'll be living together for decades, after all."
"Yes, Sister Karin..."

Although the term of address was awkward at first, after sharing their true feelings and changing how they addressed each other, their relationship became more intimate...

Karin and Lucia passed on knowledge that would help Hilde, and thus they spent the night talking about Martin.

**

And at this time, I, Martin Meyer...

"Captain Martin, have a drink. Today, without Karin, Lucia, and Hilde, you should have a drink with us men."
"You guys are annoying."
"We're actually restraining ourselves to enjoy time with you, Captain! Everyone except that bastard Haksen canceled their reservations with the camp merchants."

Well, these crazy guys' idea of fun is just drinking and then heading to the temporary brothels run by camp merchants for round two.

"Alright, thank you. Thanks."
"So, in that spirit, let's drink until we drop today."
"...Damn..."

The next day, I couldn't get up due to a hangover.

It wasn't a problem since there was nothing to do, but it was the first time since my reincarnation that I lost a day to a hangover.

Ch.196 - The Battle Of Raseuseong Fortress
When we arrived at Castle Laseu, the Montmartre army I belonged to hadn't found any special tactics to capture the fortress.

I'd thought thousands, even tens of thousands of times about digging tunnels under the walls to collapse them, or bribing the mercenary captain or someone disgruntled with King Barcelo inside the castle.

But when there's no special strategy, there simply isn't one.

"Shit, a siege battle without a proper plan."

I could tell the other mercenaries were thinking the same thing.

"Damn, we did so well with the surprise attack last time."
"How many meters is that wall? Damn, we're going to die like dogs."
"A siege battle? Shit, me in a siege battle?"

It's no wonder they're freaking out.

After all, climbing ladders up castle walls is hard enough, but once you're up there, facing the enemies rushing at you is incredibly dangerous.

Magic and arrows rain down from above while enemies charge at you with weapons trying to crack your skull.

Regardless of our concerns, the high-ranking officials of Montmartre were busy shouting at the Barcelo soldiers inside the castle.

"The king you serve, Ronaldo von Grandi of the Kingdom of Barcelo, has been insane for a long time! If he weren't mad, would he make such a ridiculous demand for the Duchy of Toulua that even a passing dog would laugh?"

Of course, the Barcelo soldiers on the wall weren't paying any attention to those words.

Just like how we pretend to listen attentively during our division commander's political education sessions to avoid trouble...

But in reality, nobody actually listens to the content.

After those sessions, does anyone remember what was said?

There's no way any enemy soldier would have the leisure to listen to such outdated rhetoric.

"Deus has seen their terrible state and granted our Montmartre army continuous victories! Therefore, with Deus's blessing, the Montmartre army will certainly take Castle Laseu, and if you don't surrender voluntarily, none of you will escape a dog's death!"

Such impressive-sounding words might not affect the enemy, but they do help boost our morale.

Cheers rose from various places, including our mercenary unit.

"Divine judgment upon the Barcelo bastards!"

The emotional and sarcastic Baker pounded his breastplate as if he were a Montmartre noble himself and shouted:

"Long live the Montmartre Imperial Army! Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"

At times like this, it's advantageous to join the atmosphere.

If you have to do something dangerous anyway, isn't it better to do it with a slightly happier mindset?

Even if you can't be happy, it's important to shout and drive away anxious feelings.

Other mercenary units and nobles seemed to share the same thought, all letting out powerful cheers.

"Long live the Montmartre Empire! Long live Viscount Tilen!"
"Deus is with us!"
"We'll be victorious again! Woooah!"

When the forcibly elevated mood reached its peak at about 80%, the sound of trumpets and drums echoed loudly.

Nobles positioned throughout the area shouted in unison:

"Kill all the Barcelo bastards! Catapults, ballistas, mages, archers—attack!"

Given the atmosphere, a charge order seemed likely, but the enemy was relying solely on their castle walls for defense.

So how should we minimize our casualties?

We needed to bombard the enemy walls with ranged attacks, even briefly, to weaken the defensive posture of the soldiers on the walls.

"Lucia, Karin! Everyone except infantry, help with the catapults!"

At that command, Karin's archer unit and Lucia's mage unit began showering the enemy with arrows and magic.

The arrows shot by the archers from our 70,000-strong army looked like a black carpet covering the sky.

The arrows, appearing black due to their sheer number, pierced through enemy soldiers.

"Argghhh!"

Following this, numerous fireballs flew toward the enemies, drawing red trajectories across the sky.

Most were small fireballs, but occasionally there were what appeared to be high-level magic spells—fireballs the size of houses.

When they landed, red flames and gray acrid smoke began rising from the walls of Castle Laseu.

Naturally, the unlucky soldiers who were there either died or suffered in the flames.

"Aagh, it's hot!"
"Help!"
"Put out the fire first!"

They quickly began dealing with the fires, but before they could, boulders from catapults and massive arrow-like bolts from ballistas rained down on them.

The enemies weren't fools either, and as soon as we launched our attack, they responded in kind. Death cries also erupted from various parts of our Montmartre army positions.

"Ugh!"

After repeatedly killing each other through ranged attacks, the order finally came.

"Scale the walls!"

When the command signaling the start of the real siege battle was given, everyone got busy.

Squad leaders urged soldiers to grab ladders.

"Make sure you take the ladders!"

The centurions stood at the front, putting on a show of bravado that wasn't entirely for show.

"Once you set up the ladders, I'll be the first to climb up and kill them all, so don't worry!"

The soldiers nodded with resolute expressions at those words.

After confirming that preparations were roughly complete, I drew my sword forward and ordered:

"Charge forward! It's time to make the name of the White Beard Mercenaries known to Barcelo in this siege!"

Even if we don't make a big impact in the Laseu siege, our name would spread widely just from the fishing operation we used to take Castle Ramasa.

But if we're going to make a name for ourselves, it would be better to show something impressive here too...

Everyone, including our mercenary unit, rushed toward the walls.

Since reaching the walls even a second faster would minimize unnecessary sacrifices, we had to hurry.

So now, only shouts to run came from everywhere.

"Just look ahead and run! Even if the guy next to you dies, just keep running!"

In the current situation, there was no other option but to run like hell.

The soldiers responded to that order with curses.

"Shit, understood!"

Those carrying ladders also ran blindly as ordered.

"Uaaaahhhh!"

They just kept running even when comrades died from arrows or magic along the way.

I was among them, carrying a ladder and just looking straight ahead as I ran.

Without any strategy or tactics from our side, thinking about anything during this siege battle until we reach the walls is just a waste of time.

The only thing to do now is to move both legs quickly and climb the wall...

*No thoughts, no distractions, no thoughts, no distractions...*

I kept repeating this mantra in my head to steel myself, but being human, all kinds of stray thoughts entered my mind.

"White Beard Mercenaries, nothing else matters! Just look ahead and run!"

I gave orders while running desperately and tried to push away distracting thoughts.

After running like hell for dozens, no, hundreds of meters, the castle wall appeared before us.

"Damn, that's high."

It's only about 4 meters high, but that's just a number...

In reality, climbing a wall with a ladder takes almost a minute.

During that time, you're basically a moving target for countless archers and mages, which is incredibly dangerous.

Just looking at it makes it hard to breathe.

"Set up the ladders! Climb up!"

Our mercenary unit, along with others, quickly set ladders against the wall.

Everyone hurried as soon as the ladders were in place, knowing we needed to climb up as quickly as possible, but...

The enemies not only fired arrows and magic to stop us but also...

"Taste some rocks!"

They threw hand-sized rocks down on our heads to kill climbing soldiers.

Some strong enemies on the wall even flipped ladders with 4 or 5 people on them.

"Heave-ho!!!!"

Those at the bottom of the ladder just bruised their backsides, but those at the top either died instantly or broke their backs.

"Aaaaargh!!!! My back, my back!!"

Meanwhile, I quickly climbed up a ladder I had set.

Using Aura to strengthen my arms and legs, I reduced the climb that takes others a minute to about 20 seconds.

As I nearly reached the top of the ladder, someone swung a sword at my neck.

"Die, you tin can!"

Being in the middle of climbing, I had no way to counter-attack.

So I deflected the sword with the gauntlet on my left hand and jumped onto the top of the wall.

Enemies rushed at me before I could draw my weapon, but...

*Pathetic bastards.*

An armored knight, or rather an Aura swordsman, can be a human weapon just by wearing proper armor...

I killed several attackers with just my fists and kicks.

When a brief opening appeared, I drew my sword.

"Who's next?"

Ch.197 - The Battle Of Raseuseong Fortress (2)
When I saw the enemies intensify their guard as I drew my sword—after slaughtering them even without a weapon—I knew they were truly afraid.

"That bastard's drawn his sword!"

I could see cold sweat running down the faces of those Barcelona men on the wall as they shouted.

How cute. Why are they so terrified?

Once they're dead, they won't have anything to fear anymore.

While tension hung in the air, officers could be heard scolding their men from various positions.

"If they break through here, we all die!"

The Barcelona soldiers swallowed hard at this reminder of their grim reality.

"So fight with everything you've got! If we win, His Grace Duke Sella will reward us handsomely!"

At the mention of rewards, their previously fallen morale somewhat recovered.

They all gripped their weapons tightly and charged toward us.

One man in front of me swung his mace while crying out for his mother.

"Mom!"

In comics and novels, someone fighting to protect their family might suddenly awaken hidden powers and defeat a powerful enemy...

But that only applies to protagonists, not to ordinary people like this guy in this world.

*His determination is impressive, at least.*

The man who had swung his mace with tears in his eyes lost his life with a single slash.

His death seemed to signal the others, as soldiers began swarming like ants toward me and my mercenaries who had climbed the wall.

"Damn it, die!!"

I couldn't help but sigh at the wave of enemies rushing toward us... but what could I do?

We'd have to cut them down one by one to capture the fortress.

This is what my mercenaries and I get paid for, after all.

Since we're being paid, we all need to maintain our professional mercenary mindset...

"White Beard Mercenaries! Fight as we trained!"

After giving this clear, understandable order, I swung my sword at the vanguard.

With each swing of my sword, left and right, up and down, someone's life fell to the ground.

"Argh!"

Each time I sent another poor soul to Deus, my subordinates around me shouted in excitement.

"Don't fall behind Captain Martin!"
"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"
"Let's have some real fun today!"

As everyone united with one mind, the area of the wall we controlled gradually expanded.

When I first climbed up, we only had about five pyeong of space, but now it had expanded to six, then seven.

"Keep expanding like this!"

The more we expanded, the faster our allies could climb up the ladders.

Those who made it up quickly found empty spots to fill.

"Kill them all, leave no one alive!"

Those who filled in immediately took the places of fallen comrades, ensuring that our territory didn't shrink even when someone died.

*Siege warfare is all about capturing territory.*

We had to maintain our current position by any means necessary and gradually expand it.

"Form teams and fight together! Cooperate with each other! Don't rush!"

At times like this, it's better to clear enemies gradually rather than boldly plowing through them like a bulldozer.

Just as drinking water too quickly can cause choking or even death if it enters the windpipe.

Similarly, rushing a siege could lead to annihilation.

"Otto, deputy captain!"

Otto responded to my call.

"Yes, Captain!"
"Keep an eye out for any soldiers acting recklessly!"

Even more dangerous than rushing is some madman charging forward with heroic delusions despite lacking the skill or capacity.

Like a dam breaking from a single hole, one lunatic creating a gap in our formation could cause everything to collapse.

*One mistake could wipe out everyone who's made it up here.*

We needed to move carefully like walking on a knife's edge, yet boldly at the same time.

Being too cautious and just defending this position all day would only increase our casualties.

"White Beard Mercenaries! Follow me!"

If this were flat ground, I would have charged forward at full speed to cut down the enemy's neck...

But in a siege battle crowded with enemies, rushing ahead alone like a mad bull would only get me surrounded and killed miserably.

So the best approach now was to advance slowly while cutting down everyone in front.

I infused my sword with Aura while surveying the wall and its surroundings.

*First, the watchtower that can fire in all directions.*

I turned toward the nearest watchtower and shouted.

"White Beard Mercenaries, to the left! We're taking the watchtower on the left!"

As I turned my body left, knights on the other side pointed at me and shouted.

"Don't let that bastard do as he pleases!"

The soldiers, knowing they'd die miserably if the watchtower fell, began to attack more aggressively than before.

"Uaaaahh!"

Even so, the insurmountable difference in skill and armor between them and me meant I wouldn't get hurt.

Killing them one by one, slowly, I gradually approached the watchtower I had targeted.

The men behind me shouted joyful battle cries.

"Let's push all the way through!"

Judging by the energy in their voices, there seemed to be nothing hindering our advance.

With our troops' morale so high, the right answer was to keep pushing forward as quickly as possible.

*I need to capture the watchtower as fast as possible.*

As I advanced toward the watchtower, swinging my sword, we finally caught sight of the stairs leading up to it.

"The stairs! We're almost there!"

However, just as capturing the watchtower would give us an advantage, losing it would be disastrous for the enemy.

The Barcelona soldiers weren't going to just stand by and watch.

Knights came out in groups to block the stairs.

"This watchtower is the one Baron Koba ordered us to protect!"

When one man said this, another began to announce his name.

"I, Aleon Draim, mid-rank knight of Baron Koba's house, will stop you!"

Countless men struggled to catch their lord's eye, but I paid no attention to their names.

At my level, omitting a few of these guys from the achievement report wouldn't make much difference in the reward.

No, just recording "defeated N mid-rank knights" would be recognized anyway.

Why would I need to remember each name?

*Being a knight or noble must be really tough.*

Even in such a desperate situation, they have to struggle to impress their employer, the higher-ups.

"Die!"

They swung their weapons at me.

I blocked and cut them down as I advanced, while veteran mercenaries behind me could be heard trying to handle the knights.

"Damn it, stab him!"
"If one isn't enough, two or three attack together!"
"Overwhelm them with numbers!"

Since we were facing knights, the casualty rate increased significantly, but turning back now would be foolish.

Capturing the watchtower as quickly as possible was the best action for our forces.

Though knowing this didn't make me any less angry about the deaths of subordinates who had fought alongside me until now.

"Die, damn it!"

Filled with rage, I took them down one by one until I reached the narrow stairs.

The stairs were so narrow that only one person could fight at a time, so I couldn't expect support from the side.

But this level of difficulty wouldn't corner me.

"Die, you bastards!"

With each step I climbed, another enemy fell to the ground.

Step by step, I killed nearly dozens of soldiers... occasionally there were knights or mercenary officers who could use Aura.

I blocked their sword strikes and counterattacked, continuing to kill them.

"I'll kill you all!"

As I nearly reached the top of the stairs, numerous archers and mages were aiming at me.

"Flames, burn away the evil one before me. Fireball!"
"Shoot that bastard dead!"
"Don't let him come up!"

If I fell here, the men behind me would die too...

With no way to retreat, I had to break through.

As I stepped onto the stairs, countless arrows and fireballs tried to engulf me...

But I swung my sword a little faster than the mage in front could cast his spell.

"Argh!"

Thanks to that, I avoided taking the magic head-on.

Next, I immediately cut down the mages and archers on the watchtower.

"Capture the watchtower!"

Once I broke through, our mercenaries poured in after me.

"Long live Captain Martin!"
"Let's keep going!!!"
"Do we have a flag?"

Fighting alongside my excited men, I continued swinging my sword and cutting down enemies until not a single enemy soldier remained on the watchtower.

"Hang the Montmartre Empire flag and our mercenary flag!"

The men who had been carrying flags for this moment quickly replaced the banners on the flagpole.

Ch.198 - The Battle For Raseusung Fortress (3)
As the flag fluttered high in the sky, we momentarily forgot we were in the middle of a siege and let out cheers.

"Hell yeah, we finally took the watchtower!"

Some soldiers were already tearing up even though we hadn't captured the entire castle yet.

"We made it this far," one sobbed.

It's a bit funny to see them like this when the war isn't even over yet...

A siege is essentially a territory-grabbing war, and the more space you occupy in the enemy's castle, the more advantageous your position becomes.

Before scaling the walls, our forces can only take hits, but once we're on the wall, we gain the ability to reduce enemy numbers.

After capturing part of the wall, we establish a foothold where reinforcements can safely arrive from the rear. Taking a watchtower not only creates an even stronger position but also damages enemy morale, creating a butterfly effect.

*And because of that, the bounty skyrockets, right?*

While we celebrated, our allies at the base of the wall and surrounding areas joined in with cheers.

"The watchtower has fallen! Hurrah!"
"At this rate, we can win!"
"Long live the Montmartre Empire!"

Along with the cheers, powerful trumpet blasts echoed from below the wall.

Simultaneously, ladders were placed against this watchtower—now a safe zone for our forces—and countless allied soldiers began climbing up.

"I'll kill every last one of those Barcelona bastards!"

Ladders densely lined the watchtower, and soldiers clung to them like ants climbing a wall—a truly magnificent sight.

*It's like those massive animal herds you see on TV.*

Knowing they're all our allies makes me feel secure.

Meanwhile, the enemy, having received our good news, was desperate to reclaim the watchtower.

Knights and mercenary captains climbed onto the walls themselves and began driving their soldiers forward.

"Damn it, recapture that watchtower somehow!!! Recapture it!"

The impatient ones pushed past their subordinates and charged forward themselves.

"Damn it all! Move aside! I'll kill all those white-bearded or white-haired whatever they are!"

If the battle continued with us holding the watchtower, all their fighting would be for nothing...

"White Beard Mercenaries! Let's go take down those dogs coming at us!"

I shook the blood from my sword and headed toward the stairs at the end of the watchtower to fight the approaching enemies.

As much as I wanted to go down the stairs and fight directly...

Judging by the force of their advance, I realized we might end up on the losing side if we rushed in recklessly.

We should take necessary risks, but I couldn't mindlessly gamble with my men's lives on unfavorable odds.

"I'll take the front! Everyone defend the watchtower!"

As I pushed ahead to stand at the stairway entrance, enemy knights charged toward me.

"Die, you lowborn scum!"

They're not cranky old men with nothing to brag about except their age, so I don't understand why these so-called knights keep belittling people with terms like "lowborn" and "commoner."

The more they do it, the more pathetic they look, but these knights don't seem to realize that.

*The world's truly gone to hell.*

"You die instead!"

I killed the knight who boldly stood at the front and swung his sword at me with a single strike.

The one behind him thrust his sword at my neck.

"Die!"

As if I would falter from something like that?

I easily deflected the thrust and stabbed him in the neck.

After I took the lives of two enemy knights in the blink of an eye, our mercenaries, not wanting me to claim all the significant achievements, became fired up and started to engage passionately.

"Don't let Captain Martin do all the work!"

The stairway was too narrow for them to come help immediately, but judging by how well things were going, it seemed allied reinforcements had arrived.

"Captain Martin! Allied soldiers have reinforced the watchtower!"

Glancing back, I saw several allied mages and archers positioned on the watchtower.

"Now! Fire!"

With that command, arrows rained down on the enemies trying to recapture our watchtower.

"Argh, damn it!"

As arrows and magic were unleashed at a distance from where our allies stood, the momentum of those approaching our watchtower from the wall was severely broken.

With the enemy's morale crushed, we should press this advantage and attack the wall.

"White Beard Mercenaries! Down the stairs! Keep pushing forward!"

Setting an example by cutting down each enemy blocking our path, the mercenaries behind me eagerly followed.

They wielded various weapons and began driving away surrounding enemies from behind me.

"Die!"

As we gradually conquered the wall beyond the watchtower, I noticed a knight with an intimidating presence approaching me.

"You there!"

Seriously? When we meet in war, killing each other is expected—why get angry about something so obvious? What a foul-tempered fellow.

"Were you looking for me?"
"Indeed! You shall pay with your life for daring to disrupt Castle Laseu!"

At his words, the men on the wall cleared a path.

"Sir Colon has arrived!"
"Charge forward!"
"That bastard is finished now!"

Judging by the soldiers' support, he must be quite skilled.

"I, Adelheit Colon, senior knight of the Laseu Viscount family, shall be your opponent!"

From his voice, he sounds quite young to already be a senior knight...

Must have risen through a combination of his own skill and his parents' influence.

As I raised my mental alertness and resolved to fight with all my strength, Colon's sword swung toward my breastplate.

"Die!"

His confidence wasn't just for show—his sword emitted such cold energy that frost formed on the blade.

Expert Intermediate—the same level as me.

*This will be tough.*

I released my Aura to its maximum, wreathing my sword in flames as I parried his attack.

The cold energy from his sword melted against my fiery Aura, having little effect, but he showed signs of struggling from the start.

*If I keep pushing, I'll win.*

Confirming this, I deliberately adopted a defensive stance.

"Die!"
"Come and try to kill me!"

His attacks continued relentlessly, but I kept parrying and blocking them.

Rather than attacking recklessly and exposing a weakness to him, it was safer and more certain to wait for Colon to show an opening and strike decisively.

Seeing my defensive posture, he grew impatient and kept attacking.

From above, below, diagonally—he tried to take my life with slashes and thrusts from every direction, but...

"Not going to happen!"

I blocked all his attacks with minimal movement while waiting for my opportunity.

After what felt like five or ten minutes, I noticed the cold energy on his sword weakening slightly.

Though his face was hidden by his helmet, he must have realized it too, which would be quite disconcerting.

*An Expert who can't use Aura is just an extremely strong ordinary person.*

"Ugh."

His breathing gradually became rougher as he swung his sword.

Then he stepped back and took a unique stance.

Is this bastard planning to use his family's secret technique?

"Die!"

I give him credit for not unnecessarily shouting the name of his finishing move.

After all, doing so is not only a waste of energy but also warns your enemy to prepare for a powerful attack.

*Let's see what he's got.*

He thrust deeply and quickly at the gap between my neck and armor.

When I deflected it with my sword, he seemed to anticipate this, spinning his body and attacking from the opposite direction of my deflection.

*His combination is impressive.*

Though I was inwardly impressed by his attack, I blocked it, only for him to follow with a low kick to my shin.

"Ugh..."

In that moment of hesitation, he tried to thrust at my neck again.

Anyone could see I was in danger—if I panicked or froze, I would be 100% dead.

I slightly deflected his thrust with my sword.

It was just a small nudge, but enough to change the trajectory of his thrust. I drew a dagger with my left hand.

Meanwhile, I continued to engage in a blade lock with him using the sword in my right hand.

Naturally, holding with just one hand, my sword was pushed back slightly, very slightly...

"Die! You damned mercenary!"

Just as he tried to push me back with confidence, I stabbed his armpit with my dagger.

"Kuh, ugh!"

As his stance crumbled, I struck his neck with my sword, drawing everyone's attention.

"The head of Adelheit Colon, senior knight of the Laseu Viscount family, was taken by me, Martin Meyer!"

My announcement was met with tremendous cheers from our side.

"The enemy senior knight is dead!"

Meanwhile, sighs and laments came from the Barcelona camp.

"No, damn it..."

With an enemy senior knight dead, morale in this area would remain low for a while.

"Now's the time! Kill them all!"

As we continued to advance, cutting down numerous enemies, the sun began to set.
Eventually, the sound of retreat trumpets echoed from inside the castle.
The enemy forces immediately withdrew from the walls and headed toward the inner castle of Laseu.

Ch.199 - Shaking From The Outside (1)
Despite the great achievement of capturing the outer fortress of Castle Laseu, the mood among our troops remained tense.

"Captain, you let us drink at least one cup of alcohol when we go to battle tomorrow. But a complete ban? Isn't that too harsh?" Otto said, pretending to shake his hands. "I'm going to die if I can't drink."

"People don't die from not drinking alcohol. Why are you being so dramatic?"

"Come on, didn't we work our asses off taking that watchtower today? And thanks to that, we were able to capture the outer fortress. If we hadn't accomplished the feat of seizing the watchtower on the first day of battle, wouldn't we have spent at least two months struggling to take the outer fortress?"

Given how quickly we breached the watchtower in just one day, it probably wouldn't have taken that long to capture the outer fortress even without today's success. We likely would have taken the outer fortress in about two weeks and succeeded in capturing the entire castle within a month.

But responding to his complaints with strict, solemn facts would just show I couldn't read the room.

"Do you think His Majesty and Count Diong don't know that?"
"......"
"And take a good look around."

The Barcelo forces abandoned not only the outer fortress but also the civilians inside it when they retreated.

It's not an incomprehensible decision. The inner fortress is too small to accommodate even just the soldiers, knights, nobles, and their important families, so abandoning the civilians in the outer fortress to protect the inner fortress is rational.

*Only human garbage would do such a thing, but it's effective.*

I whispered quietly into Otto's ear, "There could be enemy spies anywhere. Don't you know that even an Aura Master can die instantly from a single assassination strike?"

A person who has awakened their Aura can exert strength beyond human limits while using it.

An Aura Master like Baron Ains could throw punches with the force of an elephant's stomp while using his Aura.

As a mid-level Expert, I could bend a crowbar in half when using my Aura.

Even without using Aura, my physical abilities had improved to the point where I could run a hundred meters in 7.8 seconds.

But... I'd still die if stabbed with a knife or poisoned.

"Besides that, they might try to extract information... Oh, what the hell?"

I stopped talking when I saw what looked like a mercenary from another company trying to seduce a young woman by offering her money.

"Hey miss, how about tonight? Five gold coins."

Normally, I wouldn't have interfered or cared what that bastard was doing. Whether he got slapped by the girl's brother or beaten so badly that an arm or leg broke, it wasn't my business...

But now, with the Barcelo forces having retreated to the inner fortress and likely scattered spies everywhere...

How could he know if that woman was just a poor, hungry village girl or a seasoned spy?

The woman smiled slyly at his words and slightly lifted her chest.

"Five gold coins? What a handsome brother."

With just one smile from the responding maiden, the guy was completely hooked.

"Great, I'll give you the money later."
"My place is over there, let's go, handsome."

I understand that mercenaries go crazy for women and alcohol, but in this situation, what the hell is he thinking trying to enjoy a woman?

It's absolutely ridiculous.

As the two were about to disappear, I quickly ran over and grabbed them both by the scruff of their necks.

"You two, stop right there."

The unfamiliar mercenary and the woman froze at my words.

"It's expected that the Barcelo forces have released spies in this area, so prostitution and drinking are prohibited. Didn't you know that?"

The mercenary trembled and protested, "You're not even my captain! Why are you making such a fuss?"

Even a massive building like the 63 Building will quickly collapse if you start removing one brick or steel beam at a time.

And if a mercenary develops feelings for a woman who might be a spy, there's absolutely no hope.

"Don't you know military law? I don't intend to beat you here, but if this gets reported, your mercenary captain will have your head."

The mercenary broke into a cold sweat at my words.

"...... Spare me..."

If he had been from my mercenary company, I would have dragged him away and beaten him half to death or cut off his head.

But I'm not some nobleman, and if I did such things to another company's mercenary, I'd be seen as a man without business ethics.

"Fine. Which mercenary company do you belong to?"
"The... the Blue Beard Mercenaries!"

I handed him over to Otto.

"Tell the Blue Beard Mercenaries exactly what this guy did. You go on back now. I need to attend the military meeting held by Count Diong."
"Yes, Captain."

Otto infused his Aura and struck the guy several times.

"You bastard, I've been holding back too, damn it!"

It was an action filled with personal emotion, but the guy would soon have his head on a pike anyway, so whatever.

After the beating, Otto hoisted the man onto one shoulder and disappeared.

I let the woman go.

Seeing how she was trembling so badly she couldn't even attempt to run away, she seemed more like an ordinary woman trying to sell her body because she had no other way to survive rather than a spy.

*I'd only get criticized for killing an ordinary person without evidence.*

Still, I couldn't just let her go without a proper warning.

"You, woman."
"Yes?"

I held a dagger to her throat and emanated my Aura.

The woman collapsed to the ground.

"I'll let it go this time, but next time you're caught, this is what happens."

I pointed to where the bodies of those who had caused trouble and been executed were hanging, even though it hadn't even been a full day.

"Behave yourself properly, and spread the word to others."

I clicked my tongue and looked around to see people watching me with faces that looked like they hadn't eaten even gruel for about half a month.

Thanks to the siege not lasting long, they weren't wearing tattered or torn clothes.

But their starved faces made me think I should give them something to eat.

However, that wasn't my responsibility, so I activated the useless thought eraser in my head and deleted it.

As I was walking, a small child grabbed my sleeve and began to beg.

"Mister mercenary, I'm hungry. Please give me something to eat."

If the child had encountered a mercenary with a nasty temperament, they might have been kicked away—a dangerous action, but I guess hunger had made them bold.

I wanted to give them something, but if I did, everyone around would rush over and cling to me asking for food.

So I gently pushed the child away, making sure they weren't hurt, and continued on my way.

"This might be useful somehow..."

**

When I arrived at Count Diong's command headquarters, the mercenary captains and nobles already there all had uniformly unpleasant expressions. It was hard to believe this was the headquarters that had captured the enemy's outer fortress today.

"Damn it, we lost 40 men just in today's siege."
"Those White Beard or White Fur Ball bastards are the only ones doing well."
"That damn guy, does he think being successful on his own is everything?"

I pretended not to hear and quietly took my seat.

Those who noticed me quickly cleared their throats and turned their heads away.

"Ahem, ahem."

I decided to ignore it, figuring there was no reason to be upset about being criticized for doing well.

In that atmosphere, one mercenary captain approached me.

"By the way, isn't it too hard not being able to drink on a day like today? Achieving the feat of occupying the outer fortress and not being able to have a single drop of alcohol."

Unless someone was directly confrontational with me, it would be polite to use respectful language with someone of similar status who was older.

"I agree with you. Honestly, not being able to have even a drop of beer is driving me crazy."
"You feel the same way? I like your honesty. In that sense, after we draw out all those bastards in the inner fortress, let's have a proper drink together. I'll buy, what do you say?"
"Sounds good, but I'll provide the side dishes."
"You're spirited! I like that."

While we were chatting, Count Diong entered the tent with an irritated expression.

One wrong word and it seemed we'd be in for quite a bit of trouble.

"No need for formalities. I'm sure everyone wants to rest a bit, so such things aren't necessary."

At his words, we stood up from our seats and then promptly sat back down.

"His Majesty wanted to move to capture the inner fortress tonight, but I and the other nobles barely managed to dissuade him."

...... The Emperor is so aggressive it's maddening.

"Instead, we need to control the 60,000 citizens in this castle. So we can't rest easy."

Everyone had blank expressions but couldn't complain.

"Hah, even I don't want to work on a day like today. So I'll just organize the minimum necessary things and end this meeting. The most important thing right now is how to handle the civilians. What does everyone think?"

The civilians in the castle are both future subjects of the Montmartre Empire and potential spies.

Additionally, they're burdens that will gradually consume our army's supplies until we capture the inner fortress.

"His Majesty says we should distribute food to them. But I'm skeptical about the issue of distributing food to them. It's not that we lack food..."

I suppose it's because if we distribute food to the people in the castle, there's concern that we might run short of supplies later.

"Everyone, please give your honest opinions. After deciding this issue, we'll establish our future strategy."
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At those words, one of the senior knights spoke up.

"As the Count said, we are currently at war. The food supplied by the military merchants is enough for our troops, but realistically, it's difficult to feed all the civilians in Castle Raseu as well."

Even in modern times, with railways, trucks, and military aircraft that can transport dozens of tons of supplies at once, feeding an army of tens of thousands is no easy task.

Let alone in this world where I live, where even the largest wagons can't carry more than a ton.

Horse-drawn carriages are slower than modern transportation, and with poor road conditions, both the time and cost of transportation increase significantly.

Since the supply itself costs so much, they rarely bring abundant provisions and don't even make plans for it...

*That statement is correct.*

The other nobles nodded in agreement.

"We can't let our troops starve to death while supplying food to civilians."
"We can support them after the war ends, what else can we do?"
"Shouldn't our own troops be the priority?"

It's true that every life is precious, but their value is always relative and different.

Especially on the battlefield, the life of one allied soldier is far more important than the lives of 100 enemy soldiers.

So I understand their logic of prioritizing our troops, but...

*Their logic makes sense, but it doesn't fit the current situation.*

Count Diong cleared his throat after hearing this.

"Hmm, I sympathize with what you're saying. Then I'll go to His Majesty myself and suggest that we don't supply food to the civilians..."

Just as this matter was about to be decided, I quickly interjected.

"Count, I have a strategy to propose. May I speak?"
"Your suggestions are always welcome. Except, of course, when I'm enjoying myself at night."

The atmosphere had been gloomy since he'd forbidden drinking, but this one joke immediately lightened the mood.

Some mercenary captains couldn't hold back their sudden laughter.

"Pfft."

Well, it was quite funny to hear the always strict, solemn, and serious Count unexpectedly reveal that he, like them, enjoyed spending time with women.

If this man had the military power to back it up, he would have made an excellent mercenary captain without a doubt.

Besides, being dignified normally but knowing when to crack a joke doesn't diminish one's reputation or dignity—if anything, it adds to one's good name.

"Then I'll speak as quickly as possible."
"Please do."
"Many of you have opposed distributing food to the civilians in Castle Raseu, but I believe we should actually provide them with rations."

At those words, everyone looked at me strangely.

No matter how you look at me or what you think, my thoughts on this matter are very clear and definite.

And I have no reason to change my mind.

"Why do you think so?"

I held up three fingers and began to speak.

"There are three main reasons. First, right now we're suppressing potential riots or rebellions by stationing troops here and monitoring the civilians. But on my way here, I saw an innocent village girl trying to sell her body to a mercenary just to survive."

Count Diong and the other nobles and mercenaries clicked their tongues at this.

No matter how widely prostitution is used by everyone from nobles down to mercenaries and the poor, the social perception of the profession is quite negative due to its nature.

Once someone enters this industry, there's no way out except to continue as a prostitute or to be bought by someone.

That's why the only women who become prostitutes are young widows left penniless after their husbands' deaths, or those with debts and absolutely no means of livelihood.

Therefore, becoming a prostitute is considered a last resort.

But for an ordinary village girl to try selling her body despite knowing it's prohibited by military law?

*Just from hearing this, intelligent people would understand how chaotic the situation has become.*

"This is just the beginning. In a few days, some civilians might become mobs that rob or assault Imperial troops. Or they might side with those inside the inner castle just to survive."

At these words, everyone put their hands to their foreheads, showing their unease.

"The second reason is to lower the morale of the soldiers inside the inner castle."
"Lower their morale..."
"Most of the soldiers inside the inner castle are locals who lived in or near Castle Raseu. Until we took the outer castle, they were undoubtedly fighting to protect their families in the city of Raseu."

From ancient Neolithic tribal warfare to recent conflicts, the most commonly cited justification in all human wars has been protecting one's family.

In fact, the motivation for our fathers to work until 10 PM and toil away even on weekends is solely for their families.

"But they've now retreated to the inner castle, abandoning their families..."

I paused briefly.

"They're probably maintaining morale with stories like, 'If we hold out in this inner castle, reinforcements will come from the Kingdom of Barcelo. And when they arrive and drive out the Montmartre Imperial forces, we can protect your families who are suffering outside.'"

This way, they can redirect hatred from the Barcelo fools who abandoned their families and fled to the inner castle, toward us, the Montmartre Imperial forces.

But if we starve the people in the city to save food?

Then those inside the inner castle will fight to the death, burning with hatred toward us.

"I would have done the same in their position."
"And the third reason is that we need to think about governing this castle after we conquer it. The Montmartre Imperial Army shared food to prevent starvation even in difficult times, while the Kingdom of Barcelo abandoned its people to die. Which side will the people's hearts turn to?"

Honestly, I don't care whether these gentlemen burn the castle after conquering it or sell the city's people into slavery.

Why? Because we won't be receiving this land as a fief, as we're just mercenaries.

But employers naturally love employees who show consideration for their boss with a sense of ownership, don't they?

So it's important for me to demonstrate how much I care about Count Diong and the Montmartre Emperor.

*Just like how men tell women they'll pluck the stars from the sky when dating.*

"Then how much food should we give them?"

I smiled slightly at his question.

"We don't need to give them much. Just enough so they don't starve to death."

The Count tilted his head, puzzled.

"When you suggested distributing food, I thought you'd argue for giving them plenty. Is that small amount really enough?"

To someone facing starvation, a person who feeds them well and a person who gives just enough to prevent starvation are equally appreciated.

This approach would be more efficient.

"It's actually better to give just that much."

To the increasingly puzzled Count, I continued, setting the tone.

"While doing so, we should blame all the evil on the Barcelo nobles holed up in the inner castle, shouldn't we?"

Isn't this good image-making?

The Montmartre Empire wants to feed the poor people of Castle Raseu well, but because of those Barcelo bastards who abandoned you and locked themselves safely in the inner castle, we can't give you more food!

Then, gratitude for providing food will naturally flow toward Montmartre, while the resentment from still being hungry will be directed entirely at those inside the castle.

"Moreover, if we provide food, the civilians will refrain from risking their lives to loot our soldiers or camps or violate military regulations. And the soldiers inside the inner castle will lose their will to fight when they see us taking care of their families."

Most crimes, including looting, are likely "survival crimes," and most regular soldiers in the inner castle are "commoners."

These are people who value their families and peaceful daily lives far more than any benefits gained from loyalty to the state.

"Wouldn't this be worth trying?"

Count Diong and everyone else nodded.

"It's a good idea."
"If we provide minimum rations, we should be able to manage."
"Honestly, letting them starve to death did weigh on my conscience."

As the discussion flowed in this direction, Count Diong stepped forward to speak.

"Good, then we'll do it that way. Do you have any other suggestions?"

After thinking briefly, I answered.

"I think it would be effective to have the people of Raseu surround the castle walls late at night and sing folk songs, or play sad songs about families waiting for them."

For soldiers already homesick, hearing folk songs or melancholic music would easily intensify their longing.

It's a wicked method, but isn't our victory the top priority?

"Good, we'll do that."

Ch.201 - Shaking From The Outside (3)
Martin was willing to do anything for money as a mercenary. While some bad mercenaries would loot, murder, and rape for money—or even for free if they were crazy enough—the White Beard Mercenary Company that Martin belonged to had never resorted to such despicable acts since he joined, as they'd never been short on funds.

"What kind of job is this for a mercenary captain?" someone asked.

Karin chuckled and replied, "Martin suggested to Count Diong that we should distribute food to the people living in the Laseu region. Would you rather have the regular soldiers do this?"

When large-scale wars broke out, nations became the main actors, with nobles at their center. The regular soldiers employed by nobles were like employees of a major corporation's headquarters, while mercenaries, no matter how skilled, remained like subcontractors.

When ordered to do something, mercenaries couldn't refuse. That's why they ended up with these annoying tasks.

"But the regular soldiers are all resting while we're doing this?"
"Don't complain too much. At least we just have to serve food with ladles. Look at the guys down there..."

Karin pointed to a corner where a squad leader was frantically stirring a large pot of porridge.

"Damn it! Bring the flour sacks and salt! Why aren't you running?"

The others were running so fast their feet were barely visible as they carried flour, salt, and other ingredients.

"Flour, salt, and cabbage! Coming right away, sir!"

Once the soup was ready, the lowest-ranking mercenaries had to carry it.

"Drop it and you're dead!"

It wasn't quite chaos, but it was close enough.

"I see. We actually have it easy."

Besides the cooking team, those controlling the crowd at the front were also having a hard time.

"Argh, damn it!! Get in line properly!! No line, no porridge!"

The civilians, who had been receiving barely enough food to survive for weeks before the siege began, were going crazy at the smell of food, losing their senses and rushing forward.

Using violence to control them would defeat the purpose of winning public support, so instead of forcibly suppressing them, the mercenaries had to shout loudly or use wooden sticks to guide them into order.

"My child hasn't eaten for days!"
"Please give some food to my child!"
"We're starving to death..."

As the mercenaries struggled to control the civilians, Hilde, who had been watching from behind, stepped forward.

"Everyone be quiet!"

The civilians covered their ears and ducked down at the enormous noise she made by amplifying her Aura.

"Emperor Otto of the Montmartre Empire has ordered porridge to be distributed to you. Be grateful and maintain order by standing in line to receive your portion. Anyone causing a disturbance will be considered a spy and severely punished regardless of age or gender!"

Though they were half-turned into a mob from hunger, they finally began to form proper lines under Hilde's intimidating presence. They had come to eat something to survive, but they didn't want to die for not standing in line.

"Begin serving!"

At that command, the civilians came forward with their bowls, and a long line formed in front of Martin.

"Sir Mercenary, please give me more porridge. I haven't eaten for days."

When Martin heard the words from a middle-aged man with sunken cheeks, he felt sorry for him. But he couldn't give more to one person, as it would cause others to fight.

"I wish I could give you more, but what can I do? We're at war with the Barcelo people who abandoned you, so we can't get more food."

Tears fell from the middle-aged man's face.

"But the war will end soon, and better days will come."
"Yes, when the Barcelo Kingdom that abandoned us is defeated and retreats, I'll be able to feed my children properly..."
"That's right."

Martin continued serving porridge and repeating similar conversations with the many people in line. Karin, Otto, and everyone else assigned to food distribution did the same for an hour until...

"Distribution over! Distribution is over! Thank you for your hard work."

Having endured a different kind of hardship than fighting with swords, Martin felt completely drained of energy.

"Damn, I'm exhausted."
"Good job, Martin."
"You too, senior. By the way, what's Lucia doing now?"
"Look over there."

Lucia was helping with the dishes.

"Water, soak the earth. Water!"

When her incantation ended, water flowed from the tip of her staff, filling a large bucket, and the mercenaries began scrubbing the pots used for cooking porridge.

"What kind of job is this for us..."

Martin heard the mercenaries' complaints but decided to ignore them.

As he walked away after finishing the distribution, he overheard a group still eating their porridge discussing exactly what he wanted to hear.

"Honestly, until two days ago, I thought the Montmartre Empire came to kill us and considered them murderers and mortal enemies. Who would have thought they'd share porridge with us to keep us alive? What about those Barcelo people who called the Montmartre people murderers?"

When one person said this, another man with a bushy beard added:

"For common folk like us, the best master is one who provides food so we can survive."
"Exactly."
"Ha, my Catrea was nearly dead, but she's alive now thanks to this porridge."

As Martin was listening with satisfaction, they noticed him and called out.

"Hey, mercenary sir."

Martin was surprised as he hadn't expected to be called.

"Why did you call me?"

The man who had called him asked cautiously:

"Is it true that if we report spies and their whereabouts, you'll give us food and money?"
"That's right."
"Actually, there's a woman named Isolet living in a tent near where I stay, and she always disappears somewhere at night. I followed her once out of suspicion and saw her talking with someone in a black cloak near the inner castle."

Someone talking with a suspicious person at a late hour was 99% likely to be a spy. No person with common sense would do something that could get them beheaded in these circumstances. What this woman did was like going to a front-line military post in Korea and calling a friend in North Korea in Korean.

"Oh? And then?"
"That woman is near us right now. There, the one with brown hair in a yellow dress."

Looking around, Martin spotted a woman with brown hair wearing a yellow dress.

"Is there anything particularly difficult for you these days?"

Given the already suspicious situation, such a suspicious question confirmed she must be a spy.

"Life is always hard. But Isolet, why are you so curious about everything?"
"I was just wondering if there was anything I could help with."
"What a thoughtful woman..."

Martin grabbed Isolet by the scruff of her neck and lifted her up.

"I just received a report that you're a spy. I'm arresting you on suspicion of espionage."

At those words, tears poured from Isolet's eyes, and she began to wail.

"No, no!!!"

In this era, interrogating spies typically began with breaking at least two legs, so anyone would be terrified. But given the circumstantial evidence and her suspicious behavior, it was unlikely they had captured an innocent person.

"If you want to die with your body intact, I recommend confessing everything honestly now."

For a female spy, the torturers would likely rape her too, thinking she was going to be beheaded anyway. In Europe, they did this even to innocent widows during witch hunts to steal their property, so a real spy would receive no mercy.

Confessing quickly was the only way to die with some dignity.

After knocking out the loudly protesting spy, Martin handed a token to the good citizens who had reported her.

"Show this token to the White Beard Mercenary Company, and they'll give you the promised money and food."

With that, Martin carried the female spy away.

**

That night, they gathered the people living in Laseu Castle and had them surround the inner castle.

When the castle was suddenly surrounded, many soldiers climbed onto the inner castle walls, aiming arrows and magic staves, but when they realized it was their own people surrounding the walls, they couldn't attack.

As Martin watched, orders were given from various places:

"Sing! Sing folk songs! After singing folk songs, we'll distribute food!"

At those words, the people surrounding the castle began singing local folk songs.

"Standing in the golden fields with a sickle in hand. Now we reap the rewards of our sweat and labor. On the way home~ The smell of bubbling stew~"

"All family gathered around one table, blooming with laughter. I miss those times."

"I miss those days, I miss those days."

Martin wasn't sure why the lyrics of these folk songs were so sad, but as the songs echoed, the soldiers on the castle walls began to sniffle audibly.
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"Sob, sob, Mom. Mom..."
"Emilia, Emilia. We were supposed to get married after this damned war... Will I ever see you alive again?"
"Fuck, why do we have to fight here..."

The sounds of sobbing and grief on the wall began to grow louder.

Silently swallowing tears alone might be manageable, but when multiple people start crying together, it becomes impossible to contain the situation.

With the crying already starting, I think it'll be quite a sight by the time our performance is over.

I must seem like an evil bastard enjoying others' misfortune like this.

But what can I do? War is essentially a competition where making the enemy miserable leads to my victory.

No orders will come down for the next hour or two, so I suppose we can rest a bit.

"White Beard Mercenaries, you may rest. But those watching the civilians, keep your eyes wide open."

At those words, everyone except those assigned to surveillance duty sat down on the ground to rest.

Some began chatting with voices neither too loud nor too soft.

"Captain Martin is truly wicked. Making them sing hometown songs when they're cornered. How can someone be so cruel?"
"It's because he's so cruel that we've been winning all this time. So it's not cruelty—it's skill."
"And I heard this isn't even the end. Just the beginning."

As those guys mentioned, having them sing hometown folk songs is truly just the beginning.

But even that alone has made the situation on the wall so bad that the "higher-ups" had to step in to stop it.

Some knight on the wall drew his sword, waving it in the air.

"Calm yourselves! I, Mateo Hamon, will behead anyone who falls for the enemy's vile tricks!"

Experienced soldiers and knights went around slapping the faces of soldiers crying from homesickness, administering their prescription.

"Snap out of it! Don't fall for their tricks!"

If they're already like this at the beginning, it's going to get tough.

Truly pitiful and miserable people.

Once the crying commotion on the wall had somewhat subsided, the higher-ups rewarded us with a barrage of insults from above.

"Such cowardly, wicked bastards! How dare you try to manipulate our soldiers by exploiting their longing for family and homeland!"

Come on, it's not like we're massacring civilians.

I don't understand why they're praising us for fighting so well.

Should I scratch the back of my head with an embarrassed expression?

"But we will never fall for such cheap tactics! Do you think we don't know you're controlling and abusing our soldiers' families?"

It seems those who fled to the inner fortress are spreading propaganda that we're abusing the common people who are the families of their soldiers.

But far from abusing the people, we're giving them food so they don't starve to death and maintaining public order.

"Soon, King Barcelo himself will lead reinforcements to crush you all! Clean your necks well and wait for your deaths!"

In a defensive battle, if the soldiers' morale doesn't hold up, even 100,000 men inside a fortress are useless.

So I understand why they're putting on a show of bravado in front of their soldiers even though they don't believe it themselves, but honestly, it looks quite pathetic.

As I was considering our next move, Hilde approached me.

"Captain, Baron Eclair has ordered food to be distributed to the civilians singing folk songs over there."

Ah, is it already that time?

"Is that so? Wake up everyone who's sitting around dozing off."

Not long after, carts from each mercenary unit arrived near the civilians who were singing folk songs.

The carts were loaded with pots full of porridge more luxurious than what we had for breakfast.

Though "luxurious" just means flour porridge with plenty of cheap beef jerky added, but the soldiers inside the fortress probably can't even eat this well.

Imagine how maddening it must be for them to see civilians outside eating food that even soldiers with much higher ration priority can't get.

"Lower the pots and start serving!"

As the soldiers lowered the pots and opened the lids, the smell of meat broth spread quickly and intensely toward the fortress wall.

"Form a line, a line! People need to eat to live!"
"Thanks for your hard work singing!"
"Stand in line properly! We have enough for all of you singers to eat until your bellies burst, so don't worry!"

The expressions of the inner fortress soldiers drooling on the wall were clearly visible.

"That looks delicious..."

If you want to eat, just open the gates and come out. We can share plenty.

Of course, to open the gates, you'd have to risk your lives fighting against your superiors.

Then messengers sent by the nobles added fuel to the fire.

"Eat your fill! We have much to do today, so you may have an extra bowl each!"

The soldiers on the wall looked at us enviously when they heard that.

"I'm starving to death. What the hell is this all about?"

In places where no knights or commanders were stationed, some even fell to their knees with dejected expressions.

"Damn it, I've been heartbroken thinking my family was being starved and exploited."

Meanwhile, the civilians happily enjoyed their meal.

"There's a lot of meat in this, so it tastes good. Can we really have another bowl?"
"That soldier over there said we could have another serving. Let's hurry and get in line."
"That's a good idea. Ah, if I'd known, I would have brought my children too."
"Didn't they say they'd do the same thing at this time tomorrow?"

This kind of performance, though somewhat burdensome, needs to be done daily to completely break the enemy's morale.

That's why even the Emperor himself is setting an example by reducing his own meals to secure food for making meat porridge for the civilians.

As a result, I'm reduced to eating hardtack and jerky, but those guys up there must be suffering even more mentally...

If my hardship can make the enemy suffer, that's enough for me.

As I watched this scene with a satisfied smile, the soldiers finished distributing the meat porridge and began clearing away the pots.

At the same time, the civilians surrounded the fortress wall and...

"Alexa! Alex! Your mother is waiting at home with freshly baked pies!"

They called out to the mothers that those inside the wall would miss the most.

No, all those people shouting out there are family members, lovers, sons and daughters of someone inside that wall, aren't they?

A young country girl searched for her fiancé inside the fortress with an anguished voice.

"Paveo, let's go back to our village. If you die fighting for no reason, not only will you regret it, but I'll be left a widow!"

As everyone called out to their family members inside the fortress, sobbing sounds could be heard from within.

"Fuck, fuck... This filthy war."
"I don't even want to fight..."
"What the hell is this all about?"

Seeing their morale drop again makes me feel satisfied.

Unable to bear this spectacle, knights stepped forward and began kicking the soldiers.

"Snap out of it! Those civilians are just being threatened! They're doing this because they have no choice, and they're all waiting for King Barcelo's reinforcements to liberate them! Don't be fooled!"

The kicked soldiers didn't respond at all to those words.

No, they were just sobbing, unable to voice any complaints.

"Don't listen to such nonsense! Your families are being threatened and exploited against their will!"

Why would we do such a thing?

Once we capture Laseu Fortress, this entire area will become Montmartre Empire territory anyway.

But we didn't bother refuting those claims and looking foolish.

Instead, we just made sure the civilians' heartfelt pleas for the soldiers inside to surrender could be heard more clearly.

"Pietro! Pietro! Your father has found you a bride for when you return!"

I don't know what kind of higher-up is in that fortress, but they probably want to shoot arrows at the civilians shouting outside.

But they know that if they did such a thing, not only would their soldiers' morale plummet, but they might find sword points aimed at the backs of their own heads...

Anyway, these people having their eyes wide open while their noses are being cut off are truly pitiful and miserable.

"You idiots, this is how you use homesickness psychology that's been employed since ancient times!"

To be able to lower their morale like this without climbing walls or swinging swords.

Truly an innovative and excellent strategy.

As the atmosphere reached its peak, knights under the nobles appeared with shining armor and flag bearers.

Then a massive trumpet sound rang out.

'Boooom'

When the trumpet sound that shook the ground subsided, they all shouted in loud voices.

"His Majesty wishes to feed you and your families well, but grieves that he cannot do so because of the evil King Barcelo!"

The Montmartre Emperor is absolutely not someone like King Sejong who cherishes and loves his people.

"But fear not! When the gates open and we win, we will surely feed you all abundantly! So hold on just a little longer!"

Though they said to hold on, it's essentially telling them to open the gates as soon as possible and find salvation.

After finishing their encouragement, the Montmartre knights shouted loudly.

"We leave for today! We shall return tomorrow!"

We continued implementing similar strategies over the course of a week, no, two weeks.

Finally, the order came down.

"Take down the inner fortress!"
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That damn inner fortress is the last thing standing between us and victory in this war.

Obviously, with our Montmartre army's overwhelming advantage.

My heart keeps racing at the thought of the imminent victory, but...

Isn't it some kind of universal law that just when everything seems to be going perfectly, something unexpected happens and ruins everything?

That's why we can't let our guard down until it's truly over.

"Everyone stay alert!"

This single command from me was instantly relayed to all soldiers by my subordinate commanders.

"Keep your wits about you! This isn't over yet!"
"Getting careless when you think you've won is how you end up dead!"
"Don't underestimate the inner fortress!"

The expressions of those who had been celebrating our near-victory hardened appropriately.

*If the enemy's morale has fallen enough, this should go exactly as planned.*

But since you never know how things will turn out, we can't afford to lose focus.

By the time each unit's captains had restored order, trumpets began to sound from all directions.

"Advance!"

With that command, our White Beard Mercenaries charged toward the fortress walls.

"Capture the inner fortress!"

I heard Lucia and Karin's voices from behind.

"Cover them with arrows!"
"Keep firing spells at the enemies on the wall!"

As soon as I heard those voices, countless arrows and spells began arcing over our heads.

The soldiers on the wall started falling as they were hit by the barrage.

"Argh!"

Normally, when one soldier falls, another should immediately take his place to fill the gap, but looking closely at the wall...

The men on the wall were hesitating, failing to fill the gaps.

"Damn it all!"

How reluctant to fight must they be to not move, even knowing that a breach in the wall leads directly to defeat?

As the soldiers showed no will to fight, knights and commanders on the wall began shouting furiously.

"If the wall falls, you all die!"
"Get your heads straight and fight! The enemy is charging!"
"Defend the inner fortress and you can all return to your homes!"

Despite these words, not a single soldier on the wall responded.

If I were a knight or commander on that wall, I'd be thinking:

*Shit, we're screwed.*

No doubt cold sweat would be running down my back.

Of course, arrows and spells were still flying from inside the fortress.

"Argh!"
"Squad Leader Bintz!!!"

Some of our men died in the process, but...

"Charge!"

The hardest part isn't reaching the wall—it's capturing the fortress.

And the defenders' morale isn't just low, it's buried in the ground. Once we get up on the wall, it should be quite manageable.

After running forward relentlessly, the massive fortress wall appeared right before us.

"Set up the ladders! We're going up!"

In an instant, ladders were placed against various points of the wall.

I climbed straight up a ladder set against the wall.

Looking around, I saw the men on the wall beginning to resist as best they could.

Some threw rocks at those climbing the ladders.

"Die!"

Those hit by the rocks had their heads smashed and died instantly.

Some knights, perhaps trying to demonstrate their strength, attempted to overturn entire ladders.

"Hnnngh, hnnngh!!"

But ladders with more than five men already on them didn't topple so easily.

"Ugh..."

Nevertheless, some succeeded in pushing ladders over.

"Shit, help me!!"

The men on those ladders were instantly killed or left as living corpses with shattered bodies.

Those who didn't die continued to groan in agony.

"Urgh, ugh..."

Though I noticed these men, what mattered now was climbing the wall as quickly as possible to kill those above.

After climbing all the way up the ladder, ignoring the dying men below, enemy soldiers swung their weapons at me.

If you're going to kill someone, you should at least pretend to be angry.

These idiots' morale was so low that tears welled in their eyes and their lips trembled uncontrollably.

What an absolute mess these bastards are.

"D-die!"

Judging by their trembling voices, if I could just establish dominance, I might be able to accept dozens of surrenders at once.

"You're the ones who'll die!"

I swung my sword and took the lives of those surrounding me.

As heads fell like ripe apples, the nearby soldiers began backing away rather than advancing toward me.

"Ahhh, this is insane..."
"What the hell is that guy doing?"
"...Uhhh..."

With the defenders retreating instead of preventing our mercenaries from climbing up, our forces could ascend the ladders quickly.

"What's with these guys?"

Some of our men, having just reached the wall, were already showing confidence.

"Heh, what a mess."

Machines will charge into danger and self-destruct on command, but humans won't fight with a sword if they've lost their motivation, even if fleeing means death.

Understanding this, I spent nearly two weeks surrounding the wall, telling those inside that their families would be safe and they'd be well-fed if they surrendered.

Meanwhile, the high-ranking officials who still had much to lose growled at their own soldiers with swords drawn.

"You worthless scum! Fight for the Kingdom of Barselo, for your families!"

At those words, some soldiers reluctantly moved.

They tried to kill me with trembling weapons, but...

*Do they really think I'd fall to such pathetic attacks while fully alert?*

Attacks without killing intent, weakened by fear, naturally couldn't even touch my armor.

"Ugh!"

The one who dared attack me collapsed to the ground.

I moved to charge at the officers who were somehow maintaining what little morale remained among the soldiers.

The knights and commanders drew their swords to face me.

At the same time, they slashed at their own hesitating soldiers to force them to fight.

"Aaaaargh!"

They deliberately aimed for non-lethal but painful areas, making their victims die slowly and painfully.

After committing such acts, these knights ordered the soldiers:

"Fight or die by my sword! Fight!"

I've killed deserting mercenaries before, but slaughtering your own men without setting any example yourself is madness.

Commanders and knights should be pillars of support for their men to follow.

When those who should be supporting pillars are killing their own terrified troops instead, it's utterly pathetic.

"Die!! You mercenary trash!"

One who tried to kill me seemed somewhat skilled, releasing an Aura mist as he charged.

But compared to Hilde's attacks, his movements were far too slow.

"Nonsense!"

We exchanged dozens of sword strikes.

Throughout the exchange, I focused on listening to my surroundings. The emboldened Montmartre soldiers were practically slaughtering the defenders on the wall.

"Kill them all!"
"Crush their heads first!"
"Don't leave a single one alive!"

With knights who should be maintaining morale acting like fools and soldiers who were no better than scarecrows...

Were other areas already seeing commanders beheaded and dozens surrendering at once?

"Die!"

During our clash, when he tried to thrust his sword at my neck with a quick strike.

"You're the one who'll die!"

I struck down his thrusting sword and used the rebound to slash his neck.

All eyes, both Barselo and Montmartre, turned to the sight of the helmeted knight's head flying off, blood spraying.

After shaking the blood from my sword, cheers erupted from our side.

"The enemy knight is dead!"

It wasn't particularly impressive, but when dealing with troops whose morale has hit rock bottom, reacting dramatically to small victories like this is effective.

Proving this point, the Barselo soldiers sighed and slumped their shoulders.

Since avoiding unnecessary bloodshed would be what the Emperor wants...

"Surrender and you won't be killed! If you want to live, drop your weapons and raise your hands!"

At these words, everyone around us dropped their weapons.

"We surrender! Surrender! Damn it!"
"What's the point in fighting anymore!"
"Just send us back to our homes!"

The Barselo men raised their hands in surrender and cleared a path for us to pass through.

Looking around, I saw our forces in other areas similarly accepting enemy surrenders.
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Emperor Otto approached me with an exasperated expression and sighed.

"Damn it. I've been a mercenary for nearly thirty years, but I've never seen men surrender so pathetically."

Typically, defenders fight to the bitter end until the fortress commander, army general, or at least a baron orders them to surrender, no matter how dire the situation.

But these fellows were surrendering in droves of dozens just because their immediate commanders had died. It was truly baffling.

To be honest, even though I had engineered this situation, seeing it unfold before my eyes was still astonishing.

*I should probably put on a show of confidence here.*

I needed to act like I knew everything all along, like Zhuge Liang, to build my reputation and prestige.

I shrugged my shoulders nonchalantly and replied, "I knew this would happen from the moment we gathered civilians near the inner fortress and had them sing. Your faith is lacking."

Strictly speaking, while I knew their morale would drop, I never imagined they would lose their will to fight so completely.

Life is good when things work out.

"What are you waiting for? Let's go open the gates."

In normal circumstances, we would have captured the watchtowers in the inner fortress first, but considering how low the Barcelo troops' morale had fallen...

Going straight for the gates would be sufficient.

Otto spoke on behalf of the other officers, "Are you sure we don't need to capture the watchtowers?"

I sighed, pointing at the men rushing toward the watchtowers.

"Hurry to the watchtowers! Capture them and make a fortune!" shouted what appeared to be mercenary captains or knights serving nobles.

The soldiers responded with cheers:
"Long live Baron Maron!!!"
"Long live the White Fox Mercenaries!!!"
"Let's make one last big score!"

Greedy men hoping to earn a fortune by achieving great feats in war were rushing toward the fortress walls like a herd of African wildebeests.

If they got crushed by their own allies in that stampede, there couldn't be a more ridiculous way to die.

"Look at our allies swarming like ants to capture those towers. We don't need to join that mess."
"I suppose not."
"So let's hurry and open the gates. Opening one gate is worth more than capturing two watchtowers."

Otto stepped back after hearing my words.

"White Beard Mercenaries! We're heading straight for the gates!"

When I announced our new objective, they responded loudly:
"Yes, Captain!! Let's go open the gates!"
"Once the gates are open, it's all over!"
"Long live the White Beard Mercenaries!"

While most soldiers were rushing east or west toward the watchtowers, our small group of mercenaries and the forces of quick-thinking nobles were sprinting toward the gates.

"Let them have the watchtowers!"

One knight was fiercely urging his soldiers forward.

"Run as if your life depends on it! We must bring the glory of opening the gates to Viscount Montblanc!"

We targeted only commanders and officers, cutting them down swiftly.

"Die, damn you!"

After killing the commanders, we pointed our weapons at the remaining soldiers and offered surrender.

"Drop your weapons or die! Surrender now!"

Our mercenary company was using similar tactics as we hurried forward.

"You shall not pass to the gates!"

I'm in a desperate hurry, and this cursed fool blocks my path?

"I am a middle-ranked knight of House Pisaro..."

Under normal circumstances, I would have listened to this lengthy self-introduction.

Why? Because I need to know who I'm beheading so I can later claim a bounty from Emperor Montmartre.

But now, unless they were a baron, viscount, or someone of higher rank, I had no time to spare.

Why? Because we were racing with everything we had to open those gates.

"Your tongue is too long, weakling!"

I swung my sword, permanently ending the weakling's self-introduction.

In movies and comics, they don't attack the protagonist or villain while they're transforming, but in reality, those who waste time showing off are the first to die.

I hope he learns that lesson when he meets Deus in the afterlife.

"Surrender and you'll be spared!"

Hearing this, the weakling's soldiers, their morale completely shattered, immediately dropped their weapons and surrendered.

"Does anyone here know where the gates of this fortress are?"

No one answered my question.

Fair enough—surrendering is one thing, but actively betraying your comrades might be too much for their conscience.

However, as a wise man once said: 'It was too much money to refuse.'

Since we're the ones in a hurry, I should make a generous offer.

"If you help us successfully open the gates, I'll give you fifty gold coins."

That's roughly fifty years' income for a serf household.

With this money, even if they couldn't live luxuriously for the rest of their lives, they could certainly buy decent land in another village after washing away their past and live comfortably.

"This is your last chance to change your miserable life."

A young soldier raised his hand.

"Will you really give me fifty gold coins?"
"Yes."
"Then I'll guide you."

When an enemy stabs his comrades in the back like this, I can't help but find it endearing, though I'd want to kill anyone who betrayed my side.

Humans truly are fickle creatures.

"If you lead us astray, you'll lose your head."
"I'm the third son of a serf family and have lived in poverty for two years. I need to seize this opportunity to change my fate."

As the adult third son of a serf family, he's essentially a lonely young man who can't even contact his family.

So he probably thinks betraying them won't affect his parents.

My, what a conscience-less bastard.

"You heartless bastard. I like you. Hurry up."

We put the traitor at the front and rushed forward.

"Go down this wall, then keep running straight to the right!"

Our guide, worth every bit of those fifty gold coins, actively directed us to the gates.

"Ah, that door over there only leads to the armory. The mechanism to open the gates is through a secret door a few hundred meters ahead!"

As he was guiding us, what appeared to be an elite enemy unit blocked our path.

"We cannot surrender the inner fortress of Laseu to the likes of you!"

Our guide naturally moved to the back of our mercenary group to avoid danger, while the others readied their weapons.

"The watchtowers are already nearly breached. Why not just surrender?"
"Cowards! We will never surrender. Attack!"

True to their status as a noble's elite unit, they began fighting desperately.

I felt my body heating up with the urgency to open the gates as quickly as possible.

"Damn it, damn it..."

As I was about to channel Aura throughout my body and engulf my sword in flames, Hilde approached me.

"My lord! Please leave this to me and my hundred-man unit!"

I appreciated the offer, but that elite enemy unit numbered at least 250 men.

Leaving just Hilde and her subordinates here would be sending them to their deaths.

I couldn't push Hilde into such danger when our forces weren't even cornered.

*I could replace a hundred soldiers somehow, but Hilde is irreplaceable.*

But I wasn't going to waste time with protagonist lines like "How could I leave you behind?!" or foolishly stay here.

"Captain Haxen! Pull ten men from the assault team to help Hilde!"
"Yes, Captain!"

Entrusting Hilde, Haxen, and about 200 soldiers to handle that elite unit, we continued our rush forward.

"Guide! Where exactly is the mechanism to open the gates?"
"There, enter through that door attached to the fortress wall!"

Inside the door was a granary filled with grain.

Had this bastard risked his life just to deceive us?

As I was about to raise my sword, he began tapping on the granary floor.

Thump, thump, thump, hollow.

When he heard the hollow sound, his eyes lit up.

"The mechanism to open the gates is under here!"

The guide pushed the floor to the left, revealing an underground staircase just wide enough for one person to descend.

Unless someone was insane, they wouldn't build a secret staircase in such a remote storehouse...

*Jackpot.*

"Keep that guide secure. Don't kill him."

I waved my right hand as a signal.

"Only three of you follow me."

Descending the stairs, we encountered several soldiers below.

"Enemies! Damn it!"
"Who are they?"
"Kill them!"

After dispatching them, we immediately began turning the massive mechanism by hand.

"We don't have time, use Aura to turn it in one go!"
"Yes!"
"One, two, one, two!"

As we moved in unison, the chains connected to the mechanism began to turn.

Once it stopped turning further, we quickly went back up.

Outside the storehouse, we could see our forces pouring toward the open gates.

"The gates are open!"
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Just as wearing expensive silk clothes in the dark night is pointless since no one can see them, achieving great deeds means nothing if you keep quiet about it.

You must announce, "I did this."

So rather than rushing to attack the command post inside the fortress, I should first boast about opening the gate where everyone can see.

"Is there a standard-bearer here?"

At my words, a standard-bearer appeared with a fairly large flag.

"Mercenary unit senior standard-bearer Karl! Present, sir!"
"Let me borrow that flag."

After taking the flag from his hands, I moved to an open space where everyone could see me and waved it vigorously.

"Martin Meyer of the White Beard Mercenaries under Count Diong has opened the gate!"

At those words, everyone pushing through the gate turned their attention toward us.

I've been the center of attention on battlefields countless times before, but the thrill of it feels electrifying and new every time.

"The White Beard Mercenaries have opened the gate!"

After shouting this a few times, our mercenaries cheered loudly.

"Hurrah for the White Beard Mercenaries! Hurrah for Captain Martin Meyer!"
"Damn right, we opened the gate!"
"Hurrah for Captain Martin! Hurrah!"

The quick-witted Otto made a big fuss, and several other standard-bearers rushed over, waving their flags in sync with me.

"Our White Beard Mercenaries are invincible!"

Unless I've become an Aura Master without knowing it, what "invincible" nonsense is this?

That's a bit excessive, but I'll let it slide. No harm in it, right?

After returning the flag to the senior standard-bearer, I gathered my soldiers.

"We've opened the gate, but the war isn't over yet. Shouldn't we capture those fat noble pigs holed up in the inner fortress?"

Everyone nodded at my words.

"That's right! We must capture every last one of them!"

It would have been a headache if someone had misread the situation and thought opening the gate was enough.

These bastards are full of greed—just as mercenaries should be. Good.

"Alright, let's hurry to the inner fortress!"

As everyone prepared to follow me into the inner fortress, I threw a sword I'd taken from an enemy soldier to our guide.

He caught it and tilted his head in confusion.

"Why are you giving this to me?"

I smirked at his question.

"Only our mercenary unit knows that you surrendered to us and showed us the way. If you don't stay with us, your chances of survival are slim even if you escape from here."

Any ordinary mercenary captain or noble would have killed this guide as soon as he finished showing the way.

After all, who wants to waste 50 gold coins on a poor traitor?

But after hearing this guide's story, I was reminded of when I nearly got married to a widow in her forties and had to run away.

Besides, breaking promises and backstabbing people doesn't suit me.

We'll be getting thousands of gold coins as a reward for taking the gate, so there's no need to be stingy.

"Yes."
"You need to stay alive to get paid, don't you? Follow us until the end and survive. Then I'll give you the 50 gold coins."

I'll give this traitor the 50 gold coins as promised.

"Thank you!"

The guide naturally found the safest spot in our formation. I was about to look for Hilde to check on her first, when she appeared from across the way with a bright smile.

"My lord! Congratulations on opening the gate!"
"It's too early for congratulations. We need to capture at least one high-ranking official from the inner fortress."
"Yes, my lord!"
"Charge toward the inner fortress!"

After confirming that Hilde and Hacksen had joined us, our mercenary unit rushed toward the inner fortress to launch the final attack.

Meanwhile, nearby allied soldiers jeered at us.

"You damned lot have no business ethics!"

What? We're just doing our best.

"Emperor Montmartre has shown us grace, so we should serve loyally to the end like dogs."
"You damn bastards!"
"Thanks for the compliment!"

On our way, we encountered mercenaries hired by the Barcelo faction, but...

Knowing the gate had already been breached, they showed no will to fight by sheathing their swords and offering no resistance.

"Damn it, just pretend you didn't see us!"

Taking these guys down would earn some bounty, but it would be peanuts compared to the nobles holed up in the inner fortress.

"Get lost, you bastards."
"Thank you!"

The mercenaries tucked their tails and quickly fled.

"Pathetic bastards, really."

After giving them a smirk, we left them behind and started running.

As we approached the lord's mansion in the innermost part of the fortress, we saw numerous elites guarding it in a strict spear formation.

Seeing their determination to defend at all costs made me sigh.

"Damn it, really."

As we charged forward, I noticed the flag of Emperor Montmartre on one side.

A unit moving with the highest-grade large silk flag.

Elites wearing mithril alloy armor down to the lowest-ranking knight.

*These are the Imperial Guards.*

"Jacques von Louis, Captain of the Montmartre Imperial Guard, will punish these evil enemies on behalf of His Majesty!"

An incredible Aura burst forth from Jacques's body.

It wasn't just an Aura mist—it was almost a storm of overwhelming force.

The purple orichalcum sword he held was clearly enveloped in a blue membrane.

Then the sword suddenly lengthened...

"Die!"

When he swung his sword, a deafening wind and noise erupted simultaneously.

*Damn, a human swinging a sword at supersonic speed.*

An Expert-level knight's sword was at least visible, but the Aura Master Imperial Guard Captain's sword couldn't even be seen...

In the blink of an eye, enemies fell one after another.

"Argh!"

Some were even blown away by the wind created by his sword swing.

"God damn it, help!"

Is that a human or some kind of human disaster?

The enemy wasn't stupid either. They mobilized numerous mages to try to restrain Jacques with magic.

"Die, Fireball!"

Numerous fireballs flew toward him, but they couldn't even scratch the Aura Master.

Because when his sword swept through the air, all the fireballs were sliced in half.

"Damn, even magic?!"

However, the magic did succeed in buying time, and now the enemy's most powerful spell struck him.

"Phoenix, burn and annihilate my enemy! Crimson flames, reduce them to ashes! Phoenix Strike!"

With those words, a massive phoenix-shaped flame about 3 meters wide descended from the sky and engulfed Jacques.

*Surely he can't cut through that too?*

Jacques leaped into the air, jumping nearly 10 meters high, and swung his Aura-infused blade.

The mighty phoenix was split in half in mid-air...

"Damn, that's actually impressive."

The halved mass of flames lost momentum and fell to the ground, dissipating.

Still, those who were hit by it died screaming.

"Aaaagh, damn it's hot!"

If the spell had hit properly, it would have created a sea of fire about 15 meters wide.

"So that's a Master?"

For a moment I was lost in the spectacle, but I quickly regained my senses and charged toward the mansion ahead, cutting down enemies.

There was no time to admire an Aura Master's martial prowess.

"I'll capture at least one count!!!"

If a baron is worth 5,000 gold coins, a count's ransom is at least 30,000 gold coins.

"Hurrah for the captain!"

As I desperately swung my sword to clear a path for the others to follow, numerous mages and archers appeared to stop me...

"You bastards, how dare you!"

Before they could cast spells or shoot arrows, I quickly approached and took their lives.

Once you get close to mages or archers, they become useless fools who can't use their prized magic or bows, and from then on, it's an unstoppable advance.

"Push forward! Just keep running!"

Other mercenary units and Imperial Guards beside me were saying similar things.

"His Majesty is watching!"
"Damn it, run if you want to make money!"
"Baron Maron will reward you generously!"

Facing elite troops blocking our way, I continuously looked for someone who seemed particularly slow in their movements.

The ones giving orders in flashy armor were definitely decoys.

"Fight to the end! Long live the Kingdom of Barcelo!"

The real target would be looking for a chance to slip away from these men.

"Long live the Kingdom of Barcelo!"

Among those shouting loyalty to the kingdom, I finally spotted someone gradually moving toward the corner, distancing himself from us.

"White Beard Mercenaries, capture them all!"

I wanted to shout, "That guy in armor retreating is the noble!" but if I said it openly, even those not from our mercenary unit would notice.

So I could only hope they'd figure it out.

After a brief standoff, I kept my eyes on the slow-moving man I'd spotted earlier and changed direction toward him.

And the way he was being protected...

*Jackpot.*

With my helmet on, I didn't need to hide my expression, but I concealed my voice and any gestures that might reveal my emotions.

Around us, there were sounds of clashing swords and fools trying to capture men in fancy armor...

"Now's the time."

In the chaos, I quickly moved toward my target.

*If this guy turns out to be nothing, that's the end of it.*

My target tried desperately to escape with his clumsy movements, but...

"Where do you think you're going!"

I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and slammed him to the ground.

"Argh!"

Since I couldn't kill him, I held a dagger to his throat and asked:

"Honorable lord, who might you be?"

The man I'd caught hesitated before answering.

"I am Fernando von Alvarez, the rightful lord of Alvarez County."

...Looks like I caught the right one.

And at that moment, the Imperial Guard Captain, the highest-ranking noble present, shouted loudly:

"We are victorious!"
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After conquering Castle Laseu, the Emperor seems to have gone mad.

By "mad," I don't mean he's ordering civilian massacres or spouting nonsense about continuing the war.

"Captain, don't you think the Emperor has gone completely insane? Treating nearly 70,000 troops to meat and alcohol for an entire week!"
"Indeed, Otto. That bastard Emperor must be swimming in money."

Feeding meat and alcohol to over 70,000 mercenaries and noble soldiers would cost at least several thousand gold coins per week.

His Majesty, who seems to spend money as his mood dictates, must be extremely pleased with the war victory and is splurging generously.

Of course, I'm neither a noble nor an imperial treasurer, so it's not my concern.

Our mercenary troops devoured the meat and alcohol while praising the Emperor's generosity and snickering among themselves.

"Not just one day, but a whole week of unlimited meat and alcohol. I'm so moved by His Majesty's generosity that I could cry!"
"Are you planning to join Emperor Montmartre's royal guard next?"
"Shut up! Even for the same rank, the royal guard pays less than half what our mercenary company does. Do I look crazy to you?"
"At least you're sensible about that."

Even when drunk, it's better to stay in the mercenary life where we get good wages and occasional bonuses like this, save money, and eventually retire.

To be honest, nobles' regular troops or the Emperor's royal guard might have some social status, but they don't pay much.

*Unless you become a Knight, perhaps.*

True to our mercenary nature, everyone becomes sensible when money is mentioned.

And speaking of money, the officers seemed to think this was their opportunity as they looked at me with sly grins.

These men were grinning at me like excited grooms on their wedding night, which made me quite uncomfortable.

Uncomfortably enough to make me worry they might get indigestion.

"Captain, Captain. So how much performance bonus do you think our mercenary company will get this time? Surely it won't be as little as 20,000 gold coins, right?"

Otto smacked the head of the man who spoke to me.

"What nonsense are you talking about nobles not liking money? Hey, do you know how much we contributed? You think it would end with just 20,000 gold coins?"

The 10,000 gold coins we received as a contract fee was indeed quite generous from Count Diong, but with this war, the Emperor gained territory equivalent to about three and a half duchies.

With the peace negotiations, he'll extract another one to one and a half duchies' worth of territory, making it essentially five duchies in total.

Just counting people, that's securing a population of at least 4 million.

Honestly, giving us only 20,000 gold coins as a performance bonus when we were central to this victory would be inhuman.

"Martin Captain, I expect around 35,000 coins."

At those words, I held up four fingers.

"Otto, why are you so timid despite your appearance? I'll stake my name on it. We'll get at least 40,000 coins."
"40,000 coins?"
"Yes, and if they offer less than 40,000, I'll go directly to Count Diong and demand more money."

Others might meekly accept whatever they're given, but we played an incomparable role in this war.

Without exaggeration, without us, they might have still won the war somehow, but the Emperor's gains would have been cut to a quarter.

So if they don't give us at least 40,000 gold coins, I may not cause a scene, but I believe I have every right to go complain to either the Count or the Emperor.

"We're counting on you, Captain!"
"Yes, yes. Just trust me."

I'm only saying this because I know I can deliver.

Actually, this war was initiated by the Emperor for "strengthening imperial authority," but it was turning into a war where only the nobles were making achievements, which must have shaken his mental state considerably.

Thanks to the strategy I proposed, just by bringing 20,000 troops to Ramasana, we were able to immediately resolve three of the four battle fronts that were engaged with Barcelona at the time.

As a result, I secured the position of "the general with the greatest achievements" in this war—something the Emperor must have dreamed of—and honestly, if the Emperor has any conscience, he should give more than 40,000 gold coins.

Oh, and that's not counting the ransom for the counts and barons I captured during the war.

"In that spirit, for the second round of company funds..."

I sighed and waved my hand dismissively.

"Talk to the treasurer and get an appropriate amount."

At times like this, these guys become twice as perceptive as usual and smile.

"Captain, I fucking knew we could count on you!"
"Before that, finish all this meat and alcohol His Majesty has provided. I have something to do, so I'll be back shortly."

As I stood up, the others tried to hold me back with disappointed looks.

"Come on, Captain. Where are you rushing off to without us?"
"Are you already going to meet Lucia and Karin?"
"Martin Captain, you'll wear your bones out at this rate."

What right do they have to talk when they spend more than half their earnings on women, from prostitutes to the women they keep around...

However, I have a good counter to their words.

Why? Because I'm only in my mid-twenties, while their average age is early to mid-forties, so I automatically win this argument.

"I'm still young, so I'll be fine."

That comment drew jeers from behind me.

"Isn't that going too far?"
"If you're going to tease people, you should be prepared to be teased back."

Turning my back and standing up, I went to find the guide who was drinking alone in a corner.

I could have kicked him out without paying, but thanks to him, we were able to easily open the gates of Laseu's inner castle...

So I was going to give him the promised 50 gold coins.

"Guide, how's the alcohol? Is it good?"

At my words, he smiled from ear to ear.

"Since it's alcohol bestowed by His Majesty, it's incredibly delicious."
"I'm glad you like it. By the way, what will you do with the 50 gold coins?"
"I plan to go live in a nearby territory."

In this world where farmers farm for their entire lives, if you successfully move two or three villages away, you might be able to completely wash away your identity and live anew.

But this guy, while he did us a good turn, is a traitor who betrayed his own village and territory.

So he won't receive good treatment if he just moves to the next territory.

This guy who made such a quick decision to guide us to open the castle gates during the Laseu inner castle attack...

I don't understand why his brain isn't working now.

"You idiot. What's your name?"
"Karl."
"Karl, you idiot, do you think people from your village won't find out if you move to the neighboring territory? It will eventually be discovered, and then you'll die."

Even in Korea, with all its advanced forensic science, there are several unsolved cases. How much more so in this fantasy world?

They could just drag someone into a back alley, kill them, and no one would ever find them.

"Besides, everyone in the village knows you received a significant amount of money. How long do you think you can live without being discovered if you just move to the next territory?"

At those words, he seemed to realize something and just nodded.

"I'm not going to say I'm giving you advice because you look like a younger brother or anything like that. So if you're going to leave, go live somewhere hundreds of kilometers away."

Farmers in this era never travel more than a few dozen kilometers from their hometown unless they're dragged into a war.

So if he lives hundreds of kilometers away, he should be able to completely wash away his identity.

It's quite funny to be looking after a traitor like this, but he was a good traitor to us, so I want to take care of him until the end.

"Go there, find a pretty wife, buy some land, and live happily."

Then I handed him a pouch containing 50 gold coins.

Karl, taking it, bowed several times.

"Thank you, thank you! Mercenary Captain, sir!"
"Today everyone is distracted by the feast, so people from your village won't even think about looking for you. So run away on a day like today. I'll give you a horse to ride."

There's obviously no need to give him a horse, but he's a good traitor who helped our side, and I want to help him survive so I don't feel uneasy later.

Who knows? Maybe he'll need to betray someone again and help us in the future.

"Thank you!"

So I gave him one of the horses our mercenary messengers use.

"Live well."

With the feast going on, no one will particularly try to catch him if he runs away.

Even our sentries will let him pass if he says he's running an errand to buy alcohol, especially today.

"Should I head back now?"

As I turned to go back to where the officers were drinking, I heard Hilde calling me from behind.

"Um, my lord..."

Her voice was much more cautious than usual.

I started to feel tense as well.

"Oh, yes. How are the other officers?"
"Lucia and Karin, the archer captains, drank too much and said they were tired, so they went back to their tents."

This seems to be the confession I've been waiting for?

"And the other officers disappeared to secluded places with village maidens."

A miracle of two-for-one is about to happen in the mercenary company.

"So I have something I'd like to tell you. Could we go somewhere private to talk?"
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Hilde blushed and gently tugged at the hem of my clothes.

It was obvious she was showing the shyness that comes right before confessing love.

But I shouldn't blush and hesitate here too.

Why? Because even though I'm embarrassed, she's more so, and the situation could become hopelessly awkward.

When I first confessed my love to Karin, I think the situation was similar. I shouldn't make the same mistake twice.

"Alright."
"Yes, my lord."

I wanted to act smug, but that wouldn't be appropriate in front of Hilde, who was clearly trying to contain her racing heart.

I managed my expression and followed her.

We walked for nearly 20 minutes without saying a word, finally arriving at a secluded corner of the castle wall.

Hilde stopped and pointed to the night sky.

"My lord, isn't the night sky beautiful? The way the stars gather there looks like a flowing river. Yes, like the Milky Way."

Hilde had always been like a sharpened sword, both in war and in peacetime, always telling me I could take her body whenever I wanted.

She must be incredibly nervous to speak so contradictorily—saying the stars look "like the Milky Way" when they literally are the Milky Way, something everyone knows when minstrels sing about stars in the night sky resembling a flowing river.

I almost laughed at her contradictory words.

Looking up at the sky as Hilde suggested, I saw the beautiful Milky Way that indeed looked like a white river flowing across the night sky.

"It truly is beautiful."
"Yes. I've always wanted to watch a night sky with you, my lord—one so filled with stars it seems the heavens might pour down. When I was young, my father would tell me..."

Hilde paused as she recalled the past, took a breath, and smiled brightly.

"He said one of those stars in the Milky Way was my mother's star, always watching over me. He told me to become an excellent knight and be the shield that protects House Custer."

If the dead become stars in the sky watching over those on earth, I wonder if among those countless stars are the men who died fighting under my command.

It's something I heard hundreds of times when I lived in Korea, but...

Hearing it from Hilde, who lost both parents, in this intimate atmosphere somehow makes my heart swell.

Hilde took half a step closer to me.

As the distance between us narrowed, her face—already red as an apple—became clearly visible.

She looked at me with sincere eyes.

"So I worked tirelessly to achieve that dream. Even when other male knights were distracted by romance, socializing, women, and marriage, I wielded my spear from early morning until late at night. My father saw me break through the Expert barrier and passed away a few days later."

Listening to her confession, I could tell exactly how little experience Hilde had with men.

If she had spent time with maids of similar status during her lower knight days, she would have been coached not to list her life story when confessing.

She was sharing her life story because she felt awkward about confessing.

Hilde continued to confess her life journey to me as if in a religious confession.

"Then Baron Custer abandoned me. I thought everything was over."

Hilde took another step, narrowing the distance between us.

There was barely enough space for a fist between our faces.

"But you took me in, my lord... I was so happy. You recognized my worth by spending your entire fortune of 10,000 gold coins on me. When I had given up on everything after being abandoned by the Baron..."

She paused briefly and suddenly grabbed my shoulders.

It was an aggressive courtship gesture befitting a knight who fights at the front lines with a sword, but...

Despite trying to bring her face closer to mine after grabbing my shoulders, her face was as red as a boiled sausage.

I could feel her trembling from nervousness.

I could embrace Hilde's waist tightly, shower her with kisses, and head straight to my quarters with her.

But Hilde's charm is that she knows nothing yet tries her best to be loved by me, isn't it?

Touching her now would be like touching a dish that's still cooking.

"Yet you told me, who had been sold as a sex slave, to give my body to someone I love and my loyalty to someone truly worthy of it. From the moment I heard those words, I fell deeply in love with you, my lord."

I had known this for quite some time but briefly considered pretending not to know, as I had been doing.

But at this point, pretending would be deceiving Hilde.

"I already knew."

At those words, Hilde froze while looking into my eyes.

"Then why?"
"Because I'm essentially married to Lucia and Karin."

This isn't a world where monogamy is enforced—even desperately poor serfs with the ability to attract women might have two or three wives.

In such a world, adding Hilde as another wife wouldn't be a major issue, but...

"I thought that if I pounced on you the moment I realized your feelings, you might want to have me all to yourself. That could lead to conflict."

The downside of polygamy is that no matter how hard I try, wives often end up fighting with each other.

In our mercenary company, right before Captain Dalten became a Baron, two women involved with one of the platoon leaders got into a knife fight to the death...

They don't do this on the battlefield, but otherwise, I hear about women fighting quite seriously 2-3 times a week.

That's why, since getting together with Karin, I've waited for women to realize the situation and confess on their own.

Otherwise, even Lucia and Karin might fight over my affection.

Hearing this, Hilde nodded in understanding.

"I completely understand, my lord. Even in House Custer, there were often fights among the Baron's concubines over his favor."

That's exactly why I don't even visit prostitutes.

Other mercenaries use prostitutes despite having several common-law wives in their quarters.

They call me a fool, but compared to them dealing with fighting wives, my way of living is much wiser.

"I'll say it again—I truly love you, my lord. I don't know when, but if you settle down and things stabilize..."

Hilde embraced me with both arms and kissed me.

I hadn't expected her to be this forward.

I felt the blood rush to my face and certain parts of my body, burning with desire.

Hilde probably noticed my son stretching?

She pulled back slightly and glanced toward my groin.

"...Um, my lord?"

Then she closed her eyes tightly and declared:

"If you wish, my lord, I want to bear many children who resemble you. Of course, your heir will be the son born to Captain Karin—I mean, Sister Karin..."

She paused briefly and continued with a determined expression:

"I will raise them to be knights who won't bring shame to your name. So... so..."

Hilde trailed off and lowered her head.

"So please love me abundantly. I will receive your love with my body, however much you give."

...Hearing this, it seems she's already spoken with Lucia and Karin.

Unlike other mercenaries' wives, those two are famous within our company for keeping our bedroom matters between themselves.

They must have told Hilde after confirming she would become my woman.

"I heard the details from Sister Karin. She said you become very intense once you start, my lord. She told me that even though Karin is a trained warrior, unlike Lucia, the two of them sometimes struggle to satisfy your desires."

When I first started using Aura, Karin alone was somehow enough, but as my skill improved, my stamina and virility during lovemaking improved dramatically.

I probably could handle ten prostitutes in one night if I wanted to.

In fact, I already do it more than six times daily with Lucia and Karin.

"I've, um, trained my body extensively, so I believe I can respond adequately to your demands on my own."

Naturally, as one's mastery of Aura increases, their stamina improves, regardless of gender.

"So will you accept me?"

I answered by embracing Hilde.

That night, Hilde and I made love until dawn.

When I opened my eyes, two days had already passed.

Ch.208 - The Greedy Emperor And Martin (1)
Montmartre Military Camp, Command Tent.

Emperor Louis von Montmartre of the Montmartre Empire was waiting for someone.

"He's late, so late. I'll grow old and die waiting like this."

Despite his words, a gentle smile played across his face.

This was because he had achieved undeniable success in the war he had waged to strengthen royal authority, and his heart was filled with contentment.

He was in such a good mood that even if Count Dijon, whom he was scheduled to meet, claimed he couldn't come because he'd drunk too much the night before, the Emperor might just laugh it off.

"Bring me a glass of wine."

The Emperor savored the aroma and taste of the wine while reflecting on what this victory would bring him.

In the past, he had been forced to yield much of his authority to his ministers because he wasn't the eldest son, but now...

After repelling the foolish and pathetic demands of the King of Barcelona who wanted the Duchy of Toulouia, he had seized three and a half duchies from the Barcelona Kingdom.

With additional territories he expected to gain in the upcoming peace negotiations, he could potentially take vast lands equivalent to five duchies...

Emperor Louis felt even better thinking about it.

"Ahem, ahem. I'm in an excellent mood today."

Hearing this, the head chamberlain beside him offered congratulations.

"Congratulations, Your Majesty."
"I'm in such a good mood today. I should passionately express this joy tonight. You know what I mean?"
"I'll have my subordinates bring beautiful women from the village."
"The women brought today won't just be for one night's pleasure—they'll become palace maids. As a commemoration."

The women the Emperor spontaneously brought for pleasure were typically not noblewomen or daughters of knight families, but rather pretty serfs or maidens from common households.

For the Emperor to personally take such women as maids meant completely transforming their lives and those of their families...

It also meant that if the head chamberlain brought women who weren't sufficiently beautiful, he would face the Emperor's displeasure...

"If you permit me, I'll go select them myself."
"You'll go yourself? Very well then."

The head chamberlain called for a replacement and immediately rushed out.

Not long after, Count Dijon, whom the Emperor had been waiting for, arrived.

"Your Majesty, I apologize for being late."

The Emperor, who had just been complaining about growing old waiting, immediately smiled upon seeing him.

"Ho ho, I didn't wait long. Please, sit down."
"Thank you, Your Majesty."
"Why so formal between us? If you keep being so reserved, I might feel hurt."

In reality, Count Dijon, who wielded only modest power in the provinces, and the Emperor, who stood at the pinnacle of Montmartre Empire's nobility, were neither close nor friendly.

In fact, until this war, the Emperor had maintained only minimal contact with Count Dijon.

But isn't politics about joining hands even with your father's enemies when necessary, calling them family and father-in-law?

So the moody Emperor could easily put on a facade and treat him with the same familiarity as nobles who had been loyal to him for decades.

"Well, I called you here to give you a hint about the rewards for this war."

At those words, Count Dijon perked up his ears.

"First of all, without you, this war wouldn't have been resolved so easily. We might not have captured even one duchy, let alone three."

Count Dijon responded with insincere modesty.

"Your Majesty would have done even better without someone like me."
"Excessive humility sounds like arrogance. Let's be honest."

The Emperor crossed his legs while seated.

"Without you, we would still be attacking some distant castle far from Ramasa, and by now the King of Barcelona would have sent tens of thousands of reinforcements, squeezing everything from his country. Even if we had eventually won, we wouldn't have achieved such great results."
"That's true."
"I like your honesty. The person who contributed most to this great victory was none other than you, Count Dijon. So I will reward you very generously."

Dijon's lips began to twitch upon hearing this.

Since the Emperor had acknowledged his contributions, he could reasonably expect his family's long-cherished wish of being elevated to "Margrave" status.

"Please, please..."

As he began desperately praying in his heart to Deus, his ancestors, and his deceased grandfather and father...

"I, Emperor Louis von Montmartre of the Empire, intend to elevate the Dijon family to the rank of Marquis and grant you three counties. The other commanders didn't achieve such great feats, so they will be compensated with about one county each."

Count, Margrave, and Marquis differ only in rank, but the actual territories they hold vary by family, with "counties" being the basic unit.

Moreover, the Dijon family had been at the bottom tier of the dozens of count families in the Empire, so this war had effectively quadrupled their territory...

"Is this truly acceptable, Your Majesty? For someone as lowly as me to become a Marquis..."

The Emperor was quite pleased with Count Dijon's reaction.

"Besides what I've given you, I'll have to distribute some lands to those stuffy central nobles, but I'll still have about three duchies left for myself."

Considering that one duchy generally equals about two counties, the Emperor had also succeeded in gaining enormous benefits.

"And honestly, in this war, apart from me and you, my top contributor, no one else performed particularly well. So the imperial nobles will just have to grumble and accept it."
"Your Majesty speaks truly."
"I also have a dream. Would you like to hear it?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Emperor smirked.

"Seeing how the Rheinpfalz Empire is falling apart after the death of their fool of an emperor, I've realized that for my son Philip's sake, I need absolute royal authority while I'm still alive. In a word, I want the power to bring down not just a bird with a single word, but a duke."

Even in this somewhat barbaric world, politics was conventionally understood as a system of cooperation and checks between emperor and nobility.

The Emperor's statement directly challenged this convention.

However, Count Dijon—soon to be Marquis—didn't dare to object.

Because from the moment he had adopted Martin Meyer's strategy for his family's revival, he had essentially gone all-in with the Emperor, staking the fate of the Dijon family and its vassals.

If he tried to stop now, he could see himself losing everything and becoming destitute.

"For this, I am prepared to do anything. Anyone who stands in my way, even nobles who have served the Empire loyally for generations, will be cut down. If there are obstacles, I will remove them with my own hands."

The Emperor's eyes, filled with confidence from this victory, gleamed with a madness for power.

Seeing this, Count Dijon unconsciously swallowed.

"In this process, many noble families will be uprooted, and their places will be taken by those who show absolute loyalty to me and achieve results. Yes, people like you, Marquis Dijon."

Dijon imagined the possibilities upon hearing this.

If the Emperor somehow gained absolute power, and if he managed to benefit from it...

And if luck continued to favor him as it had?

Beyond Marquis, perhaps in a few decades, he might even become a Duke—one of only five families at the pinnacle of imperial nobility.

"But to strengthen royal authority, we ultimately need to wage and win wars. And for that, our empire needs—you know without me saying it?"
"We need to elevate many lowly individuals to fill the nobles' positions. Just as the first Emperor made humble knights into nobles. And Martin Meyer, who devised the strategy that led to victory in this war..."

The Emperor swallowed at those words.

"Based on your reports and my impression when meeting him personally, Martin Meyer will continue to grow. In just a few years as a mercenary, he's shown enough potential to be offered a 'Baron' title by the Rheinpfalz Empire. Plus, his political acumen and ability to read situations, even making the mercenary captain he serves into a real baron..."

While his talent of reaching Expert-intermediate level in his mid-twenties was enviable, knights of Expert-intermediate or even advanced level were relatively common, with counts and higher nobles typically having one or two in their service.

What was truly rare was his judgment that could completely change the course of events with seemingly simple strategies.

After pausing to breathe, the Emperor continued in a loud voice:

"I want him by any means necessary. Let's be honest between us. Without you and me and Martin Meyer planning things out, we wouldn't have achieved such a great victory, would we?"
"That's correct."
"Then we must naturally bring him in. So advise me—what conditions should I offer to bring this genius under my command?"
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Diong nodded in agreement.

"As Your Majesty said, recruiting Martin Meyer will certainly be beneficial to you in the future. It was truly a wise decision to bring someone of such humble birth into Your Majesty's service."

Martin, who came from a lower knight position in a mere baronial family, was by birth alone an insignificant existence who could be blown away by the emperor's mere breath.

So no matter how exceptional his abilities might be, if the emperor were a fool, he could dismiss Martin for his lowly birth without any issue.

The fact that the emperor said he didn't care about such things and offered a blank check, asking what conditions would persuade that fellow, was an extremely bold decision.

Emperor Louis laughed heartily at the count's words.

"No, my good man. I asked what conditions I should offer, and here you are suddenly praising me. What a frivolous person you are. I don't particularly care for sycophantic courtiers."

Despite his words, the emperor's face was full of laughter.

It was a clear indication that he would be quite pleased with more appropriate flattery.

"However, just as I select knights for my family purely by my own authority, if Your Majesty wishes to recruit Martin Meyer, shouldn't all decisions from beginning to end be made by Your Majesty? I worry that my poor advice might cause you trouble."

Diong said this to probe how the emperor evaluated Martin Meyer, as he wasn't entirely sure.

But to anyone listening, including the emperor or any third party, it would sound like the statement of a loyal subject who prioritized the emperor's authority and will over his own ability to evaluate talent.

"Ahem, that's right. Still, I know little about Martin Meyer, so I need you to honestly tell me what you know of him."

Having perfectly avoided any responsibility, Diong carefully began to speak.

"Martin Meyer likely feels greatly constrained by his position as merely a mercenary captain. Because his capacity is far greater than just that."

"Indeed, that must be true. In his first battle, he led a mercenary band of only 500 men and defeated forces four times larger over the course of a week, and even saved Baron Amigo and his 2,000 troops."

When hiring a mercenary band of 500, one typically expects the effectiveness of 500 to 700 men.

However, the White Beard mercenaries performed equivalent to at least 2,000 men in their first battle, making it clear to anyone that Martin Meyer's capacity far exceeded that of a mere mercenary captain.

"And his ambition is extremely strong. I had informants from our territory's information guild infiltrate among the camp merchants following Martin's mercenaries, and they confirmed that Margrave Estel once offered him a baronial title when he was just a captain of a hundred, but he refused without hesitation."

The emperor's eyes widened at this.

For a mercenary captain to prove his ability and become a baron was already such an extraordinary achievement that news would spread even to neighboring countries.

The Margrave who offered a baronial title to a mere captain of a hundred was impressive enough, but Martin's audacity to refuse it was truly astonishing the more one heard about it.

"If someone without ability were so greedy, they'd be a fool eager to shorten their life, but is it really such a flaw for someone overflowing with talent to be ambitious?"

When a capable person asks their boss for a million-dollar salary, they're demanding fair compensation, but when someone without ability makes the same demand, it's like saying, "Please fire me."

"That's right. And Martin Meyer always seemed frustrated by this fact."

Diong recalled Martin's expression, voice, and every movement when he proposed strategies to him.

The confident attitude that said "this will definitely succeed" while proposing strategies that neither Diong nor others could have imagined.

The absolute certainty in his own plans, never considering failure.

While Diong himself couldn't be confident of victory even commanding an army of 15,000, this mere mercenary captain proposed large-scale operations that could cost him his life if things went wrong, yet showed such confidence...

*Even thinking about it now, it's amazing.*

"I believe he felt his position prevented him from fully utilizing his abilities. So if Your Majesty were to give him an appropriate position and let him spread his wings..."

Diong deliberately paused.

"He will repay you with results that exceed whatever Your Majesty expects."

A wicked smile spread across Emperor Louis's face.

"I see. Then I should first resolve his status issue. Let me see..."

The emperor picked up a paper with peculiar gold borders beside him.

The paper listed noble families in crisis, about to be extinguished due to lack of heirs.

Taking concubines to bear children for succession wouldn't be problematic, yet for various reasons, there were surprisingly many families without "heirs."

More than ten family names were written on the fairly large sheet of paper.

"Wait a moment."

After thirty minutes of careful consideration, the emperor underlined one family.

"The Bornese baronial family would be good. For a baronial family, their territory is quite prosperous with a decent population. Moreover, while they have no heir, they do have a beautiful daughter they've raised like precious gold. Additionally, it's a family I wouldn't feel the slightest guilt about taking the title from."

Diong nodded.

"Baron Bornese would indeed follow Your Majesty's order to accept Martin as his son-in-law and transfer his title to him, despite Martin's humble birth."

Louis smiled at the thought of him.

"He was one of those who disrespected me decades ago when I was just a prince, far from the line of succession. Furthermore, quite a few of his relatives were involved in the recent plot to rebel against me."

It was an incident where the entire Bornese family could have lost their heads if guilt by association had been applied.

Many nobles did lose their heads at that time.

Among them, Baron Bornese was lucky to survive, but his family became one whose title could be revoked at any time without raising eyebrows.

So transferring his family to Martin wouldn't face opposition from anyone, and thanks to Martin Meyer continuing the family line, perhaps even Baron Bornese himself might be called a count in his old age.

It was a perfect outcome where everyone would be happy.

"Normally, when a son-in-law inherits a title, he must be mindful of his in-laws, but Baron Bornese has so much bad karma that he wouldn't dare try to pressure his son-in-law Martin."

The emperor said this and smiled.

"And I hear the Rheinpfalz Empire is facing a power struggle among the great nobles after the emperor's death? It seems civil war will break out soon."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"I'll put Martin at the forefront to strike the empire from behind, let him achieve merit, and grant him vast territories. Then I'll generously distribute portions to you, Martin, and all the nobles who serve me loyally—everyone will be pleased."

Strengthening royal authority must always be accompanied by war.

This is a truth proven by history, and the emperor believed it as well.

"By the way, Duke Diong, your eldest son isn't married yet, is he? How about a marriage with my daughter Elise?"

For Diong, this was an excellent proposal he hadn't considered.

Although his eldest already had a fiancée, he could claim he couldn't refuse the emperor's proposal, which would eliminate any political risk.

"I am deeply honored."

"Good, then tell Martin Meyer to come here tomorrow afternoon. The pretext will be offering a drink to a brave mercenary captain."

As Diong was about to leave after finishing their conversation, the emperor stopped him and asked:

"But tell me, what should we do if Martin Meyer refuses this offer? Perhaps killing him would be..."

Duke Diong sighed at those words.

"He is like a blade that cuts too well—someone I absolutely wouldn't want as an enemy. His exploits have already become half-legendary among the nobles and mercenaries who participated in this campaign. If we were to 'assassinate' him, no mercenary would follow Your Majesty in the next war."

The trust of mercenaries versus Martin Meyer's life.

The Montmartre Empire couldn't wage war against other countries without mercenaries, and if they lost that trust and couldn't hire mercenaries...

The consequences were obvious.

"To think I, the emperor, can't kill a mere mercenary captain even if I wanted to. Truly remarkable. How incredibly cunning of him."

After Diong left, the head chamberlain entered with carefully selected virgins from the village.

"Your Majesty, I apologize for the delay. How about welcoming these girls tonight?"

The emperor looked them over with great satisfaction and smiled.

"The head chamberlain has worked very hard."

"What hardship could there be in serving Your Majesty?"

Pleased by these devoted words, the emperor considered scattering about a hundred gold coins as a reward to the servants.

At that moment, the head chamberlain brought forward a woman slightly less beautiful than the others he had brought to please the emperor.

"Since you seemed interested in that mercenary captain Martin Meyer, I thought as a gesture of goodwill, she could serve him at night and become his concubine..."

Hearing this, the emperor immediately abandoned the idea of giving money.

From what he had heard from Count Diong, this Martin Meyer was an oddity who even refused prostitutes, so offering him a new woman would obviously be rejected.

Even if they wanted to break that conviction, they should have brought a woman of similar caliber to those reportedly around him.

The girl here was pretty enough that 9 out of 10 people would call her beautiful, but compared to Martin's women, who reportedly impressed even the most discerning nobles, she couldn't even touch their level.

*If I offer such a woman to Martin Meyer, I'll just look foolish...*

So the emperor sighed and said:

"Head chamberlain, if you knew I was interested in Martin Meyer, shouldn't you have investigated more thoroughly?"

The head chamberlain felt wronged.

He couldn't have imagined there would be a madman in this world who would refuse a new beauty, especially one only in his twenties.

"...What? What kind of man would refuse a fresh beauty?"

"If you had investigated just a little more, you would have known immediately. Anyway, I'll take this girl as my court lady too, so just withdraw!"

"B-but..."

The head chamberlain had boasted to the other servants that the emperor would bestow a huge reward today, filling their lungs with false hope.

Not wanting to see that turn to nothing, he persisted:

"Perhaps his mind will change once he sees her."

"That's the problem—it won't work on him. Just go!"

At these words, the head chamberlain became dejected that all his efforts had come to nothing.

"...Yes, Your Majesty."

And the next afternoon, Martin Meyer was summoned to the emperor.
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It seems that being in front of someone extremely important makes your insides twist—it's probably human instinct.

Especially when that important person is an Emperor who constantly gives off an "I am generous" vibe.

How do I know this? Well, the Emperor right in front of me...

"Come now, have a drink. Down it in one go."

The Emperor laughs heartily while pouring plenty of wine into my glass.

With his bushy beard, he's equivalent to a president in Korean terms, yet here he is serving me, the captain of a small mercenary company. I'm so overwhelmed that my throat feels blocked, refusing all food. My digestive system seems uncooperative too, making me feel like I might get indigestion despite the simple spread of premium wine and appetizers.

Honestly, I'd gladly suffer a day in bed with stomach problems if it meant escaping this situation.

This feeling has persisted since I first heard the Emperor wanted to hear my heroic tales in a one-on-one meeting.

"Ho ho, thanks to you, I was able to save face quite properly."
"I'm truly honored you would say so."
"Count Diong told me you were incredibly confident when proposing your strategy, but now that I'm meeting you, you're so respectful. I thought you'd be more brazen, given your youthful spirit."

Just as love requires push and pull, to please important people, you need to know when to push forward and when to step back—that's why I'm acting this way.

"I always act only for the benefit of employers who recognize us. I maintain a humble attitude out of reverence for my employer during normal times, but when I need to make bold suggestions or take action for their benefit, I move decisively—that's the motto of our White Beard Mercenaries."

A smile appeared on the Emperor's face.

Well, this might sound strange, but his expression reminds me of a senior sergeant trying to convince a new recruit to become a career soldier.

"I like that very much. Good, I've been quite curious about you. Let me ask everything at once."

I almost tilted my head at those words.

After all, I didn't think the Emperor, who must be incredibly busy, would summon me just to hear my "heroic tales."

I thought he would either invite me to become his subordinate or make some other proposal.

"When the first battle with the Barcelo people broke out, I heard you were the first in the entire army to insist to Count Diong that we should support Baron Amigo."

I was really flustered at that time.

During the previous day's meeting, I had half-jokingly said that with the Emperor watching, some excited nobleman would step forward.

After our mercenary company led the battle to victory and went to rest, we heard Baron Amigo, who followed as our reinforcement, shouting "Long live Emperor!" while charging forward like a kamikaze.

Even now, I feel like fainting from the absurdity when I think about it.

"According to your direct superior Baron Eclair, you suggested supporting him as soon as you saw Baron Amigo marching out. How were you able to judge and act so quickly? What was your reason?"

Well, anyone shouting "Long live the Emperor" and charging recklessly against an intact enemy formation couldn't possibly be in their right mind.

But if I speak too directly, the Emperor might think I'm disrespecting a nobleman of the Montmartre Empire.

*I should phrase this diplomatically.*

"I thought that with Baron Amigo pushing against the enemy with such high morale, there would be some change in the stalemate. So I judged that following and helping him would benefit Your Majesty and Count Diong."

That change, of course, meant the Montmartre army collapsing like dominoes starting with Baron Amigo...

*Your baron is completely incompetent.*

It's a shame I can't say that directly.

The Emperor stroked his beard with a satisfied smile.

"Hmm, hmm. So as a mercenary captain, you had the excellent ability to spot opportunities to help allies, which is how you were able to save him? I like that."
"Thank you."
"You surely think so yourself, don't you?"

People can never evaluate themselves objectively.

As proof, even Admiral Yi Sun-sin, who achieved feats worthy of being called a walking natural disaster during the Imjin War, couldn't see himself objectively.

Ah, his self-evaluation went something like:

'At the Battle of Okpo, I only destroyed 26 out of 50 enemy ships, and one of our men was wounded. The training of the soldiers was perfect, but it was my lack of ability that caused this.'

Even if I were considered skilled here, I wouldn't dare compare myself to someone of his caliber...

So objective self-evaluation? Not a chance, not at all.

And I believe the most necessary quality for becoming an excellent general is the "ability to detect danger" to keep your troops safe.

Why? Because no matter how large your army is, one well-executed surprise attack can destroy everything.

Setting those thoughts aside, I nodded.

The Emperor then raised his arm as if about to grab my shoulder and asked:

"So, what made you think of that fishing operation?"

Since it was a battle that established the Emperor's prestige, this must be what he's most curious about.

And judging by his continued questioning, he seems to want to further gauge my abilities.

Well, prepare to be thoroughly impressed by my capabilities.

"I anticipated that conquering castles one by one would take a very long time and result in significant casualties for our forces. The Kingdom of Barcelo would send reinforcements during the extended battle period. In that case, Count Diong, whom I serve, wouldn't have been able to capture Ramasana Castle."

With an army of nearly 15,000 trying to capture castles defended by over 1,000 men each, every castle would have held out for at least a week.

Including marching time, it would have taken roughly three months to reach Ramasana, and unless the Barcelo people were complete fools...

They would have squeezed every resource from their people to bring a large army to stop us.

In that case, they might have overwhelmed us with numbers, and this war could have ended in defeat for the Montmartre Empire.

"Moreover, since the nobles of the Kingdom of Barcelo were desperate for victory, I predicted that if Count Diong pretended to be obsessed with victory and pushed into enemy territory without protection, the garrison troops in the castles we had passed would come out to attack us."

I paused briefly before continuing.

"I thought that if we engaged in a full-scale battle at that moment, we could lure out the garrison troops hiding in the castles and annihilate them. And that's exactly what happened, allowing us to march to Ramasana Castle without any resistance."

The Emperor burst into laughter upon hearing this.

"I see, that's right! Indeed, without such calculations, what mad mercenary captain could have convinced Marquis Diong, who commanded nearly 15,000 troops!"

Marquis Diong, not Count?

Even though the difference between count, margrave, and marquis isn't extreme in terms of rank... receiving a promotion of two ranks at once.

Marquis Diong must be shedding tears of joy right now.

"You're even more strategically astute than I thought, and your individual combat skills and character are impeccable. Good, then let me get straight to the point."

As I suspected, listening to my heroic tales was just a pretext, and what he's about to mention is the real purpose.

I adjusted my posture to show that I was very interested and attentive to what he had to say.

The Emperor smiled with satisfaction at this.

*Nobody dislikes having someone listen attentively to them.*

"I was originally from a cadet branch of the imperial family. By rights, I was destined to inherit a noble house with no heir. However, because my older brothers either became heirs to other houses or passed away young, I was able to participate in the competition for the next emperor."

Unlike in Korea, where children generally grow to adulthood as a matter of course, in this world, there's no guarantee a child will survive to adulthood.

Of course, with healing magic from priests and various potions, the infant mortality rate among nobility is significantly lower than in medieval or Renaissance times with similar technology...

"From then on, I had to kill my brothers to survive, truly to survive, and sisters who lost in the political struggle were sent to convents or used as diplomatic tools."
"Yes."
"That's how I managed to win the imperial succession competition and finally became Emperor two years ago. However, perhaps because I gained the throne through political struggle, everyone looked down on me."

The Emperor gritted his teeth and clenched his fist.

"So I waged this war to strengthen royal authority. I will create a stronger Montmartre Empire in the future, and eventually establish an absolute monarchy."

He's quite ambitious, but I suppose someone who wasn't wouldn't have personally led a military campaign.

"And to do that, I will remove many nobles who obstruct my royal authority, and in their places, I will install capable people who are loyal only to me."

The Emperor pointed at me.

"Young people like you."
"I'm honored you think so highly of me."
"Let me be direct—I'll give you the title of Baron Borneche."

It seems the Emperor intends to use me as a sword to establish his absolute monarchy...

"Baron Borneche has a twenty-year-old daughter this year. She's rumored to be beautiful among the nobility. Through a political marriage with her as your official wife, I'll reduce that damned baron to an old man confined to his house."
"Is that possible?"
"Two years ago, his relatives participated in a rebellion, and he himself was about to join but saved his life because I suppressed it in advance. So unlike those who receive titles as sons-in-law, you won't need to worry about your wife, in-laws, or father-in-law's opinions. If you want, you can bring your White Beard Mercenaries too. I'll purge all his vassals for you."

Damn, that's ruthlessly straightforward.

"I'll say it again—there are still many nobles in this empire who oppose me. They will eventually be uprooted by my hand, and if you help me, the empire's territory will continue to expand. You may start as a mere baron now, but I'll help you rise to the rank of count in the future."

It's incredibly tempting, truly.

Now what should I do...

Ch.211 - The Greedy Emperor And Martin (4)
People often think that a mercenary has "made it" when they become a mercenary captain, earn lots of money, retire to the countryside, buy a house and land, and live while fondling beautiful women's breasts—or at best, become a knight with one foot in the noble world.

But if you want to keep climbing higher and higher, there's only one path left besides those two.

Just like the founders of many noble houses did—being recognized for your abilities by an emperor or king and becoming a noble.

Captain Dalten did that, and I once had that opportunity but refused it...

Should I really accept what the Emperor is offering now? Is this the right time to change course? Or should I refuse, believing in the possibility that I can develop further on my own?

"Hmm."

The Emperor looked at me with a sly smile.

"No one will value your abilities as highly as I do."

When I was previously offered a baron position by Margrave Estel, it was during an urgent crisis when civil war in the Rheinpfalz Empire seemed inevitable.

However, the Emperor here is offering to let me demonstrate my abilities to the fullest after removing all the dangerous variables I might face as a baron.

The Emperor gazed deeply into my eyes and slightly raised one corner of his mouth.

"Honestly, the position of mere mercenary captain is too small for you. But as a baron, you could command at least thousands of troops as you wish."

If I could directly lead about 3,000 troops using guerrilla tactics to constantly harass the enemy... perhaps I could defeat even more than 10,000 enemies by myself?

Or I might even be able to completely reverse a collapsing front line with my strength alone.

No matter how skilled I am, these are things I can't do with just 500 men, but with thousands of troops under my command, they wouldn't be difficult.

"Moreover, the many subjects in your territory will sincerely respect your authority, and no noble in the Montmartre Empire would dare disrespect a man named Martin."

My current position as mercenary captain is just part of my strategy to hold out until I reach the top.

Even as a high-ranking knight, I could hold my head high anywhere, and I wouldn't be ashamed in front of Hilde, Lucia, and Karin...

No, I could live as a proud head of household, and if I received a title like baron...

Not just me, but they too would become objects of respect, reverence, and envy from everyone.

But I couldn't be satisfied with just that, so I've kept pushing forward.

"And later, even barons and viscounts will come to you with bribes, asking for better operations and more important roles. They'll learn that to advance, they need to curry favor with you."

For a moment, the Emperor's face looked like a viper to me.

When I first met him, I thought he was just a moody old man who acted on whims, but as if to prove that I hadn't completely figured him out...

Every word he speaks is so seductively attractive that I wonder how someone can be so cunning.

Just thinking about it makes my body heat up—is this what sex feels like?

"As long as you don't appoint incompetent people who would ruin the war, I don't mind if you accept such bribes. What matters to me is winning, and since you'll be a kind of nouveau riche noble, you'll need money. Of course, you could accept beautiful women instead of money."

I was about to fall for the Emperor's sweet temptation as he spoke with nuances suggesting he might even appoint me as commander-in-chief of the Montmartre Empire depending on what I do...

But then a wise saying my mother told me came to mind:

'Don't follow strangers who offer you candy.'

The Emperor isn't exactly a stranger, but thinking about it coldly:

The reason he's making this offer isn't because I've made some great contribution, but because he values my abilities.

So if I accept the Emperor's offer, I'm not becoming a partner but being headhunted as an executive in the Montmartre Empire company...

When I consider working under this power-hungry addict, can I really survive without any problems?

I might flourish for about ten years, but eventually, I could end up like that man Sunuk who received an "empty box" and was purged like being laid off.

Looking at it from another angle...

If the Emperor decides to get rid of a young upstart who was accepted solely for his abilities, would any noble under the Emperor take my side?

They'd more likely applaud my downfall.

And through that process, the Emperor's power would increase even more...

The Emperor placed his hand on my shoulder and smiled brightly.

"Don't you want to become a baron?"

When I heard those words, I made my decision.

'To survive, I must refuse.'

"While I am truly grateful for Your Majesty's generous offer and high regard... I must humbly decline."

Veins popped on the Emperor's face, and I could hear the sound of teeth grinding.

At times like this, I need to lower myself as much as possible, even if it's just for show.

Why? Because the contents of this conversation will inevitably be overheard by servants or others, and if word spreads that I humbly declined...

I'll receive less criticism when people hear that the Emperor gave me an opportunity and I refused it.

"It is an unspeakable honor that you think so highly of me, but I do not believe I possess abilities worthy enough to accept Your Majesty's proposal."
"I, Louis von Montmartre, Emperor of the Montmartre Empire, have said I believe in you. Yet you refuse because you don't believe in yourself?"

Well, Captain Dalten is certainly capable enough among mercenary captains to become a baron, but he's not so capable that the count who accepted him as a vassal would need to consider "purging" him.

In contrast, I, as a mere mercenary captain leading only 500 men, have devised strategies that controlled battlefields with armies exceeding 80,000.

I also command a mercenary company with the strength to face enemies four times our number.

It took just over five years to achieve all these accomplishments after joining as a lowly mercenary...

'If I spread my wings and soar in the future, I will certainly be purged.'

But I can't say that to the Emperor.

Saying such things would be insulting him as petty-minded, and the Emperor would gain justification to have me beheaded.

This is a world where a single noble's honor outweighs the lives of thousands of commoners.

"I know my abilities well. And I believe Your Majesty would be better served focusing on turning internal enemies to your side rather than concerning yourself with recruiting a mere mercenary captain like me by granting titles."

The Emperor of the Montmartre Empire doesn't have absolute power.

This means that no matter how capable the Emperor is, he needs some support from the nobility.

No matter how capable I am, suddenly making a commoner like me a baron?

In the short term, even nobles who support the Emperor might think, "Wow, this is a bit much," and consider turning their backs on him.

"......"

After saying that, I lowered my posture even more.

"While Your Majesty's offer is truly moving and honorable to me, I cannot be of great help to Your Majesty as I am now. Please withdraw your words."

If I just refused without explanation, it would be like telling the Emperor to eat dirt, but by refusing with reasons like this, the Emperor's pride would be less hurt.

Additionally, rumors would spread that he tries to employ capable people, even offering such proposals to mere mercenary captains, raising his reputation.

The Emperor heard my words and slammed the desk.

"Get out. And you will regret refusing this offer. I tend to hold grudges."

Even with such words, the Emperor can't do anything to us.

After all, I am the primary contributor to this battle.

Well, due to the limited scale of troops I commanded, the absolute size of my contribution is less than the Emperor's and his four commanders...

In military terms, it's like a mere battalion commander making contributions similar to lieutenant generals.

Harming someone like me? His reputation would truly hit rock bottom.

"If Your Majesty seeks out our White Beard Mercenary Company again, I swear to Deus that we will repay you with even more impressive achievements and contributions than now."

After paying my respects to the Emperor, I walked out alone at a leisurely pace.

Stretching my hand toward the North Star high in the sky.

Call it childish behavior if you want to mock me, but I just felt like doing it.

And I recalled what I had said to Captain Dalten shortly after being reincarnated into this world.

"I said that although I was just a new recruit then, I would someday obtain a title."

I clenched my hand stretched toward the sky.

Was it when I first confessed to Karin, or when she asked about my dreams?

My memory has become blurred after several years, but there's something I definitely said to her.

"I promised I would make you be called a countess someday."

But my dreams don't stop there.

It's not just about obtaining a title—if civil war breaks out in the empire and everything falls into chaos.

Then I will mobilize my mercenary company and with my own hands...

"I will make Karin, Lucia, and Hilde more than just countesses. I don't know when, but if I keep pushing forward like now, I can achieve it."

And when a month had passed, the long process of rewarding achievements was finally completed.
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The mercenaries gathered in the square were making such a commotion that it seemed like their cheers could be heard from a kilometer away.

"When I get my bonus today, I'm going to drink all the alcohol in this region!"
"Damn, my first bonus ever!"
"I'm saving this money to get married before I turn thirty!"

Seriously, these guys are already getting excited without even knowing how much the bonus will be.

What if they end up disappointed when it's less than they expected?

I was chuckling at their excitement when Karin approached, tapping my shoulder.

"Martin, what are you thinking about? Perhaps tonight..."

She used to be so shy about even mentioning sex before we shared our first experience.

These days, Karin sometimes seems more interested in sexual matters than I am. On days off, she tries to seduce me right after waking up, or she'll deliberately touch Lucia's tail and ears to make her make lewd sounds, playing these kinds of naughty pranks.

She also sneaks up behind Hilde when we're alone in the barracks and gropes her chest, grinning mischievously and giggling to tease her. Hilde used to hate it at first, but now she just plays along.

And at night, she's as passionate as her stamina allows.

"It's not that, senior."

Karin whistled and changed the subject.

"Really? Then do you have better news than the bonus?"

Personally, I just received news that's far more thrilling and heart-pounding than any bonus...

But revealing such things prematurely takes away the excitement, like a soda that's gone flat before you even drink it.

Instead of answering, I just shrugged.

"You'll find out soon enough."
"You're being mean."
"I'll tell you something else to make up for it."

Karin made a resigned face and leaned in to listen.

After hearing what I said, she covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes wide.

She stamped her feet excitedly, trying to contain her joy.

I only told her how much bonus our mercenary company received, but if Karin reacted like that...

Those money-hungry folks over there definitely won't be disappointed.

When I climbed onto the temporary platform, everyone voluntarily prepared to listen attentively without anyone having to command them.

"Haksen's hundred-man unit! Attention, everyone!"

Other unit leaders gave similar orders, and all our mercenaries straightened their postures. But they still had grins stretching from ear to ear.

At this rate, some might collapse from heart attacks when they hear how much reward money our mercenary company received.

"Hehe, damn, it's bonus time, bonus time."

Some guys were drooling with anticipation, wondering how much we'd get.

"Slurp, hehe. If I get enough money this time, I'll have to get a new one since my waist feels cold every night when I go to bed."

Seeing a grown man drooling and grinning like that is quite repulsive, just a little... actually, very much so.

If this weren't the moment for distributing bonuses, I'd want to smack the back of his head.

"Everyone, attention!"

All eyes turned to me.

"His Majesty, the Emperor of the great Montmartre Empire, has highly praised our achievements."

Everyone applauded at those words.

"Well, our mercenary company may only be 500 strong, but we did the work of at least 10,000 men in this war. So naturally, His Majesty couldn't help but praise us if he has any conscience. And the Emperor has bestowed upon you the mountain of rewards you've been expecting."

I snapped my fingers, and a fairly large wagon entered.

The wagon was piled high with leather pouches.

Seeing this, the mercenaries showed various reactions.

One guy grabbed his neck, too shocked to speak properly.

"W-w-what? Is, is, is that all money?"

Some fool laughed like he'd lost his mind.

"Hahaha, damn, hahaha. Our mercenary company is filthy rich!!"

I could reveal how much reward money we received right now, but that would diminish the suspense.

"Lieutenant Otto, bring one of those pouches here."

Otto heard my order and took out a large leather pouch about 30cm in length and width from the wagon.

"Pour it out."

Then at least a hundred, maybe two hundred gold coins that were inside began pouring onto the ground.

Normally, pouring precious gold coins on the ground would be insane, but at a time like this, it visually demonstrates how much money we've earned.

The mercenaries rejoiced at the visual stimulus of the gold coins as if our country had reached the World Cup semifinals.

"Damn, those are all gold coins!"

Two muscle-bound men embraced each other passionately as if they were lovers.

"Hurrah for the White Beard Mercenary Company!!!"
"We're rich now!"

If men started kissing each other, that would be grounds for immediate execution, no matter how tolerant the mercenary company is about sexual matters.

They just stopped at hugging, so I could overlook it as their concepts flying away due to excessive excitement.

Fortunately, there are no homosexuals in our mercenary company.

*Even if I personally think it's fine, homosexuality in this era is treated worse than serial killers and rapists.*

After letting them make noise for a while, I clapped my hands loudly, and everyone immediately straightened up.

"The reward money given to us by the Montmartre Empire this time is 50,000 gold coins, plus 19,000 gold coins allocated to our mercenary company for capturing nobles, and an additional 11,000 gold coins awarded by Count Dion."

When I said that, I could see tears welling up in everyone's eyes.

"The total reward money allocated to our mercenary company from this battlefield is 80,000 gold coins."

During Dalten's time as captain, we always received several tens of thousands of gold coins after each war.

But when Dalten was captain of 500 men, the reward was only 20,000-30,000 coins...

This time, the amount jumped significantly because I captured a count and successfully planned and executed a strategy that changed the course of the war.

For a war of this scale in this era, the budget would be in the tens or hundreds of trillions of won.

Thanks to us, the Montmartre Empire gained several times the economic benefit, so it's reasonable that we receive this level of reward.

What's more surprising is that this doesn't include the separate rewards received directly from the Emperor or other nobles for our outstanding performance in this war.

Anyway, the men who received this enormous reward were quietly looking at me without saying anything.

"......"

Well, even though we received 80,000 gold coins, it's still undecided how much each person will get as a reward.

*The minimum annual maintenance cost for our mercenary company is 6,000 gold coins, and considering more than doubling our forces and other factors...*

"60,000 gold coins will be used for the mercenary company's common fund, and 20,000 gold coins will be distributed as rewards."

If divided roughly by the number of people, it's an enormous reward of about 40 gold coins per person.

Of course, the actual distribution will vary according to rank, merit, and so on.

Even the lowest-ranked will receive at least 15 gold coins.

By mercenary company pay standards, that's equivalent to receiving 15 months' worth of salary at once, and in Korean money, it feels like 15 million won for the lowest ranks.

In this world where a family of four peasants can live for a year on 10 million won, this amount of money could literally buy a human life.

Naturally, all the mercenaries shouted hurrah in loud voices.

"Long live Captain Martin!!!"
"Long live Deus!!!"
"Damn, Mom and Dad! I'll earn more money and come home to take care of you, so wait for me!"

In the midst of the chaos caused by excessive joy, Hilde approached me.

"One of the duties of a titled noble is to protect the serfs and ensure benefits for their vassals. But, my lord, you're already being so generous to them when you've only been the mercenary captain for a short time."
"Half right, half wrong. I might be competent as a mercenary captain, but if these guys hadn't followed me well, both you and I would have died or been badly defeated, right?"

It was especially dangerous when we went to rescue Baron Amigo, or when we were desperately trying to open the castle gate.

Something could have gone wrong then.

"That's true."

It took a good 15 minutes for them to calm down.

"In addition to the reward money given according to individual merit, bonuses based on each person's position will be given from the common budget tomorrow, and formal rewards according to merit will be given within two weeks."

When distributing money, it's much better to spend generously than to drag it out and give it in dribs and drabs.

That way, these guys will trust me and follow me with their lives even if we go to more extreme and dangerous wars in the future.

"And although we'll be resting for a while..."

I took out a letter written to us by Baron Maurer, former Captain Dalten, which I had hidden in my pocket.

"Our former captain of the White Beard Mercenary Company, who is now Baron Dalten of Maurer Barony, has invited us. So from now on, we'll be going to Maurer Barony in the Rheinpfalz Empire. Everyone prepare to depart with that in mind."

The Emperor is already dead, and if Dalten suddenly invites me, it's obvious what has happened and what will happen.

Yes, he probably wants to have a proper conversation face-to-face before civil war breaks out.

Ch.213 - The Baron Dalten Summons You (2)
During the march, I could hear grumbling complaints behind me.

"Damn it, we can't even rest after the war ends? What kind of miserable life is this?"

Once one guy started complaining, another chimed in.

"Honestly, if we hadn't been given 15 gold coins each as a bonus, I would've just quit the mercenary company. But the bonus was so big that I figured if I stick with the captain, I'll keep getting paid like this, so I'm hanging in there somehow."
"The salary is higher compared to other mercenary companies too. But heading out to this distant place right after recruiting new soldiers is definitely crossing a line."

It's customary for mercenary companies to let their men relax for three months, or at most half a year with pay, after fighting like dogs for months.

But I broke that custom and immediately recruited new soldiers after this war ended, then forced them into a long-distance march to this place.

While I might not be completely indefensible, I certainly don't have the right to tell those complainers to "shut up!"

However, there's a reason why I hurried here so urgently, even though I knew complaints would arise.

"These bastards, if they just meet Baron Dalten, their attitude will completely change."

We only need to march for two more hours to reach the baron's castle, so maybe I'll just wait until then?

In the distance, I could see the scout captain riding toward us in a hurry.

"Captain Martin, Captain Martin! Something big has happened!"
"What, is there a bandit base ahead?"

I do owe Captain Dalten a favor, and beating up bandits is the best way to give new recruits some real combat experience.

Actually, goblin or orc dens would work well too.

Those are usually handled by those guys who call themselves adventurers and act all high and mighty, but no matter how skilled they are, they're still weaker than mercenary companies or noble armies.

However, there was no tension on the scout's face at all.

"No, it's not that. About twenty knights carrying flags with the Maurer barony's crest are riding toward us on horseback!"

Captain Dalten, are you that happy about my arrival?

Using his baron's authority to gather all the knights here to welcome us.

This is honestly too much honor for a mere mercenary captain.

"And judging by the flag at the front representing the baron himself, it seems Baron Maurer is coming in person!"

At those words, laughter erupted among the men who had been with the mercenary company since Dalten was captain.

"Looks like Baron Dalten was desperate to see us!"
"Damn, even though he asked us to come here, I never thought a baron would come out personally!"
"When we get into the city, we should ask him to buy us some good drinks with his money."

Meanwhile, those who joined after I became captain stood with their mouths hanging open.

"Holy shit, I never thought I'd see a baron personally coming out with all his knights to greet a mere mercenary captain."

The men who had followed me from Montmartre showed off in front of the green recruits.

"This is the kind of mercenary company we are. So you just need to listen to the captain and me. Got it?"

The one speaking was just a squad leader, but to the new recruits who had just joined, he looked as imposing as the heavens.

So they all nodded with sparkling eyes.

"Yes, Squad Leader Schumacher!"

Anyway, the men who had been complaining until just now changed their expressions and looked at me with bright smiles.

They couldn't bring themselves to apologize after grumbling so much, but I understood completely.

If I couldn't relax after a war ended, I'd be furious too.

"Maurer Baron, I mean former Captain Dalten, has probably prepared plenty of meat and alcohol for you all to enjoy at his castle."

Everyone cheered at those words.

"Let's move forward!"

My own steps naturally lightened at the thought of seeing Dalten again after almost a year and a half.

After walking for about an hour, I could see Dalten approaching on horseback in the distance.

"Everyone dismount!"

Dalten gave the same order.

"Dismount!"

When everyone got off their horses, the veterans of our mercenary company and Dalten's knights began embracing each other and exchanging greetings.

"Battalion Commander Walter, how have you been?"
"You damn bastard. Call me Senior Knight now, you punk. I've been doing fine."
"For someone doing fine, you've lost a lot of weight."
"Since settling down, my wife has been multiplying, and I can't sleep at night. That's why I'm tired, you punk!"

While everyone was chatting warmly like this, Dalten quietly walked over to me and gave me a big hug.

"Martin, you bastard, have you been well?"

I had worried a little that Dalten might have become arrogant after becoming a baron instead of a mercenary captain, but it seems my concerns were unnecessary.

"Haven't you heard the rumors? I played a significant role in the Emperor of Montmartre's war."
"I worried for nothing. But I heard you refused the title the emperor offered you again this time?"

At those words, I made a gesture of covering my mouth with one hand.

"That bastard emperor clearly showed signs of wanting to squeeze me dry and then purge me. So I just took the money and left."

Then I showed Dalten the sword I received from the Emperor of Montmartre.

It's a sword made by a master craftsman among dwarves, using pure mithril.

"Isn't this the imperial crest of the Montmartre Empire? Don't tell me the emperor personally bestowed this on you?"

Instead of answering, I nodded.

"It's a masterpiece made entirely of mithril."
"Let me hold it."

Dalten carefully placed his hand on the hilt and drew the sword from its scabbard.

The sky-blue blade was extraordinarily beautiful.

"After becoming a baron, I managed to get armor and a sword made of mithril too, but damn, this is on another level..."
"My lord, you'll get something better than this someday."
"As if that would happen, you punk."
"By the way, I'm starving to death. Did you prepare some food for my men?"

Dalten smiled at those words.

"When I heard you were coming, everyone from me to the knights and the officers who used to be mercenaries in the White Beard company emptied their pockets. We've slaughtered plenty of cows, pigs, and even sheep."
"I knew I could count on you."
"From tomorrow, you'll have to buy your own food."

I brought nearly 2,000 people including 1,000 mercenaries and their support staff, so even getting one lavish meal for free costs an enormous amount of money.

Expecting to be fed the entire time we stay would be completely shameless.

"I was planning to stay here for about a year anyway, taking my time to decide which side to join."

In truth, I had already figured out who would pay the highest price for my services before coming here...

"While you're staying in my barony, I can't accommodate over 2,000 people from outside near the castle. Let about 200 stay near the castle, and the rest can stay in the surrounding areas."
"Since I have 500 new recruits, I'll need about 600 people near the castle until they finish training. But we'll buy provisions and other necessities locally. The recruits won't be allowed outside until they finish training."
"That should be fine. By the way, a thousand-man mercenary company? You've become the captain of a major mercenary force. You were a big shot all along, damn it."
"I learned it all from you, my lord."
"Cut the bullshit, you punk."
"In return, we'll spend plenty of money here."

My mercenaries will pour substantial funds into this barony, which will surely benefit Captain Dalten and our former comrades.

"Oh, by the way, how have you been doing, my lord?"
"Just talk to me casually. This isn't a formal occasion."
"Are you doing well, Baron?"

Dalten chuckled at that.

"When I first arrived at this barony, I thought I was going to die. Damn, the local dignitaries would cause an uproar at everything I did."

With the previous baron gone and a new outsider coming in, they were probably trying to tame me to establish a better foundation for themselves to exploit.

"So I got permission from the count and swept away half of the local dignitaries, then married off the other half to the men I brought with me. That's how I finally managed to take control. As a result, I now have two more wives besides Milia."
"Pfft, is that so?"
"Don't laugh, you punk. Because of this, at my age, I might need to get my back treated. Just last week, I was considering calling Father Thompson for a healing spell."

Dalten is an Expert-level swordsman, so there's no way his back would give out from handling just three women.

"My, how fortunate you are to suddenly have more women."
"Actually, I've had a lot fewer opportunities to use my back at night lately, which is nice."
"Did something happen, my lord?"

Dalten started grinning like a madman at those words.

"Milia is pregnant. So are Ella and Silvia! In a few months, I, Dalten von Prime—I mean Maurer—will be the father of three children."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, you punk. You should also earn a title and settle down while you're still young, especially after your achievements in this civil war."
"I'm thinking about it."

At those words, Baron Dalten gave a wicked smile.

"I've been persuading our count like crazy to support Margrave Estel... what about you?"

It's an extremely important topic, but not one to discuss out here.

"Let's talk about this when we're alone at the banquet hall, my lord."
"Sure, but first let me hear about you. By the way, did you do it with Hilde?"
"After this war ended."
"Don't add any more women after that."
"I won't. I don't want to either."

And so, we continued exchanging jokes just like in the old days until we reached the baron's castle.

Ch.214 - The Baron Dalten Summons You (3)
After arriving at the castle, Dalten took me and the others who had served under him when he was captain into the banquet hall.

We drank so much that I thought we might actually die. Even those who rarely got drunk because they could use Aura were making a drunken fuss.

"So, Vice—no, Senior Knight Heintz, you have five wives?"
"Shut up, Otto, you bastard. I... I have too many and it's hard."
"But, but the nights must be good, right?"
"If it weren't for that, I would have deserted like Martin."

The culture of polygamy might seem great for wealthy men, but that's not always the case.

Even if the women don't show jealousy or fight in front of their husband as they compete for his affection...

How easy could it be for one man to take care of multiple women?

Knowing this, I've done my best to maintain good relationships among my three, and I'll continue to do so.

Thanks to these efforts, I'm living well without the headaches that gentleman is experiencing.

"Senior Knight or whatever, none of you have changed since becoming knights."

Dalten approached from behind me.

"People don't change unless they're about to die. Well, everyone seems pretty drunk now. Shall we go somewhere to talk properly?"

His expression, which had been smiling until just now, turned serious.

"Let's do that."

Dalten gestured to a maid in the corner and led me out of the banquet hall.

"Let's move to a smaller room and talk comfortably over another drink. Whatever the outcome, let's get along like brothers until the war starts. That's the mercenary way, isn't it?"
"I see you haven't forgotten your mercenary days even after becoming a Baron."
"How could I forget after being a mercenary for almost ten years?"

I suppose that even if I become a noble later, my mercenary habits and mindset probably won't disappear either.

They say if you forget your original intentions, you'll become useless. For Dalten's happy future, I hope he never forgets his mercenary days and lives a long life.

"That's true, Baron."
"Oh, come on. Just sit down in here."

As soon as we sat down, a maid entered with a bottle of wine, some strong-smelling premium cheese, and prosciutto.

Being a Baron now, he sets quite an elegant table.

"Wow, isn't this wine extremely expensive?"
"I've been saving it specially to drink with my life's greatest benefactor. This bottle costs 15 gold coins."

Fifteen gold coins—this is the kind of premium wine that's hard to get even if you have plenty of money.

That's because wines of this caliber are bought in bulk without haggling by emperors, kings, and dukes as soon as they're produced.

"The aroma is incredible just from pouring it into the glass."
"Right? I went through a lot of trouble to get this."
"Let's have a drink and start our conversation, Baron."

After swallowing the wine, which had a bitter yet refreshing taste, Dalten stared intently into my eyes.

"Martin, just as you said, the conflicts started intensifying after His Majesty the Emperor passed away. At first, it was just high nobles fighting over territories, hiring small mercenary groups to skirmish..."

Even the Great Wall begins to collapse from a single ant hole...

"So the scale of the conflict grew and battles started breaking out all over?"
"That's right. Six months ago, my lord, Count Frost, hired 500 mercenaries to raid a village on the border of Margrave Paltz's territory. And we're not the only ones fighting like this—I can't even imagine how much fighting is happening throughout the entire Rheinpfalz."

Dalten finished speaking and sighed deeply.

"The situation is an absolute mess beyond words."

According to the information I gathered on my way here, there are currently six major factions in the Empire.

It's like saying the Empire has been cut into six pieces since the Emperor's death, so there's really no better way to describe this situation than "a mess."

"So I've heard."
"At least the Montmartre Empire will probably stay quiet for a few years after their big fight with the Kingdom of Barcelona. And the Medici won't invade anytime soon either."

If the Medici want to take a bite out of Rheinpfalz Empire's territory, they'll wait until after the civil war properly breaks out.

It would be best for them to invade when the Rheinpfalz people are exhausted from fighting each other and too weak to resist.

From now on, they'll start gathering money and food to prepare for an invasion of Rheinpfalz.

If I were a noble affiliated with the Medici Republic, I would have suggested doing exactly that.

I put a piece of cheese in my mouth and asked while chewing:

"So in the end, the civil war will start in earnest, and for a few years, we'll just be fighting within Rheinpfalz?"
"That's right."

Though we said this, if someone during the civil war pays Medici or Montmartre to stab us in the back, like Kim Chunchu who unified the Three Kingdoms, everything would fall apart.

But with five internal enemy factions already, it would be foolish to plan around such possibilities from the start.

'Deal thoroughly with the problems you can handle first.'

If you break this principle and try to do more, you'll collapse from exhaustion.

Silence fell between Captain Dalten and me.

The atmosphere suddenly grew heavy, but I knew what he wanted to say.

'Take Margrave Estel's side.'

Even though we have a personal friendship, we both have different groups we're responsible for, so we need to fight for dominance even if we don't fight against each other.

Generally, in situations like this, whoever speaks first reveals they're in the anxious position...

So now I'm waiting for Dalten to speak first, and he's waiting for me.

The wine, which had such a distinct aroma and taste just moments ago, now seems to have lost all flavor and scent.

'I need to gain the upper hand here by any means necessary.'

After about thirty minutes or even an hour of silence, Dalten finally sighed and put his hand on his forehead.

"This bastard never gives in, now or before. Fine, you win."

Dalten pulled out an official scroll from inside his coat.

Covered in silk, it was clearly a very important document.

"This is a letter sent to me directly from Margrave Estel. There's a lot of unnecessary talk in it, but the important part is that he wants me to bring in the White Beard mercenary company at all costs. That's why I contacted you and the others to see your faces."

Since the faction I had intended to join was also Margrave Estel's, the corners of my mouth almost twitched upward at Dalten's words.

But I bit my tongue so hard I thought it might bleed to maintain my expression.

While Dalten probably wouldn't stab me in the back, even the slightest change in my expression could worsen the terms I could propose.

"Is that so?"
"Yes, you bastard. The Margrave can't forget how you took that damned Baron Pappenheim and won against more than 5,000 enemy troops."

When he heard that I had completely destroyed an enemy force more than twice our size while leading Pappenheim—who was somewhat competent but still nearly useless—

Margrave Estel must have thought:

'How the hell did he manage to win with that useless fool? Damn.'

So now that the civil war has broken out and the situation is deteriorating, he's thinking of using me.

"Well, I was pretty amazing then. Honestly, I thought I was going crazy at the time. I barely managed to stop Pappenheim when he was clearly following the enemy's bait."
"He thinks highly of that, so if you support Margrave Estel in this civil war, he'll likely reward you generously."
"Specifically, how much could I receive?"
"It's not really appropriate to think about money when stepping into a civil war like this. Well, Margrave Estel said he would grant you a barony. Depending on your achievements, he might even grant you a larger territory. What do you think?"

The offer to give more based on my performance is very attractive, but...

"In that case, what would my position be?"

Dalten smirked at that question.

"In this case, you would become Margrave Estel's vassal. But knowing you, depending on your achievements, you could rise as high as Count, don't you think?"

That's not entirely wrong.

After all, Estel, as the leader of one faction, will certainly become a Duke and rise to the top of the imperial nobility if he wins this civil war.

So it's entirely possible for me to become a Count.

However, rather than becoming his vassal and serving under him, I'd prefer to fight alongside his forces as an equal partner.

I don't want to remain in a position where I'm just accepting scraps of land from Estel as his vassal.

So to get the best possible terms...

"I'd like to meet with Margrave Estel directly and discuss this with him."

If I'm risking my life, I might as well negotiate properly.

Ch.215 - Prove Your Worth (1)
The day after meeting Dalten, I gave Otto instructions on how to manage the mercenary company while I was away, then headed toward Margrave Estel's territory.

Our party consisted of Dalten, who would introduce me to the Margrave, ten mercenaries who had become knights under Dalten's command, and myself.

A journey that would have taken a month on foot was completed in less than a week as we rode our horses at a rapid pace.

I was immediately granted an audience with Margrave Estel.

"Martin, I know you'll handle this well, but let me remind you once more. Don't be disrespectful to the Margrave."

Though I might charge recklessly on the battlefield without thinking, I'm actually someone who behaves with utmost courtesy before important figures.

Unnecessarily making enemies would only come back to haunt me later.

Now that Dalten has become a Baron, he's giving me unnecessary warnings. Imagine lecturing me about such basic matters.

"Don't you trust me?"
"No, I'm just being cautious. Between us, I actually trust you more than our lord."
"Isn't that disloyal?"
"I won't help you stab the Count in the back."

As we chatted while waiting, the doors to the audience chamber opened and Margrave Estel entered.

Though it had only been three years since we last met, the civil war seemed to have taken its toll on him.

His face had grown gaunt and his complexion darkened considerably.

Dalten bowed at the waist, while I, still just a mercenary, knelt on one knee in greeting.

"It's an honor to meet you, Margrave."

Estel rushed toward me and personally helped me to my feet.

"Martin, seeing you here makes me feel like we've already won! Please, stand up!"

As I rose and looked at his face, I saw his lips curled into a smile.

It was so wide I worried his mouth might actually split all the way to his ears, like a red mask.

I'd heard that among the six factions, Margrave Estel's was the weakest...

But to welcome me so enthusiastically when I'd only brought 1,000 mercenaries?

I'm starting to think there might be more for me to gain—or rather, a larger share for me to claim—than I initially thought.

"Thank you, Margrave."
"Since our conversation will likely be lengthy, please make yourself comfortable. And steward, prepare a formal dinner immediately for Baron Maurer and his knights."

Hearing this, the head steward politely signaled for Dalten to leave.

"Baron Maurer, the Margrave has prepared a modest formal dinner. After enjoying the meal, you may rest in the Margrave's castle for as long as you wish."
"Thank you, Head Steward."
"Not at all. Let's go now. It would be a shame if the carefully prepared meal gets cold."

Are they trying to prevent Dalten from giving me advice during our negotiation that might help me secure better terms?

"Please excuse me."

Baron Ains, dressed in a black formal suit with a sword at his waist, entered in Dalten's place.

Though he was brought in to guard Estel, bringing someone who had reached the level of Sword Master here was...

'He's trying to intimidate me as much as possible.'

"Good to see you, Martin. When I saw you three years ago, you were just a captain of a hundred men, but now you command over a thousand mercenaries."
"Margrave Estel's generous offer was a great help."

Given that a mercenary company's value fluctuates based on its leader's reputation, the Margrave's offer to appoint me as a Baron—when I was just a captain of a hundred—gave me significant credibility.

That single fact raised my standing considerably and helped me expand my forces.

"If my assessment of you had been as insubstantial as beer foam, you probably wouldn't have risen this far. However..."

Baron Ains placed his hand on my shoulder and began emitting a heavy Aura.

Though he wasn't physically pressing down, his Aura created a pressure like a stone placed on my shoulders.

I've heard that those who reach the Master level can carve stone with just their Aura-wrapped fingers...

"Don't betray the Margrave."
"Mercenaries don't betray."
"I like that answer."

After Baron Ains tried to intimidate me but failed, Estel pulled him away from me.

"Baron Ains, why so intimidating?"
"My apologies."
"It's fine. Hand that over."

Ains handed me the document he was holding in his left hand.

"Read it."

It contained the same content I had discussed with Dalten previously.

It stated they would first grant me a barony, then more territory and higher titles based on my achievements.

This was indeed a good offer, but there was one part that greatly displeased me.

'Martin Meyer is appointed as Margrave Estel's vassal and granted the Barony of Cologne.'

The Barony of Cologne, as I knew, had a population exceeding 100,000 and was an important commercial hub—essentially the yolk of the egg.

But becoming Estel's vassal meant that if I participated in the war and achieved merits, all those achievements would primarily belong to Margrave Estel.

I would only get the leftovers... Now I need to turn this around.

"I'm grateful for your generous offer. However, I wish to mention that my participation in this war is to serve His Highness the Fourth Prince, the future Emperor."

In truth, I don't care at all about what kind of person the Fourth Prince is or what he thinks.

After all, Margrave Estel is the commander of this civil war, and he can only seize power after the war ends.

But starting as a Baron directly under the Emperor versus starting as a subcontractor under Margrave Estel makes a world of difference in terms of growth potential.

Margrave Estel laughed at my words.

"Do you really think that makes sense? I acknowledge that you've brought over a thousand mercenaries. It's an impressive feat and will be a great help to my faction."

Even ordinary Barons bring at least 250, sometimes up to 500 of their own soldiers when going to war.

So the forces I've brought could be said to equal the direct troops of four baronial houses, but...

Our mercenary force is actually only about half of what a single Baron could muster if he put his soul into it.

That's because Barons have territories with tens of thousands of subjects.

"But I cannot accept that proposal. Because to become a direct vassal of the Fourth Prince, 'you' must personally be a Baron who holds a barony."

The difference might not be immediately clear from this statement alone...

"And the Barons and other nobles who hold territories have all staked their lives and houses on this war. They'll gather not only their standing armies but also hire as many mercenaries as they can scrape together. They'll even conscript serfs to assemble 3,000 men, and the reckless ones might gather up to 4,000."

For a Baron to gather 4,000 men would require emptying his family treasury completely and making extremely firm resolutions, but...

In this survival-of-the-fittest world where one could rise to the rank of Count if they survive among the six factions, this much is necessary.

"I acknowledge your mercenary company and your strategic mind. So even though your mercenary force is only about 1,000 strong. Well."

Margrave Estel held up two fingers.

"I'll treat you as if you brought 2,000 mercenaries. And naturally, based on your achievements, someone like you could rise to the rank of Count. If we win this war, I'll become a Duke holding real power in the Empire."

For a moment, I was almost tempted.

"So stop being stubborn now. Isn't it already a miracle for someone born as a low-ranking knight to rise to the position of Count?"

If a low-ranking knight is equivalent to an entry-level civil servant, then a Count is at least a minister.

If an entry-level civil servant rose to become a minister by retirement through their own abilities and political acumen, they would be the object of envy.

Everyone would applaud, calling it an impossible feat.

Especially in this world where the social hierarchy is completely rigid.

However, I can now sell myself at a higher price...

"It's certainly true that for a mere low-ranking knight to rise to Count through his own abilities would be a miracle."

Because it's impossible—under normal circumstances.

But right now, if I stake my life as an investment, this is a gamble where I could reap a thousandfold return.

"However, I don't believe our mercenary company's value is merely that."

With those words, I placed my sword, still in its scabbard, bearing the crest of the Montmartre Imperial Family, on the table.
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As I touched the sword, a blue light enveloped Baron Ains's body.

The atmosphere instantly turned menacing, as if any strange move from me would be considered an attack against Margrave Estel.

But fighting this person now would only get my head chopped off, with no benefit to me or my mercenary company.

"I have absolutely no intention of attacking the Margrave. I merely wish for you to examine my sword."

I raised both hands above my head to clearly show I had no intention to fight.

Baron Ains then relaxed his fierce vigilance.

"When the White Beard Mercenaries numbered only 500, we participated in the war between the Montmartre Empire and the Barcelona Kingdom, playing a crucial role in turning the tide of battle."

The Margrave curiously caressed the imperial crest engraved on the scabbard and hilt.

"Baron Ains, verify it."

Baron Ains grasped the sword and infused it with Aura, causing blue light to emanate from the decorations engraved on the blade.

The sophisticated identification mechanism had activated, confirming this sword was genuinely made by the imperial family.

Now the Margrave could no longer doubt the sword's authenticity.

"How did you come to possess this sword?"
"During the last war, when we faced 80,000 Barcelona troops head-on, I led 2,000 allied soldiers to rescue Baron Amigo who was nearly isolated and surrounded by enemy forces."

Both men's eyes widened at the mention of a mercenary leader commanding just over 500 troops rescuing a baron from isolation.

"I've heard reports that you made significant contributions to the Montmartre Empire's victory, including with Baron Maurer, but I never imagined you'd rescue an isolated baron with just 500 mercenaries."

Strictly speaking, I went with approximately 2,000 soldiers led by Baron Eclair to rescue him...

But I was the one who rescued that Amigo fellow.

"Impressive indeed. However, does that qualify you for a position as a direct vassal to the Prince?"

There are two reasons why I want to join Margrave Estel's faction.

First, the Margrave is a proven, extremely capable person.

Second, Margrave Estel's faction is currently the weakest among the six factions, so precarious that they need to grasp at straws to survive.

Helping someone in a favorable situation is expected, but helping in a precarious situation becomes an act of bestowing favor...

*Cutting ties would be dangerous.*

"In that case, my mercenary company will side with another faction."

Estel's expression soured immediately.

"What did you just say?"
"I said I'm considering joining the First Prince's faction. My mercenary company is already famous for its tremendous contributions in capturing Castle Laseu."

I did pay the information guild to spread the word, but the Emperor's servants and other nobles voluntarily spread rumors far and wide about how instrumental I was in capturing Castle Laseu.

The rumors spread so extensively that even among common mercenaries in Barcelona, the Montmartre Empire, and the Rheinpfalz Empire, they said:

*'The Emperor of Montmartre asked Martin Meyer to become the Marshal of the Imperial Army, but he declined.'*

There was some exaggeration, but the Emperor's words were shocking enough to be misinterpreted that way.

"Well, the Emperor didn't explicitly ask me to become the Marshal of the Montmartre Imperial Army, but he did say this."
"What did he say?"
"That later on, nobles of the Montmartre Empire would offer me all kinds of bribes to secure better positions and opportunities to distinguish themselves in the next battlefield."

This kind of rumor, like overly foamy beer, often gets exaggerated two or three times over...

But in this case, it's essentially factual without exaggeration, just missing the title "Marshal."

"Ah, he also said this: since I'm not interested in women, no one would try to influence me with beautiful ladies."

Estel's lips turned downward sharply.

"What nonsense..."
"If it were a lie, the rumors would have disappeared by now. No, the rumors that spread all the way to the Rheinpfalz Empire would be inconsistent. Some would say the Emperor tried to give me his daughter, or that the Emperor went mad and invited Martin Meyer to his bed for homosexual activities. That kind of distorted gossip would have spread instead."
"...That's true."

I stared at Margrave Estel's face as I spoke.

"My reputation among mercenaries is quite high. Since I joined, the White Beard Mercenaries have never lost a battle. No, I've turned battles that seemed destined for defeat into victories. I even persuaded Baron Pappenheim, whom you know well, to achieve victory against enemies more than twice our number."
"......"
"Moreover, your faction is currently the smallest among those vying for the imperial throne, isn't it? Can you afford to make an enemy of me?"

I raised one corner of my mouth slightly and gazed at Margrave Estel with deep, penetrating eyes.

Without saying a word, intensely.

As leisurely as if observing the naked body of a woman without a thread of clothing.

A slight wavering appeared in Estel's eyes.

Baron Ains, standing beside him, became angry on the Margrave's behalf.

"Martin Meyer! We've been generous with you, but you're overstepping! I'll cut your throat right—"

Ah, if the Margrave beheads me, from that moment his faction would collapse.

Objectively speaking, Estel's faction is currently the most disadvantaged, and killing a renowned mercenary who wants to join them?

What mercenary would ever contract with them after that?

"Are you even capable of cutting it?"

Ains gritted his teeth.

"Kuk..."
"Margrave, you know me well, don't you? Trust me and I will surely make you a Duke."
"Very well, but I'll give you one year."
"One year?"

Estel looked into my eyes and said:

"Bring results within a year that prove you deserve such treatment. War will break out everywhere in a few months anyway."

The empire is already festering to the point of bursting.

Soon civil war will begin in earnest, and countless opportunities will arise for me to prove my abilities.

"Won't war break out even if we just sit still? And I believe the most dangerous area will be Baron Maurer's territory, which borders the Second Prince's faction that's most eager to expand."

The Second Prince's faction is the next weakest after ours, so they'll try to survive by devouring us to strengthen themselves.

"As it happens, Cologne County is right behind Baron Maurer's territory, isn't it? I'll prove myself by joining forces with Baron Maurer to fend off the Second Prince's faction."
"Very well. You may withdraw now and have dinner. You must be hungry after your long journey."
"Then I'll take my leave."

Having obtained what I wanted, I opened the door and left.

"They'll invade Baron Maurer's territory within a few months."

I need to discuss with Dalten how we'll handle this.

**

After Martin left, Baron Ains, who had become Estel's closest aide since becoming a Swordmaster, expressed his grievance.

"Margrave, I understand our situation is so dire we'd welcome even an infant's help, but weren't those terms too favorable for him? The barons who are direct vassals to the Fourth Prince in our faction will become counts if they're not complete idiots, and Martin Meyer will reap those benefits too."

In civil war, the ratio of territory one receives as dividends depends greatly on one's position.

Even among barons, a direct vassal baron who mobilizes thousands of troops and fights competently will automatically receive at least one county upon victory.

For barons under Margrave Estel, like Ains, they would need to perform well enough to deserve two or three counties as direct vassals before qualifying for a single county.

That's how important one's initial position is...

Estel understood this concern and nodded.

"I understand, Baron Ains."
"Then why?"
"It's because of Martin Meyer's individual ability. Honestly, his swordsmanship and martial prowess aren't extraordinary. In our margraviate family alone, we have at least fifteen swordsmen of his level or higher."

But considering that even a Swordmaster would lose against 1,000 common soldiers, intelligence for devising strategies is more important than martial prowess.

Estel understood this well.

"However, Martin Meyer is the madman who rescued that baron—Amigo or Aigo or whatever—from the enemy's jaws with just 500 men against over 2,000."
"That's true."
"And you've heard the rumors, haven't you? That damned Montmartre Emperor achieved such a great victory because of Martin Meyer's strategies. When our margraviate family analyzed that battle, without Martin Meyer's strategies..."

Ains responded in a grave voice:

"Yes, even if the Montmartre Empire had won, the scale of victory would have been reduced to about one-third, even with the most favorable interpretation for the Empire."
"We cannot afford to lose such a man to another faction. Considering the benefit of having him versus the damage we'd suffer if he became our enemy... Martin deserves that level of treatment."

Then Estel grinned.

"And tell me, aren't you curious?"
"About what, sir?"
"About what kind of strategies this madman, who accomplished so much as a mere mercenary captain with just 500 men, will employ when he commands an entire front."
"Aren't you worried about defeat?"
"Defeat? Honestly, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't concerned. But still, Martin Meyer..."

Margrave Estel recalled an incompetent baron who had once served under him.

Ten years ago, that man had been entrusted with 2,000 troops but suffered an absurd defeat against just 500 enemies, resulting in 600 casualties.

And then there was another who worked diligently and earnestly but lacked the ability to handle paperwork, losing 10% of his supplies every time he touched them—Miner's hands.

Yet Martin had coaxed such a man into achieving victory with 2,000 troops against 5,000 enemies...

"He's the big shot who achieved a great victory even with that damned Pappenheim. So I have high expectations."

Baron Ains nodded in agreement.

"That's true. With Pappenheim of all people... So what will you do now?"

Estel rang the bell on his desk.

"Isn't it obvious? We need to tell everyone in our faction that Martin Meyer—no, Baron Martin of Cologne—has earned the right to sit at the same table as them. And we must convince them. Having decided to trust him, we must trust him completely, without doubt."

A few months later, Martin received an urgent message from Dalten while at Cologne County.

"Baron Cologne, Baron Cologne, I report! Count Hanja from the Second Prince's faction has invaded Baron Maurer's territory with 15,000 troops!"
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As soon as I heard the news, I immediately rode to Baron Maurer's territory.

I needed to decide as quickly as possible whether to meet with Dalten and retreat with our soldiers to the rear, or to face head-on against an army of over 15,000.

I rode alone on horseback, covering in half a day what would normally take three days on foot. My armor was soaked with sweat.

"Baron Koeln? Why such a hurry..."

Under normal circumstances, I would have tossed a silver coin to this fellow who had been a platoon leader when Dalten was captain, telling him to buy drinks for his subordinates. But now, I had neither the time nor the luxury.

"Jack, the situation is extremely urgent. I need to speak with Dalten as soon as possible. I'll go straight to him, but I need you to gather all the senior knights in the castle."

Jack, having become a knight himself, seemed to have improved his situational awareness. He nodded without adding a word.

"Do you have an escort, sir?"
"No. Besides, I'm an intermediate Expert. What crazed bandit would dare attack me?"
"Understood. It will take about 30 minutes to gather the senior knights, so please change your clothes first. Halter, you little rascal! Bring water and fresh clothes for Baron Koeln immediately!"

It would be a bit awkward to meet Dalten while drenched in sweat, wouldn't it?

After washing myself with the comfortably warm water brought by the fellow called Halter, I felt much better.

"Ah, now I feel alive again."
"Baron Koeln, Baron Maurer has gathered the senior knights and is waiting for you in the conference room."
"I'll head up right away."

Though I wanted to run up there, the conference room was only a few minutes away by walking, so running wouldn't make much difference.

I walked at a pace that was neither slow nor particularly fast.

When I entered the conference room, I saw Dalten and the other senior knights with serious expressions, arguing over a map.

"Captain—I mean, Baron. Even if we bring all the troops that Martin—I mean Baron Koeln—has, we still won't reach 4,000. You know that, right?"
"Damn it, but can you just stand by and watch your in-laws' home burn to the ground? We nobles might find a way to survive, but what about the people who trust fools like us as barons and knights? How can we abandon them?"
"Then we should flee with all the territory's residents. It's not too late yet."

Their titles were inconsistent, and they couldn't shake their mercenary habits, making their speech bluntly direct.

If other nobles saw this, they would certainly frown, behaving like disciplinary teachers who beat students with baseball bats just for dating...

*As long as they're clear about hierarchy, I suppose this is acceptable.*

Our relationship is special enough that this kind of behavior is perfectly fine when others aren't watching.

"My goodness, Captain Dalten, Vice-Captain Heintz. Why all the shouting and red faces? Anyone watching would think this was a fight rather than a strategy meeting."

At my words, both turned to me with welcoming expressions.

Dalten's face broke into a broad smile.

"Martin, you bastard! Thanks for coming so quickly."
"I'd love to have a drink, but the situation makes that difficult."
"I know. So, what's the situation now? It doesn't seem like that army of over 15,000 has already entered the barony causing havoc."

If an army of over 15,000 had invaded the barony, Dalten definitely wouldn't be staying in this castle.

He would either be fighting on the front lines or evacuating his soldiers from Maurer Barony to join with other nobles.

"Did the messenger report incorrectly? The enemy is currently invading, not already here. It will take them at least another month to reach our territory."

He didn't say they had already invaded and were trampling the territory, so the messenger hadn't added his own interpretation to the report.

So there's no need to hand over the poor messenger to be whipped half to death.

"We should always prepare for the worst-case scenario. Between us, we can only mobilize about 4,000 troops."
"Damn, you sound like a homosexual."

I expected an invasion, but not this quickly.

If they had come just two months later, I could have scraped together another 2,500 men from Koeln Barony to reach about 6,500.

"Indeed. So what's your plan, Captain?"

Before answering, Dalten rose from his seat and offered me the highest position.

Even if we discuss war freely, he wants to make the hierarchy clear.

As a baron directly under the Fourth Prince, I outrank Dalten, who is a vassal of Count Frost, even though we hold the same title.

"What else? We have to flee. A month is enough time to gather minimal provisions and escape. How can 4,000 possibly stop 15,000?"

I agree with that assessment, but if we retreat now?

We might save our lives for the moment, but in the long run, not just us but my entire faction would be ruined.

Our forces are already weak, and showing weakness or suffering defeat even once would immediately shatter our unity and trust.

Moreover, the people in our territories would be left defenseless against rape, murder, and plunder.

"Captain Dalten, get a grip. We either die fighting here or we don't. We cannot retreat."

Dalten gave me a puzzled look.

"Think about it. Why would they give titles to mercenaries like us and station us in this land? It means either we die in battle and go to Deus, or we achieve victory and survive."

I continued more forcefully.

"If we retreat, our faction will collapse from this defeat. And our people will be raped and killed by the Second Prince's faction. Captain Dalten, are you going to just watch as your family, your subordinates' families, and your territory's people are slaughtered?"

Dalten slammed his fist on the table after hearing my words.

"Damn it, damn it... You're right. So what do we do? Just give the order. No one here will disobey you."

Until now, I've been in a position where I had to persuade those above me, but now I can command my subordinates with just reasonable justification.

Doing as Dalten suggests is the right move.

"The enemy will certainly cross the Breg River to enter Maurer Barony."

The rest of the border region has mountain paths where people can pass, but wagons carrying supplies cannot.

If they marched that way, they would starve to death, and even Pappenheim wouldn't choose such a route.

"Therefore, we need to create the illusion that we've gathered as many troops as possible along the Breg River."
"An illusion? Why?"
"We gather all the young serfs who aren't conscripted, middle-aged male serfs, and even women, give them spears or farming tools, and make them look like troops under Captain Dalten's command stationed along the river. If we position about 5,000 of these decoys along the riverbank, we can significantly delay the enemy."

An army is at its weakest when crossing a river.

There's no solid footing, making it difficult to wield spears or swords, and if arrows and magic rain down from the opposite bank, there's no defense.

The Breg River is relatively shallow with a slow current, so it can be crossed on foot.

But seeing 5,000 apparent allies spread along a river over 6 meters wide, the enemy will try to build rafts to minimize casualties, which will buy us time.

"While deceiving their eyes and holding them back, we'll take our 4,000 soldiers and launch a night raid on Count Hanja's 15,000-strong army."

Dalten cautiously asked after hearing my plan.

"Is there enough chance of success?"

The odds depend heavily on how committed Dalten and his civilian forces are.

For this operation to succeed, the 5,000 people at the riverbank must truly appear to be a real army.

"It depends on the morale of our soldiers. And we have no other options. Whether we request reinforcements or flee from here, it would only extend our miserable lives by a few more months."

Glory and wealth follow the victor, but only a miserable end awaits the defeated.

Dalten, having made his decision, issued firm orders.

"Heintz! Gather 5,000 civilians from around the lord's castle immediately, and prepare to distribute all our stored provisions!"
"Yes, Baron!"
"Schumacher! Pay the blacksmiths a hefty bonus to make lots of cheap spears! Offer them 1.3 times the normal price!"

I sighed and said:

"Captain Dalten, we need to make the civilians look like soldiers. No, we need to make them capable of actually fighting on the battlefield. So we must gather them and drill them hard in guerrilla tactics and formations."

By Korean standards, they need to be at least at the level of a private who has completed basic training.

"If that's the only answer, then that's what we'll do."
"And for that, we need to instill in them the will to survive, even if by force. I'll return now to bring everyone left in Koeln. With as many weapons and armor as possible."

A week later, I climbed onto the platform to address the people of Maurer Barony.

*I must absolutely raise everyone's morale here.*
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As I stood on the platform, thousands of eyes fixed on me.

Some among them sent curious glances my way.

"Is that the person who became the lord of the nearby Cologne barony?"

Some humans even quietly criticized me.

"Where did this guy come from to suddenly become a baron? The world's gone mad!"

I neither paid attention to nor took to heart the various reactions directed at me.

I couldn't possibly care about each one, and if I tried to establish authority by using noble privileges to cut down one or two people, it would only lower morale.

However, I should at least change the atmosphere so everyone could focus on what I had to say.

"SILENCE!!!"

My voice, infused with Aura, thundered so powerfully that several weak-hearted civilians covered their ears and collapsed where they stood.

"Hiccup."

The rest also covered their ears, grimacing and staggering.

Was that too much?

But I managed to get everyone's attention, so it worked.

"I am Martin von Cologne, the rightful lord of your neighboring Cologne barony."

Thanks to completely capturing everyone's attention, no one objected to my words, and the murmuring ceased.

Standing here, I feel a strange temptation.

The instinct to deliver impressive and inspiring speeches like principals, congressmen, division commanders, regimental commanders, battalion commanders, and chairmen who have stood on such platforms.

But even with good content, speaking at length isn't always good...

I'll keep it short and concise.

Ah, and I won't mention anything about patriotism, honor, or other things that don't help with survival.

Such talk only reduces concentration.

"Usually, nobles who stand here talk about useless things like imperial honor or how you should show loyalty to repay the grace of the lord who protects you. But when I was a Mercenary, such talk only made me sleepy and wasn't memorable, so I won't mention such useless things."

The civilians before me looked at each other with wide eyes.

When nobles start speaking, they typically ramble on about honor and loyalty for over an hour.

They foolishly think it raises the soldiers' morale, so people seemed surprised to see someone who wouldn't do that at all.

"Count Hanja's army of 15,000 is advancing toward Maurer barony. Meanwhile, we have just over 4,000 troops. Objectively speaking, the current war situation is very unfavorable to us."

I'd like to boast to the residents that we can definitely win, but that would only boost morale temporarily.

Once they face the 15,000-strong army on the battlefield, that confidence would shatter completely.

No, they might even feel betrayed that we deceived them and forced them into this dangerous war, potentially causing the serfs to turn on us.

With our numbers already small, if internal division erupts, not even Admiral Yi Sun-sin himself could handle it.

I deliberately paused, and the serfs around me began to stir.

One impatient fellow didn't dare complain directly to me, a baron, but grabbed his neighbor's shoulder and vented.

"Damn, is he telling us to just die?"

The person who heard this looked around and shook his head.

"The nobles don't want us to die either. We pay taxes."

While everyone was sinking into anxiety, a plant I had placed beforehand asked me loudly:

"What should we do then, sir?"

At this unexpected question, all the serfs turned to look at him.

"Good question. Let me answer. You must fight with your lives to repel the enemy. There's no other way for you and your families to survive."

"But didn't you say the enemy has 15,000 men while we have only 4,000? And we're just serfs. Serfs who get dragged to the battlefield without even receiving a spear and die like dogs. How are we supposed to fight?"

In 21st century Korea, a soldier wouldn't be executed for objecting to a regimental commander.

But in this world, a baron with the status of a regimental commander could behead a serf just for displeasing him, and no one would say anything.

In this situation, objecting to me is like offering your life, potentially triggering punishment that would make military hazing seem angelic.

Everyone shot daggers at this "bastard" for speaking up.

But I cast aside all pride and bowed deeply.

"It's my incompetence that has driven you into this deadly situation. I'm sorry. But the clear fact is that both you and I must risk our lives to survive. Even if you flee from here, Count Hanja will pursue you to whatever territory you escape to."

After saying this, I stepped down from the platform.

"Even if you succeed in escaping, do you think you can live as you do now? Don't you know what fate awaits serfs who leave their villages?"

The trembling of the terrified men stopped for a moment.

I stood before a newlywed-looking young man and asked:

"Do you have a family?"

"Yes. A wife and a young son."

"Even if you flee from here, you'll soon be captured by Count Hanja. Then you'll watch your son being miserably killed by his soldiers, and with your own eyes, you'll see your wife being gang-raped by multiple men. After witnessing all that, you'll be thrown into a galley ship where your arms and legs will always be wet, developing wounds that won't be treated, and your body will rot until you die."

The wars I've fought so far ended with plundering money and food from villages or cities where serfs lived.

That was only possible because nobles hired mercenaries with proper wages and brought only a controllable number of unpaid serfs.

But in a civil war where every resource is scraped together, what kind of control is possible?

No, if they allow looting and rape, soldiers can satisfy their base instincts, and then control becomes possible afterward.

The man who heard my words trembled in fear, imagining the horrific future.

"Do you think a rosy life awaits if you succeed in escaping? No. The situation remains bad. You men will become day laborers in the city, and your wives will become prostitutes selling their bodies for a handful of flour. And your sons and daughters will inherit that miserable fate and resent you."

Sadly, this is reality.

The women who became concubines to our mercenaries all sold themselves to slave traders, either willingly or forcibly, because survival was too difficult.

And if some mercenary bought them, they could live much better than as prostitutes.

As for prostitutes, well, women in this world don't age, so they can work for decades if they move around and change their identity...

But selling your body in unhygienic places eventually leads to sexually transmitted diseases and a miserable death.

This is a common tragedy among serfs.

"So, young newlywed. I ask you, do you want to suffer such a fate?"

The man answered loudly:

"No! I want to live in this village with my wife and son until I die of old age."

"Good attitude."

"Then I ask all of you, do you truly want to witness those horrific scenes with your own eyes?"

Another plant answered:

"No!!! I'd rather die fighting than see my family suffer like that!"

Once one plant set the mood, others shouted loudly as well.

"I'd rather die! I'll fight!"
"Even if I die, I'll protect my wife and children with my own hands!"
"Let's fight and see!"

Then Dalten came up to the platform with his pregnant wives.

He put his ear to Milia's belly and just quietly caressed it.

Without words, but with an expression happier than anyone else's.

It was a scene that made us all smile despite the grim atmosphere.

"Your name is Arthur. Arthur Maurer."

Dalten, who had been caressing the belly with a happy expression, looked down at everyone and drew his sword.

"I too will risk my life to protect my family, and to protect you and your families in this territory. So let's all fight prepared to die!!!"

Everyone's cheers pierced the sky.

From that day on, Dalten thoroughly trained the approximately five thousand conscripted serfs over about a month...

"Reporting! Count Hanja's army of 15,000 has arrived at our territory's border!"
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"The messenger is requesting to enter. Count Hanja, what would you like to do?"

Count Hanja nodded hastily, as if he had been waiting for the messenger's arrival.

"Tell him to come in and report the reconnaissance results immediately!"

It was an unusually impatient display for a noble of his rank, especially one commanding an army of over 15,000 troops...

Yet no one pointed out or found the Count's behavior strange.

This was because, while on the surface this force appeared to be a formidable army of 15,000, the reality was that it was extremely fragile.

They needed to quickly occupy Baron Maurer's and Baron Köln's territories and then either disband or take other measures as soon as possible.

Understanding the atmosphere, the messenger entered and immediately reported to Count Hanja and the other nobles in the tent.

"Baron Maurer has stationed 5,000 troops across the Breg River."

At the mention of 5,000, the nobles around the Count began to murmur.

"Viscount Lübeck, it may be better than a siege, but aren't we at a disadvantage when crossing the river? I'm afraid our casualties will be severe..."
"But we have no other choice. Didn't Duke Rosenheim strictly order us to quickly seize both Baron Maurer's and Baron Köln's territories? And our supplies from the camp merchants aren't abundant."
"We could pillage supplies locally..."
"Allowing pillaging would help solve the food problem to some extent. But we can't rely on such an unstable method for our entire supply chain."

Count Hanja slammed his fist on the table in frustration.

"Silence! The messenger hasn't finished his report!"

Whether they were arguing or discussing, it was pointless to talk without proper information.

So everyone suppressed their emotions and kept quiet.

"It's true they've gathered around 5,000 troops, but 1,000 of them are women. Furthermore, about half of the remaining 4,000 are carrying farming tools instead of proper weapons."

Count Hanja had been quite shocked by the news that a mere baron had gathered over 5,000 troops.

He was especially concerned because his own forces would be vulnerable while crossing the river, and if the enemy had fortified the other side with elite troops, his army would suffer massive casualties.

However, if 1,000 of the 5,000 soldiers were women, and half of the remainder didn't even have proper weapons...

There would still be some casualties, but it would be a battle worth fighting.

Thinking about it, Baron Maurer had actually spared him from the worst-case scenario by choosing to fight in the open rather than holing up in his castle. Count Hanja almost felt grateful to Baron Maurer for this decision.

"Well done, messenger. I award you five silver coins."
"It's an honor, Count."

After the messenger withdrew, the Count let out a laugh mixed with bravado and joy.

"Haha! I was unnecessarily cautious because Baron Maurer was supposedly the former captain of the White Beard Mercenaries! I, Finn von Hanja, must be getting old. To be intimidated by such a person!"

Viscount Lübeck flattered him in response.

"Isn't it true that large armies often collapse due to unexpected circumstances? Your careful attention to every detail, no matter how small, is the quality of a great commander."
"Come now, that's excessive flattery."
"After you achieve a great victory in this war, my words will no longer be mere flattery."

A lord pretending to be humble before his flattering subordinate, and the viscount recognizing his lord's true feelings and responding with even more sophisticated flattery.

It was quite a beautiful display of the lord-vassal relationship.

Shortly after, the Count took out a map and placed wooden pieces representing friendly and enemy forces on it.

"We will proceed according to this plan. Everyone, pay close attention."

At his words, everyone fell silent and focused their gaze on the map.

"By my estimation, that fool Dalten has undoubtedly brought every fighting force he could currently mobilize."

Even for a baron of a considerably wealthy territory, mobilizing over 4,000 troops would be extremely difficult.

Moreover, Baron Maurer's territory was among the poorer baronies.

So by any reasonable assessment, the forces Dalten had brought must have been scraped together from every available person in Baron Maurer's territory.

"Count, is it possible they received reinforcements from Baron Köln's territory?"

Count Hanja smirked.

"That's a reasonable point, but unless Baron Köln is a complete idiot, he would have heard that we're coming with a large army. So he's probably barricaded himself in his castle, waiting for reinforcements led by Margrave Estel while Baron Maurer's territory gets plundered."

In reality, Martin, who had become Baron Köln, was secretly preparing to ambush them by taking a detour...

But a typical noble would have made the choice Count Hanja described—hiding in their castle until reinforcements arrived.

Everyone present assumed Baron Köln would have done the same, judging by what they would have done themselves.

"Let me continue. Based on the messenger's information, it seems that once we defeat Baron Maurer stationed at this river, there won't be any further battles in his territory. Therefore, our forces will focus entirely on defeating the army across the river. Any objections?"

Everyone answered in unison.

"None, sir."
"Good. Then we'll build rafts to cross the river. Although the river is only about 5-6 meters wide, using rafts will help minimize our casualties."

While soldiers could cross the river on foot, using rafts to transport them all at once would save time during the crossing.

Reducing crossing time means less exposure to indiscriminate enemy attacks, so even though building rafts takes time, it's the best method to reduce "casualties."

"Now I'm about to conclude this meeting. Does anyone have anything to propose?"

This question was typically a signal that the meeting was ending.

However, one baron tactlessly spoke up.

"Baron Salz here. As you well know, Count Hanja, the morale of our soldiers is extremely low right now."

Since his point was quite valid, the Count signaled everyone to sit back down.

"Normally, we would lead an army of about 6,000 into war. This time, we've managed to assemble a large force of 15,000 by emptying the treasuries of all our houses."
"Since this is just between us, speak freely."
"However, because we hired mercenaries indiscriminately, we're paying them minimal wages. Furthermore, we can't provide combat bonuses to the regular troops of each noble, and the peasant soldiers aren't receiving even minimal compensation, leading to widespread discontent."

This situation arose because, even though the nobles had nearly emptied their treasuries to raise this large army, there were still financial limits.

"Meanwhile, the 'minimal' mercenary wages are still 2.4 times the normal rate. This is because mercenary prices have risen due to the civil war. Knowing this, the morale of the regular troops and peasants has hit rock bottom."

As the explanation dragged on, Count Hanja's voice took on a slightly angry tone.

"Your explanation is too long."
"But even with this, the mercenaries keep saying things like, 'We're participating in a civil war, but our compensation is too low, raise our wages.' So I propose the one solution that will eliminate all these complaints: after we defeat Baron Maurer, please authorize full-scale pillaging."

Count Hanja grabbed his forehead upon hearing this.

Nothing raises morale like authorizing full-scale pillaging, but...

*Those bastards leave nothing behind wherever they pass through.*

And once soldiers start pillaging, they refuse to follow orders until they're finished.

Countless armies have been completely destroyed by surprise attacks during such times.

The Count briefly held his head in his hands, contemplating, but could only come to one conclusion.

"It is a noble's duty to properly reward the mercenaries, regular troops, and peasants who fight for me. Therefore, once we occupy Baron Maurer's territory, I will authorize full-scale pillaging."

At these words, even the viscounts and barons couldn't hide their excitement.

They thought this would be an opportunity to use their soldiers to capture many of Baron Maurer's peasants and sell them as slaves, making enormous profits.

And, of course, if they found women to their liking, they would take them to their bedrooms.

The Count had the same thoughts.

Why? Because he believed that sharing the spoils amicably was the best approach when pillaging anyway.

"However, full-scale pillaging must only occur according to my orders. So I will attach two conditions to this authorization."

The Count held up two fingers.

"Full-scale pillaging is only permitted in Baron Maurer's territory, and only after we achieve a decisive victory against Baron Maurer and occupy the entire barony. Anyone who violates these preconditions will be beheaded according to military law. Spread this order throughout the army."

These were conditions that even the mercenaries and conscripted peasants, despite their many complaints, could find acceptable.

After all, they could still amass plenty of money and pleasure through full-scale pillaging, rape, and slave trading.

And attempting to pillage in territories that haven't been properly occupied often leads to death—and what use are pleasure and money if you're dead?

"We will obey your orders!"
"Viscount Lübeck, how long will it take to build the rafts?"
"Four days should be sufficient."
"I'll give you a week."
"Yes, Count."

Count Hanja now rose from his seat.

"Make sure to clearly convey my orders to your subordinates and ensure they are carried out. Dismissed."

Meanwhile, at this time, Martin...

"I wonder how well Captain Dalten can deceive that Count Hanja..."

While internally worried, he was marching in a wide detour to strike the enemy from behind.

Ch.220 - Breg River Surprise Attack (3)
Everyone dies or gets injured when stabbed by a sword or hit by magic.

There's no difference between ordinary people who can't use Aura and Sword Masters who have transcended human limits with Aura.

This same principle applies to another area: no army can survive a proper ambush.

The problem is that preparing an ambush is incredibly difficult.

Heintz, who had become Dalten's senior knight and deputy commander, approached me with an almost confrontational attitude.

"Baron Koeln! Isn't this going too far?"

Since he wasn't my direct subordinate and was Dalten's senior knight, if I were to hit him or scold him without good reason...

Even though Dalten and I were as close as brothers, I shouldn't treat his men carelessly since our relationship could sour at any time.

"Heintz! Calm down. Do you think I want to see Baron Dalten and his territory trampled?"
"But if we continue like this, Baron Dalten, who's leading soldiers at the river, could die."

Even though I had boosted the morale of Dalten's 5,000 serfs and trained them like dogs for nearly a month.

They're still weaklings at the same level as untrained mercenary recruits often called "meat shields."

Meanwhile, the enemy outnumbers us three to one, so I'd be anxious too if I were Heintz.

But moving now would be too early.

"Didn't we receive reports last night that the enemy has already built thousands of rafts to cross the river? By the time we arrive..."

At those words, everyone from Baron Maurer's territory turned their attention to me.

As I was about to respond, Karin stepped in.

"Sir Heintz. Martin is the commander of this army now."
"But if we continue like this, the captain could die!"

Instead of comforting them, Karin pressed harder.

"It was Martin who made your captain a baron. It was also Martin who transformed the White Beard Mercenaries from a group that only fought in provincial nobles' petty conflicts into a proper mercenary company."

The White Beard Mercenaries before and after my joining were so different they could be considered entirely separate groups.

In an extremely positive way, of course.

"Besides, has Martin ever been wrong with his strategies? Never. I understand that you and the others are agitated because you have families and people in Baron Maurer's territory. Just wait a little longer."

Heintz and the others sat down after hearing this.

"...I seem to have been too excited. I apologize, Baron Koeln."
"I have no intention of letting Dalten die either. Trust me to save him by any means necessary."

Though I earned my baron title purely through my own abilities, in the process of getting here...

Dalten's unconditional trust and willingness to listen to me over the past five years played a huge role.

He's essentially like a selflessly giving father figure—how could I let him die?

That's impossible. In my heart, he ranks just below Hilde, Karin, and Lucia in importance.

"To annihilate the enemy with just 4,000 troops, we need to choose the perfect moment to slip our blade between the gaps in their armor and sever the artery in their neck in one strike. Otherwise, Dalten, myself, all of us—we simply die."

Kill or be killed.

How simple and clear, yet incredibly difficult and complex this statement is.

Just as the atmosphere calmed, a messenger rushed toward me.

"Reporting to Baron Koeln!"

Tension immediately rose on everyone's faces.

It was the signal that the time had come to risk our lives to save Dalten.

"Count Hanja has launched rafts on the river and begun attacking Baron Maurer! The battle has officially begun!"

It takes about an hour for a messenger to travel from the Breg River to our current position.

It would take an army of 4,000 about 5 hours to march there.

And after about 6 hours, Count Hanja would likely break through most of Dalten's defenses along the riverbank...

By then, the Count, confident in his victory and believing no enemies would come from behind, would recklessly push his troops forward, leaving their rear completely exposed.

*This is our chance.*

Everyone's eyes, including Heintz's, turned to me at once.

"Baron Koeln!"
"Martin!"
"My lord! It's time to rescue Baron Maurer!"

There's no need to wait any longer.

"All troops, leave behind food and other unnecessary heavy items! Let's go support Baron Maurer's forces who are risking their lives defending the riverbank for our victory! Everyone to your positions!"

Since everyone was already prepared to depart at my command, there was no need for packing up.

Simply rising from my chair and taking a step was enough.

"Don't overthink this! Either we die fighting here, or we kill all the enemies and survive! We have no other options!"

**

The army of 4,000 I led moved toward Count Hanja's position, bringing only carts with arrows and minimal spare weapons.

Since running for hours would deplete everyone's stamina to near exhaustion by the time we needed to attack...

We moved at a normal walking pace to conserve energy.

Soon, we could hear Count Hanja's men excitedly chattering across the way.

"I'll take all the women from Maurer's territory!"
"If that's what you want, why aren't you fighting at the front instead of just now heading out from the rear?"
"Shut up! You have to survive to rape and plunder!"

Hearing this made my teeth grind.

These bastards, daring to think about violating the women of Dalten's Maurer territory and stealing all their possessions?

I had predicted this, but actually hearing it with my own ears made my anger explode.

"They deserve to be dismembered and killed."

But while the heart may be hot, a commander's virtue is keeping a cool head.

I raised my hand to quiet the soldiers.

The anger could be fully expressed when we struck the enemy from behind, killing every last one of them.

Meanwhile, not only Count Hanja's soldiers but even their commanders could be heard raging with excitement.

"Just cross the river! After that, you can do whatever you want—plunder, rape, kill, take prisoners!"

Though I couldn't see them giving orders with my own eyes.

It was crystal clear what they looked like and what they were thinking as they issued commands.

When victory seems to be falling right into your lap, people seem to lose their minds.

"This is your chance to change your fate! Take this opportunity to earn ten years' worth of money at once. Become rich!"

Bastard! Even nobles can't pay ransoms when civil war breaks out.

Because their territories get completely stripped.

I don't know who that guy is, but I need to find and kill him.

"Enemy in sight. Two hundred meters ahead!"
"Keep noise to a minimum and bring the archer and mage units forward!"

Following that order, the archers and mages quickly moved to the front.

"Archer and mage units, attack at your discretion, coordinating your timing."

Yes, keep dreaming your pleasant dreams.

Once you get properly hit from behind, you won't be able to dream anymore because you'll be dead.

You deserve worse than hell.

After about a minute, countless arrows and innumerable fireballs appeared, obscuring the blue sky with their trajectories.

The black and red lines decorating the sky are always captivating.

Ah, when enemies attack like this, it makes my heart sink.

Usually, people being ambushed would notice by now, but these guys are so intoxicated by the drugs of plunder and rape that they haven't realized yet.

Then, "Argh!"

With a scream, fire spread throughout the enemy camp.

Since we ambushed their rear headquarters, the enormous amount of supplies there caught fire and blazed intensely.

"The food! The food is burning! We need to put out the fire!"

But even the man saying this was immediately killed by an arrow.

"Ugh..."

As arrows and magic rained down endlessly, killing the enemy, our troops' morale began to rise.

"Kill all those bastards!"
"Damn, if we just trust Baron Koeln, we can win this!"
"Send those hell-bound bastards to their deaths!"

After days of marching in circles, knowing the serfs left at the riverbank might die but having to endure anyway.

Now all that waiting was showing results, which must have been incredibly satisfying.

Meanwhile, the enemy's rear, receiving our passionate attention, had turned into complete chaos.

The screams of dying soldiers tore through the air.

"Aaaagh! My arm! My leg!"

The commanders, caught off guard by the unexpected ambush, were unable to respond effectively.

"Put out the fire first! No, gather together!"

After bombarding the enemy's rear with ranged attacks for 20 minutes, shaking their formation, I finally gave the order.

"All troops, maintain formation and attack the enemy's rear!"
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I wanted to order an all-out charge.

However, of the 4,000 men I had with me, 2,500 were young male serfs equipped with only minimal armor and spears.

Without controlling these inexperienced men who lacked the courage, strength, and experience gained through actual combat, what would happen?

They'd start deserting the moment they charged with spears in hand.

The best strategy would be to spread our formation thin to make our forces appear more numerous.

"Spread the formation wide! The enemy is nothing but a disorganized rabble!"

A well-disciplined army doesn't fixate on plunder.

While looting can instantly boost morale, once it begins, soldiers become completely uncontrollable until they're finished. Elite units are thoroughly trained and well-compensated to avoid such fixation.

The enemy had been running wild with the sweet temptation of plunder just moments ago, but now they were disoriented from our surprise attack.

A young knight, seeing enemies before him, failed to think about fighting and instead ordered his men to extinguish the fires.

"Shit, shit! The supplies are burning! Put out the fires first!"

Some quick-witted serf soldiers began fleeing in their armor.

"Spare me, damn it!"

Let the deserters run—we need to deal with those panicking fools first.

Otto issued detailed instructions following my orders.

"Position the elite soldiers at the front! Place the conscripts two rows behind them!"

The impact you can make on the enemy depends on the momentum of the front line.

That's why elite units must lead the vanguard.

"If the serf soldiers disobey orders, kill them on the spot! If you want to live, follow commands!"

My soldiers, who felt no guilt about killing deserters, watched with fierce determination, forcing the serfs to make a choice.

Kill the enemy and survive, or die trying to flee.

Hilde had already rushed to the front line with her spear.

It reminded me of when I used to play that role. Quite nostalgic.

"I am Hilde Bauman, Senior Knight of the House of Baron Köln! Face me if you wish to die!"

Had the enemy formed a proper defensive formation, anyone short of a Sword Master would have been skewered like a pincushion.

But Count Hanja's soldiers were disoriented and in disarray.

Hilde moved through them like a wild buffalo charging across the plains.

"Argh!"

Those who had gathered haphazardly were helpless when she attacked.

"Shit, shit!"

The lucky ones fled, while the unlucky were impaled on her spear.

With the commanders, including the Count, focused entirely on dealing with Dalten, there was no clear-headed leader to guide those in the rear.

"Kill that woman!"
"Damn it, Hans squad! Hans squad! Gather up, don't run away!"
"What the hell are the knights doing?"

The sight of a female knight leading the charge and cutting down countless soldiers single-handedly ignited our troops' morale.

In response, the trumpeters and drummers played louder, and even the newly conscripted serfs began shouting.

"Long live Lady Hilde!"
"Long live Baron Köln!"
"We're winning!"

The morale of conscripts, only slightly better than a disorganized rabble, is like a reed—easily broken, but surprisingly effective when maintained.

This had improved our chances of victory.

Should I join the front line now?

The important thing is to chew them up before they realize we only have 4,000 men.

We need to deliver the strongest shock possible in the shortest time.

"Messenger!"
"Yes, my lord!"
"Tell Baron Maurer, who's fighting for his life across the river, that Baron Köln has succeeded in the surprise attack! And tell him that a blue fireball in the sky will be the signal!"

When I give the signal, Dalten's soldiers will cross the river at once to join the attack.

"Yes, my lord!"

After the messenger departed, I immediately ran to join the front line with my standard-bearer.

"When I take the lead, follow me with the flag held high!"
"But my lord, that will announce your presence to everyone! The enemy will concentrate their attacks on you!"

In any era, when the highest-ranking person dies in battle, army morale plummets.

Regardless of numbers, that often leads to defeat.

"Do I look like some weak noble to you? Besides, even the serf women are fighting with spears on the riverbank across from us."

By now, Dalten must also be fighting hard with his sword, if only to avoid criticism later.

"If we lose, we lose everything and everyone dies."

When I reached the front line of our forces...

"Baron Köln is leading the vanguard!"

As soon as I took position at the front, I signaled to the standard-bearer.

"Raise the flag! Let everyone see that I, Martin von Köln, am fighting at the very front!"

When the flag was raised, trumpets sounded.

The tension disappeared from the faces of the conscripted serfs behind me when I took the lead.

"We're saved! The Baron leading the vanguard means we're going to win!"

The nobility tend to lead from the front only when they're confident of victory and their own safety.

I came out to exploit that perception, but this reaction was unexpected.

The truth was that I had to lead from the front because victory wouldn't be certain otherwise.

Still, there was no need to lower morale with unnecessary comments.

"We will win!"

While our appearance boosted our troops, the enemy began to tremble.

"Shit, the enemy's main force is here! Ten thousand—no, twenty thousand!! More than twenty thousand!"

In reality, we were only 4,000, but when a boulder the size of a house comes crashing down, who can tell if it's as big as a studio apartment or an entire building?

Similarly, in their eyes, we appeared to be a force large enough to annihilate them completely.

They couldn't gauge our exact numbers.

Their reason was completely paralyzed by fear.

Our forces remained silent, letting the enemy spread rumors among themselves, which quickly propagated.

"Twenty thousand! A force of twenty thousand!!"

At those words, several mediocre mercenary units quickly retreated.

"Tactical withdrawal! Tactical withdrawal!!"

Even the knights panicked at the sudden appearance of what they thought was a massive army.

"A force of twenty thousand! Defensive formation! Form a defensive line!"

We needed to end this before they regained their senses, before Count Hanja could return from crossing the river on his raft.

"Shut up and die!"

I channeled Aura into both feet and launched myself forward.

As always, I gripped my sword firmly with both hands and charged toward a conspicuous enemy wearing iron armor and making exaggerated movements.

"Give me your head!"

He pointed his sword at me and swung, but...

"Too slow!"

By the time his sword moved slightly toward my neck, my blade had already severed its target.

Though his helmet hid his expression, the dead man's face was probably either terrified or dumbfounded.

Of course, I couldn't care less what a dead man was thinking.

My sword continued on to kill the next target.

The pure mithril sword given to me by the Emperor of Montmartre felt so good to use—it never felt heavy no matter how many times I swung it.

It sliced through enemies in iron armor without the blade ever catching, regardless of angle, direction, or speed.

After quickly killing three knights, I paused briefly to catch my breath.

"Kill them all! Leave none alive! These bastards tried to rape your homeland, your families, your loved ones, and sell them into slavery!"

At those words, those following right behind me began killing the stunned enemies with their weapons.

"You all deserve to die!"

One particularly aggressive man smashed someone's waist with a mace and then struck their cheek again.

"We'll kill you even if you surrender!"

Though they knew that striking the head to destroy the brain would kill relatively painlessly and quietly, they deliberately tried to make deaths as quick and painful as possible.

This showed just how angry our soldiers were.

The 4,000-strong army, with morale at its peak, slaughtered enemy soldiers like paper in a shredder.

"Argh!"

Now even those trying to flee were killed without exception if caught.

"Damn it, I surrender!"

The massacre continued for tens of minutes, with even those surrendering being killed...

"The rear is under surprise attack! Sound the trumpets!!"

The men who had been one-sidedly slaughtered began to come to their senses.

"Crush them!! Fight with your lives and crush them!"
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Count Hanja could barely control his burning body.
"Cross the Breg River! Whoever beheads Baron Maurer will receive enormous wealth and land regardless of their status!"

While it sounded like he was commanding from the front lines, no sane nobleman would actually stand at the vanguard. In fact, it was customary for barons and higher nobles to avoid the front lines unless they were Expert-level swordsmen.

"Forward! Charge forward! It's time to behead that damned Baron Maurer!"

Blinded by the prospect of becoming the first victor in the Second Prince's faction if they could just cross the Breg River before them.

"I will personally encourage the soldiers at the front!"

The Count moved closer to the vanguard, where his loyal knights and soldiers were fighting and bleeding.

They charged fearlessly to break through the earthen walls built by mages along the riverbank.

"Die, you puppets of the Maurer family!"

Behind the earthen walls, Baron Maurer's soldiers fiercely resisted, swinging their weapons to prevent them from climbing up.

Some fought to the death, inspired by Martin's speech after becoming baron.

"I won't let you touch Sophia!"

Even with broken bones from mace blows and blood pouring from their wounds, they continued fighting to the end.

Because of this, Count Hanja suffered more casualties crossing the river than expected...

Yet the morale of his mercenaries and peasant soldiers, blinded by the prospect of plunder, rape, and arson, didn't falter at all.

This was because their commanders, mercenary captains, and even knights actively encouraged and validated their desires.

"The Count has permitted you to do whatever you want once we kill these bastards!"

Though unwillingly conscripted, they knew selling a few peasants as slaves could change their fortunes.

So the drafted peasants and cheaply contracted mercenaries trampled over their comrades' corpses to launch their attack.

"Hell yeah, sex!"
"Charge forward!"
"Let's change our fate!"

Eventually, even Dalten, who had become the Baron of Maurer County, had to take up his sword and stand on the front lines.

"I, Dalten, will fight alongside you!"

When Dalten personally cut down enemy soldiers while encouraging Baron Maurer's troops, the tide of battle briefly turned in their favor.

"The Baron fights with us!"
"Protect our families!"
"Better to die here than live miserably!"

Seeing this, Count Hanja clicked his tongue and ordered:

"Damn it all! Bring me the head of that lowborn who calls himself a baron! Commit all forces to cross the river! Cross the river, I say!"

While the Count didn't care about mercenaries dying, most of the casualties were peasants forcibly drafted from his territory.

The more they died, the less tax revenue he would collect in the future...

And the surviving peasants would testify about their futile struggle against just 5,000 enemies, so he needed to capture Dalten and secure victory quickly.

"Rafts! Launch more rafts!"

Those who received the order hurriedly launched more rafts into the river and poured in more troops.

Just as Baron Maurer's forces, which had gained momentum with Dalten's participation, were beginning to crumble...

A messenger came running, desperately calling for Count Hanja.

"Count Hanja! Count Hanja!"

The messenger began speaking before even being given permission.

"Terrible news! Enemy, enemy from the re-rear!!!"
"Calm down and speak!"
"A large enemy force has appeared behind us! Estimated number about 20,000! That's 5,000 more than our forces!"

The Count's face, which had been smiling until just now, crumpled, and he grabbed the messenger by the collar.

It was ridiculous and beneath his dignity for such a high-ranking person to manhandle a mere messenger, but...

"Damn it! Damn it!"

The Count, who had thought victory was within reach moments ago, now felt the noose tightening around his neck as he faced sudden defeat.

"What is the current status of our forces?"
"They're unable to properly respond to the sudden ambush."

The Count pondered.

Should he mobilize all remaining troops to intercept the 20,000 enemy soldiers, or should he split his forces to hold back the advancing army while securing the other side of the river?

Either option was a terrible choice for the Count, but...

After much deliberation, he believed one choice might be slightly better and gave his order.

"If we commit all our forces to intercepting the enemy at our rear, that Baron Maurer across the river will attack our men."

He had to face Baron Maurer's forces across the river in front and an army of over 20,000 at his back simultaneously.

Count Hanja thought it better to finish off the 5,000 troops of the Baron's forces that were already nearly defeated.

"Tell Viscount Lübeck to take command of Baron Salz, Baron Rache, and Baron Schwern's units, totaling 8,000 troops. Tell them to hold until we return after beheading Baron Maurer!"

"Yes, sir."

After giving the order and dismissing the messenger, the Count collapsed where he stood.

He had given the best orders he could under the circumstances, but...

"Damn it, Deus. Isn't this too much?"

His army's morale was already low, and news that their rear was compromised would make his difficult-to-control army even harder to manage.

The peasants and reluctantly recruited mercenaries would attempt to desert...

"I've invested my family's entire fortune in this, how could you do this to me?"

But Count Hanja wasn't the only one who had bet everything on this civil war—everyone in the Rheinpfalz Empire was in the same situation.

Moreover, what god would take the side of men who invaded others' lands to rape women and sell them into slavery?

The Count laughed like a madman for a moment before giving his order.

He couldn't give up everything now.

"Regroup! Except for the troops at the vanguard and those under Viscount Lübeck's command, everyone reorganize the camp!"

**

Even though I had successfully caught the enemy by surprise, I was leading only 4,000 soldiers.

In other words, no matter how hard we tried...

Unless each person did the work of at least four, we couldn't annihilate the enemy...

Enemy unit commanders who hadn't yet directly faced our attack began running around.

They brandished their weapons at their subordinates in a threatening manner.

"Get a hold of yourselves!"

Units a bit further away gradually began to restore order.

Even those who had been running in all directions looking for a chance to escape began instinctively rejoining their units.

"We'll die if we run away."

The veterans serving as non-commissioned officers coaxed and soothed the newly returned recruits.
"Damn it, if you don't get your act together, I'll run you through with a spear from mouth to ass!"

But while they were restoring order, they still hadn't formed proper battle formations...

I needed to delay them from escaping this chaos as much as possible.

No, to make them collapse completely...

"Hilde! Otto! Gather everyone! We're breaking through!"

Like hitting a bruise to make it hurt more, we needed to behead their commanders while they were still confused and disoriented.

And right before my eyes, I spotted a seemingly competent baron.

"The enemy isn't that numerous! Stay together! Count Hanja will send reinforcements soon!"

Not confident in his swordsmanship, he wasn't at the very front encouraging his soldiers...

But he was moving around with his banner, trying to contain the chaos.

"The enemy is only a few thousand at most, while we are 15,000! Don't panic!"

His voice sounded quite convincing.

But if he had figured out that we were only about 4,000 strong, he would immediately go on the offensive.

He must be lying to reassure his soldiers.

"Not bad."

So I needed to kill him.

Conveniently, he was right in front of me...

"Hilde, follow me!"

Without waiting for her response, I immediately charged forward.

Hilde answered belatedly.

"My lord, please wait!"

Together, we rushed toward the baron's position.

"Wait right there with your neck ready!!"
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When I declared I would behead the Baron, one of the knights nearby reacted first.

"Protect Baron Saltz!"

The knight who gave the order rushed in front of Baron Saltz and pointed his sword at me.

Other knights and soldiers around also hurried to gather around Baron Saltz.

"Protect the Baron!"
"Gather here!"
"Brown Barley Mercenaries!"

I had expected knights and conscripted serfs to follow orders, but I thought the Mercenaries, being greedy for plunder, wouldn't listen to commands to protect the Baron.

Yet they came running as soon as the order was given.

This might get more complicated than I thought.

Now, what should I do?

Should I take the risk and kill Baron Saltz, or should I wait just one more minute until the others behind me join up?

While I was contemplating this as I killed those blocking my way, Hilde behind me tried to stop me.

"My lord! It's dangerous! Please wait!"

It is dangerous, but from the moment we set out with 4,000 men to ambush an enemy force of over 15,000, we were all gambling with our lives.

Besides, if I cower here to protect myself...

"Emily! Emily!"

The morale of those fighting behind me with spears and cheap iron sickles would plummet, and we would ultimately be defeated.

If we lose this battle, even if I survive, it would be impossible to rebuild from scratch as a Mercenary again...

"Hilde, follow me! Everyone else, stay as close as you can!"

I have to charge through those numerous knights and soldiers anyway.

If I'm going to gamble with my life, it's safer to strike when they have even one fewer defender or when their formation is slightly weaker.

And the men behind me fought alongside me in the dangerous battlefield of Montmartre, risking their lives...

They'll surely follow me even if I go a bit wild, right?

"Baron Saltz, give me your head!"

As soon as I made my decision, I swung my sword at the knight pointing his weapon at me.

"Die!"

He blocked my sword, and others behind and around him lunged at my flanks.

Swords, short spears, two-handed axes, war hammers—cowards attacking with various weapons.

In war, one must abandon conscience to win, so I don't blame them at all.

However, thinking they could kill me with just that is too naive, isn't it?

"Not a chance!"

I kicked the man blocking my sword and pushed him away.

"Argh!"

When his stance crumbled and the formation wavered slightly, I cut the throat of the weakest-looking one to create an opening.

With one man down, their formation scattered, and most of their attacks sliced through empty air.

"What the hell?"

As the bewildered men tried to regain their composure, I cut them down one by one, and soon the wall surrounding Baron Saltz had thinned considerably.

Indeed, as they say, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step—kill them one by one, and somehow a path will open.

Behind me, Hilde brought the others to follow closely.

"My lord, protect Baron Koeln!"

The men behind answered with curses mixed in.

"Damn it, Baron Koeln!"
"This is really too much!"
"Shut up and keep up!"

It's touching how I, as a Baron, trust them, and they fight for me trusting me.

Of course, if we fail, regardless of the process, it's obvious we'll all die meaningless deaths.

I must behead Baron Saltz by any means necessary.

"Thanks for following me!"

As the momentum shifted our way, the knights around Baron Saltz began urging him in anxious voices.

"Baron, please flee!"

With those words, the Baron immediately turned his back and ran toward the rear.

"I'm counting on you!"

In movies and dramas, they often portray those who flee after being told to as cowards or villains, but this is the right move.

Why? Because if a noble like a Baron is captured or flees, not only does it lower the morale of his soldiers, but it also raises the enemy's morale to the skies.

In that case, his vassals who risked their lives for his stubbornness would die in vain.

Of course, as the one on the receiving end of this, I'm furious.

"Baron Saltz, you coward!!! Fight fair and square!"

If that bastard manages to escape alive, Baron Saltz will gather his remaining forces and resist our troops while grinding his teeth.

The longer the resistance continues, the more disadvantageous it becomes for our side.

Once again, or even several times more, it's worth remembering...

This is the madness of surrounding a larger enemy force with fewer troops.

I've invested all my assets and even borrowed money for this short sell—if I fail here, Hilde, Lucia, Karin, and everyone else...

We'll all face a miserable fate.

"Damn it, stop right there!"

Despite my taunts that scraped at his noble honor, which should be more important than life itself, the Baron's pace didn't slow at all.

Instead, it only quickened, and the knights and commanders threatened their subordinate soldiers with swords.

"Die for Baron Saltz!"

It was a threat that if they died for Baron Saltz, their families would live, but if they refused, their families would be killed too.

In truth, it's worse than threatening someone with a sword.

But it was certainly effective.

The serf soldiers began to resist, pointing their spears at me while trembling.

"Damn it all!"

Frankly speaking, even a hundred such men couldn't kill me alone.

But cutting them down one by one takes time.

The knights and soldier commanders know this, which is why they're creating this commotion to protect just one Baron.

However, they didn't just let their subordinates die; they threw themselves at me to block my way.

"Die, Baron Koeln!"

They were less skilled than the knights and commanders who died first.

Yet they tried their hardest to stop me.

"Damn it, I won't let you pass!!!"

But the speed at which I cut them down, one by one, was faster than they could rush to block me.

In the end, they couldn't withstand our momentum—or more precisely, our charge to capture the Baron.

"Damn, protect the Baron!"

At that command, other knights and commanders, along with the soldiers they threatened with swords, began running desperately.

"Protect the Baron!!"

They ran for their lives, but it wouldn't be easy for them to keep up with my running speed, having reached the intermediate level of Expert.

"I'm counting on you to watch my back!"

Without waiting for a reply, I kicked off the ground and charged forward.

"Follow Baron Koeln! Damn it!"

Even with just a brief word, we already understood each other...

"Baron Saltz, stop right there!!"

Even when playing hide-and-seek as children, no fool actually stops when told to.

Much less in a battlefield where one's life—no, the lives of thousands of soldiers under one's command—are at stake. Who would be crazy enough to stop when told to?

Baron Saltz began running even faster.

He ran so desperately that I couldn't even say "who would stop when told to."

But there was an unbridgeable gap between Baron Saltz, who had barely awakened his Aura, and me, and our running speeds were naturally different.

"Got you, damn it."

I finally managed to grab the back of his neck with my left hand.

"Aack!"

He was already this startled before I even stabbed or hit him with my sword.

And when the Baron was caught, those around us screamed.

"Damn!! The Baron has been captured!"
"Hurry!!!"
"Hurry what? Run away!"

There were all kinds of reactions, but what I had to do was clear.

Not to capture Baron Saltz alive, but to behead him to raise our troops' morale.

And to drastically lower the enemy's morale.

"Baron Saltz, any last words?"
"None! Kill me!"

I swung my sword and beheaded him.

In ordinary battlefields, while civilian massacres might happen, deliberately killing nobles of Baron rank or higher is rare...

But this is a civil war, the worst kind of war, which makes such acts possible.

The neck of a Baron, which ordinary soldiers or even Sword Masters might never have the chance to cut.

Yet the blood flowing from his neck wasn't particularly blue as nobles claim.

Red blood gushed out, and his eyes and mouth were still twitching.

"I, Baron Martin von Koeln, vassal of Count Hanja, have killed Baron Saltz!"

The serf soldiers and third-rate Mercenaries, already blinded by thoughts of looting, murder, rape, and slave trading, began to flee at the sight.

"Damn, what's the point when the Baron is dead!"
"I'll put down my weapons, so please spare me!"
"What's the use if we die?"

I gestured to let them go.

They threw down their weapons and began fleeing far away.

I had hoped all their forces would flee, but only a small portion did.

However, what was certain was... their chain of command had been disrupted, and our troops' morale had risen tremendously.

And then figures who couldn't bear to watch this situation appeared.

"Kill Baron Koeln!"
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"Shit, this is quite a spectacle."

At those words, Otto took a deep breath before answering.

"The Marquis of Lübeck's banner, several baron banners, and ugh... those bastards look terrifyingly strong."

Judging by the absence of Count Hanja's banner, it was certain the Count himself wasn't here.

Moreover, seeing how the guys at the front were frantically emitting blue Aura mist, probably to boost their allies' morale...

Even though he didn't come personally, they were desperately trying to raise the spirits of those who were getting one-sidedly beaten by us.

This resistance was naturally effective.

"Count Hanja's knights have arrived!"

Like falling dominoes, these words spread throughout Count Hanja's entire army.

"It's Hanja's knights! Baron Richte has come, we're saved!!"

Seeing a nobleman of baron rank swinging a sword around like that, he must be disgustingly confident in his skills.

I need to raise my guard a level, no, two levels.

"Long live Baron Richte!"

When Richte at the front raised his hand toward the sky, the soldiers around him blew their trumpets loudly.

'Bwooo!'

As the massive trumpet sound echoed, Richte lowered his hand, and this time a mage behind him began chanting a spell.

"Burn my enemies before me, Fireball!"

The fireball shot by the mage flew almost directly at my head, but Richte didn't even think about dodging it.

He simply drew his sword from its scabbard and swung it.

Baron Richte's figure was momentarily obscured by the flames of the sliced fireball.

Then the guys around me started laughing.

"Is that idiot dead?"

Others added:

"Unless he's at least an Expert-Superior, he must be dead."

Hanson, who had just become a knight from the assault team, pleaded with me.

"Baron Koeln, their morale must be down now. Let's strike hard."

However, I couldn't possibly believe that crazy bastard was dead.

Would a man of baron rank commit suicide in front of all his soldiers just because he lost his mind?

Even if he had intended to kill himself, he had to be fine because there was no smell of burning flesh despite being hit by a fireball...

And with everyone around asking "Is that bastard dead?" like some resurrection spell, he must be fine.

"Prepare yourselves. I'll handle this Richte guy."

Besides, someone who can cut magic with a sword has reached at least Expert-Superior level, a being one rank above me.

Moreover, our baronial family doesn't have swordsmen that strong yet.

Including myself.

As I expected, the flames that seemed to engulf him didn't even leave a burn mark on Richte's armor.

Seeing this, Count Hanja's knights smiled as if it were only natural and mocked us.

"Your Baron Koeln is a loser who can't even use this technique, right?"

It's frustrating, but if someone threw a Fireball at me now, I'd definitely have to dodge it.

I haven't yet reached the level where I can cut magic with my sword.

Count Hanja's soldiers were extremely excited by the appearance of an overwhelming champion.

"Kill that bastard Baron Koeln!"
"Long live Count Hanja!"
"We're saved now! Fucking saved!"

While not quite at the level of Guan Yu or Zhang Fei changing the tide of battle in Romance of the Three Kingdoms, an Expert-Superior can certainly imitate that.

What I mean is, he can easily handle about 100 men by himself.

By the standard of an average Aura-using knight who can kill about 10 people, he alone is worth at least 100, no, with elite knights added...

An Expert-Superior swordsman has the power equivalent to 500 men.

So naturally, I couldn't help but get goosebumps all over my body.

Having seized the momentum, Richte straightened his shoulders and pointed his sword at me.

"I, Schwartz von Richte, was originally the son of a mere low-ranking knight. However, solely through my swordsmanship, I was recognized by Count Hanja and granted the title of merit baron."

If you visit somewhere like the Montmartre Imperial Guard, they traditionally grant the title of merit count to those who have reached the level of Sword Master, like the captain of the knights, and merit baron to those who have reached the level of Sword Expert-Superior.

Additionally, they guarantee treatment, salary, and living standards appropriate to each title.

This is naturally an enormous privilege and source of pride for the recipient...

"And gloriously, if His Highness the Second Prince wins the civil war, I too will be able to become a formal baron! Furthermore, Count Hanja will bestow great rewards upon you all! You can obtain wealth incomparable to looting, rape, or murder!"

But even among barons, a merit baron who can pass his title to his heir and possess his own barony can't compare to a hereditary baron.

He's in a position where he doesn't need to bow his head because he receives 'baron treatment,' but he still has to grovel at a comparable level.

No, he's often at the mercy of some high-ranking knights with good influence, right?

He seems to have decent political sense, revealing his weakness while stimulating others' ambitions for advancement.

"So first, I'll cut off your head, Baron Koeln, and offer it to the Count to change my fate! Come on, die!"

Baron Richte said that and emitted Aura from his body.

Like becoming superhuman, a blue barrier formed around the baron's body.

He ran toward me faster than a cheetah, which is said to exceed 100 km/h.

"Die, Koeln!"

The sword he swung was so fast—100 km/h, no, so fast that not even an afterimage could be seen.

I couldn't even guess how many km/h it was, and it instinctively triggered fear.

"Die!"

That's not to say I couldn't block his attack, but...

"Ugh!"

An incredible impact that felt like my arm would break transmitted through.

Just blocking one attack felt like pushing a boulder with both hands.

Richte tormented me by swinging his sword from all angles.

Head, shoulders, neck, waist—it didn't matter whether he was striking at parts where armor was strong or weak, whether slashing or thrusting.

Is he so confident in his level that he thinks he can cut through whatever armor I'm wearing, or does he plan to stab my vital points when I'm exhausted from being beaten?

I couldn't know his exact intentions, but what was certain was...

"Shit!"

Only about 10 seconds had passed, but we had exchanged more than 20 attacks, and I just nearly died.

His sword had grazed my neck.

My spine tingled, and after a moment, I felt hot liquid flowing from my neck.

What was flowing down my neck was undoubtedly my blood.

"You survived well, now die!"

Disappointed that he couldn't kill me, he kept pressing on.

He was even relaxed and leisurely, not using the elemental attacks that could strengthen his attacks, which I sometimes use.

The reason for such behavior is obvious.

'I am this strong, so rest assured.'

As expected of someone who rose from low-ranking knight to Expert-Superior solely through swordsmanship, he seems to know exactly what to show as a vanguard commander.

From the receiving end, it couldn't be more annoying.

Shit, he's damn good at raising his allies' morale while mocking people.

And this act had a considerable, no, tremendous effect.

The cheers were so loud they weren't drowned out by the clanging of swords.

"Long live Baron Richte!"
"Fight! We can win!"
"Follow the Baron!"

I was barely blocking his attacks.

Others around me were probably fighting Count Hanja's elites, but I had no time or attention to spare for that.

Why? Because if I lost focus now, I'd be the one to die immediately.

In the midst of this, Hilde tried to intervene.

"My lord!"

Wielding a spear, she approached me slowly while fighting the knights around Baron Richte at a rapid pace.

"Out of my way, you ignorant creatures with no pride or honor!"

Her intentions were very appreciated, but she was currently fighting burdensome elites.

If Hilde intervened here and the situation turned unfavorable for us?

In the worst case, I might end up facing Baron Richte and his other subordinates.

That would truly be a disaster.

"Hilde, focus on what's in front of you!"

When I spoke these words of concern to her, Baron Richte stepped back.

Not much time had passed, but we had already exchanged hundreds of sword strikes.

In our battle with such a large difference in level, I was naturally being pushed back one-sidedly, but...

"They say you reached Expert-Intermediate in your twenties, and you grow stronger as you fight. Not bad."

After saying that, he changed his stance.

Not a common stance, but one uniquely his own.

Simultaneously, sparks began to fly from Baron Richte's sword.

*Good thing I changed my armor to mithril...*

Since mithril doesn't conduct electricity, I won't become an electrically roasted chicken every time our swords clash.

However, that doesn't mean I can be completely at ease...

Until now I've been pushed back, but if he goes all out, can I really win?

"I'm going all out now, youngster."
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Lightning crackled around Baron Richter's sword with a continuous sizzling sound.

The man holding the sword with white lightning crackling around it didn't immediately swing it, but instead raised it high for everyone around to see.

Though he wasn't showing off as much as before, this alone was enough to significantly boost the morale of those around him.

"Woah!"

Richter immediately thrust the sword he'd grabbed toward my neck.

"Die, Koln!"

The lightning-wrapped sword attacked me at a speed that felt—no, actually was—about 1.3 times faster than normal.

It left white afterimages in its path, like someone swinging a lightsaber.

Moreover, each time I parried an attack, the weight of his strike, filled with the skill and mastery that Richter had accumulated, along with the static electricity...

*Damn it, why does it hurt so much?*

Every time I blocked one of his attacks, I felt an excruciating pain throughout my body, as if I were getting cramps.

"Ugh, shit."

If not for my mithril sword and mithril armor, I probably would have died just from blocking one of his attacks.

Because steel conducts electricity well, and his lightning-wrapped sword would have been enough to turn me into an electrically roasted chicken.

Normally I would have been grateful for such a small stroke of luck, but Richter kept pressing me as if he wouldn't allow me that luxury.

"Koln, you bastard!"

I had already blocked what felt like over a thousand attacks, but honestly, I still seemed far from reaching his level.

In this situation, my instinct—no, a corner of my mind—even started spouting nonsense like:

*You could give up. Isn't becoming a baron already a success?*

As if I'd be swayed by such whimpering—in fact, I didn't even pay attention to it.

But looking at the current situation, I would clearly die here.

Just like the countless soldiers and knights I had killed until now.

They too must have had families, territory residents to protect, and places they wanted to return to.

In manga and novels, protagonists somehow make their own situation seem special compared to the ordinary enemies they kill...

I didn't think I was somehow different from them or that I was a particularly good person who deserved to live while they died.

However, I needed to survive.

That's why I couldn't give up, and I stared at the sword that seemed impossibly out of reach.

I could see Richter's sword, wrapped in lightning and flaunting its power.

It was still being swung as swiftly as an eagle, but his sword was definitely visible to my eyes now.

"Die, Martin!"

Until now, I had barely managed to block his attacks aimed at my neck.

But now I felt confident that I could defend against his attacks more effectively.

Why? Until now, I had been blocking based on my accumulated combat experience, instinct, and reading information from the movements of his arms and legs.

But now I could clearly see the tip and blade of his sword.

Even if I hadn't reached his level yet, just being able to see it meant I could at least struggle.

"I'm not dying yet, you bastard!"

I deflected his attack at an angle.

"You son of a bitch!"

His honest compliment was almost welcome, and I immediately swung my sword toward his neck for the first time.

It was a significant improvement compared to just defending, but he managed to dodge that attack.

"Baron Koln, just die already!"

No, if I die now, it's obvious that my family and territory residents will all be raped if they're women and killed if they're men.

And the survivors, regardless of age or gender, will clearly be sold as slaves.

Why would I die just because he asked me to?

"Richter, you die instead!"

My first attack didn't reach him.

However, I could definitely recognize that the situation had improved enough for me to attack him.

That alone made me think it was worth trying.

"Damn it!"

Richter immediately counterattacked, but blocking his attacks wasn't as overwhelming anymore.

If someone asked whether it was manageable or still very difficult...

Honestly, it was challenging but I could hold my own.

"Is that all you've got?"

When I started getting under his skin—me, who until just now was clearly beneath his level—Richter swung his sword with renewed anger.

"This isn't over yet! I'll show you my full power!"

The lightning surrounding Richter's sword changed from white to blue.

Then his sword began to glow like a real lightsaber, flickering like a blue light bulb.

Seeing that sight gave me goosebumps.

That's because mithril doesn't conduct electricity, yet he was converting an enormous amount of Aura into lightning to forcibly make electricity flow through it.

"Die!"

His sword swung toward me.

There wasn't much difference in speed, so I didn't have much trouble defending against the attack.

However, blocking a sword that had massive Aura poured into it to make electricity flow through non-conductive mithril, a sword that now carried tremendous voltage...

Electricity flowed through his sword to my sword, my arms, legs—my entire body.

In other words, I was electrocuted.

"AAAAARGH!"

As if I had a cramp, no, even worse than that, all the muscles in my body contracted, and I felt excruciating pain throughout my body.

I wasn't cut by a sword or hit by magic, but I really felt like I was going to die.

"Uuuuugh..."

Knowing I was in pain, Richter deliberately pressed down on me slowly with his sword.

"Did you think lightning wouldn't conduct through mithril?"

Honestly, since a knight in mithril armor would only get slightly burned even if struck by lightning from the sky, I had thought that too.

However, I abandoned that hope when I saw that damn sword glowing so blue.

"I'll roast you nice and crispy with lightning!"

He didn't follow up with another attack to kill me, even though my posture was gradually crumbling.

And that strategy was extremely effective.

Right now I was desperately trying to prevent my muscles from contracting, but there was definitely a limit to that.

"Your stance is collapsing!"

My knees were starting to give out, and my legs were beginning to stagger.

My arms were slowly dropping, and the strength in my sword hand was starting to fade.

The men around me were worried about me even as they fought against Count Hanja's elite forces.

"Baron!"
"Damn it, no!!"
"Protect the Baron!"

But no matter how worried they were, they couldn't come to help me while fighting against elite knights.

They wouldn't give them any opportunity to save me.

But I couldn't die like this.

"Baron Richter, you bastard!"
"Your mouth still works, boy!"

After giving my entire body electric shocks with the lightning in his sword for nearly three minutes, he backed away.

Villains usually back away leisurely at this point, but Richter didn't do such things.

He quickly prepared his final move.

"I'll kill you with the secret technique passed down through generations of the Baron Richter family."

Wait, what kind of swordsman uses a secret technique without even approaching?

But as he swung his sword from a distance, lightning began to extend from his blade.

It started to stretch out like an invisible arm attached to the sword.

The lightning attack was coming so fast there wasn't even time to blink.

There was no way to dodge it.

Why? Because lightning, though slower than the speed of light, still moves at over 100,000 kilometers per hour.

Even an Aura Master can't move faster than that.

So I tried to resist somehow, praying to God, or rather, squeezing out my last bit of strength.

Even if I died here, I had to fight to the end as a mercenary.

"Lightning Slash!"

When his sword swung with lightning, I also swung my sword at the angle where I thought the lightning would come.

I hadn't yet reached the level where I could cut lightning, the level of mastery where one could cut natural phenomena...

But this was the only resistance I could offer right now.

"AAAAH!"

And a miracle happened.

His lightning was split in half.

Which meant that I had once again surpassed my limits...

But more important than that was one thing:

"Die, Baron Richter!"

Without time to rejoice, I rushed at him.

Seeing me cut through the lightning, he immediately swung his sword, but this time... no, for the first time, I was faster than him.

I dodged his attack by spinning once to the right.

"....!"

His eyes widened in shock, and when he tried to raise his sword to block mine.

This time, I spun clockwise even faster and was able to strike his neck.

When the red blood gushed out, I finally realized that Richter was dead.

And at that moment, Count Hanja's elite knights froze in place.

"Long live Baron Koln!!!"
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When the elite knights of Count Hanja fixed their gazes on me, I raised Richte's severed head high into the air.

Some of them already wore expressions of shock and disbelief, even before I could formally announce his death.

"No, damn it. Our baron, gone just like that."

While some despaired out of loyalty and respect for their baron...

"Forget the plunder—we're screwed now, aren't we?"

Others had already abandoned all hope and dreams at the prospect of defeat.

The fall of a baron with Superior Aura Expert abilities was certainly a significant blow.

Honestly, I hadn't even made a formal declaration of victory while holding up his head, yet their morale had already plummeted this badly.

I almost feel sorry for them.

But with that feeling of sympathy, I should quickly finish off everyone here.

They came to pillage, murder, and rape our families—they have no right to complain about dying.

"I, Martin von Köln, have beheaded Schwartz von Richte, the baron of Count Hanja the Butcher!"

At those words, several knights under Count Hanja collapsed to their knees.

"The strongest knight in our county, our baron, is dead."
"Damn it, it's over now."
"What the hell are we supposed to do now?"

With their central figure dead and under the mistaken impression that we had an army of over 20,000 men, their morale naturally plummeted.

I immediately handed Richte's head to the standard-bearer beside me, who promptly mounted it on our county's flag.

Only then did my men raise their swords high and begin to cheer.

"Baron Köln has done it!"
"Let's go take those pathetic bastards' heads!"
"We've won!"

It might be a bit much to celebrate victory just for taking Richte's head, but...

The important thing is that most of the soldiers under our command are barely trained peasants given spears.

Such men have their morale greatly affected by even the smallest things.

When they hear that an enemy Superior Aura Expert knight—a baron, no less—has been killed?

Thunderous cheers erupted around me.

"Long live Baron Köln! Long live Baron Köln!"
"Maurer County is saved!"
"We can protect our wives and children with our own hands!"

Seeing everyone's heightened spirits, I shouted:

"Protect your homeland! Protect your families!"

The men fighting here aren't like mercenaries who can be confident of receiving money or adequate compensation for fighting to the death.

That's why it's most important to mention clear reasons to risk their lives—family and homeland.

Of course, as someone who felt disgusted at the mere mention of "passion pay" back in Korea, I plan to convince Dalten—by grabbing his collar if necessary—to provide proper compensation...

But telling the peasants about money is pointless until they actually receive it.

I briefly fell back and called over one of the mages following us.

"Yes, Baron!"
"Fire the pre-arranged signal into the sky! From now on, we push them back!"
"Yes, sir!"

The mage immediately shot a fireball into the air.

Once Dalten sees that, he'll begin a counterattack against Count Hanja, who until now has been struggling just to cross the river.

Most of Dalten's soldiers are poorly equipped peasants, so there will undoubtedly be casualties.

But Count Hanja's men are also a ragtag bunch, exhausted from hours of failed river crossings. If we counterattack, we can certainly win.

"Push forward until the end!"

Though my body was battered from fighting Richte, the men behind me were watching. Of course I had to lead the charge.

Besides, I needed to properly test the power I'd acquired.

"Let's see what I can do."

With those words, I charged straight toward Count Hanja's knights without looking back.

Before, my speed felt like a car with the accelerator floored, but now as a Superior Expert...

*This feels like a racing car, if I'm being a bit generous.*

I must be going about 200 km/h.

"Kill that baron bastard!"

The knights swung their swords at my neck.

"Die, damn you!"

But I didn't need to block or even dodge their attacks.

All their strikes missed me completely.

Strictly speaking, my movement speed was overwhelmingly faster than their sword swings, so what they cut was merely my afterimage.

Is this what being a Superior Expert means?

I've become ridiculously powerful.

When I drew my sword and swung it with all my might, someone died with each blink of my eyes, if I'm being a bit dramatic.

One knight, then a seasoned soldier following the knights.

All of them were instantly cut down.

"Urgh..."
"D-damn it! He's a m-monster..."
"P-please spare me..."

As I slaughtered countless enemies like a human planer, loud cheers erupted from our forces behind me.

At the same time, enemy knights and soldiers began turning and fleeing as I approached.

"Damn it, we can't fight that monster!"

Some mercenary captains, valuing their lives over money, immediately ordered a retreat.

"Fall back! Fall back! Drop your weapons! Drop them and run, damn it!"

I didn't swing my sword at those who dropped their weapons and fled.

After all, these deserters wouldn't rejoin Count Hanja later, so we wouldn't cross swords again.

"Let those who flee go!"

Just then, I saw enemy forces being pushed toward us from the front.

If they had been charging confidently with spears, I might have trembled, but the reality was quite different.

"We're surrounded!"

The soldiers were running with weapons in hand, but they were in complete disarray.

Naturally, the nobles and knights couldn't do anything with their subordinates in such confusion, and could only stand there bewildered.

In this state, I think we could win even if they had ten thousand men and we only had a hundred.

"Calm down! Calm yourselves!"

Knights and barons began cutting down their own soldiers.

They had no other choice and needed to somehow raise their troops' morale.

"Fight if you don't want to die!"

If fighting the enemy means 100% death, and fleeing means 98% death, what would you choose?

Naturally, the soldiers chose to throw away their weapons and armor and flee.

"Spare me!"
"Damn it, we didn't want to be here either!"
"I'm sorry, damn it!"

If we had more troops, we would have killed all these thieves who came to plunder our territory.

But now we can afford to spare them.

Regardless, I mercilessly slaughtered anyone showing the slightest sign of resistance.

After one hour, two hours... by sunset, we had butchered so many that the riverbank came into view.

Corpses and rafts were piled up all along the river.

The groans of those not yet dead could be heard.

"K-kill me..."

Count Hanja had still not managed to escape, as his flag remained standing.

However, almost all soldiers capable of fighting properly had been killed by our hands.

Moreover, the mercenaries who made up the majority of his forces had already scattered into the forest, and the peasants had also deserted the battlefield.

Count Hanja and those who had become his last bastion could only point their weapons in resistance.

"D-damn it, how..."
"Is this even possible?"
"......"

And then I saw Maurer's conscripted soldiers running from across the river.

They let out loud cheers upon seeing us.

"Baron Köln's reinforcements have arrived!"
"We're saved now!"
"Hurrah!"

As everyone cheered, several men around Count Hanja slumped to the ground.

They seemed to have judged that there was no hope left.

"Damn it, this can't be happening..."

Just as I was about to charge toward these despairing men, Dalten stepped forward in blood-covered armor.

"We have won!"

Everyone cheered at those words, and I decided to implement my plan to take over Count Hanja's territory.

It wasn't much of a plan—just keeping Count Hanja alive.

"Count Hanja, surrender now! Even if you don't care about yourself, shouldn't you save the lives of your remaining vassals and soldiers?"

At those words, Count Hanja and his knights threw down their swords.

With a clanging sound, they raised their hands in surrender, and Count Hanja carefully walked over to Dalten and handed him his sword.

The surrender had been officially declared.

"I surrender."

Dalten took his sword and raised it high.

"We are victorious!"

Ch.227 - Honey Jar Is For Family Only
Back when Dalten and I were Mercenaries, we could drink and party all we wanted after a war ended.

But that's ancient history now. Since we've both become Barons, we can't immediately rest even after securing victory.

Why? Because we've become people who need to handle at least the minimal aftermath.

"Come in, Count Hanja, this way please."

Saying that, I signaled for Count Hanja to come over, applying slight pressure while remaining extremely courteous.

It's a bit ridiculous to be so polite to a Count whose strings have essentially been cut...

But I have my reasons for speaking this way.

"First, since there's been an unfortunate situation between us, shouldn't we resolve that? Don't you agree, Baron Maurer?"

Dalten nodded.

"Just as Baron Köln says. We'll certainly treat you with proper courtesy as custom dictates, but first, we should clear the air between us like men."

In this world, it's customary to treat captured knights, barons, viscounts, and other nobles with respect after taking them prisoner.

On the surface, it's like athletes from opposing teams drinking together while pretending to praise each other's prowess and judgment.

In reality, it's just empty posturing so the victor can pretend to be "magnanimous."

"Now then. I, Martin, would like to make an extremely generous offer to our Count Hanja."

Count Hanja's expression crumpled.

Come on, this lunatic who tried to rape not only our territory's people but also Karin and Lucia is making faces?

It makes me want to kill him right now.

But if I let my momentary anger get the better of me and swing my sword, I'll be in danger too.

"Count, please sign this first."

Count Hanja suddenly began raging like a mad bull.

"Even as a prisoner, I'm still a noble of the Empire! How dare you ask me to sign such a humiliating confession!"

Seriously, it's just a document acknowledging what he did in exchange for sparing his vassals, himself, and his family.

I don't understand why he's refusing such a good opportunity.

Ah, perhaps he's realized I'm planning to behead him and his vassals anyway.

"As a noble of the Rheinpfalz Empire, even during a civil war, how could you lead a mass slaughter in Baron Maurer's territory?"

"That was merely accepting minor sacrifices for the greater cause!"

True words—perfect for someone who deserves to be beaten until their bones turn to dust.

"And weren't you planning rape and plunder too? Wow, that's not behavior befitting an Imperial Count."

I generally avoid mocking nobles.

But his strings have completely snapped, and nothing I say here will leak out.

Besides, Count Hanja is clearly headed for ruin, so there's no reason not to mock him.

"Shouldn't you at least try to save your life so you can do something later?"

Whether Count Hanja's invasion was his own independent decision or not...

What's clear is that blinded by his desire to secure a first victory, he did something absolutely insane that should never have been done.

A noble under a prince who's supposed to become "Emperor of the Empire" openly allowed his soldiers to plunder, rape, and murder.

While this isn't everyday behavior in wars of this era, it's not particularly condemned either. But to become Emperor, one needs at least a minimum of honor.

And that minimum means not shooting at your own country, even if you don't care about others. He violated that...

In truth, even if he had succeeded in defeating us and returned, this would have eventually caught up with him and led to his purge.

"If you just sign this statement and stamp it with your seal, I won't harm you, Count. Even if we take over Hanja County, we'll give you, your vassals, and each of your dependents enough money to go into exile."

Count Hanja gritted his teeth at my words.

But what could he do?

As I said, this is literally his only option right now.

"F-fine, I'll do it."

"Excellent, please sign right away."

The Count signed elegantly with a quill pen, then was escorted out by the knights waiting outside.

"Martin, what exactly are you thinking?"

If it were anyone else, and I had said I was letting the Count live in this situation, they might have slapped me across the face, Baron to Baron.

If someone told me they were sparing a man who tried to rape Karin, I would have first thought about half-killing them without considering the circumstances.

I wouldn't have complained about getting beaten up, and would probably have just buried it.

So instead of cursing me, his question about my reasoning showed deep trust in me.

I should clear up the biggest potential misunderstanding first.

"I'm going to kill the Count, all his vassals, and their families."

Dalten's expression relaxed slightly at those words.

"Honestly, since we both rose from mercenary captains, even the high-ranking knights from other houses talk behind our backs about how lowborn we are. So we need to put on a show of respecting nobles and maintaining honor."

"That's true. Dealing with those damn nobles requires such performances."

"We are those damn nobles now."

Both Dalten and I laughed heartily at that.

"Let's play a little bandit game after we release them."

There's no one stronger than me among them right now, and we'll take all their weapons before sending them out.

So if someone ambushes them pretending to be bandits, what could they do? They'll just die.

"Even after becoming a Baron, your character remains truly nasty."

"It's a fitting end for men who tried to rape other people's women. Any objections?"

"Oh my, as Baron Köln's subordinate, I can't possibly object."

Dalten and I are essentially family.

And in terms of importance in my life, he ranks just below Karin, Hilde, and Lucia, and I'm probably the same for him.

"So what are we going to do now? Having stopped Count Hanja's invasion, we should report to Margrave Estel right away. Then we'll need to join forces with the supporting troops to occupy the County."

That is the most orthodox strategy.

But I'd bet my wrist that it's not the kind of strategy that would bring us significant benefits.

"That's fine, but honestly, do we really need to do that?"

Dalten tilted his head.

"It's a County, after all. And taking it over won't be easy..."

In normal circumstances, swallowing an entire County is extremely difficult.

Without exaggeration, in normal situations you'd need to commit at least 12,000-15,000 troops to even attempt it.

So with just the two of us as Barons combining our forces to gather 4,000 men...

It might seem like throwing eggs at a rock, but...

"Do you know what situation those bastards are in right now? They exhausted all their strength bringing over 15,000 troops. They have no reserves left."

Of course, they'll have minimal forces for maintaining order, and they might try to reorganize those men to stop us...

But that's only theoretically possible; in reality, it would be extremely difficult.

Why? Because if we threaten to kill everyone unless they open their gates, most castles will open up on their own.

Besides, who are we?

"Meanwhile, we have plenty of reserves, don't we? Between Maurer and Köln Baronies, we have 4,000 total. Add the serfs following us now, and we're at about 9,000."

Considering those who died or were injured in this battle, our effective force is around 7,000.

We can make them look like elites just by giving them armor and weapons captured from the enemy.

And that force of 7,000 will be more than the now-empty County can handle.

"Of course, considering the wounded and dead, it'll be much less than that. But what's important is that we're the army that defeated the 15,000-strong force that Count Hanja scraped together with everything he had. So our enemies will cower before us. Plus, our morale is high due to the desire for revenge against the Hanja family."

Morale will be blazing when we call for revenge against those who tried to strip their homes of all valuables and sell their families into slavery.

"That's true, but shouldn't we start giving rewards to the soldiers? We won, after all."

"For the conscripted serfs, let's give 6 gold coins to families of the fallen, 4 gold coins to the severely wounded, and 1 gold coin to regular soldiers."

One gold coin might seem small by mercenary standards or mine, but for serfs, it's equivalent to a year's salary for risking their lives in one day of battle.

"I'll pay this from the Köln Barony treasury. Our territory has quite a bit of money."

All the funds we accumulated during the White Beard Mercenary days went into the Barony's treasury.

That amount is enough to run Köln Barony for two years without collecting a single penny in taxes.

And His Majesty the Emperor of Montmartre made a great contribution to this.

"This seems entirely feasible. But why are you so insistent on doing this just between us?"

I haven't explained that reason yet.

"Nothing special, but if the two of us stop a force of 15,000 and swallow an entire County, don't you think quite a few crumbs will fall our way? Specifically, about one Barony each."

They say from ancient times that honey pots are shared only among family.

And aren't Dalten and I family in this harsh noble society, even if we're not technically father-in-law and son-in-law?

"Proper rest, securing food and supplies, finish reporting, and let's depart immediately."

Ch.228 - Conquest Of The Chinese Character Earldom (1)
Lucia looked around with sparkling eyes.

"Wow, Baron Dalten's territory is quite bustling."

As she said, even though Maurer Barony was relatively poor for a barony, it was still the central city of a region where tens of thousands of people lived.

It's like what rural folks in Korea would call the "town center."

Besides, everyone was in high spirits now because Dalten and I had defeated an army of over 15,000 men, making them feel like they'd been given a second chance at life.

"Come one, come all! First beer is on the house! Come have a drink!"

The innkeepers, seeing this as their golden opportunity, were giving away free beer—worth about 10,000 won in Korean terms—to attract customers...

Young couples, middle-aged men, soldiers, and even our laborers all rushed over in crowds.

"Is the free beer offer real?"
"Groups of four or more get a free beer each and a plate of pickled herring!"
"Table for five, please."

The successful inn employee immediately shouted loudly toward the inside.

"Five people! Five coming in!"

It feels a bit like a nightclub, but whatever.

In this era, inns are comprehensive entertainment facilities that sell food, provide lodging, and even offer prostitutes.

"Would you like a drink too, Lucia?"

Lucia shook her head at my question.

"Since I rarely get to be alone with the always-busy Baron, I don't want to go to places like that. Being in a lively crowd is nice, but if we go in now, we'll hear all sorts of lewd noises from upstairs..."

Even just hearing gossiping women nearby can kill the mood when you're on a date.

Not to mention if those kinds of sounds were coming from upstairs.

She perked up her tail and suggested carefully with a blush.

"If possible, I'd prefer somewhere we can be cozy, just the two of us."

"Really? Why?"

When I asked teasingly, Lucia puffed her cheeks and swished her tail from side to side.

Then, as if making a decision, she lowered her fox ears and head, speaking in a small voice.

"It's embarrassing when Karin and Hilde are watching. But when we're alone, we can feed each other and I can be as clingy as I want."

I don't have any complaints about Lucia, but sometimes I find it hard to understand her—all of them, actually—when dealing with them.

Come to think of it, there are many examples, like how they'll rush to hear gossip about someone in our mercenary group possibly dating, even when they're completely exhausted...

Or how, despite the four of us having seen everything there is to see of each other, naked and all.

Strangely, when all three of them are together, they get shy about typical couple things like feeding each other.

Especially Lucia—when we're alone, she has a habit of sticking to me like a puppy, but when those two join us, she gets too embarrassed to do it.

It's cute, but sometimes I just don't get it.

"That's true."
"I've made a reservation somewhere. Let's go there."

Saying that, Lucia pulled me away from the city center to a place a bit farther out.

After walking for about 10 minutes, we arrived at a proper restaurant, not an inn.

Thanks to the massive reward money being spread around, the restaurant was packed too.

"Are you Lady Lucia? We've prepared a table for you on the top floor."

The staff immediately led Lucia and me to the most secluded spot on the top floor.

"Please enjoy your time."

The table was set with light foods like sandwiches, bread, and stew.

As I sat down to eat, Lucia naturally pulled her chair closer to mine.

Then she cut a piece of bread with a knife, picked it up with a fork, and held it to my lips.

"Say 'ah.'"

We weren't a new couple who needed to blush and turn away at every little thing like this.

"Sure."

But just because I'm not embarrassed doesn't mean I don't like it.

I enjoy confirming Lucia's feelings for me, and her fox tail was wagging rapidly against the back of her chair.

Almost like a broom sweeping at high speed.

"Is it good?"
"It's delicious."
"I asked Milia about good places before we left for battle and finally found this place. I came here several times with Karin and Hilde before bringing you."

It's really sweet how she researched so hard hoping I would like it.

And the food is quite tasty too, which makes it even better.

Some might say that the thought alone should be enough to be grateful, and I agree with that...

But there are several things in this world that are hard to overcome with love alone.

One of them is disgustingly bad food.

*If Lucia had suggested some island country cuisine, that would have been a bit much no matter what.*

After I let her feed me a bite, Lucia gazed at me intently.

Her fox ears twitching up and down.

For a moment I thought about holding bread in my mouth and feeding her that way, but that didn't seem like something a man should do.

So I cut a piece of bread and put it in Lucia's mouth the same way she had done for me.

Even though it wasn't particularly delicious bread, Lucia's tail kept wagging happily.

Finding it cute, I unconsciously stroked it.

"You like it that much?"
"Yes. You always tell me you love me physically, but sometimes I wanted to have innocent dates like this too."

I understand what Lucia means.

After reaching Expert Intermediate level, my stamina became so strong that one person couldn't handle it, so I ended up with multiple partners...

But sometimes, being intimate with just one person can be much more satisfying.

Even though my stamina isn't being properly released in this situation.

"A-and..."

Suddenly Lucia started nibbling her lips hesitantly.

"When this civil war ends someday, I'll be able to have your child, right?"

Strictly speaking, that's only possible if we win the civil war, and it seems like it will take at least five years to end.

It feels like a very distant future.

But what's certain is that if we survive and win the civil war, I'll become a father with children, just like Dalten.

"We weren't close before, but as you and Captain Dalten became friends, I naturally became close with her too. I envied her. The way she touches her swollen belly and calls it the fruit of love."

The reason I don't have children with Lucia is because we're both too busy with the war.

It's definitely not because we lack money or have some other problem.

"Of course, once I have a child, we won't be able to get along like this anymore, right?"

Nobles have the privilege of leaving their children with maids for a while to go on trips.

But I deliberately didn't mention that.

Why? Because I could see in Lucia's eyes her firm determination to raise her child herself, without using wet nurses or maids.

And I also think it's more desirable to see Lucia cherishing my child continuously rather than keeping the child at a distance like noble ladies do.

"I suppose so. The baby might wake up at night."

Lucia turned my body slightly and embraced me.

"That's why I want to receive as much love as possible from you now, Baron. We have our way of loving each other now, and we'll have our own way later too."

Before I knew it, she had climbed onto my lap.

The warm sensation and temperature I felt through our clothes began to melt my heart.

"And we haven't done it for a month because of the war, right?"
"That's true."
"Yesterday was a full moon."

Foxkin like Lucia experience a surge in sexual desire for a few days after a full moon.

I don't know why, but that's definitely the case.

"I've rented this entire room for today. And no sound will leak out."

What does that...

"Wind, hide my words and footsteps. Silence."

When Lucia cast the spell, amazingly, no sounds from outside could be heard anymore.

"I learned this spell as a branch while trying to master advanced magic. Now you understand, right?"

I knew that Hilde, Karin, and Lucia were all training hard behind the scenes to help me.

Especially Hilde, who just yesterday had proudly claimed she was about to break through a barrier in her training.

I had imagined a cozy date, but things went differently than I expected.

Not that there's anything wrong with that—this is good too.

Lucia naturally pressed her lips against mine.

A long time ago, she would have been so embarrassed by just our lips touching that she would have turned her face away, requiring me to hold her face in place...

But now, without any such hesitation, she simply explored my tongue.

"Baron, I want to be carried back like a princess today."

She meant she wanted it so intensely that she wouldn't be able to walk on her own two feet afterward.

And that day, I enjoyed passionate lovemaking until the restaurant closed.

Of course, I gave the restaurant a generous tip to show my satisfaction.

"Please come again! Please visit us again!"

The owner was satisfied too.

Ch.229 - Conquest Of The Chinese Character Count's Territory (2)
Prince Otto von Rheinpfalz, the fourth prince of the Rheinpfalz Empire, froze with his mouth agape as he read the report before him.

This was certainly not behavior befitting a prince, let alone one who might become emperor. The nobles should have at least pretended to dissuade him, but no one present dared to point out Otto's inappropriate reaction.

"Remarkable. Truly remarkable."

Though he merely repeated the word "remarkable" twice, his tone conveyed a complex mixture of emotions: gratitude for the first victory given to his faction, which was among the smallest; admiration for how a mere 4,000 troops plus 5,000 civilians had completely defeated the Count's elite army of over 15,000; and a hint of wariness toward Baron Martin von Köln, who had orchestrated it all. These complicated feelings left the crown prince momentarily stunned.

Prince Otto's gaze shifted to Margrave Estel, who sat in the most prominent position among the nobles.

"Truly impressive."
"It was only possible because Your Highness believed in him."

Estel spoke with false modesty, but not a single person present believed his words. Rather, it sounded like he was saying: Since I recommended this mercenary captain and you gave him a title, look how well he's performed. He was clearly fishing for praise, and the prince chuckled as he applauded.

"Excessive modesty isn't becoming. Everyone here, including myself, opposed recognizing a mere mercenary captain as my direct vassal baron, but you alone insisted we must use him, didn't you?"

Estel deliberately put on an embarrassed expression but didn't try to stop the prince. He knew that emphasizing his own foresight would strengthen his position going forward.

The prince, understanding that praising Estel would strengthen the faction's unity, continued his commendation.

"Margrave Estel, you once said, 'If we turn Martin Meyer into an enemy, how do you plan to deal with the consequences?' I found those words unpleasant at the time, but after receiving such a magnificent gift, I understand completely. From now on, I shall place my full trust in you."

Having received the answer he wanted, Estel smiled broadly.

"I am honored, Your Highness."
"Show me results beyond my expectations, until I claim the imperial throne."
"I will make you emperor before my life ends."

Estel needed to stay alive until the prince before him became emperor. If, unlikely as it might be, the fourth prince were to die just before becoming emperor... those in higher positions, with their characteristic unwillingness to share power, would minimize Estel's contributions and reduce what should rightfully go to his son to a mere fraction. Why? Because reducing Estel's rewards would increase what the fourth prince, once emperor, could claim for himself.

Of course, neither of them, nor anyone else present, showed these thoughts outwardly.

"Now, enough flattery. Margrave Estel, Baron Köln has defeated an army of 15,000 and made a new request, correct?"
"Yes, he said he would take over Hanja County together with Baron Maurer, bringing his current force of about 7,000 troops."

The other nobles began to stir at these words.

"Isn't it rather reckless to try conquering a county with just 7,000 men?"
"Still, success isn't impossible. Hanja County is practically empty."
"But if the enemy has any sense, they'll have established defenses..."

Though he said 7,000, only about 2,000 could truly be called proper soldiers. The rest were merely serfs given spears and thin cloth armor, making the actual fighting force around 4,000 at best. Anyone could see this attack seemed foolhardy.

"Baron Köln is no fool. According to him, the county is essentially empty right now."

Though everyone knew this already, the prince deliberately stated the obvious to maintain control of the conversation.

"And if we miss this opportunity, my brother, the second prince Richter, will immediately bring other troops to reinforce Hanja County's defenses."

Losing a territory in war doesn't just mean a reduction in one's own strength. Since the territory naturally falls to the enemy, it creates a power difference equivalent to two territories.

"Besides, look carefully at the current situation."

Prince Otto deliberately acted like a confident young man to demonstrate his leadership capabilities. In truth, his hands were trembling. One misstep here could weaken his position or even lead to his faction's defeat... which could result in execution not just for himself but for his entire family.

*I must win by any means necessary.*

"Without disrespecting Baron Köln's abilities, there was only one reason we had to give a direct vassal position to someone who led just 1,000 mercenaries. It's because we are the weakest faction, and few mercenaries or nobles are willing to take our side."

Most people avoid what's called a "long shot" bet—one with low odds of success but potentially massive rewards. That's why the nobles here, apart from Margrave Estel, were minor nobles without much influence.

"If we miss this precious first victory, the consequences are obvious."

If a leader showed incompetence by missing a clearly advantageous opportunity while already engaged in a risky gamble, not only would internal cohesion suffer, but even those outside who were considering joining the fourth prince's faction would turn away. Just as a massive wall begins to crumble from a single hole, missing this opportunity could lead to the collapse of the fourth prince's faction.

The people gathered here were not so foolish as to miss this implication.

"......"
"And objectively speaking, Baron Köln alone should be capable of taking an empty county. What do you all think?"

Viscount Ruben responded to this.

"I agree with your assessment. However, beyond taking the county, shouldn't we dispatch troops to defend it?"

This suggestion contained two intentions: first, to protect Hanja County from being recaptured by the second prince or other factions, ensuring the faction's survival and prosperity; and second, to prevent the young Baron Köln from claiming all the credit for capturing the county by himself.

While defending against invasion wasn't considered a great achievement...

*At times like this, one must gather even scraps of merit to maintain relevance.*

"You're right. No matter how capable Baron Köln may be, his limitations are clear."

Regardless of Martin's competence, with only 7,000 ragtag troops, he would have no choice but to retreat if an enemy force of 40,000 to 50,000 attacked. Just as even a Sword Master cannot overcome overwhelming numbers, an individual's abilities, no matter how exceptional, will ultimately be buried before a massive army.

"Margrave Estel, do you believe Baron Köln can successfully capture Hanja County?"
"With him in charge, it's certainly possible."

The fourth prince was inwardly weighing his options. In this system where Margrave Estel dominated, could Baron Köln provide even a small check on his power?

*If he could check Estel's power even slightly, I'd have to give Estel less...*

So he hoped for success. At the same time, he felt anxious that failure could lead to ruin...

*Sitting idle guarantees failure.*

"Give Baron Köln full authority and order him to take Hanja County by any means necessary. Additionally, prepare to send reinforcements of 20,000 troops within three months, as enemy forces will surely attempt to recapture the county."

All the nobles bowed their heads in acknowledgment of the order.

"Yes, Your Highness."

The fourth prince partly wished to diminish Estel's standing. Moreover, Margrave Estel was the commander of the nobles in the faction. It seemed wasteful to send him just to consume a county that Baron Köln had already half-prepared.

"Count Fogen will be given command of the 20,000 troops. Now, since today is a most excellent day, let us hold a banquet."

Ch.230 - Conquest Of The Chinese Character Count's Territory (3)
War is always a filthy complicated game with countless factors to consider.

Morale of soldiers, food supplies, weather, roads—there are so many damn things to consider just for marching that it's enough to drive a person mad.

Therefore, war is an activity that drives everyone crazy, from the commanders at the top to the lowest-ranking soldiers at the bottom.

But for us, whose only job was to plant flags on empty land, we could move quite comfortably.

No, I ordered everyone to move as comfortably as possible.

"My lord, are you sure we can march this casually? What if we're ambushed..."

Normally, I would have worried about ambushes too.

After all, it wouldn't be the first or second time we've caught enemies off guard and completely annihilated them with a hard blow to the back of their heads.

But conversely, this means we could suffer the same fate at any time.

"You need troops to stage an ambush."
"That's true. Count Hanja's territory has scraped together everyone from regular soldiers to able-bodied serfs, so ambushing us would be difficult."
"Well, if they were determined enough, they could gather male and female serfs to harass us. But there aren't any high-ranking commanders to lead an ambush now. They've all been captured."

Even to lead an ambush, you need someone important at the "core" to coordinate an attack on our rear.

Conversely, when officials of similar rank are left, they'll spend all day fighting over who takes the lead.

The best commanders left in Hanja County are probably just mid-level knights.

So even if they wanted to ambush us, they'd be too busy fighting among themselves to even think about attacking.

"Reporting, sir."
"A scout? Go ahead."
"There are no enemy soldiers within a 3km radius."

It's been two weeks since we started marching toward Hanja County, and the emptiness is the greatest evidence.

And seeing that they don't even dare attempt an ambush, this looks like it'll end ridiculously easily.

"How far to the nearest castle? And what's their defensive status?"
"We should arrive in about an hour. The soldiers on the walls don't even seem to have established minimal military discipline."

Since there won't be proper resistance even when we reach Martini Castle, we should eat when we get there.

"Just as expected. Tell the soldiers they'll have a meal and rest when we reach the castle."

**

When we arrived at the castle known as the gateway to Hanja County, the defensive state was far worse than I had imagined.

The soldiers guarding the gate were performing their sentry duties half-heartedly, as if they had already given up on everything.

No, there were just two middle-aged women chatting while holding pitchforks.

"Oh my goodness."
"Look, enemies! Didn't that squad leader say to ring the bell if enemies came?"

Only when we got quite close did the alarm bell start ringing.

"Enemy! Enemy! A large enemy force is attacking!"

The soldiers were running around, but many were clearly lost, unable to find their positions.

"Hey mister, where are we supposed to go?"
"I'm at the east tower, how would I know about you?"
"Our squad leader would know."

If my mercenaries had acted like this during training when I was their captain, I would have beaten them with a club immediately.

Here, they hadn't been taught proper training, let alone basic civil defense measures, as they couldn't even move to their correct positions.

If I were the commander there, I would have surrendered at the sight of this mess.

"What a disaster, Martin."

Dalten, standing beside me, added with a snicker:

"The count's army of 15,000 was completely defeated, so they must be demoralized. What do you want to do?"

Having already defeated the large army led by Count Hanja, this place is essentially empty territory.

However, if I stupidly attack or kill the soldiers here, the situation would rapidly deteriorate.

"Looting is prohibited, rape and sexual harassment are prohibited. You are absolutely not to touch the houses and fields near here, let alone inside the castle."

At times like this, we must first win over the hearts of the people who could become the core of resistance.

If I were to allow looting like Count Hanja did to make a little money and please his subordinates, and rumors spread...

The militia would resist like madmen, thinking they'd die either way.

"That goes without saying."
"Captain Dalten, please maintain discipline among our men. I'll take the prisoners and go straight to breach the gate."

After our conversation, I immediately took several hundred serf prisoners that I had deliberately brought here and headed toward the gate.

"Damn, what are they going to make us do?"
"Shut up and walk..."
"Hah, I don't want to die like this."

Naturally, there are no nobles or knights among these men.

We can't get ransom for them so that's not an issue, and those who actively participated in looting our territory will soon meet with an unfortunate accident.

These poor fellows were forced to come along, so I plan to use them moderately and then let them live.

"Captain of the Martini Castle garrison, listen!"

This isn't a call for the higher-ups to hear.

After all, if this castle falls and Hanja County collapses, those people will collectively become unemployed and hit rock bottom.

If it were me, I'd rather fight to the death than surrender.

"Your lord, Count Hanja, led an army of over 15,000, but was ultimately defeated."

I deliberately paused.

Then murmuring began on the walls.

"The count's elite forces were defeated."
"Honestly, we don't stand a chance, do we?"

With such low morale, their hearts will sway like reeds.

After all, serfs and common people honestly just care about surviving, not whether Hanja or someone else rules this place.

Just like when I lived in Korea, where the identity of the mayor had no impact on my life.

"However, His Highness the Fourth Prince does not wish to take your lives and property recklessly! So lay down your weapons and surrender!"

While the walls continued to buzz with conversation, I approached the prisoners and said:

"If you want to return home alive, plead more pitifully. Otherwise..."

I drew out my Aura to threaten them, and suddenly concepts were injected into their heads.

Some might threaten with drawn swords, but I don't like such barbaric acts, so I kept my sword sheathed.

Oh, of course it's a secret that I, an upper-level Aura Expert, can crush a person's skull with my bare hands in one blow.

"Baron Köln doesn't kill those who surrender!"
"Honestly, I just want to go home and see my children's faces!"
"Damn it, these guys aren't human, they're monsters! If you fight, you'll all die!"

At those words, everyone on the walls began to panic.

"Uh, what?"

Those with some military experience tried to hide their surprise, but they were checking the expressions of their superiors.

Looking at side profiles, then looking away, looking down, looking at subordinates, back and forth...

"What should we do?"

Meanwhile, the low-ranking soldiers were making a fuss, holding their spears and genuinely asking what they should do.

"How could we possibly defeat an enemy force of over 7,000?"

Once one person opened the floodgates, the words spread rapidly around them.

It's not for nothing they say a single word can travel a thousand miles.

"The garrison captain will make a good judgment for us."
"Of course, surely the knight wouldn't tell us to die like dogs?"

Just hearing how public sentiment was shifting like this made me feel satisfied.

Now I just need to drive in one more wedge, and the gate will open.

"If you don't surrender now, we'll repay you exactly as your Count Hanja intended to do to us. If you don't want to be massacred, open the gate first, Captain."

After a moment of silence, the gate opened with a creaking sound.

I was already confident it would open, but seeing it happen gave me a truly fresh feeling.

"Take the castle."

With those words, soldiers entered the castle and began disarming the garrison.

The defenders voluntarily handed over their weapons, as if relieved the gate had opened.

"Here are my weapons, sir."
"Aren't those farming tools? Keep them. You need to farm properly this year."

As a sign that we wouldn't kill them, we didn't take away their farming tools.

"If you've surrendered your weapons, move quietly to the corner of the castle square. Your lives will be spared, so rest assured."

After saying that, I was about to head to the lord's chamber.

That's when Otto asked:

"Baron, normally when taking a castle, don't we distribute rations first to win over the people? But why..."

There's a reason for that.

"What have those guys done well enough to deserve our rations? If we share, they'll only become suspicious. Give them minimal food and tell them this."
"Tell them what?"
"That if they cooperate with me and accomplish something meritorious, I'll distribute normal rations."

Ch.231 - Conquest Of The Chinese Character Count's Territory (4)
After arriving at Maltini Castle, we spent two months occupying all the empty castles in Hanja County.

Because of this, our forces were spread thin, and even in Hanja City where I'm currently stationed—the seat of Count Hanja—we only have about 200 garrison soldiers.

For a provincial capital under military occupation, this was a rather small garrison that might have caused concern, but no one here really needed to worry. Why? The local people showed no signs of resistance, and there weren't any potential leaders who could rally a rebellion.

"The discipline is already breaking down. Not a good sight," I remarked mockingly as I inspected the city and saw men drinking alcohol brought by camp merchants.

Instead of apologizing, the men who heard me filled a glass with wine and brought it to me.

"We're off duty, Baron Koeln. Would you care for a drink?"

I had no intention of scolding them since they weren't drinking while on guard duty or patrol.

Actually, these men were working twelve-hour shifts due to our manpower shortage, so they needed some release. Otherwise, who knows when the stress might drive someone crazy enough to start looting or raping.

"I'd like a drink, but I'm on my way to work."

The man who offered the drink took back the glass with a disappointed look.

"Then bring me beer. Wine is alcohol, but beer is fine."

Throughout the Rheinpfalz Empire and across the continent, beer is treated as a water substitute. In rural areas, even five or six-year-old children are given a glass or two after meals to cleanse their palates.

That's why in the military, having two or three glasses before duty isn't punishable as long as you're not actively standing guard during wartime.

Even when orders come down prohibiting alcohol in camp, everyone turns a blind eye to beer.

"Quite refreshing."
"We kept it specially cooled for you, Baron."
"Thanks. By the way, how are the citizens and serfs doing? Anyone showing signs of resistance?"

According to reports, there weren't any fools in Hanja County trying to resist us.

But no matter how well I manage my troops, reports inevitably contain some fabrications, so I needed to verify things myself.

"None, sir. We've already captured Count Hanja and all his knights as prisoners."

The answer matched the reports, which was quite satisfying, but I pressed further.

"Are you absolutely sure?"

The most senior man present, who had been with me since the White Beard Mercenary days, answered seriously.

"As you ordered, sir, we thoroughly interrogate anyone making even slightly seditious remarks, regardless of age. We've already made several confess by having them drink endless stew through their noses."

It might seem like I'm being overly cautious with people who barely have the strength to resist me.

But rebellions often start from a single complaint by some madman or a careless word from a child.

Moreover, if we loosen our grip on the populace before our rule is stabilized, who knows what might happen.

"We've also placed rats throughout the villages. With everyone already short on food, they're quite cooperative when we offer them something to eat."
"If you've gone that far, there shouldn't be any problems. Good, I'll be on my way then."

Having secured minimal goodwill among the people and created an environment where organizing a rebellion against me would be difficult, I could now move to the next phase.

After completing my inspection, I summoned Haxen to my office.

"Haxen, thank you for your hard work managing security in my place."
"It's nothing, sir. Just doing my duty."
"Honestly, isn't it awful? Monitoring troops working twelve-hour shifts, conducting patrols."

He sighed deeply in front of me.

"Not at all, sir."

His words denied it, but the dark circles under his eyes were deep, and his face looked quite haggard.

However, it must be difficult to admit feeling overwhelmed in front of a superior who was no longer just a mercenary captain but had become a baron.

"What do you mean, 'not at all'? Even I'm dying from exhaustion."

Haxen lowered his head with an embarrassed expression.

"But what choice do we have? We need to endure this hardship to prevent others from taking credit for your achievements."

It would have been easier if we had received reinforcements to occupy the empty county.

But just like how classmates always appear one after another asking for a bite when you're eating something delicious, if we had received additional troops...

Those who disliked me would have taken credit for my achievements, significantly reducing the rewards and territory I would receive.

I recognized this and moved quickly to occupy the area, but there are limits to what we can do.

"So I'm thinking of conscripting local serfs to manage things more efficiently."

Haxen's eyes widened.

"Are you cr— I mean, have you lost your mind, sir?"

It's certainly risky to conscript people who were threatening to loot and kill us until recently, but we have no choice.

Because if we continue like this, our soldiers will collapse from overwork...

And since the Second Prince's faction knows that Hanja County is half-empty, they'll soon attack with elite forces...

If we don't at least fill our ranks with numbers, we could lose between one-third and half of the county.

"For maintaining order, we could manage by working our men to death until the 20,000 reinforcements arrive. But is the Second Prince's faction full of idiots? They'll surely send elite forces to cause trouble."

When I spoke like I used to as a mercenary captain, Haxen nodded.

"That's true."

I returned to a more dignified, serious tone.

"If that happens, our family's standing will significantly diminish."

Strictly speaking, our standing wouldn't actually fall since we managed to capture half a county with just 7,000 ragtag soldiers, despite the enemy having a small elite force.

In fact, people would be impressed that two barons managed to take half of Hanja County.

However, compared to taking an entire county, the prestige of such an achievement would be considerably less, so I could say our standing would diminish.

"To prevent that, we need to pad the numbers of soldiers stationed in the castles. That way, we can at least attempt to defend against tired enemies."

It took me only three months to defeat Count Hanja and completely take over this territory.

In this timeframe, even if the Second Prince quickly organized an army and dispatched troops here, they could muster at most 2,000-3,000 men.

And they would need to march day and night to engage us before the reinforcements sent by the Fourth Prince arrive.

They would have to be prepared to lose 20-30% of their forces to desertion during such a forced march.

Why? Because ancestors can't handle supply lines and marches for you.

"Even just filling our ranks with conscripts will demoralize enemies exhausted from marching. You understand why, right?"
"Just hiding behind castle walls increases the effort needed to capture a fortress. That would make their hasty march pointless."
"Exactly."

If they lead 2,000-3,000 troops into battle only to capture a few castles—not even half of a small barony—and then suffer a major defeat later?

Their morale, already low after I defeated their 15,000-strong army, would sink even further.

They would ultimately have no choice but to retreat with their remaining soldiers.

"Select soldiers from among the serfs, with a ratio of one newly conscripted soldier for each soldier we brought. We need to mix the new recruits with our original troops."

This mixing prevents unnecessary discord.

"Also, provide ample food to the conscripted soldiers and their families."

If we show them a path to a slightly better life, serfs will prefer becoming soldiers to starting rebellions.

This effectively eliminates the possibility of a popular uprising.

"I've finished my work here, so tell Baron Maurer to come here."
"Yes, sir. And what should we do about Count Hanja and the rest of his vassals?"

I'd like to dispose of them all, but it seems too early for that.

"No, continue to feed and care for them well for now. If anyone complains of loneliness, provide women, and make sure they eat well."

That way, rumors will spread that I respect the customs that exist among nobles.

And when they've faded from public attention, we can quietly eliminate them.

We should spend money on them like giving a last meal to the condemned.

"Understood."

After saying this, I quickly rode to a castle near the border.

And as expected, after one month and fifteen days, the enemy army arrived at the castle.
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The Second Prince's faction member, Baron Ahen, stared at the castle before him with a dumbfounded expression.

The flag symbolizing Baron Koeln's presence waved proudly from the castle, and soldiers densely lined the walls.

Seeing this, his 3,000 soldiers slumped to the ground.

"Shit, we're screwed."

Among them, the most devout knelt, pounding the ground and calling to their deity.

"Dear God, what grudge do you hold against us?"

In military organizations during wartime, even a single word that could lower morale was punishable by beheading.

Because such a small thing could sometimes lead to hundreds of deaths, or even the annihilation of the entire army.

Baron Ahen, as their commander, should have disciplined these dramatic soldiers according to protocol, but he couldn't bring himself to do it.

"Damn it! We ran hundreds of kilometers eating nothing but hardtack and salt water!"

Just as that soldier shouted, Baron Ahen and his army had marched for over two weeks, surviving on hardtack and salt water.

They had minimized sleep and slept on dirt rather than wasting time setting up camps.

Though Baron Ahen wasn't one to live luxuriously on the battlefield, for the first time in his 40 years, he had slept without even a tent.

He had endured such hardship that he wondered if they might die.

Though his pride as a nobleman and commander prevented him from complaining like his men, he sympathized with them completely.

So instead of scolding his soldiers, he tried to present this crisis as an opportunity.

"Everyone, calm down! No matter how impressive Baron Koeln is, there can't be more than a few hundred men inside that castle, right?"

The baron's desperate appeal began to spread from top to bottom.

"If we capture that evil Baron Koeln now, we could change our fortunes!"

Among the tired, exhausted, and hopeless soldiers, some began to distort the message.

"He said we'll be rewarded with a thousand gold coins for beheading Baron Koeln!"

Just as morale was briefly reviving, Martin, who had become Baron Koeln, appeared on the castle wall.

Typically, nobles who stood on castle walls to break enemy morale would explain the enemy's disadvantages in a solemn, serious, and stern voice.

But Baron Ahen could see from a distance that Baron Koeln had no such intention.

How could he tell without hearing him speak?

Because Martin was currently making a ridiculous pose, pretending to cup his ears.

If an ordinary commander acted this way, one might dismiss him as crazy, but this opponent was a monster who had defeated Count Hanja's army of 15,000 with just 4,000 soldiers and serfs.

Because of this, even his clownish behavior seemed like the mad antics of a genius filled with madness.

Not just the soldiers, but even the knights couldn't hide their tension.

"They say Baron Koeln is the mad dog of the White Beard Mercenaries."
"What is he planning to do?"
"There can't be more than a few hundred men in that castle, right?"

When everyone's attention was focused, Baron Koeln Martin proclaimed loudly from atop the castle wall:

"Though I may be your enemy, I commend your hard work running all this way in just a few months to stab someone in the back! You must not have rested for days, yet seeing your morale reaching the sky makes my knees tremble with fear."

Martin had known they were coming and wasn't afraid at all of these men who had rushed here with minimal weapons.

In fact, seeing them panting like that, he found them rather cute.

Of course, this wasn't the same kind of cuteness one feels toward puppies or kittens, but rather the feeling of looking at pitiful creatures while wondering how to cook them.

The soldiers under Baron Ahen, unaware of Martin's true thoughts, understood at least this much.

*Ah, that bastard definitely isn't scared at all.*

"Our soldiers couldn't sleep after hearing you were coming to attack!"

This statement was half true and half false.

The conscripted serfs, who made up 50% of the garrison, had indeed trembled at the news that thousands of enemy troops might attack.

They had frequently discussed whether they might die...

Instead of beheading or whipping those who spoke this way according to military law, Martin had put them through such intense training that they had no time for idle thoughts.

This quickly cured the sleep disorders of soldiers suffering from insomnia due to fear.

Additionally, the soldiers on the wall joined in with their own comments:

"I was so scared I could only sleep ten hours a day!"
"Thanks to you, I could only use my elder's tool three times a day! Take responsibility!"
"Oh my, oh my. If you just put ladders against the walls, we'll have to surrender."

Not a single fool among Baron Ahen's men believed these words literally.

Even the baron himself fell into contemplation upon hearing them.

"Could we succeed if we went in to behead that damned Baron Koeln?"

Despite his troops' exhaustion, Ludendorf Castle, where Baron Koeln was stationed, didn't appear particularly well-defended...

With only a few hundred soldiers, if they could just capture this one castle and behead Koeln, the Second Prince could regain some reputation.

That would greatly increase Baron Ahen's influence within the faction.

The problem was that some premonition kept holding him back.

*Is this a trap?*

As he thought this, goosebumps rose on his arms.

"It wouldn't be strange if that madman had predicted months ago that I would bring thousands of troops here."

His thoughts continued to snowball in a negative direction.

"Furthermore, it wouldn't be surprising if that madman actually has a plan to annihilate us if we attack."

In truth, Martin had no such strategy.

That's why he was just bluffing, but war is a battle of reading the opponent.

Having failed in his surprise attack and seeing the condition of his soldiers, the disheartened Baron Ahen began to worry.

He operated on the premise that Baron Koeln had some insane plan to annihilate them.

At this moment, Martin on the castle wall ordered his soldiers:

"We'll win if we attack while those pathetic bastards are exhausted! All troops, prepare to sortie outside the walls!"

However, abandoning the castle walls to attack would actually give Martin a much higher chance of defeat.

So Martin secretly signaled to several knights beside him to only *pretend* to prepare for a sortie.

But to Baron Ahen, who didn't know this, it seemed like he was the one being cornered.

No matter how many soldiers he had, they couldn't fight at full strength while exhausted.

Especially with their morale so low.

And logically thinking, would a competent commander like Baron Koeln prepare to fight without any confidence?

The answer his mind produced was singular:

"Damn it, damn it! That dog Baron Koeln has been reading our every move! We've been dancing in the palm of his hand!"

Retreating now would mean playing into that hand, but...

From the moment Baron Koeln successfully conscripted troops from Count Hanja's territory, including this castle, Baron Ahen had no long-term chance of winning anyway.

He had to retreat regardless.

"Retreat! Retreat, damn it!"

His adjutant tried to stop him.

"Baron, what are you saying? Retreat already?"

"Our orders were to exploit any weakness in Baron Koeln's hasty occupation of Count Hanja's territory to reduce his gains, not to conduct a siege. Besides, if that madman Koeln has prepared some kind of trap, what then?"

The adjutant couldn't argue with that.

"It feels terrible to waste our march here, but if we attack that castle, we'll be the only ones dying! Retreat! I said retreat! Don't get obsessed with beheading Baron Koeln and needlessly sacrifice our elite soldiers!"

Since the baron's words were somewhat logical...

"Retreat! Retreat! If you don't want to die here, run quickly!"

And so, those who had rushed here quickly now charged backward just as rapidly.

**

"Did you predict this too, Baron Koeln?"

I thought about boasting, but decided to share my honest assessment instead.

"Their goal was to prevent us from fully taking Count Hanja's territory. Fighting us wasn't their objective."

If that had been their goal, they wouldn't have rushed here so hastily.

"So I figured just showing them our strong defenses might make them consider fleeing. And if I added that I'd annihilate them if they attacked this fortress? It's like slapping someone who already wants to cry."

"Should we pursue them?"

"What pursuit? Just serve plenty of meat, but don't waste the alcohol. And spread the word."
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Soon enough, time passed, and we welcomed the 20,000 reinforcements sent by Count Hogen.

"Count Hogen, welcome. We've been waiting for your arrival."

Count Hogen dismounted from his horse and walked toward me after spotting me.

Considering that in this world, to show signs of middle age on one's face, one must be at least sixty years old...

The old man must have lived for at least 60 years, so being somewhat plump shouldn't be a flaw, but isn't that a bit too much?

Why is this person so round?

"Thank you for coming all this way to greet me. I was worried that a former mercenary captain might be ignorant of proper etiquette, but it seems my concerns were unfounded."

This snowman-like human with his plump flesh speaks with such rudeness.

Those words alone are enough to put me in a bad mood...

But if I interpret it in the typical roundabout way of nobles, isn't he essentially saying:

*'It's good to see a lowly former mercenary captain knowing his place and groveling properly.'*

I'm starting to want to arrange some kind of "unfortunate accident" for this bastard.

In the past, there was an insurmountable "wall" between a count and myself, so I couldn't even talk back.

But now the situation is different.

As long as I don't openly disrespect him, I can push back somewhat against anyone who harasses me first, count or otherwise.

Why? Because while I may not have the same status as a count, I've earned the right to compete on the same stage.

This is why I insisted on getting a direct vassal position from Margrave Estel.

Thanks to that, I no longer need to hold back until I burst from anger.

No, if I keep holding back, only my subordinates and I will look like fools.

"Though I was once of humble origins, His Highness the Fourth Prince has placed his trust in me, and I've done my best to live up to his expectations."

Count Hogen cleared his throat after hearing this.

"Ahem, a most commendable attitude. Continue to exert yourself like this in the future."

Look at this fool pretending to praise me because he has nothing else to say.

"The Fourth Prince sent me, Hogen, in haste to prevent an invasion by the Second Prince's faction, which has been eyeing Hanja County. You're aware of this, correct?"
"Yes, I'm well aware."
"Furthermore, our lord said this when sending me."

He seems intent on intimidating me by flaunting his connections with high-ranking individuals and his own position.

Is he acting this way because I appear threatening after suddenly becoming the Fourth Prince's vassal and winning this crucial first battle that will determine our faction's future?

Or is he trying to win me over and bring me under his influence?

Either way, our faction hasn't even properly grown yet, and he's already trying to start internal power struggles.

I understand he wants the de facto second-in-command position in this faction, but isn't this too hasty?

"Baron Koln, Baron Maurer took too few troops, so you must have had difficulties stabilizing Hanja County."

The Fourth Prince seems to have sent him with good intentions, but this man is twisting them strangely.

The count patted my shoulder and smiled like a neighborhood elder.

"With just 7,000 men, there must have been limitations in maintaining order in a newly conquered county or preventing invasions from hostile factions. If there were any problems during the occupation, I won't hold you responsible. Was everything truly alright?"

A nobleman might speak with two faces to enemies, but never to allies in such a public setting.

So regardless of his intentions, if I report any problems now, he'll have to let it slide unless it's treason or a major false report.

In exchange, he'll try to undermine my reputation or standing.

I anticipated this and handled everything perfectly.

"As you were informed by messenger days ago, two weeks ago I personally drove away 3,000 troops led by Viscount Aachen. Since then, there have been no signs of the Second Prince's faction dispatching additional forces."

"Is that so? But how exactly did you monitor enemy movements?"

You're nitpicking even this?

I understand you want to put me in my place, but isn't this going too far?

No, I should see it as Martin being perceived as such a threat that even direct vassals of the Fourth Prince's faction feel compelled to check me.

Yes, if that's the case, I can certainly handle this level of unreasonableness.

"Can't one tell simply by observing how frequently merchants transport supplies like food, iron, and hay? Additionally, I've gathered rumors from the surrounding areas through the information guild, so the intelligence should be accurate."

"Then how are you managing security and administration?"

"Currently, I'm maintaining security and defense with 7,000 troops I've temporarily stationed and 3,000 troops recruited from local serfs."

Previously, when security was urgent and an attack from the Second Prince's faction was imminent, I had recruited 7,000 men locally.

Now that's no longer necessary, so I disbanded the remaining 4,000.

"As for administration, I haven't touched it as it's beyond my authority."

The main reason I didn't handle administration was because it exceeded my authority, but truthfully, I couldn't manage that much anyway.

However, with "authority" as my shield, my deliberate non-interference can be interpreted as exemplary behavior respecting boundaries.

After pressing me and finding no more faults to pick, the count began laughing.

"Haha, your handling of matters is impeccable. No wonder Margrave Estel recognizes your worth."

It feels like I'm being forced to bow, but this isn't so bad.

"I'm honored."

"There are matters to hand over, so let's go to the capital of Hanja County together. And dismiss these unnecessary people around us."

Hogen waved his hand, dismissing all the guards.

Then he gave me a meaningful look and quietly broached a subject.

"Ahem, as you know, we direct vassals serve His Highness the Fourth Prince, the future emperor, but even among us, interests sometimes conflict. Do you understand why?"

Even among the most selfless, incorruptible independence activists, there were disputes within the provisional government about whether to support communism or capitalism.

So it's impossible not to have conflicts of interest in our faction, which is full of self-interest.

And at the center of it all is "how much can I get for myself."

"Because our desires are infinite while future gains are finite, I suppose."

"You're quick to understand."

How could anyone participate in such a dangerous civil war without understanding this basic concept?

Count Hogen wiggled his fingers and spoke in a whisper.

"So we must make some concessions to each other... but frankly, Margrave Estel seems too greedy."

What kind of nonsensical babbling is this?

"He's saying that most of this county will become the Fourth Prince's direct territory."

Well, since only Dalten and I achieved anything, and once our shares are allocated, why should the Fourth Prince give any land to the likes of you?

In fact, if he did, it would only complicate matters and cause internal division.

In this case, it's common sense for the prince to take the conquered territory and distribute it later based on future merits.

"And if he holds absolute power, couldn't he monopolize all benefits later?"

Hogen, what nonsense are you spouting?

Even Stalin himself told the Comintern-affiliated forces who joined the provisional government:

'First achieve independence for your country, then devote yourself to the communist movement.'

So until independence in 1945, even Kim Il-sung worked with both left and right factions.

His subsequent actions were utter garbage, deserving of eternal torment in hell, but that's beside the point.

"So shouldn't you join hands with me to maintain some balance of power?"

Receiving such a proposal means I've now earned recognition as a proper vassal among the direct vassals.

That thought almost makes my shoulders rise with pride.

But separately from that, I'd be a fool to accept his proposal.

"I truly appreciate your offer, Count, but isn't this a time when we all need to unite under His Highness the Fourth Prince and Margrave Estel? So I'll just accept your goodwill."

"I don't understand why you choose the difficult path, but very well. Once the handover is complete, you and Baron Maurer are to return immediately to the castle where Margrave Estel is staying."

Two weeks later, we ordered our troops to return and headed straight for the castle where the Margrave was staying.
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Dalten seemed incredibly excited about meeting the Fourth Prince.

Though he wasn't quite running around like a groom on his wedding night with honey dripping from his eyes, he was humming a tune inappropriate for his age with his shoulders held high.

"Beating the Count for a reward, a reward! How should I brag about this to Milia when I get back? Should I proudly present the gift with my shoulders puffed up, or should I honestly rejoice while giving all three of them a warm hug and crying together..."

No, in terms of happiness, he was definitely more excited than a groom on his wedding night.

If that weren't the case, he wouldn't be saying such things right next to me—things that could serve as drinking stories for a lifetime.

Still, I'd have to properly tease him about this later.

That's just how Koreans show affection.

"Captain Dalten, are you that pleased?"

Hearing this, Dalten suddenly embraced me.

He didn't go so far as to rub his face against mine, but unlike me, he took pride in growing a beard.

His brown beard tickled my neck and cheek.

"I'm so damn happy, kid!"

Since I understood his feelings, I didn't push him away despite his words and fierce embrace.

"Like you, I took a lot of flak after getting Maurer Barony during the civil war—people saying I was just lucky. I was even looked down on by other barons and senior knights under Count Frost because I hadn't done anything noteworthy."

No matter the era or country, parachute appointments are never welcomed at first.

I've hardly had any opportunities to meet other nobles in the Fourth Prince's faction, so I barely remember being openly disrespected.

But that damned Count Hogen immediately scraped at my feelings by calling me a "lowborn mercenary captain" when he first saw me—the one who brought this faction its first victory.

The harassment and obstruction Dalten experienced must have been unspeakably worse.

"But now that I've played a significant role in taking Hanja County, both His Highness the Fourth Prince and Count Frost will have no choice but to acknowledge me."

A parachute appointment whose abilities have been proven is no longer a parachute.

"That's true."
"I thought you'd be more excited than me, but why are you so calm?"

It's not that I'm not excited.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that everything I've done as a mercenary until now has been for this very moment.

I'd love to do a shoulder dance with Captain Dalten beside me, and I could act like someone completely drunk without having a drop of alcohol...

But this war isn't over yet.

The battle with the enemy may be over, but there are still endless checks from allies and attempts to cut down our achievements.

"We still have a long way to go. We need to please His Highness the Fourth Prince and secure our share from the nobles. So let's hurry."

Dalten clicked his tongue at my words.

"Baron Köln is truly incomparable to a blockhead like me. Sorry for being so thick-skulled."

"If the Captain were truly thick-skulled, we wouldn't have made it this far. Besides, shouldn't we be cozily sharing territory, honor, and status together? You have a child now."

Dalten is a baron.

So unless he has more than 50 children, he should have enough wealth to set aside a decent portion...

But I suppose all parents feel the same way.

'Wanting to leave a little more for their children.'

"You bastard, really. At this rate, you might even snag a princess."

With three already being more than enough to handle, taking in a noble princess?

That will absolutely never happen.

"What nonsense are you talking about? Have you been drinking in broad daylight?"

"With you, it's a possibility."

As we chatted, we arrived at the audience chamber where the Fourth Prince was waiting.

Though I'm considered a direct vassal of the Fourth Prince, I've never met him or any of his direct vassals except for Margrave Estel...

I wonder what kind of people are waiting for me.

"Your Highness Prince Otto, I, Baron Martin von Köln, have followed your orders and defeated the rebel Count Hanja's army of 15,000, capturing his entire county. I now present to Your Highness all the territory, wealth, and glory of this victory."

These words are so excessively formal that even I cringe saying them.

But when meeting someone for the first time, especially someone with enough ambition to desire absolute power, it's best to bow down completely.

Why? Because all powerful people in this world like those who bow willingly.

"Both of you, raise your heads."

When I looked up, most of the nobles wore sour expressions.

Meanwhile, Margrave Estel, standing right next to the Fourth Prince, had a slight smile with the corners of his mouth turned up, while our Prince Otto was giving us a most solemn look.

"Baron Köln, Baron Maurer, the achievements you two have made by risking your lives in battle have deeply moved me. When I first heard that you had repelled an army of 15,000 with your strength alone and captured Count Hanja, I shouted with joy and shed tears in my private chamber. And when I heard that you had completely taken over Hanja County, I was so happy that I drank with my men until I was completely intoxicated, even in broad daylight."

If Hilde, who values honor and loyalty above all else, had heard this, she would have wept with joy on the spot.

But I'm just a former mercenary captain, not a noble.

So I know very well that these "honorable" words from high-ranking people mean absolutely nothing.

Even in Korea, the government calls those who complete their military service patriots who sacrificed for their country, but who actually feels good hearing that?

The same principle applies in this world.

But sometimes in life, one must hide their true feelings.

"It is an honor."

However, after achieving such great merit, I shouldn't pretend to be humble.

If I act nice and say it was all thanks to them, these gentlemen will happily discount my rightful share by 50%.

"Do you know why we were so happy about your victory?"

"Is it not because we've taken one step closer to Your Highness's grand vision?"

Rather than getting closer to the dream of unifying the Rheinpfalz Empire, what you were really afraid of was this:

Your faction is so weak that internal cohesion could break at any moment, and no one outside trusted you, Otto.

I know that thanks to the achievement of Dalten and me swallowing up a county, your stock has skyrocketed, turning you from a near-bankrupt enterprise into a promising faction.

But if I mentioned that aloud, they'd call me arrogant and cut down my achievements.

Otto placed his hand on my shoulder, patting it as he spoke.

"That's part of it, but honestly, our faction has been very weak. That's why even the lords who have maintained neutrality until now weren't considering joining my faction. They probably thought we could collapse at any moment."

I put on an expression of extreme surprise, as if hearing this for the first time.

It pains me that I have to engage in such social maneuvering just to feed my subordinates.

After this cursed political audience is over, I'll go back to my quarters and touch Karin's chest while asking Lucia for a lap pillow.

And what service should I request from Hilde?

Ah, without such pleasant fantasies, my head would feel like it's about to burst.

"They are simply people who fail to understand Your Highness's lofty vision. They waver based only on the fragmentary information before their eyes."

"I appreciate you saying that. I heard that even during your time as a mercenary captain, you always exceeded your employers' expectations. You show great promise."

Yes, I've humbled myself this much for you, speaking in roundabout ways.

Now show your true colors, Your Highness.

"Thanks to your great victory, our faction has escaped the brink of destruction. So feel free to tell me what reward you desire. Do you wish for more vast territories? Or do you aspire to gain something even greater?"

At those words, everyone's eyes turned to me.

Since the Prince has opened the door, I could receive plenty of territory without any issue, but considering the future, that's not a good choice.

Why? Because to survive in this faction, what's important now is gaining the Fourth Prince's complete trust.

And not going against Margrave Estel.

If I'm tempted by the bait dangled before me?

That would be like asking to be killed.

So in this situation, I need a strategy that involves pretending to be humble while passing the initiative.

Like what people do in that leaf-collecting game.

'You go first.'

"I am Your Highness's servant. Therefore, I trust that Your Highness will reward me generously as is fitting."

There's nothing wrong with this statement.

If he doesn't give appropriate rewards to someone who has achieved great merit in front of all the nobles who have joined his disadvantaged faction...

That gentleman would be 100% doomed.

Ch.235 - Plenty Left Even After Taking A Generous Amount (2)
Emperor Otto smiled with satisfaction after hearing my story.

He seemed quite pleased that I had accomplished a great feat yet remained humble, passing the initiative to him.

Well, if you consider that the best part of power is being able to force others to do what you want... it makes perfect sense.

"Your dedication is truly commendable—risking your life to save a neighboring territory, and your ability to defeat a large army and take over the county."

Instead of answering, I bowed my head again.

"Furthermore, one who aspires to be emperor must properly reward subjects who have achieved merit. That is the duty a ruler must uphold toward his vassals."

His speech is so tediously long that I might fall asleep, befitting a future emperor.

Just as falling asleep during a division commander's lecture in the military would make life difficult, getting caught daydreaming here would be troublesome.

I have no choice but to focus on every single word, how annoying.

Nothing in this world seems easy.

"I hereby grant Baron Köln the direct territory of the Count, and to Baron Maurer, who assisted in conquering Hanja County, I grant the Demin Barony."

At these words, the nobles around us began to murmur.

"Isn't the reward too generous for Baron Köln, even considering his great victory?"
"Though his rank wasn't elevated, a Count's direct territory..."
"Didn't he single-handedly acquire the county? One could argue the reward is actually insufficient."

Nobles, excluding the king, generally divide their territories in this manner between themselves and their vassals.

In a ratio of 1 for themselves to 2 for their vassals.

Therefore, receiving Hanja Count's direct territory means I've been given about 1/3 of the county.

While I can't say the generosity is excessive, it's fair to say the reward is appropriate for my achievements.

However, Dalten seems to have received too little compared to his contributions.

If we were to precisely compare our achievements, I did contribute more by proposing the strategy that led to victory.

But Dalten held off an enemy force of 15,000 at the riverbank with just 5,000 conscripted serfs.

Thanks to him keeping Count Hanja pinned down there, our surprise attack succeeded.

So overall, my contributions including the strategy might be valued at 6, while Dalten's should be at 4...

Isn't he being treated too poorly, even considering that I'm a direct vassal of the prince while Dalten serves under Count Frost?

Whether Otto knew my thoughts or not, he walked down from the dais to where I stood.

Though trying to appear strict and dignified, Otto is just a twenty-year-old inexperienced young man.

His lack of experience couldn't hide his intention to show his joy at securing his first victory as the heir to the throne.

*His mouth corners are practically reaching his ears.*

"Baron Köln, Baron Maurer, come forward."

Dalten and I stepped closer to the prince.

"Do you have anything to say about the rewards?"

If I were a selfish person who only thought about myself, I could honestly just keep quiet.

But even though Dalten isn't my real family, he's close enough to be called "family" in this world.

Even if it means reducing my own reward, I should look after Dalten.

"May I humbly speak, if it pleases you?"

Otto's face wrinkled.

"Speak."

Well, when important people generously ask if you have any "complaints," the proper response is usually to say nothing.

"I was able to defeat Count Hanja's army and secure his territory because Baron Maurer risked his life fighting at the riverbank."

"That is true."

"But to grant him merely a single barony because he is Count Frost's vassal would be to undervalue his contributions."

If this had been a battle with more than ten vassals participating, and we had only secured one county...

Even the person with the greatest achievements wouldn't have received a whole barony.

It would have been divided into many pieces.

"The distribution of rewards is solely my prerogative."

Save that talk for after Margrave Estel crowns you emperor.

Right now, you're just a chairman who can't ignore the board members' opinions.

"A vassal's vassal is ultimately Your Highness's subject. Moreover, establishing such fair principles ensures that other vassals, knights, and soldiers will be confident they'll receive just compensation for their efforts."

In any enterprise, the chairman's most important duty is to grant greater authority and fair compensation to capable people.

While what I said is correct, it's not particularly pleasant for the prince to hear.

What are you going to do about me? I'm the top contributor who brought the first major victory to this failing faction.

I'm not being unreasonable—just asking for fair treatment for Dalten.

Honestly, even the vassals around you probably think that while my reward might be a bit excessive but acceptable, Dalten's is too small.

"On second thought, you're right. Instead of the Demin Barony, I shall grant Baron Maurer the Lübeck Viscounty."

Otto then gestured to a servant.

The servant carrying a sword went to Dalten, while Otto personally handed me an elegant ceremonial sword from his waist.

"As proof of my trust in you, I bestow my treasured sword. You must all be tired from your journey here, so withdraw now and enjoy the banquet."

Upon the prince's dismissal, I and the other vassals promptly left the audience chamber.

**

After all the nobles had left, Prince Otto frankly expressed his feelings to Estel.

"Margrave Estel, isn't Baron Köln—or rather, Martin—too arrogant? Even if he did open a path for our crumbling faction to survive. How dare he openly express dissatisfaction with the rewards I determined?"

It was improper to confide so honestly in Estel, the true power behind this faction.

The more he trusted Estel, the more Otto would inevitably be manipulated by him.

However, Prince Otto had no choice but to rely on the man who had supported him in every way since the time when everyone else treated him like cold soup in a corner of the palace.

Both personally and politically, it was necessary for his survival.

Of course, this situation was exactly what the Margrave had intended all along, so he accepted these complaints with a chuckle.

"Baron Köln's behavior was certainly excessive. No matter how great his victory, he showed too much insolence toward Your Highness."

With Estel accepting his complaints, Otto gritted his teeth.

"I acknowledge his ability, but his lowly origins remain evident. I heard he was once a mere low-ranking knight who abandoned his family to become a mercenary."

Considering that Estel was the one who recommended Martin, this was indirectly criticizing the Margrave.

However, Estel didn't particularly mind.

If the Fourth Prince had been as exceptional as Martin, then once this faction grew even slightly larger...

*I would have become merely a tool manipulated by His Highness.*

Therefore, someone moderately competent yet occasionally incompetent—

Furthermore, a prince who was rather honest about his emotions made for a useful tool.

Otto continued complaining about Martin for about ten minutes.

When the prince's dissatisfaction had somewhat subsided, Estel broached a subject.

"Your Highness."

Otto cleared his throat upon hearing this.

"Ahem, I've been talking too much."

"Not at all. However, Martin's behavior will ultimately benefit Your Highness."

"What do you mean? How could such willful behavior help me?"

"Because our faction is currently very weak. We need to attract neutral great lords and other vassals to our side."

Otto tends to be honest with his emotions.

However, as someone Estel judged to be moderately competent yet occasionally incompetent, when forced to choose between "emotion and reason"—

He naturally prioritized rational judgment.

Of course, he had the flaw of being unable to completely detach his personal feelings from important matters, making it difficult for him to assess situations with complete objectivity.

"Baron Köln defeated Count Hanja's army, and now one viscount and three barons have proposed joining Your Majesty's faction. Moreover, there are over ten reliable mercenary companies that have pledged to stand with Your Highness."

Of course, these mercenary companies didn't immediately receive high titles like Martin or Dalten.

They all sided with the Fourth Prince hoping to earn their share and receive titles like senior knight or baron.

Fortunately, there were no fools in this faction who didn't understand this.

"They joined Your Highness expecting greater rewards despite the risks."

"That's true."

"Then how should we command them? Even if we can't give great rewards to all of them, we must give substantial rewards to those with clear achievements and dangle the meat of great rewards before the rest to ensure their obedience."

"Besides the Margrave, there are few who serve me with genuine loyalty. Neither Baron Köln nor the other vassals who joined me as soon as the civil war broke out."

Although Estel was the most calculating person in this faction, it was the Margrave before him who had looked after Otto since childhood and sometimes even taught him the dangerous games of adults.

So the Fourth Prince thought of Estel this way:

A man who greatly valued his own and his family's interests, but above all, a loyal subject dedicated to him.

However, Estel's own thoughts were the opposite—he was supporting the somewhat lacking Otto as emperor solely for "profit."

"Baron Köln must have seen through this principle exactly. That's why he thought it would benefit Your Highness to reward Baron Maurer generously."

"That's true, but aren't you interpreting his actions too favorably?"

"Your Highness, Baron Köln comes from a mercenary background. He prioritizes his own interests and those of his group above all else. Sometimes to the point of appearing vulgar, but that's precisely why I can trust him."

Margrave Estel's reason for trusting Martin was quite simple.

Martin's current situation made it most advantageous for him to make Otto emperor.

"If Your Highness fails to become emperor, Baron Köln loses everything he has. So he will risk his life to make you emperor. Isn't that sufficient?"

Hearing this, Otto nodded with great satisfaction.

"You're right. Now I shall go rest."

Watching him leave, Estel sighed.

"Baron Köln, or rather Martin, has always been like this. He guarantees value beyond what I invest, but if mishandled, he'll bite my neck. I wonder what results he'll show this time..."

Ch.236 - Hilde's Melancholy (1)
Late into the night after the banquet, Karin came to my room.

Both Hilde and Lucia had quickly fallen asleep in their assigned rooms, drunk from the festivities. Was she suggesting we spend time alone together?

I was having such idle thoughts, but my expectations were completely off the mark.

"Martin, shall we talk outside for a bit?"

If I had made a move the moment I saw Karin, I would have been the only one feeling awkward.

No, wait. Usually when women say they want to "talk for a bit," it means I've done something wrong and they're trying to ease into confronting me.

Why is this suddenly happening?

I was briefly contemplating how to apologize before she got truly upset when Karin gave me a slight smile.

"It's nothing serious. I just thought the night air was nice and wanted to take a walk with you. We haven't had time to talk leisurely like this lately, have we?"

Back when I was a mercenary captain, my duties were somewhat fixed.

Once I finished them, I could rest without worry, whether it was a weekday or weekend...

But lately, with the war, personnel management, and territory administration, countless tasks have been pouring in, leaving no time for lengthy conversations.

Or to be precise, was it because I've been relieving my work stress in bed, leaving no time for anything else?

"That's true."

Karin placed her finger on my chin and smiled brightly.

"Of course, you haven't had to worry about being lonely. Unlike men, for women, these kinds of conversations are really important, you know?"

I remember Karin once telling me:

'Just talking with someone I love makes me feel truly loved.'

And I wholeheartedly agree with that sentiment.

"You think men don't feel the same way?"
"Well, quite a few men don't."

That's not necessarily true, but there's no need to argue about something so trivial.

"Anyway, come out with me. I actually have something serious I want to talk about today."

**

During the day, the garden was beautiful with its colorful, vibrant flowers...

But at night, the soft moonlight created a different kind of atmosphere.

I wondered if I might witness a scene where a young knight and a noble lady fall in love and propose marriage in a secluded corner of the garden.

"Martin, what are you thinking about?"
"Nothing much."

Yes, I was having truly pointless thoughts.

I was wondering if some scandal-worthy event might unfold in a corner of this garden, like a young couple falling in love and kissing.

"Really? Well, it seems like there's no one around here anyway..."

Her previously light and cheerful mood had changed.

Even though we were essentially married in all but ceremony, I couldn't ignore her serious tone.

I straightened my posture to show I was giving her my full attention.

Karin looked directly into my eyes and asked:

"This might seem out of the blue, but what thoughts drive you to fight, Martin?"

The question was so sudden that I was momentarily speechless.

"Why are you asking that all of a sudden?"
"A few months ago, I was chatting with Millia, Captain Dalten's wife, and this topic came up. We wondered what our husbands were fighting for."

My reason for fighting so desperately.

Part of it is to satisfy my desire for power, but there's a bigger reason.

"Millia said something like, 'To provide better clothes and better food.'"
"I see."

That's exactly the kind of straightforward answer Dalten would give.

"So I became curious. You once said you fought to reach higher positions and to win beautiful women. And you're still desperately running toward that goal."

Honestly, having Hilde, Lucia, and Karin is already more than I deserve.

So truthfully, I shouldn't need to add any more.

And my current position as a baron isn't low by any means, so there's nothing to complain about...

But I still have the desire to climb higher.

Just recently, as a baron, I've been able to demonstrate abilities I couldn't when I was merely a mercenary captain.

Going further, what if I became a count and could lead tens of thousands of troops?

I could proudly show the world just how capable I am.

With achievements accomplished solely by my own hands, as always.

Now that my thoughts are organized, I should answer.

"Honestly, Hilde, Lucia, and you are already more than I deserve. So I don't think I'm as desperate to make beautiful women mine as I used to be."

A curious smile appeared on Karin's face.

"Does that mean if a woman as good as us appears, you'd still make a move on her?"

Most protagonists would answer like this:
'Come on, how could I do that?'

But life is unpredictable.

Fate rolls along its own path, and an incredibly wonderful woman could appear out of nowhere.

"I suppose so. But I doubt I'll find a woman as good as you."
"You're so slick. Where did you learn to talk your way out like that?"

It's a skill I naturally developed while trying to maintain good relationships between Karin, Lucia, and Hilde.

But this is sincere.

I've seen many decent women, but there's always something missing.

If they have ability and personality, their appearance might be slightly lacking, or if they have looks, there might be flaws in their character or abilities.

"Who knows? But it's the truth. And being a man, I want to prove how far my abilities can take me."

Karin gave a small smile.

"You haven't changed at all."

She reached out and gently caressed my cheek.

"That's why I fell for you."

Karin lightly pressed her lips against my cheek.

"Now that I've heard your story, I should share mine. The reason I keep fighting is because I enjoy being by your side. Other guys, even Captain Dalten back then, once they reached a certain position, they became busy just maintaining it."

Even in Korea, successful people often talked about maintaining a "hungry spirit."

The idea that even after success, you should always crave more and never forget the hunger that drove you to work hard.

But once you achieve some success, there's an instinct to settle for what you have.

Why? Because while growth gives you a thrilling sense of achievement, the process itself is incredibly painful.

"But you, Martin, you keep trying to climb higher, and it's fascinating to watch. And I fell for you because you fought for me, risking your life."

I nearly died fighting that Expert whose name I can barely remember now.

"So I fight because I want to see how far you'll go, and I want to help you along the way. Lucia and Hilde feel the same."

I almost said:
'How do you know that?'

But thinking about it, the three of them are closer than actual sisters born to the same parents.

It's not strange at all that they would have discussed why they fight.

In fact, it would be more awkward if they hadn't shared such deep thoughts.

"Thank you."
"I do it because I want to. And now I can't imagine a life without you, Martin. Lucia probably feels the same. Especially Hilde—she might be the most intense."

Hilde's love for me is combined with a loyalty that wouldn't hesitate for even 0.1 seconds to jump into hell for her lord.

I know it's foolish to compare the weight of love, but...

While Lucia and Karin prioritize spending time with me, they also enjoy having their own personal lives occasionally.

But Hilde would stay by my side 24 hours a day if I didn't tell her to step back, and she prioritizes me, Martin, above all else.

With love intertwined in that devotion, she often says:
'As long as my lord is happy, that alone makes me happy.'

The weight of her love is almost burdensome, but perhaps because her top priority in life is me?

She strictly maintains a line that doesn't truly burden me.

"That's true."
"If we don't occasionally take her out on days off, she's always either working, staying by your side, or training."

I should set aside a day to force her to rest.

"Others will rest for a few days, but Hilde will wake up at dawn tomorrow and start training."

Obsessive training out of anxiety can ruin a knight.

And hearing this, I know exactly what I need to do.

I need to set Hilde's wavering heart at ease.

"You're crazy, Martin. Hilde is already an Expert at her age, which is incredible. I don't know why she pushes herself to the point of breaking."

Karin worried about Hilde like she was her younger sister.

"I understand. I'll make sure she gets a good rest tomorrow."
"Please do."

And the next morning, as soon as I woke up, I went to find Hilde.

Ch.237 - Hilde's Melancholy (2)
Hilde and I have seen everything there is to see of each other.

However, when we're using separate rooms, we never barge into each other's space without permission.

Why? Not only is it rude to suddenly enter someone else's room, but if I happened to see something Hilde didn't want me to see, it would hurt her feelings.

I went to her room and knocked on the door.

"Hilde, may I come in?"

Her surprised voice came from inside the room.

"M-my lord? Please wait a moment!"

According to Karin, Hilde had been practicing with her spear every day since dawn.

I deliberately came to find her before sunrise, but...

Judging by her voice, which showed no sign of drowsiness, was she already up and preparing to train?

At this point, it's not just training but practically self-torture. It's strange that Karin isn't more concerned.

"Being too diligent in both loyalty and love is becoming a problem."

Just as I muttered those words, I heard a crashing sound from inside the room.

*I'll pretend I didn't hear that.*

After waiting for a few minutes, the door opened.

"Please come in, my lord."

Though she wore no makeup, she had managed to make herself perfectly presentable in that short time, without a single hair out of place.

She was wearing a white dress that I liked—not too thin or revealing, but subtly suggestive.

There was no trace of the days when she used to wear only drab clothes like men, claiming that knights shouldn't dress up.

"Alright."
"Please sit here, my lord."

I sat where Hilde indicated, and she immediately poured me a glass of cold water.

"I came out at dawn because I wanted to talk to you, but I didn't think you'd be up already. Why are you awake so early?"

"Since I have nothing special to do right now, I was planning to focus on training from morning until night."

Her attitude of wanting to train from this early dawn is certainly admirable.

But even machines need coolant, and occasionally need to cool down or stop for maintenance to avoid breaking down.

No matter how strong Hilde's mental fortitude is, if she continues such intense training so soon after returning from war, her mind and body will quickly deteriorate.

My expression naturally soured a bit.

No matter how admirable her mindset is, if she doesn't take care of her body and mind, she might end up like an overworked employee dying from exhaustion...

Hilde could face similar consequences.

"It's good to see you so dedicated to training, but..."

A sigh escaped my lips.

"Why are you pushing yourself so hard? You'll ruin your body that way."

Hilde nibbled on her lips hesitantly before answering.

"I'm anxious about not being helpful enough to you, my lord."

"Hilde, you're always helpful to me. Both as a knight and as a woman."

On the battlefield, she excellently fulfills her role as a charge commander, cutting through enemy lines according to my orders.

Moreover, she's someone who comforts me emotionally when my heart is troubled.

But Hilde bit her lip hard and shook her head.

"You may say that, my lord. But I'm no longer of much help to you."

I thought about refuting her words but stopped myself.

If I wanted to dissuade Hilde from her obsessive training, I needed to hear why she was doing it first.

"When we fought at Villa Hora, you were an Expert swordsman, equal to my level. Back then, I could fulfill my role as your sword. You were strong yourself, but I could also protect you from various dangers."

I've saved Hilde's life countless times, but likewise, Hilde has intervened at just the right moments to save me from deadly situations.

So neither of us might be alive today if one of us hadn't been there.

"I was so happy then. I could be helpful to you, my lord, and I thought I could continue to fulfill my duty as your sword. That's what I believed."

While Karin and Lucia want to be helpful because they love me as a person, Hilde's love could be described as almost unconditional.

Her loyalty was the same.

"So I was happy when you gained more influence as a mercenary captain and earned recognition from nobles. Every time you challenged the impossible and made it possible, as you once promised me, I kept you in my heart. Living this way was my pride."

I could understand Hilde's pride without her having to explain it.

"Like someone reaching for a star shining high in the sky, challenging the impossible to gain honor. Even though you were a mercenary captain, your path was one I admired endlessly. Just being able to walk beside you made me so proud."

Tears were already welling up in her eyes as emotions overwhelmed her.

"Every day I boasted to my father in heaven. 'There's someone who acknowledges me like this,' I told him daily."

Then Hilde began to cry in earnest.

"But at the same time, my heart ached. You've already risen to the lofty realm of mid-level Expert, even high-level Expert in swordsmanship."

Most knights die without ever reaching the Expert level in their lifetime.

The proportion of those who can't break through from Expert to mid-level Expert is also extremely high.

Especially at the high-level Expert stage, even if one were a slave, they could immediately receive the title of baron—that's how incredibly rare it is.

Out of a thousand knights, perhaps one might reach high-level Expert, if that.

That's why from high-level Expert upward, the phrase "lofty realm" is commonly attached.

"Moreover, without anyone's help, you've already obtained a baron's title and achieved great victories. But I've been standing still since I met you at Villa Hora."

Hilde buried her face in my chest and began to cry.

"You always remain by my side, but you already feel so distant. If I were to cross swords with you now, I wouldn't even be a match. I hate that, I'm so afraid of it. It feels like I've become useless to you..."

Upon hearing those words, I stroked her head.

"I understand you want to be helpful to me, but from mid-level Expert onward, it's not about training or practical experience, but about enlightenment. So no amount of forced practice will help you break through."

They say that up to entry-level Expert, one can reach the level through relentless effort, but beyond that, everyone agrees:

More than effort, a moment of enlightenment is the final key to breaking through the wall.

"Hilde, even though you use a spear, which gives you an advantage against sword-wielding knights, you were able to hold your own against a high-level Expert swordsman. Just looking at your skill, you're already more than capable of breaking through."

If Hilde's basic capabilities had been lacking, she would have died within a few exchanges when facing a high-level Expert swordsman.

It's terrifying to think about, but that's the cold reality.

"So don't focus so obsessively on training. If you ruin your body, not only will you fail to break through, but you might never be able to wield a weapon again."

Hilde tried to open her mouth to object to my words, but no rebuttal came out.

It's a common unfortunate accident among swordsmen.

Even in our mercenary company, more than a few men have had to retire after pushing themselves too hard in training.

Then I embraced Hilde and patted her back.

As gently as possible, like a mother comforting a child.

"And I've always seen how hard you work, Hilde. Karin even came to me directly and said, 'Please let her rest.' That's how concerned she is."

Hilde continued to say something, but she was sobbing too much for me to understand her words.

Nevertheless, I could guess what she wanted to say.

"You're always doing well, so don't worry. If you push yourself too hard, not just me but Lucia and Karin will be worried too."

"Yes, my lord..."

"So today—no, for the next three days—don't do anything and just rest. There's nothing to do while we're here anyway, except attend banquets."

Since all the soldiers are on leave and enjoying their vacation...

I can take over all of Hilde's duties without any problems.

"And is there anything you'd like to have? Apart from the rewards from our county, just tell me anything."

I'm prepared to buy her a pure mithril spear if she asks for it.

It would cost nearly 2,000 gold coins, but Hilde's potential value is worth far more than that.

Hilde grabbed my collar and whispered in my ear.

"If it's alright with you, my lord, please give me one of your days. I feel most at ease when I'm with you."

Ch.238 - Hilde's Depression (3)
One of Hilde's soldiers grumbled to a veteran beside him.

"Lady Hilde's training is going to be brutal again today, isn't it?"

The veteran sighed deeply in response.

"Even back in our mercenary days, Hilde's company had the toughest training. Give up, kid. It's easier if you just accept it."

While other units did guerrilla training exercises once a month, Hilde's company did them almost weekly.

Not only that, but every morning included at least a 5km speed run and training so intense that it would shatter the universal soldier's belief that "my military service is the hardest." Despite being recognized as an elite unit since the White Beard Mercenary days, the daily grueling routines made that prestigious reputation feel like cold comfort.

"Someone's going to die from Lady Hilde's training. Isn't she going too far?"

"She does push us to the brink, but no one has died from training in Hilde's company yet. Meanwhile, others die in actual combat because they weren't prepared enough."

The veteran continued, "Besides, Kron, you don't actually dislike the Senior Knight, do you?"

Most soldiers would agree that a good superior officer is one who minimizes training as much as possible. Hilde was the complete opposite.

In normal circumstances, complaints like "that commander isn't human" would be common. Yet surprisingly, not a single soldier under her command disliked her.

"She works us to death in training, but then pays for drinks and even the second round out of her own pocket. She even covers healing costs for those who can't afford the priest's fees. Not only that..."

"She's not like those noble lords who just work us like dogs while running their mouths. She's right there suffering alongside us."

"She really takes care of us, always talking about a knight's duty. I heard she spends half her salary on us."

Usually, when subordinates talk about their superiors behind their backs, it's negative gossip. But Hilde took such good care of her soldiers that even complaints about her harsh training had somehow turned into praise.

"Attention!"

The moment they heard that command, the chatting soldiers snapped to attention and formed ranks.

"Salute Senior Knight Hilde!"

In their mercenary days, a simple attention stance would have sufficed, but since becoming part of the regular army, the proper salute depended on one's rank. Knights only needed to bow their heads slightly, while others had to kneel with one knee on the ground.

Despite how well Hilde treated her soldiers normally, she would enforce endless drill training for even the smallest procedural mistake...

So all hundred or so soldiers under her command executed a perfect salute.

After Hilde returned the salute, everyone carefully observed her head. If she was wearing a red cap, it meant they would face terrible training including guerrilla exercises.

*Please, no guerrilla training right after our leave.*

Fortunately for the soldiers, Hilde wasn't wearing the dreaded red cap.

"Everyone, attention."
"Attention!"

Hilde smiled at her soldiers' sharp response to her command.

She remembered when she served under Baron Custer, where as a woman she could only command conscripted peasants who barely knew how to hold a spear. Now she commanded troops considered elite by any noble house's standards.

Meanwhile, the soldiers trembled in fear, wondering what difficult training awaited them today.

*If not guerrilla training, then drills? Or running?*

Hilde looked around at her soldiers and smiled.

"Did everyone rest well?"
"Yes!"
"After fighting a major war for months and only resting for a few days, I don't want to push you with difficult training."

The soldiers couldn't believe their ears.

It was inconceivable that Hilde, of all people, would reduce their training load.

"Intense training would make you stronger faster, but suddenly doing guerrilla exercises or long-distance runs after resting could lead to injuries."

In reality, soldiers who survived long marches and fierce battles would rarely get injured from such training after just a few days of rest. Their bodies would adapt with minimal warm-up.

"So for the next three days, soldiers will only do morning runs and minimal training to maintain what you've learned so far. Depending on how well you follow my instructions, training could end before lunch."

Hilde recalled what Martin had told her.

While consistent training was important for advancing one's skills, overexertion was absolutely to be avoided. After resting for a few days, Hilde realized she needed to apply this principle more actively to her soldiers as well as herself.

*I've been too impatient until now.*

"Can you handle that?"
"Yes!!!"
"Good. Then soldiers will do minimal training and try to finish before noon. Knights need to maintain their Aura sensitivity, so after the soldiers finish, you'll just do some sparring and then be dismissed."

Even the men who had received knighthood when Martin became a baron were satisfied with this.

"Begin the run! We'll do a light 2km to warm up. Go!"

As promised, Hilde finished the regular training before lunch.

"Good work. Knights need to make sure your combat instincts haven't dulled, so do some light sparring to warm up and then you can go."
"Yes!"

As soon as training ended, the soldiers rushed off as if celebrating their freedom.

As the knights were about to begin sparring with practice weapons...

One knight approached with a practice short spear.

"I look forward to sparring with you, Senior Knight."

Instead of taking it, Hilde gripped the single-headed spear her father had passed down to her.

"I'd like to warm up a bit more before sparring, so please wait a moment."

Hilde then stood before a training dummy, took her stance with the spear, but didn't thrust immediately. As she gathered her Aura to its maximum, she recalled what Martin—no, what her father had once told her.

*"Hilde, do you know what we need to do to travel a long distance?"*

Back then, Hilde had answered:

*"Pack the necessary things for the journey!"*

Her father had patted her head and replied. She now repeated his answer:

"Don't rush to get there quickly. Take steady steps one at a time. That's how you can go far without getting exhausted."

In a marathon, the key isn't to sprint at full speed but to maintain the fastest pace you can sustain for the entire 42km distance.

Similarly, on the path Hilde was walking with Martin...

If she consistently did her best, wouldn't she someday reach a level where she could stand beside Martin as an equal?

With this thought, Hilde summoned all the Aura in her body.

Lost in her intense concentration, she didn't notice the knights gathering around her.

"Is the Senior Knight going crazy? What's with that Aura?"
"Did something good happen with the Baron?"
"She didn't even use this much when fighting for her life on the battlefield!"

A distinct blue Aura was now emanating from Hilde's body.

Just days ago, she had reached what seemed like an insurmountable limit.

The final stage before the enlightenment that warriors above Expert level so desperately sought.

Those who dedicated their lives to wielding swords with Aura couldn't help but stare.

Unaware of the attention, Hilde reflected on the path that Martin—the man she loved and respected most—had walked.

From a wandering knight to a bottom-rung mercenary, then slowly but steadily building his skills and reputation to become a legendary mercenary.

After gaining a baron's title, he was now reaching even higher.

He had always given his all, but never rushed impatiently.

As a knight, Hilde wanted to advance higher and higher to remain by his side.

Because she had already lost her heart and soul to Martin's shining light.

If she couldn't stay by his side, she felt she might go mad.

*To do that, there's no other way than to advance slowly and steadily.*

"Taking one step repeated ten thousand times becomes ten thousand steps. Swinging a sword once repeated ten thousand times becomes ten thousand practices. So what I need to do now is..."

Hilde focused solely on the dummy before her and prepared to thrust her spear.

"Make steady effort without rushing."

When she thrust her spear, a whirlwind began to swirl around the blade.

She didn't notice until after piercing the dummy, but objects behind it were knocked over by the wind...

Cheers erupted around her.

"Lady Hilde has broken through to the next level!"

Kant, Hilde's adjutant and second-in-command, clapped his hands.

"Already at mid-level Expert. That's incredibly fast."

Only then did Hilde realize she had truly advanced to the next level.

She gripped her spear again, assumed the same stance, and summoned her Aura.

The spear blade was enveloped in a whirlwind—the symbol of the mid-level Expert realm she had dreamed of reaching.

That day, Hilde spent her entire month's salary throwing a celebration feast for her soldiers.

Ch.239 - The Battle Of Visby (1)
Even though the banquet and rewards ceremony had ended, we couldn't rest.

Because no matter how much we belonged to the same faction, gathering from our respective territories was never an easy task...

While we were together, we needed to socialize, form alliances, and hold strategy meetings.

*This is truly exhausting.*

Still, once this damned meeting ends, I can return home—or rather, to Cologne Barony—so I just need to endure somehow.

"Now we'll begin the formal meeting. Margrave Estel, please share my strategy with everyone."

Is our Crown Prince not particularly competent?

And if he's around my age, then this strategy is likely one of two things: either crafted by Margrave Estel or someone directly under the Prince, or some strange plan the Prince himself concocted.

I hope it's the former, as the latter would give me a headache.

"The Fourth Prince's territory borders the forces of the First Princess, Second Prince, and Fifth Prince. Among these, His Highness wishes to launch a full-scale attack against the Second Prince's forces, who lost Hanja County."

When playing rock-paper-scissors with forehead flicks as punishment, it's most satisfying to hit the same spot repeatedly. When breaking a stone, you must keep striking where you've already started.

Moreover, in war, where momentum plays a crucial role?

It goes without saying that conquering the Second Prince's forces, who have already suffered a major defeat, would be most advantageous for our side.

"Therefore, Prince Otto intends to completely subjugate the Second Prince's forces by next summer. What does everyone think?"

I absolutely support this opinion.

In games, no one would criticize you for ignoring the weakest opponent to face others.

But in real warfare, when facing multiple enemies, eliminating the weakest first minimizes allied casualties and damage.

Furthermore, if we completely absorb the Second Prince's territory, our faction can escape the disadvantageous position of being a "minor" faction in this civil war.

While everyone was expressing agreement, a young baron with somewhat attention-seeking tendencies spoke up.

"Margrave Estel, may I ask something?"
"What would you like to discuss, Baron Valt?"
"I believe we should attack the First Princess's faction first."

Valt, Valt. What nonsense are you spouting?

Like ghosts floating above the earth without fixed coordinates, always flying around with nothing else to do—what rubbish is this?

It would be best if we could defeat the First Princess, but her faction is the second strongest around us.

However, Estel merely laughed at the fool's words.

"Let's hear Baron Valt's opinion. Why do you think so?"

The young man began talking nonsense.

"The Second Prince's faction has been weakened for a long time since losing Hanja County. Wouldn't it be better to deal with the First Princess's faction first, then expand our power before taking the Second Prince faction's territories?"

It reminds me of Pappenheim.

Yes, this nonsense embodies the "take first, think later" mentality typical of the Japanese Imperial Army.

Estel snorted at him.

"Baron Valt, I cannot accept your proposal. Thanks to Baron Cologne's achievements, we've secured a county and strengthened our position. Additionally, more neutral nobles are joining us, and mercenaries seeking advancement opportunities have bolstered our military power."

Since rumors spread about the capture of Hanja County and the generous rewards that followed, mercenaries have flocked to us, nearly killing us nobles.

This is because we promised them small territories, fields, or money as deferred payment upon victory in the "civil war," so while there's no financial issue...

We must provide them with the minimum necessary food, which is a burden.

As a result, about fifteen hundred mercenaries have settled in our Cologne Barony... significantly increasing our military strength.

The problem is that our opponents are in the same situation.

"However, we're still not that powerful. Moreover, if we attack the First Princess's faction, the Second and Fifth Prince's factions might join forces against us. That would put His Highness the Fourth Prince in a difficult position."

After hearing this, Valt had no choice but to sit down without saying anything more.

Prince Otto quickly stepped forward after Estel settled the atmosphere.

"If anyone has a good strategy, please speak up."

I thought no one would dare step forward after Baron Valt was so openly shut down, but...

"Your Highness, I, Count Frost, think it would be best to lure the Second Prince's forces into our territory and defeat them there."
"Wouldn't that result in our territory being plundered?"
"Yes, but it would minimize our troop casualties."

As Estel was about to intervene, Prince Otto shook his head.

"Count Frost's strategy seems good, but now is not the time to merely repel enemies—we need to push forward. Only then can we claim territory. What's the point of just driving them away?"

If we defeat the enemy here and drive them away, they'll hole up in their castles.

That would only cause losses for our side.

Trying to annihilate the enemy forces without giving them a chance to retreat to their castles is essentially gambling.

*How incompetent a master is Captain Dalten serving?*

While I was feeling disgusted, Count Frost exchanged glances with Estel, smiling despite being criticized.

Count Frost must have volunteered for this difficult task to instill confidence and authority in Otto.

Well, a person of Count rank wouldn't be incompetent, would they? They're not some piglet.

Incompetent fools like Baron Pappenheim are rare exceptions.

I should make my mark in this opportunity too.

"Your Highness, I, Baron Cologne, have a strategy to propose."
"I can trust the baron who brought our faction its first victory."

His Highness seems to be in a good mood, probably because this is his first campaign with favorable conditions for victory.

"Spread rumors that there's a traitor in the Second Prince's faction. The rest should be decided based on how the battle unfolds."

In war, even plans developed over years can collapse within five minutes of battle starting, making it pointless to create elaborate strategies from the beginning, except for basics like supplies.

Seeing that Margrave Estel doesn't object to my words, everyone seems to tacitly agree.

That there's no need to devise an elaborate strategy right now.

"Why specifically spread rumors about a traitor?"
"As Count Frost mentioned, it's necessary to reduce our casualties. An army is strong when everyone moves as one unit—without a chain of command or mutual trust, they're nothing but a disorganized mob, aren't they?"
"That's correct. An army must be unified."

It's important to present the strategy in a way that makes the Prince feel intelligent.

From what I can see, he's not incompetent, but he doesn't possess the qualities of an exceptionally great emperor either.

If I explain things in an unnecessarily complicated way or skip explanations, he won't understand.

"Those of us gathered under Your Highness have united purely under the banners of your character, righteousness, and loyalty. But the Second Prince's faction has gathered solely for profit, haven't they?"

In truth, they're all the same—gathered only for profit.

So if a greater benefit appears before them, they could stab each other in the back at any time.

But just as you shouldn't tell an ugly person they're ugly to their face, there's no need to point out this reality in the current situation.

Otto looked at me with a very pleased expression.

"That's right."

"Those who gather only for profit are always prepared to betray others for greater gain. So let's spread rumors that someone will betray them. Their unity will weaken."

Of course, mere rumors won't produce dramatic visible effects.

However, just planting seeds of doubt so they can't trust each other is enough.

That alone can provide sufficient grounds to disrupt their formation when actual war breaks out.

"Then the enemy will have to waste energy trying to identify the traitor before the war even begins. Additionally, their trust in each other will erode. I also suggest telling the Second Prince faction's nobles that we'll preserve their territories if they surrender."

A statement that's not complicated but promises definite results.

Prince Otto nodded with satisfaction at my words.

"Do as the baron wishes."

Ch.240 - The Battle Of Visby (2)
Margrave Georg of the Second Prince's faction slammed his fist on the desk to express his displeasure.

"I've heard that unsettling rumors have been circulating among us who have united under the noble cause of supporting His Highness the Second Prince as the Empire's Emperor."

No one was foolish enough to respond with an innocent "I've heard about that too." Such a tactless remark would obviously earn them Georg's ire and all manner of humiliation.

However, even among nobles, there were relatively clueless fools.

"Where are these traitors? I assure you there are no such spies in my House Dilt!"

This idiotic statement from the unnecessarily fat Baron Dilt made him look even more like a bumbling fool. Had the situation been worse, such nonsense could have gotten him branded a reactionary and suspected of betrayal.

It was enough to make Margrave Georg think he should teach this tactless fool a lesson someday.

"Are you suggesting that the rest of us nobles, including myself, are idiots for not speaking up like that?!"

Baron Dilt realized he had backed himself into a corner with his statement.

He was in a politically impossible situation. If he agreed, he could lose his head for causing confusion in their ranks according to military law. If he disagreed, he would clearly be branded an idiot.

But between these two bad options, one would definitely cost him his physical head, while the other would only damage his reputation slightly.

Having made his choice, Dilt decided to portray himself as someone whose excessive loyalty had led to a mistake.

"I was rude due to my youthful inability to control my passion. Please forgive me, Your Excellency."

Hearing this, Margrave Georg laughed and patted Dilt's shoulder.

"I understand your feelings. I too want to tear apart those filthy, vile creatures who speak with forked tongues. So I can overlook a young man like you expressing anger toward traitors."

"Thank you! Thank you!"

"Everyone, don't criticize or gossip about this young man. Honestly, don't we all shudder at the mere mention of traitors?"

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Even setting aside ethical and honorable considerations, a single traitor could sometimes cause more damage to one's forces than ten thousand enemy soldiers.

They knew this from studying history or from witnessing firsthand how their fathers or grandfathers had suffered because of mercenaries who betrayed them.

"If Your Excellency says so, we shall comply."

A noble known for reading the atmosphere well made a joke even in this situation.

"Since the young man did misspeak, let's make him buy us drinks after we win this battle."

The Margrave chuckled at this.

"That will settle it. We can't let youth completely excuse mistakes."

After the mood lightened with talk of drinks, the Margrave sighed and looked at the nobles around him.

"Of course, I believe none of us would be cowardly enough to betray our cause as those unsettling rumors suggest. While the Fourth Prince's faction consists of people gathered purely for self-interest, aren't we loyal subjects united under the banner of a better empire and righteous cause?"

Had Martin heard this, he would have mockingly said, "Hey, that's what I said."

But in war, where "when I do it, it's romance; when others do it, it's adultery" was the norm, not a single noble felt any pangs of conscience over such hypocrisy.

"Indeed."

"Ahem, and as we all know, once rumors like this start circulating, they can cause unrest among the soldiers. No, they already are."

The Margrave sighed.

"I hear rumors spreading among the soldiers that some baron is planning to betray us, or some viscount has joined the Fourth Prince's faction. I considered executing those spreading such rumors, but if we start beheading those worthless mercenaries... wouldn't that be admitting our internal affairs are in shambles?"

Just as one shouldn't give attention to madmen, one shouldn't leave room for false rumors and agitation to flare up.

A classic example is when trying to thoroughly suppress baseless rumors, they end up spreading even more among bored soldiers looking for entertainment.

There are also many cases where killing some strange cult leader only turns their nonsense into a religion.

Knowing this, the Margrave and other nobles sighed and agreed.

"So issue stern warnings against spreading these false rumors. Additionally, we must clearly identify the source of these rumors."

Then he added as an afterthought:

"If necessary, pin it on some of the more heinous criminals. They're going to die anyway, aren't they? Rather than giving them a merciful beheading for crimes like rape and murder during peacetime, why not add the crime of spreading false rumors and burn them at the stake? It would help restore our troops' morale—a good thing, wouldn't you say?"

The nobles, who wouldn't hesitate to burn innocent peasant families if necessary, nodded in agreement.

"The criminal would be doing something good before dying."

"There's absolutely nothing wrong with that."

"Even Deus would applaud this as a righteous false accusation."

Margrave Georg began mentally sorting through the heinous criminals in his territory.

Using people who deserved to die anyway in a way that benefited society didn't bother him at all.

"Good, then we shall advance to Visby Plains with our army of 70,000. Rather than randomly inflating our numbers with peasants like last time, it's better to ensure a minimum level of quality. Select male peasants with good physiques in advance."

The difference between someone who has received even a month of proper training and untrained peasants is enormous.

The former will charge forward when ordered, having experienced the whip for disobedience during training, even if it means death. The latter freeze up at the sight of a pike.

Martin would call this the difference between usable meat shields and useless burdens.

"Finally, never doubt each other. I won't either, and don't waste money having the Information Guild thieves investigate each other."

Even saying this might sound like "I don't trust you," but minimizing visible conflict was the best the Margrave could do right now.

"You are all dismissed."

After all the nobles had returned to their positions, the Margrave quietly gestured for one of his direct vassals.

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"I hear you know of a decent Information Guild. Is that correct?"

"They charge quite a bit, but they're very reliable. I commissioned them before my son's wedding to check on his bride-to-be, and..."

Though it was unnecessary information, the Margrave was curious enough to listen.

"They informed me within days that the girl had been involved with some provincial knight. This was information my family's vassals couldn't uncover after months of investigation. She acted chaste on the surface, but... shouldn't both parties be without romantic experience before a political marriage?"

This was important to avoid succession issues.

"Their skills are certainly impressive. Good, have them investigate those men over there. You understand why?"

The vassal smiled wickedly.

"Where there's no fire, there can be no smoke."

"Wise indeed."

**

Meanwhile, Baron Dilt wiped the foolish expression from his face and looked around.

Showing a much more intelligent demeanor than before, he promptly summoned one of his knights.

"The Second Prince's time is nearly up."

The knight nodded at these words.

Since Count Hanja's downfall, over 30 mercenary companies had abandoned this faction, including 10 large companies with more than 300 men each.

The number of mercenaries who had left already reached 6,000, and neutral nobles had cut off communication with them as well.

"The Fourth Prince's faction has offered to preserve our territory if we surrender to them. Do you think it's trustworthy?"

"Their faction isn't that strong. They wouldn't snub a baron like yourself who's willing to switch sides now."

Betrayal and abandonment happen after everything is finished, not while matters remain unresolved.

Usually, at least.

"Send a messenger disguised as a deserter. Tell them House Dilt supports His Highness Otto, the rightful Emperor."

Ch.241 - The Battle Of Visby (3)
Emperor Otto cautiously asked me.

"Baron, doesn't something seem strange?"

A chill ran down my spine the moment I heard those words.

Because while good feelings often turn out wrong, these bad premonitions tend to be accurate.

Like when you skip school and feel you'll get caught, or when you're working and think "this should be fine"—nine times out of ten, problems arise.

Moreover, this was war with thousands or tens of thousands of lives at stake, so even I couldn't help feeling anxious.

But since a commander's uncertainty makes everyone waver, I forced myself to answer nonchalantly.

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

"I heard there's a traitor among the enemy forces. That's why the mercenaries under our command are excited, saying this battle will end easily."

Sometimes a single traitor can be more powerful than a thousand allies.

They might open the gates of a fortress the enemy is defending, or kindly share the enemy's weaknesses with us.

Sometimes these generous acts can instantly reverse the outcome of a war.

Anyone who's made their living by the sword knows this, so it's natural for troops to get excited about news of a "traitor."

"Well, there are rumors that Baron Aizen and Viscount Printz from the enemy side have betrayed them, and everyone believes it... You didn't make this up just to boost morale, did you?"

"Of course it's a lie."

Otto's expression crumpled at my words.

"Wait, you lied to boost the mercenaries' and soldiers' morale? Isn't that going too far?"

"It's half lie, half truth."

"What do you mean by that?"

"We sent some thieves from the information guild to try bribing Baron Aizen and Viscount Printz, but those bastards killed our men on sight. Ruthless fellows, really."

Of course, if someone had approached me with an offer to double my territory in exchange for defecting, I would have reacted the same way.

But war is a game where the winner defines justice, and morality doesn't matter at all.

So I can criticize them for being ruthless without any pangs of conscience.

"The ones who actually betrayed them are Baron Dilt and Viscount Eugen, just those two. Thanks to them, we know their formation and where their weaknesses are."

Since information could be wrong and they might stab us in the back, we deployed spies and information guild thieves to verify everything.

When we cross-checked, everything matched except for minor discrepancies...

Still, they're not people we can easily trust.

Otto looked at me with admiring eyes.

"As expected of you, Captain."

"I'm a baron now."

"My apologies. Still, you're truly impressive. But should I even know about this?"

This is highly classified information known only to the Fourth Prince's direct vassals and a few others involved.

But he's not the type of fool who would go around blabbing about such secrets, so it should be fine.

"If you and I keep our mouths shut, no one will know, Sir Otto."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Now return to your position."

Right after I said that, orders to attack the enemy from the rear echoed throughout the area.

Martin's elite direct forces, trained through countless drills, along with the mercenaries, all began to form their ranks.

Curses and kicks from senior soldiers flew everywhere.

"You brainless piece of shit! Didn't I tell you to go left?"

There was even some borderline abusive hazing, mostly directed at new recruits.

"Hey, didn't I tell you to aim your pike at neck level? But the tip wavered by 5cm? Do you want to die?"

"I-I'm sorry!"

"Make even the slightest mistake again, and I'll call your superior and my subordinate to beat your shins until they break."

Committing such harsh acts in front of high-ranking officials is practically suicidal.

Why? Because to those officials, both low-ranking soldiers and veterans look equally pathetic, and if they're just playing army games among themselves...

It only weakens the combat effectiveness of their unit.

But right now, this kind of discipline ensures that even new recruits will serve as meat shields on the battlefield when faced with magic, arrows, and knights flying around with Aura.

They figure it's better to die quickly in battle than be beaten to death by their seniors.

"All troops of Baron Koln's unit, advance!"

With the marching order, we all moved forward in step.

Becoming part of a massive army of 60,000, letting ourselves be carried by its momentum.

As we got closer to the enemy, the men around me shouted loudly, as if to drive away their fear.

"Damn it, if we win here, we can become nobles too!"

That's exactly what participants in this long, arduous civil war hope for.

To receive a knighthood and change their fate.

"Both Baron Koln and Baron Maurer were mercenaries! So why shouldn't we get knighthoods too?"

This battle is a turning point where the Fourth Prince is personally participating to bring down an entire faction.

So anyone who distinguishes themselves even slightly will probably be showered with lower knighthoods.

No one would be surprised if about 200 lower knights emerged from this.

Add the titles our vassals will distribute, and it could reach 300-400.

I raised my voice to fan the flames of excitement.

"Follow me if you want to change your fate! His Highness will richly reward those who achieve merit!"

Cheers erupted from all around at my words.

"Long live the Fourth Prince!"

"Damn it, let me change my fate too!"

"I'm tired of living like a worm at the bottom!"

With morale at its peak, the archers assigned to our Baron Koln's unit began rushing toward the front.

"Make way!"

As the archers and mages hurried forward, we cleared a path for them to pass through.

They cut through the crowd much faster than I had expected and took their positions.

"Whoever shoots first wins!"

Even in children's fights, the one who lands the first blow usually wins.

This is even more true in ranged combat, where you never know who might get hit.

"Fire! Kill them all, leave no one alive!"

Arrows and spells flew rapidly toward the enemy.

Arrows streaking like pencil lines through the air, red fireballs painting the dark sky crimson.

It's quite a beautiful sight, no matter how many times you see it.

"Good! Keep it up!"

"Hurrah for advancement!"

The new recruits and others participating in the civil war were elated.

I understand their excitement about promotion, but the moment formation breaks, they die immediately.

"Infantry, advance in this formation! Archers and mages, shoot at as many enemies as you can!"

Killing even one more enemy increases our chances of victory.

Maintaining proper formation is the key to victory.

"Keep your wits about you even if the comrade beside you dies! And if the one in front of you falls, quickly fill his position!"

I was watching the battle situation from near the center of our unit.

The sounds of our forces and enemy soldiers dying assaulted my ears.

"Argh!"

"Help me!"

As we continued engaging with the enemy, I heard the soldiers at the vanguard shouting.

"Ten meters between enemy and friendly forces!"

By the time I heard this, Karin and Lucia were already moving toward the center where I was.

"Stay in the center of our unit in case enemies break through from the rear."

"Yes, Baron."

"I've ordered the other archers and mages to position themselves in the middle of the formation too. I won't bother you while you're catching your breath."

It's not a good idea to work those who are resting in the middle.

Because when they try to turn and run, we need to quickly strike them from behind.

If the archers and mages are exhausted at that point, we're at an absolute disadvantage.

"Prepare for close combat! Ready for close combat!"

At my command, the soldiers immediately lowered their spears and aimed them at the enemy.

"Thrust! And we're heading to the vanguard too!"

Once I'm certain the traitor has betrayed them, I'll go wild as well.

To secure a substantial share of the glory, I need to take some risks.

"I, Baron Koln, will lead the vanguard!"

When I was an Expert-intermediate, I wouldn't have dared to say I'd lead from the front.

But once you reach the advanced level or higher, you can not only cut through magic but also exert strength that transcends human—no, all living beings.

In other words, if you move with your allies, you're unlikely to die under normal circumstances.

Besides, the Fourth Prince is watching from behind, isn't he?

"It's time to shine—all forces, charge!"
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With the order to charge, the standard-bearers of our Cologne barony raised their large flags.

"Baron Cologne is leading the vanguard!"

It was a blatant announcement of my presence, and even in a world without guns, this was extremely dangerous.

Why? Because in any era, when a high-ranking officer dies, an army loses control and falls into disarray.

As soon as the enemy soldiers heard the roar of my arrival, they hurriedly pointed their spears at me and began marching forward.

"Kill that damned showoff!"
"Taking the Baron's head alone could change our fortunes!"

When some excited soldiers tried to break formation, the veterans acting as sergeants and officers shouted at them.

"Leave formation and you'll be punished even if you succeed!"
"If you don't want to die, attack together, damn it!"

Those who had been given a clear target that needed immediate killing approached my position relentlessly.

The mercenaries around me who didn't know my capabilities couldn't hide their worried expressions.

"Damn it. What if he gets himself killed?"

If I died here, their promised payment would be severely reduced for failing to protect their superior.

Participating in a civil war meant that one misstep on the battlefield would be difficult to recover from.

If I were the mercenary captain, I would honestly have been extremely perplexed too.

However, as a commander, I fully understood how valuable my life was on this battlefield, and I only stepped forward because I was certain I could win this fight.

If I were to be cut down by the enemy or show any hesitation here, the morale of Baron Cologne's troops would plummet, but my skills were anything but mediocre.

"Long live His Highness, the Fourth Prince Otto!"

I gripped my sword with both hands and released my Aura.

As the intense blue Aura completely enveloped my body, I could feel the stares of the mercenaries behind me.

The mercenaries who knew something about swordplay seemed to recognize my level, showing quite surprised expressions.

"An upper-level Expert? A baron?"
"I heard he rose from being just a mercenary, but an upper-level Expert... at that age..."
"He's a monster, truly."

Now that the troops' morale had risen somewhat, it was time to demonstrate my skills.

"I, Baron Martin von Cologne, will face you myself! Come at me."

The enemy soldiers and our forces began to face each other with long spears pointed at one another.

Death cries started to echo from all around, and both armies' formations moved like waves on water.

"Argh, damn it!"
"Push! Push forward! Fight to the end!"

When an enemy soldier on the other side died, the formations of both sides shifted and interlocked, but neither side showed signs of collapsing yet.

In medieval times, knights would break through the sides of such formations, and whichever side's formation crumbled first would lose...

But in this world where a knight with Aura could exert more power than a horse, knights performed that role from the front.

Now that I'd made my boast, it was time to step forward with my sword.

"Follow me!"

After shouting those words, I threw myself toward the spear formation.

"Block him!"

The spear-wielding soldiers tried desperately to stop me, but it was largely futile.

Even if they aimed dozens of spears at me, they couldn't even scratch my armor.

I had no intention of quietly enduring their pathetic attempts at stabbing me with those worthless wooden sticks.

"Die, damn you!"
"We just need to hold until the knights arrive!"
"Hold on with sheer grit!"

The commanders in the back were shouting something, but would the men right in front of me even hear them?

No, whether they heard it or not, they were probably just saying "I'm fine" to prevent themselves from being consumed by fear.

The more frightened a man is, the more he insists he isn't afraid.

It's like how big dogs rarely bark, but small dogs yap at everything.

"Let's see if you can hold out!"

Before the spear tips aimed at me could even touch my armor, I made a wide turn and cut through the shafts.

Those who had thrust their spears at me maintained serious expressions, seemingly unaware whether my attack had connected or not...

After spinning my body three times to the right and reaching the soldier who had tried to kill me...

They screamed like little girls before I'd even cut them.

"Aaaaargh!"

Since they seemed to be overreacting, I fully liberated them from their fear.

"Kill Baron Cologne! His Majesty will bestow great rewards upon whoever kills him!"

The commanders in the rear were saying something, but why were they sending innocent soldiers to die instead of coming themselves?

The men who had to follow orders must have felt terribly wronged.

As evidence, the soldiers in front of me were just standing there with swords in hand, looking dumbfounded.

"Uh, uaaah."
"Die!"

Just like how getting a shot is scarier before the needle goes in, if you're dragged into this war, you might as well die and find peace.

When I judged that I had penetrated deep enough into enemy lines, I stopped.

The soldiers I had defeated kept their distance, pointing their weapons at me.

"Archers! Archers! Where are they?"

They seemed to be looking for archers or mages, but I could simply cut through any low-level magic with my sword.

Actually, I might even be able to cut through mid-level magic too.

One brave middle-aged soldier drew his sword and charged at me.

"The knights will be here soon!"

Several soldiers under his command rushed at me, but they were no match for me.

In the blink of an eye, before they could even swing their swords once, I slaughtered them all...

"Formation! Maintain formation!"

The soldiers began to slowly back away while keeping their spears pointed at me.

Because of this, an oval-shaped depression formed in the enemy formation.

The defensive power of a spear formation only works when its rectangular shape is maintained.

Once the shape collapses, if I keep striking at it like hammering a stake, the formation will crumble.

"Cologne troops! Follow me now! Crush the enemy!"

As soon as I gave the order, my subordinates changed formation, and men in silver steel armor followed.

These were the elite mercenaries in our unit and former mercenary knights who had been following me for some time.

"Long live Baron Cologne!"
"Kill the enemies!"

As I began to penetrate deeper with my sword, the men behind me followed closely.

Perhaps because the Baron was fighting at the vanguard, even the mercenaries fought much more aggressively than usual.

One mercenary even blocked an enemy's sword with the gauntlet on his right arm and immediately beheaded him.

"Just follow the Baron and we can win!"

Otto, who was following behind me, even showed the remarkable skill of throwing a dagger that hit an enemy's neck.

"Gack."

Even though that guy isn't a knight like Dalten or me, how does he perform such feats in this chaotic battle?

Well, I'm not a hereditary noble either, so I won't criticize his fighting style for being unbecoming of a knight, but that was quite unique.

A knight fighting Otto nearby cursed while swinging his sword.

"Damn it, and you call yourself a knight!"

Hearing that, Otto drew another dagger from his waist and threw it.

The knight deflected the dagger but couldn't possibly avoid the follow-up attack.

"I may be a knight now, but survival is what matters! That's the motto of House Cologne!"

I did say at a drinking party before that surviving was the most important thing.

Karin, who was tipsy, smirked and said it was our family motto, but I didn't expect it to come to this.

Well, the motto itself is quite right...

Regardless, after we win this battle, I'm going to assign Otto to night duty while everyone else drinks.

As I continued cutting down one enemy after another, a young knight rushed toward me at high speed.

"Die! Baron Cologne!"
"What's your name?"
"Why should a dead man care?"

Today's young knights seem to have grown up well.

They don't waste time with chivalric nonsense like asking for names and introducing themselves when fighting with swords.

As a reward, I should send him to paradise quickly by beheading him.

"You're right about that!"

I deliberately broke the knight's sword in half.

Then, in less time than it takes to blink, I precisely cut off his head.

The dead man must have had strong convictions, as even as a headless corpse, he tried to swing his sword.

Despite bleeding profusely, he still tried to fight. He seemed like a promising young man, but having potential doesn't guarantee a long life...

"I and the vanguard will block the front of Duke Chelster. Order Hilde to mobilize half our forces to strike their flank. Then immediately support the other units."
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With half the enemy forces, everyone hurried to follow the order to block the front line.

"Shit, brace yourselves!" shouted a mercenary captain, swinging his sword to urge his men forward.

"Argh, damn it!" One of the mercenaries responded with a battle cry.

My order might seem unreasonable, but it's not necessarily so. This isn't an era where we fight with guns capable of firing dozens of bullets in an instant. In this world of spears and swords, not all troops can engage in battle simultaneously.

So while I'm commanding 2,000 troops, only about 250-300 are actually fighting with weapons right now. That's because when someone dies, their position needs to be filled, among other issues.

But thinking about it another way—if the battle doesn't drag on, 1,000 men can hold off what appears to be around 3,000 enemies.

"Forget about just holding out! We're going to cut them all down!" I shouted while swinging my sword rapidly.

With each swing of my blade, one man—sometimes even two—fell dead.

"Stop that bastard! Stop him!" someone yelled.

Calling me, a Baron, a bastard—clearly someone who doesn't understand the social hierarchy. Ignorance is a sin that deserves swift punishment.

Well, truthfully, I would have killed him even if he had politely addressed me as "Baron."

"Die!" I shouted.

As I cut down one opponent after another who tried to block my path, I finally spotted him—the bold fellow who dared call me, Baron Koln, a bastard. For all his brave talk, he couldn't even hold his spear steady. Look at how the spearhead trembles.

Shouldn't a knight at least pretend to fight bravely if he's going to die anyway? Fighting desperately might even trigger an awakening that could take my head.

"Don't run away, you knight bastard!"

I cut down that pathetic man and sent him straight to Deus. I'm not sure if God exists, but if he does, this man will surely be cursed when he arrives. He was supposedly a commander, yet he abandoned his position and left his subordinates to die.

"I can see a Viscount's flag over there!" a soldier pointed out.

"All forces, follow me!" I commanded.

"All forces" is barely over a thousand men, but saying it this way sounds more romantic.

I fixed my gaze on the Viscount's flag visible ahead and charged forward.

"Viscount, stop right there!"

Since I'm not at a disadvantage, I won't behead him. But if the Viscount is captured, this unit's chain of command will collapse, throwing them into disarray. I'll use that opportunity to kill as many enemy soldiers as possible, reducing their numbers before helping other units gradually break down the Second Prince's entire army.

War is like a domino game—once a unit of thousands collapses, the breakdown begins in earnest. And that role naturally falls to me, the rightful Baron of Koln County.

"You boar of a Baron!" someone shouted.

Knights rushed toward me with their swords drawn. Their determination to protect their Viscount even as their unit faces annihilation is quite—no, extremely—admirable.

"How brave!" I praised their courage before cutting them down.

Some warriors gain insight and reach new heights when fighting with their lives on the line, but none of these men showed such potential. Or perhaps their level was simply too far below mine for them to pose a real challenge?

"I cannot allow the Viscount's head to be taken so easily. I, Fran Macron, will face you myself!"

A foreigner from the Montmartre Empire? Yet he somehow became a knight of the Rheinpfalz Empire.

Flames were rising from his sword.

"Baron Koln, die!" he shouted.

His flame-wrapped blade swung toward me, aiming for my neck with scorching heat, but I didn't find it frightening or threatening like before.

This man is quite skilled—honestly, at this level, he probably rarely encounters opponents of higher caliber than himself. Unfortunately for him, I'm at a higher level.

"You die instead."

I struck his rapidly swinging sword even faster. Proving that my Expert Mid-rank wasn't obtained through chess, my sword neither broke nor flew away. His posture remained steady—commendable—but his blade wavered for an instant.

For a swordsman, the moment your sword tip wavers, it's essentially over. A steady push forward would secure my victory.

"Ugh," he groaned.

He must have realized his disadvantage, but what could he do? Without a miraculous awakening, defeat was inevitable.

After exchanging more than dozens of blows, his stance began to crumble. His knee briefly touched the ground.

"Aaaaargh, die!" he screamed.

His thrust, initially aimed at my neck, suddenly changed trajectory toward my armpit—all in what felt like just 0.2 seconds. Was this his ultimate technique?

"Not bad."

If I had faced someone using this killing technique when I was still at Expert Mid-rank, it would have been extremely dangerous. But now, such attacks aren't particularly threatening. I can simply block it by swinging my sword faster with concentrated Aura.

With a clang, his sword was deflected upward to the left. Following that momentum, I thrust straight at his neck.

"Sh-shi..." he gasped.

Whether by luck or misfortune, I pierced his neck but missed his windpipe.

"Sorry I couldn't hear your last words."

After cutting off his head, I ran to catch the Viscount who was trying to escape. If that bastard got away, he'd come back to fight us again.

"Stop right there!"

I know nobody actually stops when told to.

"Retreat, retreat!" the Viscount kept ordering as he fled.

But in the end, I caught him by the nape of his neck.

"If you were going to run, you should have fled earlier."

This is why being indecisive never works. If he had escaped much earlier, I would have been left staring helplessly after him, but by fleeing so slowly, he got caught.

"I've captured Viscount Chelster! Eliminate the remaining forces, but don't break formation to chase those who flee!"

Countless examples exist of armies being reversed after breaking formation during pursuit. Besides, the war isn't over yet.

"Send a messenger to His Highness the Fourth Prince to inform him that we've annihilated Viscount Chelster's unit and will assist other units. Ask him to send reserve forces!"

War is like a group project. Just as you should help your teammates after finishing your part, once you defeat the enemy in front of you, you should help defeat the remaining enemy units. That's how the enemy collapses like dominoes.

"Yes, sir!"

**

"Your Highness! Your Highness! A request from Baron Koln!"

Otto carefully observed the messenger's expression. A grim face would indicate danger, while a bright one would suggest positive developments. Fortunately, the messenger looked extremely cheerful.

"Speak quickly," Otto replied in a cold voice, hiding his anticipation.

"Baron Koln has defeated Viscount Chelster's unit and captured the Viscount! He requests reserve troops to support him as he moves to assist other units!"

"Is this true?"

"Here is the sword the Viscount was wearing."

Prince Otto's expression brightened immediately upon receiving the sword.

"What does the Margrave think we should do?"

Though the Prince was the commander, he lacked actual military experience, so he asked Estel. However, the Prince's eyes were already sparkling—clearly pressuring Estel to recommend sending reinforcements.

Estel nodded in agreement. "Sending 4,000 men from Viscount Richen's reserve unit should be sufficient."

"Good. Order Viscount Richen to cooperate with Baron Koln immediately. And messenger, come here."

Otto placed two gold coins in the messenger's hand.

"Well done. You may go."

The messenger failed to maintain his composure, but no one blamed him. He had already delivered his message.

"Margrave, I think it's time to send that signal..." Otto said, trailing off slightly.

"I agree. We told our plants in the Second Prince's faction to betray when they see five blue fireballs shot into the sky. I'll send the signal immediately."

"Make haste."
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Five blue fireballs rose into the sky.

As these strange signals, resembling the blue will-o'-wisps often seen near graves, appeared overhead, everyone began to tense up.

"What the hell is that?"

One of Baron Dilt's soldiers asked a veteran beside him with a voice full of concern.

"Shut your mouth! How would I know?"

The veteran snapped back while simultaneously killing an enemy soldier charging toward him.

While everyone was focused on the battle unfolding before them, Baron Dilt alone showed a different kind of anxiety. The time had come for him to make a decision.

Should he betray now, or continue fighting for the Second Prince?

If one were to betray, it should be done swiftly and decisively rather than hesitantly, but when faced with a situation requiring a risky decision, humans are inherently fragile creatures who can't help but hesitate.

Especially when the matter involved not just himself but also his vassals and thousands of soldiers under his command.

Dilt's shoulders felt as heavy as if an elephant were sitting on them.

"What should I do?" Baron Dilt muttered to himself.

Should he stand with the Second Prince's faction, which was currently at a slight disadvantage, and contribute to turning the tide? Or should he join in completely reversing the situation by siding with the Fourth Prince?

As he pondered which choice would more certainly benefit him, his head began to feel like it might explode from the complexity of it all.

"Luther! What's the current situation?"

He decided to ask his subordinate about which way the battle was leaning before making his judgment.

"I can't tell you the exact overall situation, sir, but Viscount Chester's troops have just been annihilated! Judging from what we know so far, the Fourth Prince's faction seems to have the advantage."

The scales in Baron Dilt's heart naturally tipped a bit more toward the Fourth Prince.

If he lost this battle, he would lose not just any chance of advancement, but also his ancestral lands, family, wealth, and vassals.

His heart leaned toward the side with a slightly higher probability of preserving all that.

"Therefore, my lord, you must boldly enter the battle and turn the tide in our favor. Only by making a great contribution can you uphold the honor of your late father."

Hearing those words, Baron Dilt thought of his father.

His father had been somewhat different from the Empire's authoritarian nobles, teaching him to prioritize survival above territory or honor.

Others had mocked his father as petty for this, but Dilt never thought so—rather, he considered him extremely wise and worthy of emulation.

While one shouldn't lose honor or territory, above all, one must survive to continue enjoying life's daily pleasures.

He took pride in his son awakening his Aura, and fortunately, his daughter born from his primary wife had grown to be extremely beautiful, taking after anyone but her mother, giving him hope for future advantages through her.

Though buried in work, he enjoyed a life of alcohol, women, and power.

He had always believed that continuing to enjoy such pleasures was a privilege reserved for survivors.

"Better to live on as a cowardly baron than die offering honorable loyalty."

Only by surviving could he see his only son grow up to become a baron and watch his daughter live a beautiful life after marrying into a good family.

"Lord Martin would surely want you to fight honorably, achieve a great victory, and receive great rewards for advancement! Give me your orders, sir! I, Luther, will lead the vanguard and bring you Count Koln's head."

Dilt sighed at those words.

His father had brought in this knight's son, who showed promise from a young age, and raised him until he reached the beginner level of Expert at a young age.

Being exceptionally diligent, Luther had served him devotedly since childhood, so Dilt made him a personal knight and took good care of him.

But Dilt was certain that Luther, as a beginner-level Expert, had absolutely no way to take Koln's head.

Moreover, the true family motto of the Dilt barony was "Survive in any situation rather than risk glorious death without fear."

"Don't talk nonsense. I'm not in danger, and how could you, an entry-level Expert, possibly kill that mad wolf?"

Dilt mercilessly shattered the knight's romantic dreams.

"Don't do anything so dangerous. Aren't you supposed to marry my sister soon?"

"Yes, my lord."

Though called his sister, she was actually the late Baron Dilt's concubine's daughter, just turning twenty.

However, she was very sociable and showed no interest in power struggles, so Dilt genuinely loved her.

"Do you want to make her a widow? Are you going to die before your wedding night after spending until age twenty-five swinging a sword just to barely break through to Expert? You fool!"

Only the head of a noble family that had prioritized survival over honor for over two hundred years could speak like this.

"Unless your family's life is in immediate danger, don't rush into battles where you might die needlessly. Honor is only honor if you're alive to enjoy it."

Luther was so moved by these words that his eyes reddened.

Dilt then seriously began to reconsider what he should do in this situation.

The current battle situation favored the Fourth Prince's faction, and it seemed difficult to reverse this trend.

Therefore, regardless of his choice, the Fourth Prince would likely win.

If the Dilt barony was to survive, they needed to escape from the doomed Second Prince's faction and side with the stronger party.

And if he hesitated any longer, he might lose even the opportunity to switch sides.

Baron Dilt made the decision of his lifetime.

"Better to survive like a dog than die with honor. But if I'm going to abandon honor, I should at least gain something concrete in return."

Baron Dilt spoke in a voice just loud enough for Luther to hear.

"Luther, we must survive first. And what loyalty do we really owe the Second Prince? We only pledged allegiance because we were swept along with the surrounding nobles."

Dilt tried to rationalize his betrayal by convincing his closest vassal.

Then he gestured for a messenger to come.

"Messenger! Contact all mercenary units attached to Baron Dilt's forces! All troops are to turn their blades and engage the nobles belonging to the Second Prince's faction!"

Luther and others' eyes widened in shock.

To commit betrayal in the middle of battle—it seemed as unbelievable as a dead uncle jumping out of his coffin.

But Dilt had no intention of retracting his order.

"I, Baron Dilt, have made prior arrangements! Anyone who disobeys will be beheaded according to military law! Hurry!"

When Dilt shouted this, they completely abandoned any thought of disobedience and had no choice but to comply.

Though the order to betray came suddenly, disobedience would mean immediate execution.

"Shit, change formation now!"

The mercenary captains and knights hurriedly ordered.

"What the hell is going on?"
"They were our allies just a moment ago!"
"Follow orders if you don't want to die!"

The soldiers under them followed orders reluctantly despite their bewilderment.

In an instant, Baron Dilt had switched from the Second Prince's faction to the Fourth Prince's faction.

It was the kind of battlefield betrayal that no nobleman should ever commit, but he felt no guilt whatsoever.

After all, Dilt had never received anything from the Second Prince and never felt he owed him any gratitude.

For someone like him, filled only with the desire to protect his life, family, vassals, and property, honor was something he could throw to a passing dog if necessary.

"Luther! How long are you going to remain a low-ranking knight? I don't care about anything else—just bring me two knights' heads! I'll make you a mid-ranking knight even if I have to give you part of my direct territory!"

Dilt slapped Luther's back hard as he shouted.

"Yes, sir!"

Luther answered vigorously and rushed out.

Then Baron Dilt's troops lowered the flag symbolizing the Second Prince's side and raised the flag of the Fourth Prince instead.

"This is survival-driven betrayal. But history will record me, Dilt, as an honorable traitor who sided with the victors in the civil war."

Unless one fights with exceptional honor, the defeated are recorded as fools, but those who side with the victors are generally recorded as honorable.

"I must survive at all costs and become an honorable traitor."

**

This news was immediately delivered to the Second Prince.

"Report! Baron Dilt and Viscount Oigen have betrayed us! Our battle lines are collapsing!"

A messenger rushed to deliver this shocking report to the prince.

"Baron Allen's troops are being jointly attacked by enemy forces including Baron Dilt's men and are on the verge of annihilation!"

Another messenger delivered even more shocking news.

The Second Prince felt a tightening in his neck.

"Send the reserves to block them!"

He issued the orders he had to give.

He had judged that sending the reserves would be sufficient to hold the line, so he held onto hope that the situation could still be resolved...

But this war was cruel to him.

"Report! Baron Brussels' troops have been destroyed! Our right flank is collapsing!!!"

Hearing this, the Second Prince removed his helmet and threw it to the ground.

"Fuck!!!"

It was the cry of a man who anyone could see had been utterly screwed.
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"Baron Koeln, what will you do now? We've defeated the enemy viscount, so wouldn't it be fine to withdraw now?"

We had successfully repelled over 4,000 enemy troops with just under 2,000 soldiers under our command.

Moreover, we had captured their commander, the viscount. This was more than enough of an accomplishment.

No one would blame us if we pulled back now to rest.

I could say that with absolute confidence.

Since joining the White Beard Mercenaries, I've always followed one principle.

The golden rule of never retreating when there's an opportunity to achieve merit! I can't break that...

"Send back only the wounded and those too exhausted to fight! Everyone else continues the battle!"

Reinforcements were hurrying to assist our unit from behind, while the enemies ahead were scattering and fleeing like a disorganized mob.

An enemy recruit on the opposite side lamented loudly.

"Shit! Our forces keep retreating!"

Hearing this, a veteran enemy soldier quickly found the one making noise and beheaded him.

Judging by how cleanly he cut through the man's neck with his sword, he must know how to use Aura.

Otherwise, it would be nearly impossible to sever a human neck with its thick spine in one stroke.

"Forgot the order to behead anyone who speaks of defeat? Hold on with pure grit, you bastards!"

It was good that he killed the one trying to lower morale.

Fear spreads to everyone around the moment someone speaks of being afraid, so it's right to kill those who try to spread it as quickly as possible.

However, if a commander shows excessive agitation at such times...? Everyone will think:

Seeing our commander act like that, we really must be screwed.

Then, rather than stopping fear, it only spreads it further.

Why? Because fear is an emotion that spreads faster than rumors traveling a thousand miles when just one person shows signs of being afraid.

"Change formation! Archers and mages to the front!"

While they're in disarray, we should show them just how terrifying we can be.

That's proper etiquette in war.

"Archers, forget the arcing shots! Direct fire at those directly in front! Mow down the front row!"

Arcing shots that cover a wider area could take out more enemies at once than targeting just the front row.

However, from the perspective of those being attacked, seeing an entire front line wiped out at once has a greater psychological impact than watching scattered comrades fall with screams here and there.

It's like how we hesitate to spend 200,000 won on an expensive meal thinking it's a huge expense, but 'mistakenly' think it's not a big deal to spend 500,000 won buying various 10,000 won items online.

As the arrows flew, the soldiers in the first row facing us collapsed one after another.

"Argh!"
"Damn, shi—"

It was quite a spectacle to see 60-70 men out of about a hundred in that row fall, either suffering from wounds or dying.

If it's a spectacle to me, it must be a hellish sight for those on the receiving end.

Of course, I have no intention whatsoever of stopping here, as someone who lives by the principle of hitting twice where I've already struck once, even in a game of rock-paper-scissors with forehead flicks.

"Mages, follow up with attacks! Keep firing until ordered otherwise!"

Iron must be struck while hot, and a weakened enemy unit must be relentlessly pounded when vulnerable to inflict total or near-total destruction.

This is something that should be underlined and memorized as a crucial point.

Lucia, sensing this was a great opportunity, was emitting such powerful mana that it was visible even from quite a distance.

While my Aura spreads like fog when I release it, her mana gives the impression of a blue light.

"Fire that reduces everything to ashes, turn all enemies before me into cinders."

Is this advanced magic?

No, I remember that when someone used advanced magic before, mana would burst forth like a geyser erupting.

This isn't quite advanced magic, but rather a display of Lucia's increased magical capacity compared to before.

"Incinerate."

With those words, a fiercely burning pillar of fire appeared in the direction her staff pointed.

"Aah!"

The attack covered such a wide area that dozens of enemies were burned at once, but the flames were so intense that they all died after a single scream.

In the blink of an eye, they had all turned to ash.

Otto, who was nearby, couldn't hide his surprise as he said:

"What the hell are mages anyway?"

I'm genuinely curious myself.

It's only intermediate magic, yet it turned dozens of people into ashes without a trace so quickly.

If she were to use advanced magic, wouldn't she easily wipe out about a hundred people at once?

And Sword Masters can supposedly cut through such magic with ease?

Screams rose from among the enemy forces.

"Shit! How is that even possible?"

A mercenary responded:

"The Second Prince is screwed anyway, so why don't we just run?"

Then several small mercenary companies openly fled the battlefield.

Those who left survived, while those who remained received a shower of hot fireballs from our mages.

"Aaaagh, damn it!"

As soldiers at the front died like cheese being grated, I could see the morale of another unit across from us completely collapse.

Then knights stepped to the front line and began swinging their swords.

Their targets were those who were either fleeing or trembling with fear and had the misfortune to be caught.

"Do you think you'll live if you flee from here? You'll die by my sword before you can escape."

A knight who seemed more experienced killed his subordinate soldiers with his sword while saying:

"How will you face your hometown if you run away?"

When I lived in Korea, I didn't need to know who lived next door, but in this world, serfs whose relationships with neighbors sour find their very survival at risk.

Without help with farming, they can't harvest all their crops, and on top of various disadvantages and excessive taxes...

The small-community nature of rural areas is exploited to rob them of their property, and it's not uncommon for evil neighbors to sell them and their families into slavery.

Those who flee the battlefield may return alive, but their fate will certainly not be good.

So threatening them with a life more terrifying than death is quite an effective tactic.

From my position, I needed to stop that knight quickly.

I immediately led my elite troops near the archers at the front.

"Senior Karin, take your skilled people and kill those knights making a scene over there."

Dead men tell no tales.

Naturally, they can't forcibly maintain the morale of subordinates whose spirits are plummeting to the depths of hell.

Karin heard my words and raised the corner of her mouth in a smirk.

"Leave it to me."

Then she ordered her archers:

"Those confident in their skills, snipe those knights!"

After saying that, Karin pulled her bowstring without any hesitation.

In the blink of an eye after she released the string, the knight she had targeted clutched his throat and staggered.

With his throat pierced, he couldn't even utter a final cry before falling to his knees and quietly meeting his death.

So the soldiers around him mourned his death instead.

"Shit, the knight died from just one arrow!"
"Run! Damn it! If one person runs, they can't survive in the village, but if we all run, there's no problem!"
"Waaah, Mom!"

Wait, is that mourning?

It seems more like they're happy that the one preventing them from fleeing is dead.

I don't usually think this way, but in war, others' misfortune is my fortune, so I suppose it's acceptable.

"My skills are pretty good, aren't they?"
"No one but you, Senior."
"There's also Hilde and Lucia besides me. You're annoyingly good with words!"

I immediately waved my hand to order the trumpet blown.

"Although we received strange deployment orders and couldn't capture the Second Prince, we will capture the commander of this army's right wing! Prepare to charge!"

I didn't give any specific instructions, but Lucia, Karin, and the other ranged fighters quickly pulled back.

Soldiers with weapons for close combat like swords and maces gathered behind me.

I didn't look back, but judging from their rough breathing, they seemed quite tired.

Still, it's a level they can endure with willpower...

"I won't ask you to pledge loyalty to the Fourth Prince."

Honestly, my own loyalty to the Fourth Prince is purely to gain territory.

It would be unconscionable to talk about loyalty here.

"Fight to the end! Prove your worth and change your fate. Let's all get rich for once! All forces, charge!"

Ch.246 - The Battle Of Visby (8)
The enemies saw me step forward and reluctantly aimed their weapons at me, desperate to survive.

"Shit, fight if you don't want to die!"

Perhaps it was because they were covered in oil and about to catch fire, but they quickly regained their senses and prepared to fight.

I had to admire their stance, still willing to move even when facing death.

How kind of them to die willingly so we could earn our achievements...

"Kill them! If we break through these bastards, we can capture Baron Hauzen, the right-wing commander of the Second Prince's army!"

True, after breaking through these panicking fools, we'd have to face Baron Hauzen's direct unit of thousands. But there was no need to dampen my men's morale with such deflating talk right now.

My soldiers responded enthusiastically.

"Shit, let's kill them all!"

Hearing their response, I quickened my pace and charged toward the enemy.

"Move aside or die!"

Though my body was quite exhausted from the long battle we'd fought, the opportunity before us was too sweet to pass up.

As if to prove it, the enemies before me were just trembling, unable to form a proper formation.

If I hesitated now, I wouldn't be a mercenary—no, I wouldn't be human.

Leading from the front, I swung my sword, slicing an enemy soldier's neck as I continued to push forward.

Behind me, my soldiers followed, shouting like madmen.

"Follow the Baron!"

Usually when attacked like this, a fighting force would gather together and try to resist somehow, but these guys scattered in all directions like dandelion seeds blown in the wind.

They dispersed and deserted.

"Shit, it's all over!"
"Run away, damn it!"

If they had been on my side, I would have done everything to prevent them from fleeing, but since these runners were my enemies, I had no obligation to make them stay and be soldiers.

No, the farther they ran, the better.

It meant fewer people I had to kill.

"Don't waste time cutting down those who are fleeing!"

Retreating soldiers might rejoin the Second Prince's forces, but deserters would only lose their heads if they returned anyway.

Those who ran away would never point their spears at us again until this war ended.

There was no need to waste energy fighting them with swords.

In fact, I should encourage them to flee well.

I took a deep breath and shouted loudly.

"I'll spare those who drop their weapons and run!"

I would spare the common soldiers, but not the mercenary captains or anyone worth something.

We were risking our lives to make a good living, so we needed to collect anything valuable, by rake or whatever means.

When I said this, the men behind me shouted loudly.

"Don't worry about those nobodies! Killing them won't even make money!"
"Shit, just follow the Baron's back!"
"If you fall behind, you're done for!"

These weren't even men originally from the White Beard Mercenary Company, yet they were already following my orders so well.

This must be because they trusted me as a person, right?

It seems I made the right choice fighting at the very front despite the risks.

As my men quickly followed, the unit blocking us scattered instantly.

Then everyone around shouted loudly.

"We can see Baron Hauzen's banners! It's Baron Hauzen's direct regular army!"

**

Baron Hauzen nervously chewed his fingernails as he expressed his anxiety.

"Damn it, damn it!! Reinforcements!! Does His Highness the Second Prince have no intention of sending us reinforcements? That perverted woman-obsessed bastard!"

No one reacted to his outburst, which was evidence of how unfavorable the situation was for Baron Hauzen.

The Baron pointed his sword forward and lost his temper.

"I sent out the reserves, so why aren't there any results?!"

There's a saying that even capable people lose their judgment and become incompetent when cornered.

That maxim was being applied directly to the Baron now.

While the Baron was losing his temper, a messenger hurriedly ran toward him.

"Baron, I have a report! Baron Dinger has beheaded two enemy mercenary captains."

Despite delivering what should have been welcome news like rain during a drought, the messenger's face was dark.

The Baron could tell he needed to prepare himself mentally.

*I wish they'd only deliver good news. Why!*

Yet, even though people know messengers aren't at fault, they still tend to explode with anger at those who bring bad news. Baron Hauzen was no exception as he ground his teeth, unable to calm his rising anger.

"R-report."
"Baron Dinger is barely holding on while being attacked by two enemy barons! He may fall in battle soon. Please send reinforcements."

The Baron felt dazed, as if struck by a hammer, upon hearing this.

His own forces were already on the verge of collapse...

If Baron Dinger, whom he had been counting on, was also annihilated, he would be finished.

Given the situation, he began to seriously consider his options.

If they lost this battle, the House of Hauzen would be finished anyway.

*Should I flee to Medica with all my family's wealth?*

Such thoughts continued to torment him.

Honestly, while honor might be more important than life for nobles, if one was about to lose both honor and life...

Wouldn't it be better to at least save one's life and money to avoid the worst outcome?

"Report, sir!"

Baron Hauzen turned toward the voice and frowned at the messenger.

The messenger was wearing armor covered in dirt, dust, and blood, and his face was almost completely drained of color.

In other words, he had come all this way while severely wounded.

"What is it?"
"The Yellow Boar Mercenary Company has scattered. They've all fled. Baron Koeln's forces are charging rapidly toward your main camp."

Hauzen couldn't believe his ears.

Baron Koeln's forces were supposed to be the farthest from the center of the right wing where he was positioned. He had received that report not long ago.

What method had they used to be charging here now?

But as they say, reality is always colder and more brutal than we imagine...

"Aaaagh, shit!"

After letting out a scream, the Baron sighed and said:

"We can't send reinforcements! Retreat! Our house is ruined! Ruined, damn it!"

If they lost this battle, the Second Prince's faction would collapse anyway, and his house, which had joined that faction, would be literally ruined.

To salvage even a fraction of his assets, he needed to flee quickly.

"We must hurry if we want to save even minimal assets to distribute to our vassals' families! Sound the retreat!"

With his house facing ruin, there was no need to side with that garbage—no, that fool—the Second Prince who was only obsessed with women.

The Baron needed to somehow protect the minimal foundation for his vassals to survive, and secure a lifeline for himself to live in exile in the Medica Republic.

Thanks to the Baron's quick decision, the right wing collapsed completely in an instant.

The mercenary companies and even the knights assigned to the right wing were dumbfounded.

"We're defeated? But we're only being pushed back a little!"

Those words were nothing but the delusions of losers who couldn't accept reality.

As the Baron had guessed, the right wing was already surrounded on three sides by nobles belonging to the Fourth Prince's faction and was being eaten away with absolutely no chance of victory.

Those quick to face reality began running for their own survival.

"I need to survive at least!"

As everyone scattered like an explosion, the Baron heard the voice he least wanted to hear right now.

"Where do you think you're running, Baron in charge of the right wing?!"

Martin didn't deny that the Baron's judgment was the most realistic.

However, believing that a baron responsible for a defeat should not be allowed to escape...

Martin was genuinely angry.

"I'll just take your head and be done with it! Offer your neck now, and I'll spare your wife and children!"

Of course, he would still take their property.

All these words were a strategy to bring glory to the Fourth Prince's face.

But the Baron didn't answer and quickly mounted his horse.

Without looking back, he began to gallop.

"Hya! Hya!"

As the Baron spurred his horse, it began to run quickly.

However, Martin, who had reached the upper level of Expert, could sprint faster than a horse at full gallop.

"Stop right there!"

100 meters, 50 meters, 30 meters, 10 meters, 5 meters....

The Baron, seeing Martin chasing him at an insane speed, spurred his horse while almost wailing.

"Aaaaargh!"

But in the end, he couldn't escape Martin and met his death.

Martin held up his head and shouted.

"I have beheaded Baron Hauzen, the right-wing commander! The Koeln unit will return now!"

On this day, the Second Prince lost 60% of his forces.

25% of his troops died in battle, and 35% deserted or failed to return.

It was the day that marked the end of the Second Prince's faction.

Ch.247 - Aftermath (1)
After our victory in battle, we signed a peace treaty with the nobles of the Second Prince's faction, allowing them to go into exile with minimal possessions.

In exchange, they surrendered all their territories and castles to us.

Now we're gathered in the square of Pilsen Castle, the Second Prince's stronghold, waiting for the upcoming event.

"I was told to dress neatly, so I thought this would be a formal occasion, but it doesn't seem quite like that?"

The entire army is here, and even Lord Otto, the future emperor, is watching from the place of honor...

But this gathering includes not just nobles and knights, but people from all walks of life.

Beggars, serfs, citizens of Pilsen Castle, prostitutes, mercenaries, soldiers, and more.

For a grand feast attended by the Fourth Prince himself, the attendees' attire seems rather improper.

Still, as core members of this faction, my knights and I should dress presentably to help maintain Otto's dignity.

"You've been an upper knight for how long and still can't read the mood among nobles? Other families even brought their huge war banners. Haven't you heard what spectacle is about to happen here?"

As Otto was about to answer, a merchant appeared carrying a tray loaded with roasted pork forelegs.

Damn, I was trying to maintain some dignity, and now this.

"Noble lords, this is the most delicious roasted pork foreleg in all of Pilsen Castle! Would you like one?"

Since we'll soon be drinking ourselves senseless anyway, I might as well order generously.

I smiled at him and said, "In an hour, bring all the pork forelegs you have, fully roasted."

The merchant's face lit up with a bright smile.

"Our master prepared quite a lot of pork forelegs, and if we cook them all, it would be about 200kg. Are you sure that's all right, my lord?"

At those words, Otto called out in a playful voice:

"You there! Do you know who this is?"

He wasn't trying to intimidate the merchant with unnecessary authority, just teasing him a bit.

Otherwise, he wouldn't be grinning like that.

With exaggerated gestures, he pointed at me and said:

"This is Baron Martin von Köln, lord of the Köln Barony! Are you suggesting the Baron would lie?"

The merchant trembled and bowed his head.

There were too many people around for him to kneel and beg, but he looked ready to prostrate himself on the ground if there had been space.

"I apologize, Baron. Please forgive this humble one for not recognizing you. How would you like to handle payment?"
"Come to the Köln family camp anytime tomorrow. I'll leave instructions."
"Thank you!"

Having sold over 200kg of pork forelegs at inflated festival prices, that fellow would make quite a profit.

But he should also pay a price for Otto's teasing...

I took a gold coin from my pocket and pressed it into the merchant's hand.

"This is a special gift because I'm in a good mood today. Now go, the festival will begin soon."

Though I called it a festival, this isn't the kind of cheerful, exciting celebration that everyone can enjoy.

If Karin or any of my other wives had been pregnant, I wouldn't have allowed them to attend. Something horrific was about to happen.

From the left corner of the square came the sound of trumpets and drums, accompanied by well-dressed knights escorting a prisoner.

Everyone in attendance roared with loud cheers.

"Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!"
"Woooo, fall into hell!"
"That damned traitor deserves to die!"

And the Second Prince was being dragged along by knights amid these insults.

Yet there was a certain royal dignity in how he silently allowed himself to be dragged.

Some might ask what dignity there is in being dragged away, but 99% of the mercenaries I've executed for breaking military discipline would be trembling and wailing hysterically when taken to the execution block.

To suppress that with a sense of honor—truly, the royal family is impressive.

"The criminal, ascend the platform!"

The Second Prince was dragged onto the platform by the knights.

Once on the platform, looking at the execution block, his face suddenly contorted and he began trembling violently, like someone who had never experienced "war" firsthand.

Not that trembling or not would save his life at this point...

"Why is a prince trembling like that! Just die!"

As soon as these words were spoken, the knights naturally stepped back three paces, as if it had been planned.

As they retreated, all manner of things flew toward the prince.

Rotten eggs, sour tomatoes, stones, wilted vegetables, clumps of mud, and more...

Everything people could get their hands on was thrown at him.

"Die, die!"
"My innocent son died because of this traitor bastard!"
"A prince starting a war!"

The civil war was started by this country's nobles and everyone who tried to become emperor during the chaos.

But for these people, what matters most is having someone to blame for their lost loved ones, entertainment, and the opportunity to insult royalty they normally wouldn't dare look at.

The Second Prince finally broke down in tears, crying out in pain.

"That bastard's crying! Throw more!"

Seeing this, Otto looked at me and asked:

"We shouldn't throw anything, right? Couldn't we end up like that if we're unlucky?"

I never intended to throw anything anyway.

The nobles visible here and there had only set the stage but weren't hurling insults either.

Besides, we had no personal grudge against him.

"Why bother throwing anything? By the way, His Highness the Fourth Prince has quite the personality. He'll make a fine emperor someday."

What's most necessary to become emperor is a broken moral compass.

You need a twisted character to stab others in the back in truly unpredictable ways.

A knight above raised his voice to calm the crowd.

"Enough! The execution will now proceed. Force the criminal to kneel."

With those words, the knights beside the prince forced him to kneel and placed his head on a wooden block.

At the same time, the Margrave supervising the execution proclaimed loudly:

"I, Rudolf von Estel, Margrave, will read the verdict on behalf of His Highness the Fourth Prince."

Everyone fell silent at his words.

Even though this was a festival, they all knew better than to speak out of turn.

"The Fourth Prince of the Empire, Otto von Rheinpfalz, declares: The Second Prince, my brother Franz, despite the Empire being in crisis, incited nobles to rebellion, seeking to make himself Emperor. This crime cannot be forgiven, even though he is of royal blood and my own brother!"

That applies to our Fourth Prince too, such a hypocrite...

"Therefore, I, as the Fourth Prince of the Empire, with tears in my eyes, must severely punish Franz von Rheinpfalz to restore order and discipline. Furthermore, I will save the Empire from the chaos into which it has fallen."

Even a three-year-old child would know that the Fourth Prince intends to devour the chaotic Empire himself.

Still, if he wins completely, the civil war in the Rheinpfalz Empire will end, which the common people would welcome.

And if I continue to perform well, I should easily receive a Count's title.

If he doesn't want to be taken advantage of by his founding contributors, he'll have to do that much.

"However, his family has not committed crimes deserving death, so as a final mercy to a member of the imperial family, I will spare their lives. Franz's wife, concubines, and daughters will be sent to a convent, and his sons will be sent to a monastery to serve Deus."

The monastery where the beheaded royal family member's sons will go will be in some truly remote corner.

Such places are famous for lives harder than those of serfs, whether for nuns or monks. It might be kinder to kill them cleanly.

Ah, I too could end up like this if I make a mistake, so I must do whatever it takes to win this civil war.

"Carry out the execution."

At those words, two knights crossed their swords in the shape of a cross.

It has no real meaning—just something done to look impressive.

As if to prove this, Aura emanated faintly from the bodies of those two knights.

"Does the condemned have any last words?"

This is typically offered to allow the condemned to send final messages to their family.

As soon as the Second Prince heard this, he shouted at the top of his lungs, as if he had thrown away all royal dignity:

"Otto! Please spare me! Aren't we brothers born from the same womb?! Would our late father want brothers to fight each other in bloody battles? For the sake of our shared childhood, please spare me!"

In dramas or movies, Otto would typically respond to such words by telling him to stop talking nonsense...

But perhaps intending to make him more miserable, no response came.

"Just spare me! If you spare my life, I'll do anything you ask!!"

Hearing this, some people below couldn't hold back their laughter and muttered things.

They seemed to be mocking him.

Estel, thinking this had gone on long enough, declared in a loud voice:

"Proceed with the execution."

With those words, the Second Prince's head fell from his shoulders.

Seeing the severed head, Estel recited the customary phrase spoken after executions:

"The body to the earth, the soul to Deus's embrace. Your sins have been forgiven by Deus."

With this, we had perfectly acquired the Second Prince faction's territory and people.

Ch.248 - Aftermath (2)
I had expected him to feel at least some guilt over his brother's death, but there wasn't the slightest trace of unease in Emperor Otto.

His face was full of smiles, and his shoulders and chest were held high with pride.

Civil war may be about killing each other to survive, but seeing family members with shared blood acting like this made me sick to my stomach.

"Ah, Baron Koln."
"Yes, Your Highness."

Otto patted my shoulder and gave me a meaningful smile.

"Your performance was truly impressive once again. I never imagined you would contribute so greatly to breaking the right flank and capturing Count Hauzen."

If I said it was just luck, His Highness would feel offended. But if I claimed I was amazing, he'd also be offended, making things troublesome...

In the end, all I could do was praise Emperor Otto himself.

"It was only possible because Your Highness placed each of us nobles in the right positions and trusted us. Without that, I wouldn't have had the opportunity to perform well."

The Fourth Prince, having received his desired answer, grinned widely.

"Is that so? Thank you for saying that. However, all of this was only possible because of excellent vassals like yourself."

The prince then walked around, stopping at each noble seated in the hall to praise their individual achievements.

Since he offered praise, they responded with even more excessive adulation of the prince.

Even as a mercenary captain, I had to consider politics when making moves, but here, without exaggeration, every breath you take has political implications.

"A hero like Your Highness deserves beautiful women."
"Hmm. Is that so?"
"As it happens, my daughter has admired you for quite some time."

Look at that. He's saying things so shameless even a dog wouldn't fall for them.

After exchanging such flattery for quite some time, Otto finally took his seat at the head of the table.

"You've all worked hard to eliminate Franz, the Second Prince who led the rebels. Thanks to you, the disorder in our empire caused by civil war has been somewhat rectified."

Everyone, including myself, stood up and bowed our heads in respect.

Then Margrave Estel led us in a cheer.

"Long live the Rheinpfalz Empire! Long live Fourth Prince Otto!"

Otto, having clearly practiced this moment countless times, extended his hand with great dignity to quiet our cheers.

"All of this is due to your merit. As your sovereign, I shall properly reward those who have punished these wicked individuals."

At those words, I swallowed.

Honestly, all the nobles who participated in the civil war might not say it out loud or show it openly...

But they all want rewards to improve their fortunes—ah, I was the only one here whose fortune wasn't already made.

They all joined the war with the intention of expanding their family wealth, territory, and influence.

"However, before that, I shall announce how to deal with those who abandoned the traitors and came to find their rightful ruler. Baron Dilt and Viscount Printz have committed grave sins by serving traitors. Ordinarily, they should be beheaded to atone for their crimes."

After saying this, he smirked and continued.

"However, the situation is still urgent, and I don't think it's right to punish those who recognized their grave mistake and returned to us. So I won't behead them or penalize them, but these two must fight with their lives to wash away their dishonor."

He couldn't punish those who had declared their support for our side long before the battle and stabbed the enemy in the back at the right moment.

Rather, keeping them on our side and giving them a "new opportunity" might encourage other loyal subjects to betray the royals they currently serve...

Well, traitors are still traitors, so he has to at least pretend to scold them harshly to save face.

"A wise decision!"
"Those two and others who made the wrong choice will now serve Your Highness, the rightful ruler!"
"Such generosity! You will be a great ruler!"

It's almost cute how well they flatter despite not being nobles.

And the Fourth Prince receiving this adulation—oh my, look at his expression.

His shoulders and nose have risen as high as Mount Baekdu.

At this rate, I don't know about his shoulders, but his nose might break like Pinocchio's.

Our prince opened a document and began reading the list of rewards in a resonant voice.

"Hmm, to Margrave Estel, I grant Hauzen County. And to Count Frost, I grant Werner Viscounty..."

The Margrave is certainly being treated generously.

Even for someone in the Margrave's faction, giving away an entire county is quite something.

Well, I suppose with all the vassals he has to support, he needs at least that much to balance the books?

"Finally, to Baron Koln, in recognition of capturing Count Hauzen, breaking the right flank, and defeating Count Hanja's army, I grant Kreutz Barony."

Other barons and viscounts who achieved merits in this campaign didn't receive an entire barony.

At most they received two-thirds of a barony, and at least half. Considering the size of the forces I led, I received quite a lot.

"Furthermore, I think it's about time we strike against the First Princess's faction. What do you all think?"

The First Princess is said to be popular among the people due to her beauty...

But when facing her as an enemy, such things are meaningless.

What matters is whether we can take her head or not.

So I decided to offer my honest opinion.

"Isn't the First Princess currently fighting hard against other factions?"
"That's true."
"Then we should wait until both sides are exhausted and fallen. If we attack first, the First Princess will join hands with her enemies just to survive."

Our faction is rapidly gaining momentum.

But there's no need to jump into a dangerous situation and create more enemies.

Besides, we need time to stabilize our territories and let our soldiers rest.

Others seemed to share my thoughts and supported my opinion.

"I understand Your Highness's desire to end the civil war as quickly as possible. However, now is not the time."

Count Frost added his voice.

"While your enthusiasm is commendable, we must stabilize the lives of the people who have been exploited by the rebels. Let's wait a little longer."

Margrave Estel stepped forward and respectfully appealed to the prince.

"Moving now would only benefit First Princess Maria. To become Emperor, you must show the virtue of patience. I have made appropriate preparations for Your Highness."

At those words, Otto clicked his tongue.

"Very well. Then, following your advice, I will refrain from waging war for the time being."

He could have shown displeasure at having his opinion overruled, but Otto's face bore a subtle smile.

He intended to assert his presence with just these words.

"If the Margrave insists so strongly, I have no choice. Then our army will rest for half a year, no, one year, while stabilizing our territories. However, be ready to strike at any moment if the First Princess's faction falters. With this, our complicated meeting is over. You have all worked hard."

As Otto concluded the meeting, the nobles dispersed into small groups and began chatting.

"Congratulations. If you continue to perform like this, Count, you'll soon become a Marquis."

Count Frost stroked his beard as he replied.

"Ho ho, what are you saying? A Marquis, a Marquis... that's still far off."

Nodding while saying such things is actually asking for more praise.

Anyone who doesn't understand such basic principles is unqualified to be a noble, yes...

"May I make one request of the future Marquis?"
"Two requests would be fine."
"Actually, my son needs to marry soon, but we can't find a suitable match..."
"Oh, is that so?"

As befits people who understand noble duties, they're discussing marriage like proper aristocrats.

A baron approached me as well.

"Aren't you Baron Dresden?"
"Baron Koln, if you're going to live as an imperial noble from now on... wouldn't it be right to form connections with noble families?"

....... Do I really have to?

It's actually too early for such things.

The civil war isn't even over yet, and while nobles do tend to become friendly through strategic marriages...

To be frank, if I make a wrong move in this kind of political game from now on...

I could be purged like how meritorious subjects often get their heads chopped off after rebellions end...

Besides, I don't want a political marriage.

"I'll consider it when I have children of my own."

Ch.249 - Aftermath (3)
After everything was settled, I gathered everyone, including Karin.

"It's a bit lonelier than before."
"You're right, Sister Karin. Since Martin became a baron, it's been harder for everyone to have fun like we used to."

Back when I was the mercenary captain, Lucia, Karin, Hilde, and everyone would gather to drink and have a wild time together.

That annoying baker used to tease me by offering beer but giving me a bowl of strong liquor like brandy instead, making me suffer terribly...

We'd all put our arms around each other's shoulders and party until late at night, regardless of gender.

It was funny when some guys with wandering hands would use slipping arms as an excuse to grab female mercenaries' breasts, only to end up with broken wrists.

Since becoming a noble, I feel like there's a bit more distance between us.

"When you gain something, you lose something else. Everyone's living much better now, so isn't that enough?"

Just like when Captain Dalten disbanded the White Beard Mercenaries and gave land and houses to all the mercenaries under him.

I did the same when I received Cologne Barony, elevating even the lowest-ranking mercenaries in our group from the bottom of society to proper middle-upper class.

They all married women who might not be S-class in the region, but at least B+ level, which says it all.

Additionally, I can now freely enjoy expensive wine that costs one gold coin per bottle, something I couldn't even touch when I was a mercenary captain.

Lucia heard this and gave a bitter smile.

"But you've moved one step closer to your dream, Baron. That's enough. I miss not being able to hang out with the mercenary uncles often, but at least you're still by my side."

Although I have less time drinking and laughing with the mercenaries, I have more time to spend with Lucia and everyone else.

However, Karin showed her dissatisfaction by pretending to pinch Lucia's cheeks.

"Does Lucia only like Martin?"
"No, that's not it. I like you too, Sister Karin, but, well..."

Karin was probably trying to lighten the mood, but she smiled contentedly at Lucia's innocent reaction.

Since Karin loves teasing so much, Lucia's going to have a hard time.

I briefly considered intervening but decided against it.

It seemed more fun this way.

Karin moved slightly closer to Lucia and gently stroked her chin.

"I like both of you so much. But Lucia only likes Martin."

To me and Hilde watching from the side, it was obvious that Karin was just teasing Lucia because she found her cute.

Indeed, Karin's face showed no signs of disappointment or regret.

She couldn't hide her enjoyment as her shoulders kept shaking with suppressed laughter.

But not knowing this, Lucia shook her head.

"No, that's not true..."
"Really?"
"Yes, I like you both."

Hearing that answer, Karin put her arms around both Lucia and me, and smiled.

"Then how about the three of us tonight? We haven't had time lately because we've been so busy."
"Sounds good."

This time, Karin gently stroked my thigh as she moved closer.

"Martin, we don't have any plans tomorrow, right?"

It's been almost six years since I married Karin—or rather, since I held a wedding ceremony with her after becoming the Baron of Cologne.

Though we've essentially been husband and wife for that long, Karin is still beautiful and young.

Although she doesn't have the stamina and energy that I have from handling Aura, she's fit enough to easily complete a 42km marathon.

What this means is that she has a very strong sex drive.

"The urgent matters are finished. Nothing special, senior."
"Right? That's right, Lucia."
"I'll do my best too."

From behind, Hilde tapped my back and said:

"I'll work hard too... serving my lord's desires is also a knight's duty."

Having received thorough knight training since childhood, Hilde is extremely devoted in our relationship.

At first, it was difficult to figure out what she liked and disliked.

With slight exaggeration, she would treasure even hard biscuits as if they were a feast if I gave them to her.

But now, I can tell what she likes or dislikes just by looking at her eyes.

When she truly likes something, her eyes sparkle.

"I asked the other knights, and they said my lord likes the outfits that maids wear. I bought one on my way here. Should I wear it?"

At those words, everyone's eyes suddenly focused on Hilde.

I've had the three of them try on various outfits, but never maid uniforms.

I'd been feeling like something was missing whenever I came to this mansion...

Hearing her words, it felt like a missing gear had finally clicked into place.

"Hilde, you didn't forget to bring ours, did you?"
"I asked the maids who make your clothes to make some. Lucia's too..."

Karin hugged Hilde as if she found her incredibly endearing and rubbed her cheek against hers.

It's strange—if two handsome men were doing this, it would look quite bad, but seeing Hilde and Karin like this warms my heart just by watching.

"As expected of Hilde. There's no one like you."
"That's natural... we're family after all."

After showering Hilde with affection, Karin grabbed the hem of my clothes and pulled me out of the room.

"Don't drink alcohol or anything. Today we should enjoy ourselves."

We can drink and chat tomorrow; it's not too late.

"Let's do that."

**

Meanwhile, First Imperial Princess Maria von Rheinpfalz was experiencing anguish.

"That idiot Eugen is quite strong too. I thought it wouldn't be a difficult battle, but..."

The Eugen mentioned by the princess was the Fifth Prince of the Rheinpfalz Empire.

"That fool who's been stupid since childhood has managed to hold on until now thanks to a single attendant he picked up on a whim... It's really terrible, terrible."

Prince Eugen was so stupid that if Martin had seen him, he would have suspected him of having borderline intellectual disability.

Despite being a prince, he couldn't even dance a waltz properly at formal social gatherings, and when military operations were discussed, he couldn't understand what was being said.

He was so bad that his subordinates mockingly called him the "Blockhead Prince" because all he could shout during sieges was "charge, charge."

Nevertheless, Maria's expression wasn't particularly gloomy.

"Your Highness, Lance Castle has finally fallen!"
"Now that we've taken Lance Castle, it's only a matter of time before we defeat Eugen."
"Yes, that's right. With Lance Castle captured, the rest is just a matter of time. At this rate, we should be able to secure all of Prince Eugen's territories in about half a year."

It was slower compared to the Fourth Prince Otto's faction, which had expanded at an incredible pace thanks to the efforts of Martin, who had become the Baron of Cologne...

But being among the top two factions already held great significance.

Moreover, once they took all of the Fifth Prince's territory, their power would exceed that of Otto's faction.

"At this rate, it's not just a dream for Your Highness to ascend to the imperial throne, surpassing the Crown Prince."

The princess smirked at those words.

"Fione, don't let your guard down. The Third Prince has that monster of a count under him. No, the former captain of the Imperial Guard. And the other nobles in his faction are all powerful and influential."

The Third Prince Mark, the most agreeable man among the imperial males, devoted himself to his studies and had a good character.

He had managed to draw in old-fashioned nobles loyal to the imperial family to his side through his personality alone.

"Isn't Duke Lichtenauer, who was the chancellor during Father's time, also under him? That's troublesome. He's probably fighting with the others right now too."

"It would be problematic if his blade turned toward us. Mark's faction is not only large but also has many talented individuals."

The princess then pointed at the map and said:

"And honestly, I'm most worried about the Baron of Cologne."
"That man?"
"He's too exceptional for a mere mercenary captain. Not only is he at the upper level of Expert, but when Count Hanja came with 15,000 troops last time... he and Baron Maurer, just the two of them, repelled the attack and took over the county. The Baron of Cologne will not be an easy opponent."

Fione could only nod at those words.

Because everyone could see that the Fourth Prince's faction hadn't been this strong before, and the sudden rise was clearly due to one person.

It was widely speculated that the Baron of Cologne's influence had played a major role.

"So the opponents we'll be facing are..."

Maria smiled mischievously and said like a playful girl:

"Yes, it will be the Baron of Cologne and that Fourth Prince."

Ch.250 - Half-Spy (1)
Fourth Prince Otto deliberately slammed his desk with a loud bang.

"That whore Maria is using such cowardly tricks! Damn it, is this so-called princess completely without honor!"

Though he and First Princess Maria had different mothers, it seemed there was no limit to what he would say about her.

Calling his own family member a whore. I couldn't help thinking how this was tarnishing the face of the late Emperor, but...

The other nobles joined in, cursing Maria in support of the prince's words.

"To think a noble princess would use schemes more vicious than a sewer rat! Such undignified behavior..."

Baron Dilt, who had just recently surrendered, showed his anger by making a gesture of reaching for his sword.

"Our loyalty to the Fourth Prince is unwavering. How dare a princess who knows nothing of honor and pride try to shake our sincere hearts! How could we entrust the Rheinpfalz Empire to a woman who uses such petty tricks?"

A thief worries about his own footsteps.

In other words, those making a show of anger here are either truly traitors, or they know their position is precarious and are overacting to compensate.

If they had just kept their mouths shut, they would have seemed less suspicious...

For nearly twenty minutes, the Fourth Prince and various nobles cursed First Princess Maria as a whore who had forgotten her pride as a royal and sold her body to commoners.

As I listened, I decided that when I returned to my lodgings, I would definitely indulge myself with Lucia, who always gently accommodated everything.

Otherwise, I felt my head would spin from this madness-filled anger.

Estel cleared his throat and intervened.

"That's enough, everyone. What use is it to curse Maria here and now?"

When the actual leader of this faction spoke, everyone fell silent.

If they displeased Estel, their noble lives in this faction would become quite difficult going forward.

"Prince Otto, please calm yourself."
"But that whore of a woman!"

Estel sighed deeply and looked at Otto, warning him in a low voice.

"The more angry we become, the more Maria, who plotted this scheme, will rejoice. She'll say the Prince's faction is being shaken by such cheap tricks."

Using such obvious divisive tactics isn't done with the expectation that someone from the enemy faction will actually betray them.

Rather, it's done with the assumption that no one will betray them.

Just making people distrust each other and creating confusion weakens their power significantly.

Therefore, when faced with such provocation, the best response is to be fun, cool, and sexy like a certain politician, and dismiss it as nothing.

Isn't that why in Korea they say not to give attention to crazy people?

"If Maria truly intended to make one of us betray the others, would she have done it so sloppily?"

When someone truly aims to make another person "betray" their side, they make extremely thorough and secret proposals.

They send spies into the territory, first recruit low-ranking servants like maids, and then deliver the proposal without anyone knowing.

That's how to avoid being traced and execute a divide-and-conquer strategy at the most appropriate time.

And what has excited the Fourth Prince now is information obtained through rumors that anyone could hear...

Otto clicked his tongue and said:

"That woman has always had a disgustingly clever mind since she was young. The Margrave is right."

The Fourth Prince continued to fume with anger.

I added a comment of my own.

I clearly saw an opportunity to score points with the Fourth Prince.

"Your Highness, think positively. How desperate must Maria be to use such a trivial scheme to try to shake Your Highness?"

This kind of thing is just something you throw out there—if it works, great; if not, no big deal.

But to please our Prince, I'm willing to play the sycophant to this extent.

Otto nodded at my words.

"Hmm, Baron Koln is right."
"So now you must show strong resolve that we are not shaken by such trivial schemes. That way, the mercenaries who assist in creating Your Highness's empire, and even the common people, can feel at ease."

From the moment people start distrusting each other due to baseless rumors—whether in a family or a company—relationships begin to fall apart.

That's why when such rumors spread, company chairmen put on all kinds of shows to demonstrate to employees how safe the company is.

In politics, especially during civil war, this principle doesn't change much.

"And isn't this actually fortunate? We can use the princess's shabby scheme to our advantage."
"How can we use such a shabby scheme?"

It's not a particularly brilliant idea.

I just want to spread fake news to create confusion, since rumors are circulating about certain people betraying us.

"Have Your Highness designate a few people here to pretend to be traitors."

My words drew quite interested looks from everyone.

"What's the specific plan?"
"When such rumors circulate, rulers typically begin to suspect and investigate members of their own faction. Those with something to hide become anxious at the first sign of investigation. They can't live with the anxiety, knowing that if they're caught, they and their families and retainers could die."

Betrayal can be seen as a kind of investment, but a very risky one.

It's incomparable to stock trading in terms of psychological pressure.

Even without any intention to betray, everyone becomes anxious when investigations begin.

It's like if police came to your home saying they need to investigate for no apparent reason.

To put it bluntly, if they shake you down thoroughly, at least a speck of dust will come out—how frightening would that be?

"So when investigations begin, it wouldn't be strange for someone to betray us. This means we can naturally have someone pretend to betray us to the enemy."

Estel listened to my story and expressed admiration.

"There isn't a single noble who doesn't tremble at the mention of an imperial investigation."

"So take this opportunity to conduct a thorough investigation to root out real spies. None of us have anything to hide, but... won't the First Princess's faction, with its weak unity, see us as being shaken by such a shallow trick?"

The expressions of the other nobles began to sour, but...

In truth, I haven't done anything that would be problematic if investigated since becoming a noble, so it doesn't matter much to me.

Still, turning these people into enemies would undoubtedly make things very tiresome going forward.

"For the investigation, we only need to check for signs of betrayal. We don't have the resources to invest in anything beyond that given the current situation."

The other nobles didn't seem to object strongly to this, as they nodded their heads.

"An investigation to catch spies is perfectly acceptable."
"I'll cooperate in this effort to catch the First Princess."
"Do as you wish, Fourth Prince."

If it were an investigation into embezzlement or crimes, one could feign offense at not being trusted.

But when it's specifically about catching spies, objecting would only raise suspicion that you yourself are a spy...

"Good, then who will play the role of the spy?"

As the opportunity to earn merit approached, everyone began to step forward.

Otto looked at them with what appeared to be a pleased smile.

"I'm very pleased by your enthusiasm. However, not everyone can take this role... I'll let you know later who needs to pretend to be a traitor. You may all withdraw now."

**

"Baron, I have something to deliver to you..."

What is he planning to give me? Ah, is he asking me to pretend to betray him?

"Come in."

An elderly butler handed me a letter that practically screamed "this is very important" with its imposing presence.

Using gold instead of wax to seal the letter...

"This is a letter from Prince Otto to Baron Koln. I'll take my leave now."

The butler immediately left my room.

I promptly broke the seal on the letter.

[Order to Martin von Koln: Effective immediately, pretend to side with the First Princess. Then betray her at the critical moment. -Otto von Rheinpfalz, Fourth Prince-]

It was my suggested plan, but to think I'd have to execute this backstabbing operation myself—shit.

"Really, this is quite fucked up."

The merit I could earn in return would be enormous, but...

If I fail this tightrope walk even slightly, my head will immediately fly off.

Still, since the order has been given, I have no choice but to do it...

"Son of a..."

From the moment I received this letter, the Fourth Prince began to treat me coldly.

Ch.251 - Half-Spy (2)
"Butler, there's something I've been wondering about."

At those words, the butler serving Prince Otto responded respectfully.

"Yes, Baron Koeln. Please ask anything."

"There seem to be many banquets lately, but I'm hardly ever invited. Is there any particular reason for that?"

The butler averted his gaze, pretending to know nothing.

"I'm not sure. I'll go ask the other administrators about it right away."

Butlers are responsible for handling all these invitations and attending to nobles.

After all, administrators only know how to handle paperwork and administrative tasks; they have no talent for serving fussy nobles.

So a head butler claiming not to know about these banquets? He's not some young apprentice butler.

I'd sooner believe Korean politicians are honest and upright...

'I'll need to use that little trick that helps people recover forgotten memories.'

I took out a small pouch containing several gold coins from my pocket and called the butler over.

"Oh, isn't this something that fell from your waist? Head Butler, you should take better care of your money pouch."

Obviously, this pouch of gold coins is mine and absolutely not the head butler's.

Rather than secretly offering a bribe, it feels more natural to pretend I'm returning a dropped wallet.

The head butler's face naturally lit up with the joy of finding money he'd never lost.

"Ah, thank you. If it weren't for you, Baron, I would have been in serious trouble."

"You should check what's inside, just to be sure."

"If you'll excuse me."

The head butler opened the rather heavy pouch and smiled so widely his mouth nearly reached his ears.

He seemed quite satisfied with the contents of the "dropped" money pouch.

"I will definitely repay this kindness someday."

What a complicated way of saying "ask for whatever you want."

Well, it's impressive how something that was impossible just moments ago suddenly becomes possible...

'When someone has difficulties, consider whether they might be short on money.'

This truth holds in any era.

"Prince Otto seems to be hosting many banquets lately, but I'm rarely invited. Do you have any idea why?"

The head butler looked around and answered in a low voice.

"Since you found my lost pouch, I'll answer you specially. You know that Prince Otto is quite fond of female company, don't you?"

"I've heard he's only twenty years old but already has more than four concubines who have borne his children. And apparently, he's been with many other women as well."

In Korea, a man visiting room salons or keeping mistresses would be considered shameful, but here it's not only acceptable but sometimes even seen as a virtue.

So my saying this won't be considered gossip.

"Though not as much as you, Baron, but as he's reached the intermediate level of Aura, his body seems to be heating up."

The intermediate level he's referring to isn't Expert intermediate, but rather having just reached the intermediate level after awakening his Aura.

Even at that level, he could probably face a bear one-on-one with a sword.

For someone twenty years old, this is impressive enough that he could join the royal guard if he just focused on swordsmanship.

"But what does that have to do with me not being invited to banquets?"

"The banquets His Highness hosts these days require female accompaniment."

He's being indirect, but he's talking about gatherings where nobles party like they're in a high-end hostess club.

The kind where they drink expensive brandy like valley liquor and do love shots with women.

I've never set foot in such places since I have no interest in them...

Though everyone else in our Koeln barony occasionally enjoys such lavish entertainment.

"Baron Koeln, you don't associate with prostitutes, do you?"

"That's correct."

"That's probably why you're not being invited. It would be impolite to pressure someone to participate in something they dislike."

Forcing someone who hates fish to try it would be rude and inappropriate.

So there's sufficient justification for not sending me invitations.

The problem is that I'm a direct vassal, and these types of banquets have been going on for over a month.

Doesn't this mean he's now seriously trying to push me out?

'That Prince Otto must be plotting something...'

"I suppose that makes sense."

The head butler bowed to me.

"I should be going now. I have urgent matters to attend to."

"Go ahead then. Thank you for the information."

I grabbed my throbbing head and continued thinking.

That damn Prince Otto is pressuring me to pretend to betray him, but should I really go and behead the Princess?

Or should I side with the Princess and aim for a bigger opportunity...

I'd love to properly deal with Otto and bet on the Princess's side.

"Ah, shit. That damn Prince Otto might do something to my family. I need to dig an escape route."

And in my mind, there was only one person I could rely on in this situation.

Dalten, who made me—a mere mercenary captain—into a baron for the sake of my advancement.

Besides Karin, Hilde, and Lucia, he's the only one I can call family.

"I should meet with Dalten and talk things over."

**

As soon as I arrived, Dalten started joking around.

"Our Count Frost is busy womanizing with Prince Otto, so why are you here visiting an old man? You're even married, why so gloomy?"

Despite his words, he called Millia to prepare some simple snacks and drinks.

That old man has gotten more grumpy with age.

"You know I don't enjoy womanizing."

"Millia and I were about to work on our second child, and you ruined it all. Take responsibility."

"What responsibility? Besides, shouldn't you be working during the day?"

As we were bantering back and forth, Millia poured wine for Dalten and said:

"Despite what he says, when he heard Baron Koeln was coming, he told me to bring out the precious wine he doesn't even serve to the Count. And when you were a little late today, he kept asking why you weren't here yet..."

Dalten grumbled at that.

"Millia, why are you saying such unnecessary things?"

"You should be more honest now. Lucas will soon start talking and understanding everything, so you should set a good example."

Dalten was rendered speechless.

"...Fine, fine. You can go now."

"Call me if you need anything."

After Millia left, Dalten began pouring the wine.

"So what brings you here? Judging by your expression, it seems like a serious matter. Be honest—even if you told me you wanted to go behead Prince Otto right now, I wouldn't tell anyone."

His promise of discretion rather than offering to join me was more reassuring.

It made sense—both Dalten and I now carried the responsibility of hundreds of vassals, thousands of soldiers, and tens of thousands of citizens.

Making impulsive promises would be strange at this point.

"Do you think I'm crazy? If I wanted to discuss something like that, I would have visited you at Maurer Barony myself, not met you in this castle with so many eyes watching."

"True, you wouldn't say something so foolish. So what do you want to talk about? I'd even give you my daughter if you asked—though there's about a 25-year age difference, I'd give her to you."

Normally, I would have joked back, asking if he was serious.

Then Dalten would have backtracked, saying he needed to reconsider.

And if I had knelt down, he would have beaten me up a few times before actually going through with the wedding.

Well, now is not the time for such idle thoughts...

"If something happens to me, please help Karin, Lucia, and Hilde seek asylum."

Dalten spat out his wine at those words.

"You crazy bastard! What nonsense are you talking?"

I wish it were nonsense, but the problem is that it might not be.

"Lately, it seems like the direct vassals are keeping their distance from me. I'm worried that if I make one wrong move, it could be dangerous."

As I said this, I rolled my eyes upward.

Dalten's expression hardened.

"You son of a..."

"How many times have our lives been in danger while climbing the ladder of success?"

"That's true, but why again..."

"Come on, Captain... we're close, aren't we? Please help me just this once..."

Anyone watching might think I was asking Dalten to cosign a loan for me.

And in truth, I'm asking for something just as risky.

Dalten looked at me and sighed deeply.

"You bastard, only coming to me when you're in trouble... Fine, damn it. Without you, would I even be a baron? Just make sure you survive, no matter what happens."

"Yes, Captain."

"For God's sake, don't die. If you die, you can't even have sex, you idiot."

Dalten surprisingly accepted my proposal to help Karin and the other two seek asylum if they were in danger.

A month later, Prince Otto ordered us all to return to our respective territories.

Ch.252 - Half-Spy (3)
After returning to Cologne County, I immediately sent a secret letter to the First Imperial Princess's faction.

His Highness the Fourth Prince ordered me to pretend to betray him, so whether I like it or not, I must follow his command.

Of course, after all my great achievements, my assigned task is to risk my life as a spy.

"Damn it, even though I joined the Fourth Prince's faction to advance my career... this kind of double-agent scheme is incredibly dangerous. One wrong move and I'll fall straight into the abyss."

Still, if I don't follow orders, I'll be purged regardless of what happens.

Whether I truly betray him or just pretend to betray him and then stab the First Princess in the back as Otto ordered, I need to make a move.

"Baron Cologne, a priest has come to collect donations."

A few days ago, the contact person between the First Princess and me said he would come disguised as a "priest"...

It seems he's done a proper job with his disguise.

Otherwise, those who know nothing about the contact's arrival would have found it suspicious and rejected the meeting request.

"Let him in. I wish to make a personal confession to the priest, so all of you withdraw."
"Yes, understood."

The butler and soldiers who heard this might guess that I've done something wrong and spread rumors...

Well, even as a baron, I get gossiped about with all sorts of baseless rumors among the territory's people just for breathing.

Just drinking at a tavern was enough for rumors to spread that I'd made advances on our mansion's maid.

At least there won't be rumors about me betraying Otto, so that's fortunate.

Lost in thought, a man in black priest's clothing entered, made the sign of the cross, and greeted me.

"It is an honor to meet Baron Cologne. That you would summon this old, unremarkable priest to make a donation... may Deus bless you..."

For a moment, I almost took out money thinking he was a real priest.

I quickly stopped my hand from offering gold coins and instead handed a single silver coin to the man cosplaying as a priest.

"Thank you, thanks to you this humble man will eat well for several days."

He acts so well that he could probably fool even Karin.

So I smirked at this spy pretending to be a priest.

"There's only you and me here. How about dropping the act?"

The spy sighed and gave a subtle smile.

"Is that so? Then here is a personal letter from Her Highness the First Princess Maria to Baron Cologne. Please read it first."

[I, Maria von Rheinpfalz, the glorious First Princess of the Rheinpfalz Empire, speak. That a valiant knight such as yourself would abandon the rotten-minded Fourth Prince Otto and take my side is most commendable. For this, I praise you first.]

Perhaps because it's a letter written directly by Her Highness, it seems unnecessarily wordy.

She could have just briefly written that she was impressed by my admirable intention to betray Fourth Prince Otto.

[However, as you know, the world is now very turbulent. There have been cases where those who swore eternal loyalty to this Princess turned into enemies, and among those who betrayed their masters to pledge loyalty to me, there are those who surrender falsely... Even if this Princess believes you, I am not sure if my other retainers will sincerely accept you.]

It seems that when one becomes a high-ranking person, they always make the excuse that while they're fine with something, their subordinates aren't, so they can't help it.

If there weren't such a rule, there would be no need to beat around the bush like that.

Ah, but I'm included among those high-ranking people too...

"I've read the letter from Her Highness the First Princess. So what should I do?"

Even scammers who borrow tens of thousands or millions of won and then disappear build sufficient trust with their targets during their operation.

A typical example would be borrowing even just ten thousand won and paying it back punctually on the exact date, repeating this five to ten times before asking to borrow a large sum.

So when I say I'm abandoning the Fourth Prince to take the Princess's side, I should first demonstrate actions that can earn trust.

"Usually, when others say they want to defect, they first explain why they chose to defect, but you seem a bit different, Baron."

Well, from the Princess's perspective, why I defected is probably irrelevant.

So I'm just trying not to ramble on with unnecessary stories, considering the other person's position.

"I started as a lowly mercenary and climbed to where I am now. Even a humble mercenary has a life story, and everyone has their circumstances. But from my perspective as their employer, why would those things matter?"
"That's right."
"So rather than bothering with tedious arguments by confessing my circumstances, I think it's more important to achieve special merits to earn Her Highness the Princess's trust."

From the Princess's perspective, my circumstances would be all too obvious.

Baron Cologne, who has achieved numerous merits, but Prince Otto is prejudiced against my humble origins and jealous of my outstanding abilities.

And since he's openly pushing me away at all sorts of political meetings, I'm defecting because I feel I can't continue like this.

How obvious and childish a story is this?

Even as a game story, this would be criticized.

The spy nodded in agreement with my words.

"You're right. So how do you plan to prove your loyalty?"
"It's difficult to do something significant right away, but I'll start by revealing a small secret."

The spy perked up his ears at my words.

"Fourth Prince Otto, lusting after a beautiful woman, forced himself on the cousin's daughter of Margrave Estel without even holding a wedding ceremony."
"Is that so?"
"So Margrave Estel quickly had his cousin's daughter adopted as Baron Bauer's daughter and taken as a concubine."

Each of these rumors doesn't have tremendous power on its own.

But if this rumor spreads within our Fourth Prince's faction, the retainers will start to suspect that this sex-crazed madman might someday lay hands on their daughters too...

Then the faction's cohesion will inevitably weaken.

No matter how much nobles favor political marriages, what father in this world would want to serve a trash monarch who forcibly violates his precious daughter without even holding a wedding?

Well, those who have already joined the faction have no other choice, so they'll continue to offer the same loyalty to Otto anyway.

"Is that true?"
"It's a fact that can be verified with investigation. Apart from that... there's no other meaningful news. I can't prove my loyalty with just this."

The spy nodded.

"If the information guild had brought this information, they would have been quite pleased with their work. But it seems this isn't enough."
"Then I'll stake my life."

At those words, the spy looked at me with an expression that asked what I meant.

"In a month, I'll go to have an audience with Her Highness the Princess in person. Alone, without any guards."

If I'm going directly to where the Princess is, even if I had a thousand guards, I would die if she wanted me dead.

Besides, if I can't earn this woman's trust, I won't be able to carry out Otto's orders, so I'll be purged either way.

So isn't it best to earn trust by putting on this show of going alone for an audience?

"Once I've earned Her Highness the Princess's trust, I can do whatever I need to do. So please convey this well."

The spy asked with a surprised expression.

"Are you sure it's alright to convey this?"

Honestly, I have no other options right now.

"Please convey it as I said."

If you were the monarch, hearing my words about risking my life to earn trust would give you much to think about.

First Princess Maria.

**

"A letter has arrived from Baron Cologne."

Maria said nothing and extended her hand.

[I wish to prove my loyalty, but I have no particular way to demonstrate it at present. Therefore, to confirm my sincerity, I will come alone to the castle where Her Highness the Princess resides for a direct audience.]

"Interesting."

He must know that if he comes without guards, she could have him killed anywhere, anytime according to her whim.

He couldn't have achieved such great merits if he were that ignorant.

So she judged this to be a letter sent out of genuine urgency.

"Is he thinking that he'll certainly die if things continue as they are, so he's putting his life on the line with an all-or-nothing mindset?"

If she accepted him, Baron Cologne could escape his crisis, but if not...

"He could lose his head just like that. And he'd be labeled a traitor too."

Martin's gamble with his own life was quite interesting to Maria.

Until now, those who claimed they would take her side only kept emphasizing things like justification and honor...

But Baron Cologne approached with the thought that he only needed to gain her trust.

"I should gladly accept him, shouldn't I?"

And a week later, Martin received orders to come to Endworf Castle where the Princess was staying.

Ch.253 - Doubt And Lies (1)
The nobles under the First Imperial Princess were greatly confused by the sudden summons.

"I was quite startled by the sudden call, but I came anyway. Does Your Grace, Marquis Schweik, have any idea what this is about?"

Marquis Schweik stroked his beard and clicked his tongue.

"Would I be worried if I knew? Ah, I wonder what urgent matter has caused Her Highness to call us when we're all busy stabilizing our territories."

After conquering the territory of the Fifth Imperial Prince Eugen, they had each received substantial lands distributed according to their ranks and contributions.

However, as their territories suddenly expanded, their workload increased insanely.

They had to knight mercenaries who had shown great achievements and incorporate them into their retinue, distribute lands to their vassals, and stabilize their territories, among other tasks.

To exaggerate slightly, they were so busy they couldn't finish their work even if they stayed up all night.

So naturally, they were annoyed at being summoned out of nowhere when there wasn't even a war, especially when they were too busy working to enjoy themselves.

"Haven't you heard the news?"

All the nobles present perked up their ears.

"What news?"
"Baron Köln from the Fourth Prince's faction has expressed his intention to surrender. That's why Her Highness has summoned us."

Baron Köln, known as a pillar supporting the Fourth Prince's faction, was an Expert-level Aura swordsman and commander.

Everyone froze momentarily, unable to speak at the news of his surrender.

They couldn't understand why he would surrender when he had gained significant power under Prince Otto, with substantial rewards and a solid position.

They each voiced their thoughts.

"Unbelievable, simply unbelievable."
"As expected of someone who was once just a mercenary captain."
"But if he surrenders, Otto is finished."

Just as their discussion was heating up, the door in the center of the conference room opened.

"Her Highness, the First Imperial Princess, has arrived."

Everyone rose from their seats and paid their respects.

"Everyone, be seated."

At Maria's command, they all sat down and focused on her.

A powerful charisma, incomparable to Otto whom Martin, now Baron Köln, served, began to dominate the room.

Maria, with an imposing and slightly arrogant demeanor befitting a monarch, spoke.

"From the sounds outside the door, it seems everyone already knows why we're gathered here. Fortunately, that saves me from lengthy explanations. I've summoned you all to discuss how we should handle Baron Köln's surrender."

Since they already knew this, no one was surprised and remained calm.

Maria thought to herself, 'Good, I won't have to waste time.'

"Speak freely on whether you think we should accept Baron Köln's surrender or reject it. I won't reproach anyone for whatever opinion they express."

Maria was a monarch who kept her word.

When she promised not to reproach, she would listen to any opinion to the end, even if it completely contradicted her own views, as long as it wasn't disrespectful.

"I, Marquis Schweik, believe we should not accept Baron Köln's surrender."
"And why do you think so?"
"Consider this. Baron Köln is one of the core pillars of the Fourth Prince's faction. He may be just a baron now, but it's obvious his rank will rise and his influence will grow."

Baron Köln was already famous for his rapid rise in the competition among nobles within the faction.

When he first became a baron, he was merely the weakest direct vassal of the prince, but now he had been granted many territories and risen to the top among barons.

It was clear that with continued achievements, he would eventually rise to a position where he could contend for leadership within the faction.

"Moreover, Baron Köln is famous for maintaining his loyalty under any circumstances while employed as a mercenary. That's how he rose to his current position."
"I'm well aware of that. Margrave Estel's insistence on recruiting him when he was just a mercenary captain was likely due to this trait."

Encouraged by the princess's affirmation, Schweik argued his point more forcefully.

"It's strange that such a man would betray his lord. Even if he had no loyalty at all... why would he needlessly betray when he's steadily advancing under the Fourth Prince? If I were him, I wouldn't take such a risky gamble."

Maria nodded.

"Indeed, there's no need to volunteer for such a great risk. If caught betraying, he would lose everything he's achieved so far."

While it's human nature to desire more as one gains more, it also makes one reluctant to take new challenges.

It's also human nature to cling to what one has achieved and avoid risks that might cause one to lose everything.

From this perspective, Baron Köln seemed to have no reason to betray, but...

"I, Heslo, disagree."
"Why does Margrave Heslo think differently?"
"According to information collected by those thieves at the Information Guild, Baron Köln's position has been essentially that of an abandoned man for some time now."

Everyone present found this hard to believe.

Logically, what ruler would discard such a capable vassal as Baron Köln in the midst of war?

Even if he were to be purged, it would make more sense to wait until after the war ended. Doing so now seemed too hasty and insane.

"Who but a madman would do such a thing?"

Everyone nodded in agreement.

It simply didn't make sense.

"According to our investigation using those thieves from the Information Guild, that fool Otto has recently been making all his political decisions at banquets..."

Heslo glanced cautiously at Maria, who sat at the head of the table.

In this world, while it was quite normal for men to engage in womanizing, no woman appreciated such behavior.

"Continue speaking."
"He conducts them in a lewd manner, inviting prostitutes. He only removes the women during important discussions and brings them back afterward. Baron Köln keeps his distance from prostitutes, so he's not even invited to these gatherings. This has been going on for a month now."

Being excluded from important decision-making venues gradually diminishes one's political influence.

And for politicians who live by their influence, being marginalized like this was equivalent to a slow death.

This could only be interpreted as a clear intention to remove Baron Köln from power.

"Given these circumstances, and considering what Marquis Schweik just mentioned, isn't it obvious? That jealous and insecure Otto truly intends to remove Baron Köln. Now that his faction has grown sufficiently, he finds the baron, a former mercenary captain of humble origins, irritating."

Objectively speaking, Baron Köln could never amass enough power in his current position to threaten Otto directly.

At best, he could become a powerful noble under Otto and exert influence to secure his own interests...

Yet the apparent situation suggested that Otto, due to his own incompetence, felt inferior to Baron Köln.

While everyone found this absurd, Maria immediately accepted this explanation.

The Fourth Prince Otto von Rheinpfalz, as she had observed, was not incompetent, but not particularly capable either, and was notably jealous of capable individuals of humble birth.

'He was such a fool that he even dismissed his own royal guards if they were too capable for their age, replacing them with moderately capable ones.'

"Your Highness, this is an opportunity. Bring Baron Köln to our side. We can use him as a trump card to deliver a fatal blow to the Fourth Prince."

From Maria's perspective, these circumstances were more than sufficient to convince Baron Köln to defect to her side.

"The Margrave is right. However, as Marquis Schweik pointed out, we cannot rule out the possibility of a false surrender. So let us accept his surrender, but keep him under strict surveillance and remain vigilant."

Everyone agreed with this decision.

**

A few days later.

I, Baron Köln Martin, came alone as promised to have an audience with the Imperial Princess.

I was wearing armor but carried no sword, and dozens of elite knights were guarding the princess, ready to behead me at her command or in case of any emergency.

"Baron Köln, come forward."

The security is extremely tight, isn't it?

"Yes, Your Highness."

But I couldn't show any discomfort.

In this kind of power struggle, the first to show fear is the first to die.

"I welcome your defection. But I'm curious. Why exactly do you wish to defect?"
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To be honest, that fourth prince really treated me like shit.

That bastard, who must have eaten and digested the concept of decency, pushed me to risk my life on a dangerous counterintelligence mission—despite the fact that I had crushed Count Hanja with Dalten and an army of over 15,000 men, and played a decisive role in defeating the Second Prince Franz's faction. Now, when we should be preparing for the next phase, he's openly pushing me out of politics by exploiting the fact that I don't enjoy whoring around.

*That son of a bitch deserves to be skewered and barbecued.*

I suddenly realized I was grinding my teeth.

A nobleman standing beside me gave me a stern warning.

"Baron Koln! You're in the presence of Princess Maria!"

Ah, I almost got carried away by my resentment while trying to make an emotional appeal about why I defected.

Damn it, I'd rather be comfortably fondling Karin's breasts than going back and forth suffering like this.

What am I even doing here?

I felt a moment of self-loathing and sighed involuntarily.

"Haah..."

Maria looked at me with considerable interest.

"You seem to harbor quite a grudge. Is that so?"
"Yes, indeed. I was contemplating where to begin, and it made my teeth grind."
"I don't mind your honesty. Tell me everything from beginning to end. For your sake, this princess is willing to invest ample time."

They say when betraying someone, it's better to reveal your true feelings than to vaguely hide them.

The princess seems to appreciate that I've openly displayed my resentment.

I suppose this means I've climbed the first step, perhaps the most difficult one...

"As Your Highness knows, I was merely a Mercenary. Fortunately, I had several opportunities to distinguish myself and made something of a name."

Despite my humble claim of good fortune, not a single person nodded at my false modesty.

"During that time, seeking advancement, I joined Prince Otto's faction through my previous acquaintance with Baron Maurer."

The princess curled her lips into a smile and raised one eyebrow.

"Oh? Unlike other nobles, you don't claim to serve out of loyalty or a desire to set the country right. Is that acceptable to you?"

Even before I earned the label of traitor, I never spouted nonsense about setting the country right or opposing Otto's cause when pledging my loyalty.

Why? Such talk only works for those madmen who call themselves blue-blooded nobles from birth.

For a Mercenary of low knightly origin like me, it's more convincing to say I came after weighing which side offered greater benefits.

Moreover, would the princess believe me if I, who am abandoning Prince Otto, started talking about noble causes?

She'd sooner believe Otto would give up whoring.

"How could I gain your trust by speaking of loyalty and noble causes when I'm abandoning my current lord? Besides, the fate of myself, my family, and my house hangs on whether Your Highness accepts me or not. We're like a torch in the wind."

A torch will surely be extinguished when a storm hits.

The princess crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair.

"Continue."
"I swore loyalty to Prince Otto for the sake of myself, my family, and the mercenaries under my command... and I did my utmost to repay Prince Otto who accepted me."

I paused after saying this.

I recalled the saddest moments of my life, both before and after possessing Martin Meyer's body.

When I lived in Korea, I went to put a love letter in a girl's shoe locker only to witness her kissing another boy right there. When I was a mercenary in Afghanistan, I experienced the senseless death of my closest comrade...

Since becoming Martin, I've faced difficulties, but having gone through all that, nothing has made me truly tearful...

Nevertheless, tears streamed down my face.

"The Baron Maurer and I led forces to repel Count Hanja's fierce attack with his 15,000-strong army, and eventually launched a counterattack to claim Hanja County. It was extremely difficult, but we prevailed because I gave my all to meet Prince Otto's expectations."

The nobles nodded gravely at my words.

They must be imagining the pain of someone who served loyally but received no reward.

"Afterward, I played a significant role in defeating the Second Prince, which we eventually succeeded in doing. But after our success, for reasons I cannot fathom, Prince Otto began to openly distance himself from me. For the past month, he has excluded me from politics by not inviting me to any meetings or banquets. This made me fear I could be purged at any moment."

Honestly, I don't know either.

Whether that damned Otto really intends to purge me or kill me.

If he was going to ask this of me, he should have promised some reward in advance, but that bastard promised nothing...

"Rather than being purged after giving my all in loyalty, I wanted to serve a lord who truly appreciates my worth."

The princess rose from her seat and looked down at me.

"I understand your situation. But separately, why should I trust you?"
"Because of my circumstances. Please believe in the situation I'm in."

Honestly, how much do the princess and I know each other to build personal trust?

Besides, no matter how unfortunate my situation appears, I'm still a traitor.

So in times like this, I need to convince her that my circumstances leave me no choice but to defect, and then gradually build trust by showing personal appeal.

The princess stared at me with her violet eyes.

It was quite disconcerting, as if she was trying to read deep into my heart, but I didn't avert my gaze.

At times like this, looking away would seem awkward and suspicious, as if I had something to hide.

"Hmm, I see. What do you all think? Should we accept Baron Koln? Or..."

Maria clapped her hands together.

Immediately, her personal knights rushed forward.

They all drew their swords and pointed them at my neck.

So close that if I moved even a millimeter wrong, my neck would be cut and bleed.

"Should we cut off this traitor's head and present it to Prince Otto instead?"

Despite having numerous swords pointed at my neck, I wasn't particularly afraid.

*If she really wanted to kill me, she would have done so already.*

She wouldn't engage in this half-hearted intimidation.

*Even if they try to kill me, as an Expert of superior rank, I might still be able to take the princess's life before I die.*

"I, Duke Schweik, believe Baron Koln's defection can be trusted. Had he spouted rhetoric about loyalty like other traitors, I would have been suspicious..."

The man called Duke Schweik looked at me and shrugged.

"This man is changing lords purely because his former master held a knife to his throat. He feels extreme betrayal and desire for revenge against the Fourth Prince. Furthermore, he likely wishes to continue advancing his career under the princess."

The princess nodded at those words.

"That's reasonable. What Baron Koln personally thinks or what kind of person he is doesn't matter much. What matters is the environment Baron Koln finds himself in."

They say environment shapes a person, but in truth, most people adapt to their circumstances.

Especially for someone like me, caught in political currents, my available actions are quite predictable from the outside.

So they will trust me now.

To gain their true trust afterward, I'll probably need to show them Prince Otto's head separated from his shoulders.

The princess drew the sword at her waist and placed it on my shoulder.

"Baron Koln, do you swear before Deus to abandon the corrupt Prince Otto and serve only me, Maria von Rheinpfalz, as your true sovereign?"

I could sell the name of heavenly Deus thousands or tens of thousands of times if needed.

If selling him saves my life, that's enough for me.

"I swear before Deus that my sword and life will henceforth be used only for Princess Maria."

People are naturally liars.

When necessary, one can whisper false love, or throw stones at someone they don't even hate.

So I will carefully evaluate.

Whether the princess before me is more trustworthy than that fool Otto, or worse than him.

"Very well. Now that you have sworn loyalty to me and I have accepted it, what a joyous occasion this is. I have prepared a celebratory banquet. Everyone, follow me."
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Among the nobility, social gatherings are politics.

In this world, politics revolves around hunting instead of golf, war and vested interests instead of money talk, along with matters of marriage.

As the gathering heated up, I naturally became the outcast.

*They probably don't want to bring up important topics around me since they don't trust me yet.*

Whether you're a noble or a middle or high school student, it's difficult to survive when you're ostracized from your group.

"Damn, this isn't easy..."

Still, for Karin, Hilde, and Lucia's sake, I need to endure through sheer determination and earn recognition among these people...

If I watch for opportunities, I'll eventually find a chance to gain these gentlemen's trust.

As I wandered around the banquet hall alone and desolate, Princess Maria walked toward me.

"Your Highness."

Maria gave a bitter smile at my words.

"Call me Maria. It's not like anyone is eavesdropping on our conversation anyway."

She's suddenly trying to close the distance between us over something as simple as how I address her.

I admired her social skills, befitting a princess who survived the empire's terrible political arena...

Ah, I'm also living properly in this complex political world now.

Seeing that I still retain the habits and thoughts from my mercenary captain days, it seems people don't change easily.

"Yes, Lady Maria."
"Hmm, good."

Maria straightened her shoulders, seemingly pleased that I changed how I addressed her.

Her chest, perhaps larger than Lucia's, was quite emphasized by the posture.

If I were some unmarried young man, my gaze might have naturally wandered there, but I wasn't so starved for female attention that I couldn't control my eyes in such a setting.

My gaze remained fixed on the princess's eyes.

In novels, she might say something like: "Young knights unconsciously look at my chest, but you're different."

But in reality, while some women might say such things, a princess would naturally never utter something so undignified.

"You don't seem to fit in with them either. Well, neither do I."

When I heard that, I couldn't help but wonder.

The princess is the center of this faction, so why is she marginalized at the banquet?

If I were another noble, I would try to bring up topics she might enjoy to win her favor.

Seeing my puzzled expression, Maria smiled gently and said:

"When nobles meet face to face, all they talk about is marriage, politics, and hunting. Not that there's anything wrong with that, but I'm only 20 years old with no children, so I can't really engage in such conversations endlessly."

The average age of nobles in Emperor Otto's faction and the princess's faction is early 50s.

Especially in this faction, excluding me, the youngest person would be in their early to mid-40s, so all those nobles probably have children around the princess's age.

If I had to endure such conversations constantly, I'd feel dizzy too.

While it's all politics, as the supreme leader of this faction, the princess doesn't need to endure all that just to participate in such conversations.

To gain favor with a princess tired of such things, showing sincerity would be best.

That way, I could definitely leverage the advantage of being in my 20s like her.

"That's true. When I attend Emperor Otto's faction meetings, the nobles always talk about which family's son and daughter would make a good match. When I was doing well, there were quite a few people who casually offered their daughters as concubines for political alliances. I had a hard time refusing."

"You too? I often have nobles telling me their sons are decent and that I should have a private conversation with them. They all have handsome faces and are quite accomplished as knights. But none of them appeal to me."

Since I already had three wives including Hilde, I hadn't experienced nobles openly arranging marriage meetings.

If other nobles suddenly brought their daughters and pushed for marriage...

Just thinking about it made me sigh.

"That must have been awkward for you. Refusing incorrectly could have negative political consequences."

Maria nodded at my words.

"I knew you'd understand, being around my age. So what can I do? I just tell them that ending the civil war takes priority, so I can't rashly get married."

If someone secured the position of "in-laws" before the civil war ended, it would trigger tremendous conflict.

They'd be consumed with inferiority, wondering why they couldn't wield the immense power that comes with being the princess's father-in-law.

To prevent such complaints, she'd have to take in children from all her vassal nobles as family...

*This world has polygamy for men, but a woman can't marry multiple men.*

The nobles must know this better than anyone, so they can only hope for after the civil war ends.

"A wise answer, Lady Maria."
"Besides, from childhood until now, I've only been trained in all sorts of refinements and appearance maintenance to be loved as a princess and as someone's woman. Unlike those nobles who have trained in Aura, I can't even move freely when hunting. So it's hard for me to engage in lengthy personal conversations with them."

The princess finished speaking and smiled faintly.

"Is that so, Lady Maria?"
"In that sense, conversation seems to flow better with you. You don't bring up marriage talk unnecessarily or suggest going hunting."

I don't know about other families, but within our Cologne barony, we value love matches over political marriages.

As for hunting, that's something only noble gentlemen enjoy; in our family, drinking alcohol and bragging about wives is considered the best entertainment.

If it were a banquet within the barony, even if we start with formalities, it always ends with everyone putting arms around each other's shoulders, calling each other "brother," drinking heavily, and going off to meet prostitutes.

At least our family doesn't have those damn formalities.

Maria shed her casual demeanor and asked seriously:

"Our previous conversation seems insufficient, so let me ask: why do you fight?"

It's truly impressive how she changes the atmosphere as easily as changing masks, befitting an imperial princess.

But I can't miss this golden opportunity.

Now I need to be as honest as possible, while also giving the answer that the princess wants to hear based on what I've observed.

These two premises are quite contradictory, but what can I do?

To survive and succeed, I must overcome this challenge.

"Same as those nobles over there. I want to advance in life, so I had decided to serve Emperor Otto."
"I see."
"And I want to protect the women I love and help them achieve their dreams."

Maria's eyes lit up momentarily at my words.

"That's an unusual thing to say. Wanting to fulfill a woman's dreams. I've never seen an imperial noble who sincerely says such things."

She seems to be maintaining a cool demeanor to test me...

The distance between us, which was over 60cm, has somehow reduced to about 50cm, and occasionally I can see one corner of her mouth twitching.

Indeed, no matter how patriarchal this world is, women must appreciate someone who recognizes them as independent beings.

The story the princess would most likely enjoy now would be... probably about Hilde?

So I carefully unfolded the story between Hilde and me.

How we first met as enemies at Villa Hora and fought for our lives, and how I eventually used a strategy to make her lord abandon her.

Then how I spent my entire fortune to buy the abandoned Hilde and made a bet to respect her personality and pride...

Despite being called a fool by many, I eventually succeeded in opening her heart, and now I'm fulfilling my role as a lord worthy of her loyalty and as a loving husband, which is what she wanted.

After hearing all this, Maria could no longer maintain her pretense of being a cool-headed person.

Showing her interest, she had somehow moved to within about 20cm of me.

20cm may not sound like much.

But from my experience with three women including Hilde, the closer the physical distance between a man and woman, the stronger the goodwill.

If two people don't feel awkward at this distance, taking about three steps forward could potentially create romantic interest...?

"Even if I were to completely fall from grace, even if I were reduced to the status of a serf, Hilde would give me the same loyalty and love as before. So I too must do my best to fulfill her dreams, as much as she dedicates herself to me. That's what love is."

The teenage princess couldn't hide her excitement at the mention of love.

"Love, is it? Until now, I thought it only existed in minstrels' songs, plays, and books I occasionally read."

It's not my place to say this as a noble now, but 99.9% of noble daughters die without ever knowing what love is.

Because from the start, marriages are purely political, and husbands generally pay more attention to pretty, affectionate concubines than to wives they married for political reasons and whose families they must be mindful of.

Especially someone of the princess's status must have been extensively taught from a young age that love is an illusion.

"This is more interesting than I expected."
"That's why I'm not attracted to prostitutes like other nobles."

Maria chuckled at my words.

"Hilde, was it? She must be the happiest woman. Continue to work hard to keep her happy."
"Yes, Lady Maria."

This should be enough to establish a foundation of trust with Maria, but...

Whether I eventually betray Maria or defect to her faction with the Cologne barony, the only thing I can rely on is her goodwill.

So I should take one step further.

"I will pledge my loyalty to you, Lady Maria. So I dare to make this oath."

Maria looked at me with interested eyes.

"What will you swear?"
"I will devote myself completely to ensuring that Lady Maria, who has given me, Hilde, my other wives, and my vassals a place to live, can truly feel happiness. Both before you become empress and after."

This statement contained no desire to make Maria my woman or to use her power as empress to obtain larger territories.

If I included such things, Maria, who deals with countless greedy nobles as easily as breathing, would certainly see through it.

If that happened, the pure goodwill she has for me would turn into hostility.

Just as I finished speaking, the announcement for the end of the banquet was heard.

The nobles laughed and withdrew.

"Well then, shall we have a drink at our mansion for the second round?"

Maria's eyes didn't leave me as I withdrew immediately after the banquet ended.

It seems I've achieved quite good results.
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Otto looked down at me as he remained seated.

"Baron Koln, you've been through a lot. I was terribly worried whether you'd return safely, as I fear I assigned you a task too dangerous."

Frankly speaking, it would have been much more reasonable and easier to deceive the enemy by sending someone else from this faction who wasn't contributing much.

So why on earth did he entrust me with such a dangerous mission?

Does he think that just because his mouth has a hole in it, anything that comes out will make sense...

No, damn it. He's still the ruler of a faction, so he must have his own reasoning.

And the ones lagging behind in this faction, while not completely useless, are simply not capable enough for such a critical mission.

*Was I really the only suitable candidate, as annoying as that is?*

"Not at all, Your Highness."

As soon as Otto heard my words, he jumped to his feet and helped me up.

"You're being too modest. Without someone as capable as you, this was a mission where it wouldn't have been surprising if your head had rolled at any moment."

Then he firmly grasped both my hands and bowed his head.

"I'm truly grateful that you followed my orders without a single complaint, despite being the one who has contributed the most to this faction. Others may look down on you as a lowly former mercenary, but I consider you my most loyal subject."

Prince Otto might be a womanizer who comes up with recklessly absurd operations out of nowhere, but at least he had some conscience.

"I was merely following orders."
"If we defeat that woman Maria, I'll definitely raise your rank."

Well, that's just what any decent person should do.

To be frank, considering my contributions in suppressing the Second Prince, it wouldn't have been strange at all if I'd been given the title of viscount.

After all, Dalten and I alone repelled an enemy force of over 15,000 and captured a county, opening a path for this faction's survival.

But then again, there are plenty of trash in this world who don't do what any decent person should, even if they're not Pappenheim...

I should just be patient, thinking that it's something at least when someone does what they're supposed to do as a human being.

"I will work even harder."
"The rewards I'll give then are for then, and the rewards I should give now are for now. You'll need money to stabilize your newly acquired territory. I'll provide you with plenty of gold coins."
"Thank you, Your Highness."
"Well, it's getting late, so let's get to the main point. Did you succeed in deceiving that woman Maria?"

From a very simple perspective, the fact that my head is still attached to my shoulders could be considered a success.

However, that alone doesn't mean I've completely fooled the princess and her faction.

But there's one thing I can say with certainty.

"First of all, betrayal is like an exam—you can't know if it's successful or not until you've hit the other person on the back of the head with a hammer."

Otto nodded.

"However, in my opinion, I believe they truly think Baron Koln will betray you."
"Oh? And why is that?"

He created all the reasons himself and now he's making me spell it out... what a cruel man.

"Please consider how I appear on the surface. Despite risking my life to hold back an army of 15,000, am I not being marginalized politically? So the nobles in the princess's faction, including Her Highness, think this way."

I took a breath before continuing.

"They believe that for some reason, Your Highness Otto dislikes me and is trying to push me out. Seeing me being pushed aside politically rather than recognized for my achievements, they mistakenly think I'm in a state where I could be purged at any moment."
"Looking at appearances alone, you've achieved great things yet have to worry about your own life."

Even the most loyal subject in the world, when faced with a ruler who shows signs of purging them rather than rewarding their loyalty...

Their burning loyalty would inevitably be extinguished in an instant.

"They don't trust me as an individual."

Otto tilted his head at those words.

"However, they believe in my visible circumstances. They think I must be grinding my teeth in betrayal after being abandoned by Your Highness Otto, and that I'll betray you to survive. I intend to thoroughly exploit that."

Honestly, in our faction and others too, there's probably no one fighting solely out of loyalty to the royal at the center of their faction.

In the end, everyone fights so that they and their family can live well.

And if they think that's not going to happen, they'd be ready to turn their sword and bite the neck of the lord they've been serving.

"As expected of someone who rose from a mere mercenary to your current position. You coldly understand human nature and know how to use it properly. Though it was my plan, if a noble in a similar situation from another faction came to me saying the same things, wanting to defect... I might have been fooled myself."
"I'm honored."
"By the way, what do you think that woman Maria thinks of you?"

She probably doesn't have any rational affection toward me.

But reflecting on what she said to me, she undoubtedly has some human goodwill.

At least more than those noble sons she despised.

"I could tell she views me quite favorably. When the banquet was held, she initially approached me first to gain my favor as part of a calculation, but later she became engrossed in conversing with me without any political calculation."
"Hmm, what did you talk about?"
"I told her stories that girls her age would like. I told her that I only look at the person I love and that I'm doing my best to fulfill her dreams. I also said I would pledge my loyalty for the First Princess's happiness."

Otto heard this and started laughing, holding his stomach.

"I was right to send you as a fake traitor. I can't believe you made such a sweet confession that could cause an earthquake in a woman's heart the first time you met her."

War is no joke.

War is a high-risk, high-return gamble that stakes not only my life but also the peaceful lives of numerous vassals and territory residents.

So honestly, I think you should use whatever you can.

"War is no joke, is it not?"
"You're right. Now, apart from that, what did you think of Maria? Although my relationship with her isn't good, I know some things about her. Since things have come to this, I'll share some information that might help you deceive her."

In this civil war, only the princes besides Maria have succeeded in forming factions.

That's because in this world, women don't have political rights even if they're of noble birth, and many nobles are uncomfortable with the idea of a "female emperor"...

The princesses are only protected as political tools to be used in the future by various factions.

However, Maria has managed to shed all the weaknesses that come with being a woman and has succeeded in taking a position leading other nobles.

And even in the midst of that, her determination to move forward boldly for her own happiness...

*If circumstances were different, Maria would be better than Otto.*

"She was dignified as befitting an imperial royal, but also had a delicate side. I suppose that's because she's a woman."
"She's been like that since the old days. When our father was alive, being assertive as a woman was a flaw for a princess, but not anymore."

If someone said something like that in Korea—which I'm gradually forgetting, even the taste of my favorite food budae-jjigae—they'd be cursed at tremendously.

"It seems you have some personal goodwill toward her."

If I affirm that here, my head might fly off.

But if I deny it completely, what I just said would become a lie, so I need to redirect the conversation.

"She's an enemy anyway. I'll use whatever I can to eliminate her. That's the only way I can protect the land where my wives and vassals live."

Otto smirked at my words.

"Even in a civil war, killing a woman isn't good. It only builds a bad reputation."

In any country, in any era, even when killing all the family members of traitors, they generally didn't kill the women.

Of course, that just meant they weren't killed, but still.

"So I'll bestow her upon you. Since you seem to have personal goodwill toward her, that's not bad, is it?"

Well, setting aside politics and war, I do have enough human goodwill toward her.

But isn't it a bit much to openly talk about bestowing his own sister like this?

"And Maria is beautiful."

If I said I disliked her here, I'd probably touch Prince Otto's reverse scale.

"The conversation has gone on too long. You've worked hard. Anyway, you need to be faithful to your 'role as a traitor,' so don't come to the Christmas grand banquet, using illness as an excuse. You may withdraw now."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Since the war won't start for about another year anyway, do your best to gain her favor by any means necessary for now. That's the only way to properly deceive Maria."

Ch.257 - Too Obvious An Event (1)
"Have a drink, Baron Koeln."

At those words, I tilted my glass to receive the wine.

It was nice to get away from Otto during Christmas, but instead I had to flatter nobles belonging to Princess Maria's faction...

Truly, nothing in this world comes easy.

I would have preferred to stay home, making Christmas food with my wives, or perhaps gathering everyone for a proper drinking session... but what is this?

Still, I couldn't show my true feelings, so I forced a smile.

"Thank you, Marquis Schweik."

Marquis Schweik also wore an awkward smile for entertaining outsiders as he patted my shoulder.

"Ho ho, why so formal? What kind of relationship do we have, my friend! Aren't we both nobles serving Princess Maria with one heart?"
"I'm honored."
"Though we may not be family by blood, we follow the same cause. In a way, we're closer than family."

The awkward smile, exaggerated gestures, pretending to welcome me enthusiastically...

This man absolutely does not trust me right now.

"I'm honored that you see it that way."
"Well now, there's something I'd like to ask you. Would that be alright?"
"Please ask. I'll answer anything."
"When does that Prince Otto fellow plan to betray us? We need to know so we can move accordingly."

Even now, I sometimes think about actually betraying that idiot Otto and stabbing him in the back.

That damned man assigned me this life-threatening mission as a fake traitor without even asking for my consent...

He made me do things that crossed many lines in this feudal fantasy world.

*Do I look like a pushover?*

But there's no guarantee that betraying him would allow me to take Otto's head.

And there's also no guarantee that I, having betrayed Otto, wouldn't then betray Princess Maria as well.

So if things go even slightly wrong, I'll lose everything and die, let alone receive any reward.

*It's a thorny path no matter which side I choose.*

"That's a difficult question."

Hearing this, Schweik immediately dropped the friendly smile he'd been showing until now.

Instead, he narrowed his eyes, revealing his wariness toward me.

As expected, he approached me to find out if I was truly planning to betray Otto.

To be fair, if someone suddenly approached me claiming they wanted to betray their lord, I wouldn't trust them either.

After a moment of silence, Schweik shrugged and asked again.

"Does that mean you can't answer? If so, even if I don't, Her Highness might doubt your loyalty..."

Just tell me straight instead of using Maria as leverage.

*I don't trust you if you can't answer properly.*

I don't understand why nobles love speaking in such roundabout ways.

So I'll give you exactly the answer you want, loud and clear.

"Marquis Schweik, if I were to betray Otto right now, I would only gain as much as my three territories as Baron Koeln are worth."
"Hmm, true. But if your territories were properly stabilized, couldn't you conscript at least 5,000 men? That alone would be a great help to Her Highness."

A force of 5,000 could potentially change the tide of war depending on how it's used.

So naturally, it would be tempting, but...

"With mercenaries, I could field up to 6,500. But if I betray Otto now, Marquis Schweik—or rather, Princess Maria—would lose a great opportunity."

At those words, Marquis Schweik stroked his beard and asked.

"What opportunity would be lost?"
"The opportunity for me to stab Otto in the back. But what if I betray him when the Princess's army and Otto's army clash? What would happen then?"

Last time, Baron Dilt betrayed Second Prince Prime at the perfect moment.

Thanks to that, the war that had been evenly matched suddenly tilted in our favor, allowing us to win.

"...Come to think of it, you're right. Then when would you betray him?"

I immediately answered as Schweik cut off his words.

"When Otto leads a large army against the Princess, or vice versa. So I cannot give you an exact time right now, please understand."
"I see. You've thought this through."

So you're finally trusting me now, you stubborn bastard.

Last time, you pretended to trust me when I came without a single guard, but now you're trying to probe my intentions again.

If I get the chance, I'll cut your throat someday.

"Thank you for your trust."
"Everything about your situation and plan makes sense, so I'll trust you for now."

No, that's for Maria to say, not you.

I could barely hold back from saying what was on my mind in this situation.

Schweik poured me another glass of wine.

Then he brought his face very close and whispered in my ear.

"If you want to maintain this trust in the future, prove your loyalty to the Princess by beheading Otto. Do your utmost."

I understand he holds the highest position among Princess Maria's retainers, but he talks as if he's her father or something.

I hope you trip on a stone and break your leg.

"Yes, Your Excellency."

After Schweik left, other nobles approached me.

"Baron Koeln, we never thought you would come to the Christmas banquet. How did you manage to come?"

Their expressions didn't show the intense suspicion that Schweik had shown.

"I decided to serve Princess Maria instead of Prince Otto long ago. So I feigned illness and came here to show my loyalty to Her Highness."
"Is that so?"

I told the lie without even wetting my lips.

"Yes."

Then one baron opened the floodgates of gossip.

"Well, Prince Otto only cares about women and has no dignity. And he's so suspicious of everyone."

Someone once said nobles gossip as naturally as breathing, just like women.

Now that they have a chance to badmouth Prince Otto, they're going at it viciously.

"When the late Emperor was still alive, I once offered fruit to Prince Otto, and would you believe it, he immediately passed it to his food taster. Even though I had already picked one and eaten it myself to prove there was no poison."

Someone of royal blood is under 24-hour protection because you never know who might try to kill them and when.

Naturally, they keep servants nearby who taste their food to check for poison.

But to suspect poison even when the person ate it right in front of you...

*That fish-brained bastard who can't trust anyone...*

I wonder if he sent me here because he doesn't trust me and wants to get rid of me?

"My goodness, how could he do such a thing?"

The baron who started the story continued heatedly.

"If such a narrow-minded person becomes Emperor, he will surely persecute us nobles. That's why I decided to follow the Princess."

At those words, the nobles, including myself, clapped and pretended to be delighted to show our loyalty to the Princess.

"Baron Koeln, aren't you also here because you were disgusted by such behavior?"

That Otto fellow really does have trust issues.

"He's also quite shameless in dealing with people. I mean, if I achieved merits, he should recognize and favor me accordingly..."

I sighed.

"What is this? He openly pushed me away from the core of politics. I might be falsely accused of something at any moment."

Honestly, I don't care how much Otto chases women or if his personality is as twisted as Dong Zhuo from the Three Kingdoms...

What matters is that his blade doesn't reach me.

But seeing how he's acting now, it really seems like he might purge me...

"To worry about being purged when you've committed no crime. You made the right decision."
"It's my earnest wish to behead that Otto."
"Then let's raise our glasses today to Otto's downfall."

After drinking nearly ten glasses of wine with them, I headed to the balcony for some fresh air.

The other nobles were all staggering drunk, but with my Expert-level trained body, I don't get drunk from this amount of alcohol.

In fact, I don't even feel tipsy.

In novels, this is where the protagonist would coincidentally meet a beautiful woman on the balcony and fall in love at first sight, beginning a passionate romance... but this is cruel reality, so such dramatic encounters won't happen.

"Ah, that bastard Otto."

I wasn't saying it for anyone to hear.

I just blurted it out, wondering what kind of situation that trash Otto had put me in.

And somehow Maria, who had appeared without my noticing, answered.

"Otto has always been trash."

Ch.258 - Too Obvious An Event (2)
I wasn't muttering to myself expecting anyone to hear.

But when someone suddenly answered...

For a moment, I felt irritated that someone had butted into my private thoughts.

However, my anger naturally disappeared when I realized who had spoken.

"First Imperial Princess, Your Highness?"
"Didn't I tell you to call me Maria? Disobeying my orders."

Those words were meant as a joke to lighten the mood, but for the listener, they were spine-chilling and terrifying.

Like when a department manager says in front of employees, "Kim has been acting strange lately, doing his work well and being diligent. Did he eat something wrong?"

But only amateurs respond to such comments with awkward smiles.

In the military, newcomers who get along well with their seniors wear knowing expressions, flatter them at every opportunity, and even pretend to be fooled when sent to the PX to "buy bullets."

So I, who had become a noble struggling to survive in dangerous political circles and was currently performing the risky duties of a traitor, bowed my head with a genuinely apologetic posture.

"I apologize, Maria, Your Highness."

Maria seemed satisfied with my response and nodded.

"Well, I'll forgive you. Just don't forget to call me Maria in private settings like this from now on."
"Yes, Maria, Your Highness."

Being an imperial princess, she rarely had opportunities to joke with peers or those around her, which probably explained her lack of humor.

Still, she didn't get upset when I didn't show embarrassment at her joke, which showed she had a much better character than Otto.

"Though he's my brother, he's quite the womanizer."
"He does seem to be rather fond of women."
"Are you mincing words in my presence? We're gossiping about someone who isn't here, so let me share a few stories to pass the time."

From lowly serfs to noble imperial princesses, all humans enjoy gossip.

Well, my reason for serving Otto isn't because of his character or personal preference, but purely for my own benefit...

*Honestly, Otto is a man with poor character.*

Even if I indulge in gossip, I wouldn't feel the need to confess my sins to Deus.

"I'm all ears."
"Well, he's been obsessed with women since he was young. Would you believe that at 15, he enjoyed playing pranks like lifting the skirts of maids and ladies-in-waiting—behavior typical of boys 7 or 8 years old."

In this world, where the concept of chastity is much stronger than in 21st century Korea—where peasants commonly believe even a kiss warrants marriage—

A 15-year-old boy lifting skirts of imperial nobles?

Well, being an imperial prince, perhaps such perverted behavior was overlooked?

"He had at least minimal decency to only do it in his own room, but..."

There is a difference between lifting a maid's skirt in public versus doing it in one's private room.

I'm not defending him—the former is sexual harassment in public, while the latter is just sexual harassment.

Of course, both are insane behaviors.

"When he turned 20, he started putting his hands on women left and right, as if he'd been waiting for that moment. According to the palace maids and servants, he touched more than 20 women in a year. Despicably, all 20 were maids from common families, so he would just give them a few gold coins, dismiss them, and brag about it to his siblings—I've heard him myself."
"Is that even possible?"

Among men, having many sexual experiences can be a point of pride, especially in this macho world where sexual experience is a kind of qualification.

One might boast about it, but that's only acceptable among mercenaries or lower-ranking knights...

Nobles of middle rank or higher would never boast about such foolish things.

*Even if there are idiots who exaggerate their virility...*

"Otto's habits with women probably haven't changed. But as he's gotten older and his position has changed... he's likely taken many concubines."
"He does seem to have quite a few."
"He wouldn't have made it official, though?"

Though not officially acknowledged, I had noticed several maids who seemed unusually close to Otto.

Seeing that, I immediately sensed, "This bastard's at it again."

"You can tell just by looking."
"I suppose you can."

This kind of gossip also serves to demonstrate my steadfast loyalty to Maria.

So I should join in too, right?

Plus, I need to relieve some stress by thoroughly criticizing that damned Otto.

*Since I've been ordered to betray him, I must play the traitor thoroughly.*

"Ha, aside from those issues, I thought he was going downhill because he just does whatever he wants. When we're already busy stabilizing the lives of the people and short on funds, he insisted on holding a lavish festival for his birthday... He ordered me to spend 5% of my territory's annual tax revenue on a festival."

I really thought I was going to lose my mind.

I don't dislike enjoying fine food and drink, but...

Stabilizing the territory is urgent right now.

We barely collect enough taxes as it is, and he wants a tax-funded festival?

How am I supposed to hold a festival that burns through 5% of annual tax revenue in a single day?

"That bad habit of extravagance hasn't gone away either."

After spending dozens of minutes criticizing Otto, Maria raised a question.

"You seem a bit unusual. Different from others—are you hiding something?"
"What do you mean by 'hiding something'?"
"Loyalty comes with a price. Even if it's called love. That's how it is, especially as one's position rises."

I am a bit unusual among nobles for not seeking advancement in status or material rewards for my love.

Among nobles, it's all the same whether it's their legal wife or concubine.

When a woman becomes an imperial concubine, her family typically receives at least a knighthood and territory somewhere in the provinces—that's common sense. Beyond that, using the prince's dignity to throw their weight around within reasonable limits is everyday life in this world.

I too am pledging loyalty to Prince Otto in exchange for something from him—that's our contract.

"I suppose so."
"Marquis Schweik has shown me special attention and helped me since I was young. I even owe him my life. He's someone who made me who I am today."

I perked up my ears as the princess shared her personal story.

My survival depends on what kind of relationship I form with the princess.

*Whether I betray Maria or take her side, either way...*

"When I was young, I followed him like a father. Because the late Emperor, my father, was only interested in his sons. He had no interest in me, a girl. Instead, he would scold me for taking interest in 'useless things' like swordsmanship and military tactics, saying they were inappropriate for an imperial princess."

In fiction, when an imperial princess takes interest in military tactics or swordsmanship and reaches excellence through effort, everyone applauds and praises her.

But in reality...

*It's like a humanities student skipping required courses to study engineering mathematics instead?*

Just as it would be strange for a humanities major to seriously take science courses, for an imperial princess to dabble in military tactics or swordsmanship, which were the domains of princes...

*From the Emperor's perspective, it wouldn't have looked good.*

"Even Marquis Schweik started wanting things from me when I turned 15. It was somewhat shocking, as I had viewed him as a father figure. And whenever marriage proposals came from foreign countries or imperial nobles, priority was always given to potential benefits and strong alliances. The men who came to court me were only interested in the power and wealth they could gain by marrying me."

In novels, this is where the imperial princess would say:

"I hope someone will appear who loves me for who I am."

But different words came from the princess's mouth:

"I don't intend to condemn them as materialistic. I just wished they would at least pretend in front of me that they were proposing marriage purely out of love for me."

I found it difficult to respond to that.

The princess sighed once and quickly changed the subject.

"But you haven't mentioned any reward for betraying Otto and pledging loyalty to me."
"No, Your Highness."

I've refrained from mentioning direct compensation because gaining trust is more important right now.

"So, why exactly are you loyal to me..."

The princess couldn't finish her sentence.

"Emergency! Assassins, damn assassins have broken in!"

Ch.259 - Too Obvious An Event (3)
Princess Maria seemed frozen at the sudden appearance of assassins.

Well, even though Maria had trained in swordsmanship and studied military science diligently, she probably had never fought in actual combat while shedding blood.

Since we had both disarmed to attend the banquet, neither of us even had a defensive dagger at our waists, which must have made her even more frightened.

But as much as we were scared, the assassins moved swiftly.

"Find that princess bitch! Kill her! If we kill her, we'll be set for life!"

These guys are absolutely bloodthirsty.

And some of these assassin bastards are using quite high-level Aura?

*Even though I'm an Expert-class swordsman, without a sword... this is dangerous.*

"Look for a red-haired woman with big breasts!"
"Don't worry about anyone else but her!"
"Hurry, before the knight guards come to their senses!"

Only a few knight guards were armed in this place, and the number of assassins who suddenly burst in outnumbered the knights.

The knight guards charged toward them with their armor on and swords drawn.

"Protect Her Highness Maria! Kill the assassins!"

As the clash between assassins and knight guards began, some nobles hurriedly tried to do something.

Some approached where the princess was.

"Your Highness, I, Baron Brown, will protect you even at the cost of my life!"

Others grabbed candlesticks from around the hall, preparing to fight just in case.

"Cowardly assassins! We'll capture every last one of you and make you reveal who's behind this."

Some brave souls were seen rushing toward the banquet hall doors, trying to escape and call for reinforcements.

"I'll call for more knights!"
"Your Highness, please escape quickly!"
"Damn it! What kind of incompetent job did the security detail do!"

Meanwhile, the assassins engaged with the knight guards and killed several nobles in the process.

"Die, you garbage noble bastard!"

The situation wasn't overwhelmingly against us, but if things continued like this, the princess might end up dead.

If that happened, all the schemes I had been working on would turn to nothing.

I had to save this princess by any means necessary.

Perhaps because this was Maria's first time facing such a crisis.

She couldn't give proper orders and just stood there, contemplating.

It wouldn't be strange if she just trembled in fear after suddenly becoming the target of an assassination attempt, but rather than being afraid, she was trying to do something.

Trying to do something in a crisis situation is a quality a leader should have...

*No wonder the nobles follow her without hesitation despite her being a woman.*

"Your Highness Maria, your safety is the top priority right now."

Though some assassins were swinging their swords at nobles, that was just them killing nobles while on their way to deal with the princess.

Like picking some mulberries on the way to their main target.

"But if I run away, the other nobles..."
"You must flee to save the nobles. After all, it's you they want to kill, not the nobles here."

If this were a battlefield, killing a noble might completely disrupt the command structure of the troops they lead.

But in normal times, killing a baron doesn't make his barony explode.

When a baron dies, there's always an heir to inherit the territory.

*If I die, Hilde would probably become the Baron of Köln...*

Lucia would say she's just a mage and can't manage territory, and Karin would say she can't handle such difficult and complicated things.

But if our Princess Maria dies, who would succeed her?

If a struggle breaks out over that, this faction would essentially be finished.

"Your words are correct. Then how do you plan to escape?"

First, there are many assassins in this banquet hall, making it very dangerous, and there's a high probability that a considerable number of enemies are elsewhere in the mansion.

So it doesn't seem easy to just leave the banquet hall and exit through somewhere in the mansion.

"Is there a secret passage?"
"Of course there is, but it seems difficult in the current situation."

Maria said that and pointed to the inside of the banquet hall.

Where she pointed, numerous assassins were gradually pressuring the knight guards.

They could be quickly suppressed if reinforcements arrived, but it would be too risky to attempt an emergency escape right now.

This really isn't easy to figure out.

Then we have no choice but to dash to where our soldiers are stationed.

*If we escape there, we could catch them off guard.*

"Your Highness Maria, please get on my back. I'll run straight to Margrave Schwaik's camp nearby!"

It's the closest in terms of distance and has the most soldiers stationed there.

Moreover, as the most powerful figure in the First Princess faction, he would never participate in something like assassinating the princess.

Doing so would be like becoming the tail of another dragon while being the head of one.

Maria heard my words and responded with a flustered expression.

"B-but."

In normal times, I would have waited until she fully understood the situation, but without even a single sword in this situation, if we hesitate like this, we might die before reinforcements arrive.

"Excuse me."

I picked up the princess in a princess carry position.

Then, circulating Aura throughout my body, I took steps toward the balcony to jump off.

"Your Highness, hold on tight. Otherwise, you'll fall!"

Hearing that, Maria tightly wrapped her arms around my neck.

I felt a soft sensation all over my body and a very pleasant scent tickled my nose, but I was well past the age to get excited over such things.

*It's not like I'm some virgin.*

"I'm jumping!"

The assassins behind us shouted something at me, but their words didn't reach my ears.

When I jumped from the balcony and landed on the ground, a considerable shock hit both my legs.

Having jumped from about the height of a three-story building, it wouldn't be strange if my legs broke...

"Damn, that hurts quite a bit."

As Maria looked at me with worried eyes, urgent voices could be heard from above.

"The princess is escaping! Chase after her. Kill her! Forget about the nobles!"

Just as I had expected, they all began chasing after Maria at once.

"Hold on tight, Your Highness."

As an Expert-class, I might just get some bruises if I trip over a stone, but Maria is an ordinary person.

If she falls while running at speeds of dozens or over 100 km/h, she would either die instantly or suffer injuries close to that.

Meanwhile, Maria asked with a worried look.

"Will you really be alright? No matter how strong you are, carrying me while outrunning assassins can't be an easy task."

Nothing in life is easy.

No, if you want to survive, you have to endure and overcome difficult things with sheer determination.

If you can't do that, you'll be eliminated anyway.

*Since this has happened, I should try to gain as much favor as possible from this opportunity.*

"Your Highness Maria, didn't I tell you? I swore to be loyal for your happiness, as you guaranteed the safety of my family, vassals, and territory."
"Yes, you did."
"That oath was never false. Even at the cost of my life, I will protect you."

I spoke naturally what would have been called late-stage chuunibyou in 21st century Korea, and without waiting for a response, I ran frantically.

Though I wasn't wearing armor, even if the princess was light, she was heavier than the 24kg mithril armor...

Thanks to the princess carry position, my center of gravity shifted forward and I couldn't use my arms... it was truly hellish.

"This is killing me..."

But I couldn't stop running.

"Chase that bastard!"

First, I needed to create distance by running at maximum speed, then move at about 40-50 km/h to reach Margrave Schwaik's camp.

Whether arrows rained down or magic flew at us, I absolutely couldn't look back.

"Shoot arrows! It doesn't matter if the princess or that bastard dies!"

With those words, arrows flew toward me and the princess from various places.

People emerged from behind trees in the garden and shot crossbows...

"Die, damn it!"

After running for a while and thinking I had outrun them, random magic would fly at us.

"It's a Fireball, watch out!"

I had to dodge all of that while running.

The only advantage was that thanks to my high level of skill, I could run at a fast pace that prevented the pursuers from catching up.

"Look at that bastard's running speed. He's an Expert-class knight!"
"Throw a spear at him!"

With attacks continuing from unexpected places like this, even I couldn't dodge everything.

"Ugh, damn..."

An arrow from an unexpected direction hit my thigh.

Still, I continued running.

Somehow, I had to keep this woman alive so that I could either backstab the princess with a scheme or help fulfill her dream... I needed to be able to do something.

After running for about ten minutes, squeezing out every bit of Aura, my stamina was about to hit bottom.

"There's Margrave Schwaik's camp!"

In the direction Maria pointed, Margrave Schwaik's soldiers could be seen.

Though they hadn't received any message, seeing the princess and me running urgently, the soldiers understood the crisis and prepared to annihilate the pursuing assassins.

They formed a small formation, mages began chanting spells... and light cavalry prepared to charge.

"We're saved now."

I immediately put Princess Maria down on the ground.

"You've been through a lot, Your Highness."
"No, you're the one who has."

Just as I was about to collapse in relief that we had avoided the worst of this cursed assassination attempt...

I saw an arrow flying at high speed toward Maria's heart from far away.

I don't know how far it was shot from, but that level of archery skill was comparable to Karin's.

*They even added wind to it? Damn it.*

Even if I told her to duck, the princess wouldn't be able to dodge it.

"All or nothing..."

I squeezed out the last of my Aura and covered the princess's body.

"Baron Köln?"

When I heard her calling my name, blood was gushing from my body.

The arrow aimed at the princess's heart didn't pierce my heart due to our height difference, but it seemed to have inflicted a serious wound.

Thinking about that, I felt my consciousness gradually becoming hazy, and finally collapsed.

And the sounds I heard were...

"Baron Köln, Baron!"

The voice of the princess worrying about me, who had thrown my body to protect her...

"Kill all those bastards! We must rescue Margrave Schwaik immediately!"

And thousands of soldiers rushing out of this camp.
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Maria asked the bishop who was treating Martin in an urgent voice.

"Bishop, how is Baron Koeln's condition? Surely he won't die like this?"

Tears welled up in her eyes, and her hand had been clutching Martin's clothes for some time.

Seeing this, the bishop could tell that Maria had special feelings for this man, but he had no intention of prying.

If he probed too deeply, he might have his throat cut by the princess standing before him.

*I'll just report this to Marquis Schweik later...*

With that thought, the bishop answered as a clergyman and doctor, observing her reaction.

"If an ordinary person had such severe injuries, it wouldn't be surprising if they died at any moment. The arrow miraculously missed the heart, but it was rusty and penetrated quite deeply, causing significant blood loss. Look at his complexion. Isn't it pale?"

Maria asked with a trembling voice.

"Does that mean he could possibly die?"

The bishop shook his head.

"If an ordinary person suffered such injuries, instant death wouldn't be surprising, but Baron Koeln is a Knight who has reached the upper Expert level. As long as his heart or head isn't severed and he receives proper treatment, he's unlikely to die from injuries. Knights of this caliber can recover from broken bones in just 1-2 weeks with proper treatment."

Compared to ordinary people who would take three months to recover from broken bones even with diligent care, this was several times faster.

Maria's eyes lit up with joy at hearing this.

Her expression was clearly that of a girl in love, leaving the bishop momentarily speechless.

Maria, displeased with the bishop's attitude, urged him.

"So does that mean he can live? Or not? Please speak clearly."
"I apologize. Since I'm here as a doctor, my explanation became lengthy. Let me get straight to the conclusion."

In this world, clergy members also used holy magic to heal people, so no one found this statement strange.

"While these injuries would be life-threatening for an ordinary person, a Knight of Baron Koeln's caliber would recover just by properly stopping the bleeding. With the proper treatment he's receiving now, he should regain consciousness within 2-3 days, so there's no need to worry."
"Thank goodness, I was so worried he might die like this..."

Maria finished speaking, let out a sigh of relief, and caressed Martin's hand with affection.

It was such an intimate gesture that if Lucia or Karin had seen it, they might have lunged at her saying, "That thieving cat!"

Fortunately, neither Lucia, Hilde, nor Karin were present.

The bishop pretended not to notice and urged the princess to leave.

"Please go rest now. It's getting late."

Maria shook her head at his words.

Then, abandoning her frightened, tearful demeanor, she declared quite majestically:

"I, Maria von Rheinpfalz, nearly fell victim to assassination at the banquet, but I survived because Baron Koeln risked his life to save me. I believe it would be against proper conduct if I didn't care for the Baron. So I'll just accept your concern, Bishop Unter."

The bishop sighed upon hearing this.

To anyone watching, she appeared to be nothing more than a young girl with tremendous affection for Baron Koeln...

However, he had neither the power nor justification to stop Maria's stubbornness.

"Haven't you also been through a great ordeal, Your Highness? If you don't rest now, you might fall ill from exhaustion. Besides, the interrogation of the assassins must begin tomorrow."
"That interrogation can be left to Marquis Schweik. Please withdraw now. Even for a bishop, further comments would be considered interference in politics."

Bishop Unter had no choice but to bow and withdraw, saying:

"Baron Koeln's body will likely develop a fever. However, you must not carelessly wipe his body with a wet towel. If the bandages on his upper and lower body come loose or get wet, he might start bleeding again."

After giving this final warning, the bishop immediately left to find Marquis Schweik.

Maria decided to stay up all night to nurse Martin.

"You always show such a serious expression in front of me, yet your sleeping face looks so innocent. How fortunate must be the women who can see this expression beside them every day?"

She wanted to touch his cheek with her finger, but...

Having never even held hands with a man except when dancing at social gatherings, she couldn't bring herself to touch Martin's cheek.

She merely shifted her gaze between her finger and his cheek...

"What am I doing..."

Even as she said this, Maria's gaze remained fixed on Martin's face, which had grown peaceful thanks to the treatment.

After several hours, the princess could tell that Martin's condition had stabilized, and after feeling reassured, she fell asleep sitting up.

A peaceful smile appeared on Maria's face.

It was a serene expression she hadn't shown in years due to the anxiety following the Emperor's death.

**

"Ugh, damn..."

When I opened my eyes and got up, I could tell from the banner visible that I was in Marquis Schweik's camp, so I figured I wouldn't die a miserable death.

However, the spot where I'd been hit by that cursed assassin's arrow right before losing consciousness...

"My chest hurts like hell... Feels like I'm dying... Damn it."

The pain was enough to make me curse involuntarily.

Even being cut by a sword didn't hurt this much...

"Well, at least I'm alive. If I'm alive, everything will work out somehow."

What's scary about assassins isn't their numbers or their strength.

It's just that they appear out of nowhere when you least expect it and strike from behind.

*Once you avoid that first strike, they're nothing but worthless trash who can only run away.*

As I calmed down a bit, I noticed a red-haired girl sleeping soundly in front of me.

Wait, who is that? The red-haired girl before me was undoubtedly Princess Maria.

Could she have nursed me all night because I saved her from assassination?

Come to think of it, there's a wet towel on my forehead?

As I looked around in confusion, Maria woke up from my movements and asked with a worried expression.

"Baron Koeln, are you awake? How are you feeling?"

Apart from the arrow wounds in my chest and thigh, nothing else hurt.

"Except for my chest and thigh, nothing hurts. I think I could manage daily activities as long as I don't overexert myself."

Perhaps thanks to good treatment, nothing hurt except the two areas I just mentioned.

*If the wound were deep, I'd have a fever from inflammation throughout my body, but there's no sign of that.*

"I'm relieved. If you had died in my place... I would have been terribly sad. Thank you for surviving."
"Thank you, Your Highness. I'm just grateful that you're safe. If you had died or been seriously injured... this faction would have collapsed completely."

In this chaotic political situation, if the royal who serves as the central figure dies, the faction collapses instantly.

Hearing this, the princess firmly grasped my hand and said:

"Even in your condition, you only worry about me. Very well, I'll ask again. Is there anything you wish from me? Whatever it is, if it's within my power, I'll grant it."

If I asked the princess now, she would readily give me a territory.

Even after doing so, Maria would continue to show unwavering trust in me.

However, thinking further ahead, there's no need to receive compensation right now.

*It would be better to use this opportunity to erase all suspicion toward me within the faction.*

"Isn't Your Highness safe? That's enough for me."

Maria tilted her head at my response.

"Do you truly want nothing? Other nobles would use this opportunity to request a better position or territory. You certainly have the right to receive such things."

Though her words seemed slightly tempting, I felt I had to say this:

"I pledge my loyalty for the happiness of Your Highness who took me in, not for larger territories or power. Your safety is sufficient reward."

At those words, tears filled Maria's large eyes.

Just then, Marquis Schweik's messenger hurriedly entered the tent where I was staying.

"The assassins have confessed! The one who sent them was the Third Prince! The Third Prince cowardly attempted to assassinate Princess Maria!"

Ch.261 - Too Obvious An Event (5)
As soon as she heard that the person who tried to assassinate the princess was the Third Prince, Maria jumped up from her seat and immediately tried to head to the interrogation room.

She told me that the Baron was severely injured and should focus on recovering first, urging me to rest comfortably. However, I suspected this might all be part of the Fourth Prince's scheme, so I wanted to meet the assassins with my own eyes.

Despite my injured body, I requested to accompany her to the interrogation room where the unfortunate captured assassins were being held, and she reluctantly agreed.

"Burn him!"

With those words, a man wearing a strange black leather mask over his entire face pulled a red-hot branding iron from the brazier.

"Hehe, this will hurt a bit. If you confess properly now, things could get easier. So, who hired you?"

The men, bloodied from a night of intense torture, begged desperately.

"The Third Prince! It's Prince Alexei! We already told you it was him! Please just kill us! Kill us!"

The assassins I've known are typically trained to never reveal information even under severe torture when their lives are at risk.

What kind of torture did they endure to make them talk like this...?

Ah, looking closer, I noticed several of their fingers and toes were missing.

Even the remaining digits had all their nails torn out.

Seeing their blood-covered bodies, they must have endured horrific torture beyond what a mere mercenary-turned-Baron like myself could imagine.

The masked torturer giggled.

"How can I believe that?"

With those words, the torturer pressed the branding iron against the man's left chest and seared it.

A pungent smell—somewhat savory yet disgusting—of burning flesh spread through the air with the smoke.

"AAAAARGH! Help me!"

As I watched this scene, a knight attending the princess shouted loudly.

"Make way for Her Highness Princess Maria von Rheinpfalz, First Princess of the Rheinpfalz Empire! Everyone show your respect!"

At those words, even the brutish torturers immediately knelt down in respect.

Maria didn't offer any words of acknowledgment for their gesture and walked straight toward the prisoners in chains.

Watching her determined stride, I worried that the noble princess might actually pick up torture instruments and interrogate the criminals herself.

The torturers, unable to stop her with their blood-stained hands, stammered awkwardly.

"Your Highness, you'll get blood on yourself if you touch those lowly creatures."

Regardless, Maria gritted her teeth so loudly that even I could hear it from where I stood at a considerable distance.

She walked straight to the criminals without hesitation, stopped, and slapped each of them across the face with tremendous force.

"You wicked, cowardly creatures. I will never let you die in peace!"

Not only the torturers but even the guard knights couldn't hide their bewilderment.

"Your Highness! How could you touch those lowly beings with your own hands?"
"Princess! Please calm yourself."
"Protect Her Highness from those evil men!"

The assassins were already chained by their hands and feet, so they couldn't harm the princess no matter what they tried.

But judging by all the commotion, everyone must be on edge because of yesterday's assassination attempt against the princess.

Moreover, they seemed to be showing excessive zeal to make up for their failure.

*They should have done their job properly like me in the first place.*

Making a fuss after the water has already been spilled will only earn them criticism.

When one of the guard knights stepped forward to retrieve the princess, I placed my hand on his shoulder to stop him.

"Unless you're desperate for a scolding, stay back."

The man I stopped turned around sharply, but upon recognizing me, his anger instantly subsided.

Then, in a respectful voice—or rather, a cowering one:

"But Her Highness is slapping those vile men's faces..."

I sighed at his words.

True, watching the princess slap assassins isn't exactly a pleasant sight, and as her guard knight, he naturally felt compelled to intervene...

"Her Highness nearly fell victim to assassination, and you knights aren't entirely blameless, are you? If you go now to stop Her Highness while she's venting her anger at the assassins, you'll only get scolded."

In truth, it wouldn't end with just a scolding—he might even be stripped of his position as a guard knight for failing in his protective duties.

After all, in this era, monarchs could impose personal sanctions on commoners and even nobles simply because they were in a bad mood.

*Besides, these men lack the backing that titled nobles have.*

While Maria doesn't have a narrow personality like Otto, she would still give them a piece of her mind...

"I'll go instead."

Objectively speaking, Maria currently holds considerable goodwill toward me.

So if I speak to her, she'll likely listen to most reasonable requests.

Meanwhile, Maria was unleashing words that would make anyone's blood run cold, though she refrained from outright cursing.

"You dared to try to assassinate me, so you will pay a most severe price. Don't expect to die easily. Every bone in your bodies will be broken one by one from your toes to your shoulders, and when you die, your entrails will be pulled out and shown to you one by one so you may repent your sins."

In South Korea, even quick executions like hanging are carefully regulated due to human rights concerns, but in this world, human rights are practically nonexistent.

Moreover, attempting to kill a member of the imperial family—the future emperor, no less—is an incomparable crime...

Honestly, even if they were executed in such a manner, few would object.

"And your families..."

While I understand her anger after nearly being assassinated, further comments would only diminish the princess's dignity.

"Your Highness Maria, please calm yourself."

At my words, the princess turned to look at me.

Tears welled in her eyes, and though her mouth was tightly shut, her lips trembled with anger.

"Your Highness, you must calm down. Showing excessive anger toward mere assassins only diminishes your dignity."
"But they nearly killed you, Baron."

I'm well aware they almost killed me, and I'm furious about it too.

Tears fell from Maria's eyes.

"They shot arrows at you while you were carrying me to safety, inflicting critical wounds upon you."

While I appreciate her anger on my behalf, getting angry like this won't solve anything.

"Your Highness Maria, I'm truly grateful for your concern for someone as humble as myself. But isn't capturing the culprits who tried to assassinate you the most important matter now?"

Maria nodded at my words.

Then, with a sigh, she replied:

"You're right. You were the one who nearly died, yet here I am getting worked up. I apologize for showing such an unseemly side of myself."
"Not at all. However, would you allow me to take charge of their interrogation?"
"You?"
"Yes, I will make them talk without fail."

Maria thought for a moment, then nodded.

"I have many matters to attend to, so I shall take my leave. Besides, I don't think I can maintain my composure while looking at those who tried to kill the Baron who risked his life to protect me."
"A wise decision, Your Highness."

After the princess left, I addressed the men in chains.

"You have no chance of survival. And keeping silent won't guarantee your families' safety either."

In dramas, when assassins fail, their entire families are often killed, but that's a misunderstanding.

Such actions would severely damage assassins' morale—why would anyone do that?

"Dead men tell no tales. If you die here, no one will know whether you leaked information or not."
"......"

Though these men tried to kill me, I needed to feign kindness to make them talk, so I suppressed my anger.

"Just speak freely. Then I'll let you die comfortably."

Hearing this, they spoke the truth in voices that had given up everything.

The Third Prince had commissioned the assassination, giving them 100 gold coins each as an advance to kill Maria.

He promised an additional 200 gold coins each as a reward if they succeeded, which is why they accepted the mission without hesitation.

Moreover, while they were assassins, some had been renowned knights in their own right.

"So he was determined to kill Her Highness. That madman, the Third Prince..."

After saying this, I considered what would benefit Maria and what would benefit Otto.

"The interrogation ends here for today. Have the guards give them proper meals. That way, they'll provide better information."

Once I've gathered all the information, I plan to exact a cruel revenge.

When I returned to my room after finishing this business, a maid arrived with an iron pot, bowl, and utensils.

"...Who sent this?"
"Her Highness the Princess made it herself. She said that since the Baron was injured protecting her, she would prepare a late dinner for you..."

A smile formed on my lips at those words.

The stew in the pot was overly salty, and the steak was quite tough with a burnt taste.

But I could clearly feel the princess's sincerity in it.

As I ate with a happy heart, the needle on the scale in my mind began to tilt slightly.

It had been a complicated day.

Ch.262 - Too Obvious An Event (6)
After a few days, once I had recovered, I was granted a private audience with the Imperial Princess.

"Your Highness Maria, thank you for allowing me this audience."
"You saved my life. There's no need to thank me for something this small."

As if to show she meant what she said, the princess approached and personally helped me to my feet.

I could feel affection and care in Maria's touch.

"I get lonely sometimes, so please visit me like this occasionally even when there's no official business. Talking with you helps ease my solitude."
"I'm truly honored by your words."

When I tried to respond with just a formal greeting, Maria puffed her cheeks slightly and emphasized:

"Other nobles always have their own interests in mind when speaking with me, making our conversations feel empty. But you engage with me without asking for territories or privileges, which puts my mind at ease. Please visit often."

Perhaps she felt embarrassed showing such direct favor to me, a mere subject and a man at that.

Her face had turned as red as the evening sunset.

Maria must have found this atmosphere awkward as well. She deliberately cleared her throat and changed the subject.

"Hmm, we've completed the interrogation of the criminals. As you discovered, the Third Prince was indeed behind it."
"I thought as much."
"Though I didn't hear the reason for the assassination attempt directly from them, it's obvious. They planned to assassinate me to disrupt the internal order of our faction, then the Third Prince would bring his army to seize our territory."

The reason is so obvious it doesn't even stir any emotion.

Of course, had the assassination succeeded, the First Princess's faction would already be falling apart, with nobles grabbing each other by the collar and fighting over leadership...

It's a story I've heard dozens of times now, and I'm truly sick of it.

*This is a thought I can have only because we successfully prevented the assassination...*

"So what do you plan to do now? Will you send assassins in return?"

Maria took a sip of her tea after hearing my question.

"It would be foolish to send assassins just because they sent them to me. Well, I would send them anytime and as many times as needed if success was guaranteed. But that fool of a brother is quite clever when it comes to wrongdoing. He'll certainly be on guard, expecting me to retaliate with assassins after his failed attempt. It would just be a waste of money."

Risking one's life to kill a high-ranking enemy is an extremely dangerous mission.

Even if the assassination succeeds, many die during escape, and if captured, they face unspeakable torture.

And when they die, they suffer unimaginable pain...

The enormous risk requires substantial payment, but if the chance of failure is over 99%, there's no reason to send assassins.

"Marquis Schweik and other nobles are urging me to use this opportunity to subjugate that fool. What do you think?"

Though I've never personally seen the Third Prince, if he's not a complete idiot like Pappenheim, he would have made thorough preparations when sending the assassins.

He probably anticipated that if the assassination failed, Maria would lead her army against him.

He would have stationed soldiers throughout his fortress, stockpiled as much food and weapons as possible, preparing for the coming war.

That way, if the assassination succeeded, he could quickly devour Maria's territories, and if it failed, he could still fight back.

*The basics of war is to strike an unprepared enemy from behind.*

And the worst thing to do in war is to confront a well-prepared enemy head-on.

"First, what are Your Highness's thoughts on the matter?"
"Naturally, I want to strike down that fool of a Third Prince. A member of the imperial family hiring assassins to kill me—how cowardly! Because of that wicked man, you nearly lost your life."

I completely understand Maria's anger.

She's not some Saint Maria—it would be strange if she didn't feel vengeful toward someone who tried to harm her.

"However, my opinion differs. Your Highness, now is not the time to strike the Third Prince, that coward."

The princess's face, which always smiled when looking at me, momentarily contorted.

This alone wouldn't diminish her favor toward me, but if I failed to persuade her properly, much of the goodwill I'd earned by risking my life would disappear.

"Your Highness, the Third Prince is a cowardly and cunning piece of trash. He even sent assassins to kill you. Even heretics from other continents would be shocked and appalled by his wickedness."

When opposing someone's view, it's important to first empathize with their feelings.

Especially if that person is a woman, you must show agreement.

That's a lesson I've learned from my married life with Karin, Hilde, and Lucia.

"Brother Prime has had a terrible personality since childhood. When he was young, he would deliberately tear his formal clothes and blame it on servants whose faces he found ugly."
"Such a person would make thorough preparations for both success and failure. He has surely gathered numerous soldiers and established a solid defensive position."

The more despicable and cunning someone is, the more effort they put into committing the perfect crime.

They've learned from experience since childhood that they must be meticulous to avoid getting caught when playing tricks.

He would have planned everything thoroughly when sending the assassin.

Maria showed a favorable response to my words.

"You make a good point. Though he attempted the gamble of assassination, he's not one to ignore the consequences. Surely you're not suggesting we simply do nothing?"

I gave a playful smile and shrugged my shoulders.

"If Your Highness leads a large army against Prince Prime now, you'd be doing exactly what he wants. To put it strongly, you'd be dancing to his tune."
"...I don't like that."
"So we shouldn't attack Prime who has completed all preparations and is waiting. Rather, gather your army and pretend to attack the Third Prince, but instead move to subjugate Otto."

By now, Otto must have received reports about Maria's near-assassination.

He's probably disappointed she survived, but well...

He's likely thinking:

*Oh? The Third Prince tried to assassinate Maria? Since he failed, the enraged Maria will attack the Third Prince. While those two fight enthusiastically... I'll wait until they're both exhausted, then lead my army to pick up the pieces.*

He's probably planning to have it both ways, like a thief.

If we strike him hard from behind while he's comfortably waiting with such complacent thoughts, he'll struggle to respond properly.

Maria thought for a moment, then nodded.

"Both Otto and Prime are traitors who must be subjugated for the peace of the Rheinpfalz Empire. I think your suggestion is good. This way, we can turn Prime's strategy against him."
"Yes, exactly."
"Very well. I'll convene another meeting to persuade the nobles."
"Thank you."

As our conversation was concluding, Maria hesitantly asked:

"By the way, how was that stew? Was it edible?"

It was a bit salty, but quite delicious.

Besides, when someone makes food for you personally, you don't eat it for the taste but for the sincerity of the person who made it.

I don't know what kind of relationship the princess and I will have in the future, but...

*When a woman makes food for you for the first time, you must say it was delicious even if it's ashes.*

"Yes, it was very delicious. I especially liked how you seasoned it with extra salt."

A bright smile appeared on Maria's face.

"When making the stew, I thought that unlike other nobles, you're a swordsman who moves your body a lot. I figured you might prefer saltier food like other mercenaries. I'm glad you liked it."

Hearing this made me want to compliment her even more.

"It was truly a taste I could eat every day. I don't know who will become Your Highness's husband, but whoever receives such heartfelt cooking will certainly be happy."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, they would truly be a happy person."

Maria blushed and tugged at the hem of my clothes.

"Actually, cooking is my hobby. If there's another opportunity, I'd like to serve you a proper meal, not just stew."

When I heard those words, I felt the scales in my heart naturally tipping.

What choice should I make to survive? What choice would make me happier?

"It would be my honor. I shall take my leave now."

And so, days later, I headed toward Prince Otto's location.

With my heart already leaning in one direction.

Ch.263 - Turning Away (1)
Otto spoke curtly as soon as he saw me.

"So, did Maria treat you well?"

Risking my life to infiltrate enemy territory, and this is how he speaks to me? Where did he learn such manners?

Honestly, I only joined him because he seemed like he'd pay the most...

This isn't the first time his foul personality has given me grief, but what he just said is truly unbearable.

*Ah, but I should endure this for Karin, Lucia, and Hilde's sake.*

"Yes, I was treated well. While I wouldn't say she trusts me blindly, she has considerable faith in me. Therefore, she would never suspect I'm Your Highness's spy."

When I first took on this mission, I intended to stab Maria in the back.

However, after meeting and conversing with her multiple times, I changed my mind due to her character, qualities, and the consistent kindness she showed me.

Margrave Estel, Otto, and Otto's followers would curse me if they knew this, but what can they do about it?

Otto, you treated me like a worn-out shoe, so why should I remain loyal to you?

You reap what you sow, you garbage prince...

"Well, how could she suspect Baron Koeln who risked his life to save the princess from assassination? If I were a woman, I might have fallen for you too."

The possibility of Maria falling for me is extremely low.

Perhaps if I were single, there might be some chance, but I'm a married man with three wives!

The idea of a proud, possessive princess falling for me is a fantasy that belongs in minstrels' tales.

Still, she did bring me stew she made herself and promised to cook for me again, so she must hold some goodwill toward me.

I don't know to what extent, but at the very least, Maria is confident I won't betray her.

"That's too harsh a joke. She's a princess—how could she fall for a married man?"
"Women naturally fall for men who save their lives. You showed dedication that suggests you'd jump into fire for her, and you're young and handsome too. So it's entirely possible."
"Is that so?"
"Besides, her fondness for you isn't bad for me, so don't hold back. Since things have turned out this way, I joked before about giving Maria to you, but perhaps I should actually do it."

Otto smiled with such malice that anyone watching would get goosebumps.

If one were to draw the smile of Satan or a demon, wouldn't it look exactly like that?

Just looking at it gives me chills.

"Then I could watch up close as she despairs over becoming the slave of the man she trusted and loved most. To see the downfall of that child I've disliked for so long—I must be quite fortunate."

What a fool I was to sincerely pledge loyalty to someone with such a rotten personality.

Working under someone like him, I too might be purged without reason at any moment.

Well, that's why I'll draw my sword before I'm "killed."

*Consider this the price for recklessly sending your most loyal subject into danger.*

"I'm glad Your Highness is pleased. Let's set aside these trivial matters and allow me to report on Maria's strategy."

Otto nodded with a satisfied smile.

"As enjoyable as it is to imagine tormenting that child, we must first defeat her blind followers. Very well, tell me."

I've often wondered lately if I was the truly blind one for following you, Otto.

Those who follow Maria seem to be wise people who invested in the right stock.

I suspect even Margrave Estel often thinks the same but can't leave because he's at the center of this faction.

"Maria nearly fell victim to the Third Prince's assassination attempt. Normally, she would prepare for all-out war against him, but Maria herself said, 'Whoever attempted the assassination must have prepared for the possibility of failure and the ensuing conflict.' She firmly stated that attacking the Third Prince now would be foolish, as he is perfectly equipped to fight her."

I concealed the fact that I was the one who prevented Maria from fighting the Third Prince, but everything else is true.

Maria's faction will soon lead a large army to attack Otto.

Otto gritted his teeth upon hearing this.

"Why would that woman come after me, who has done nothing, instead of the person who tried to assassinate her? Does she have no pride as royalty?"
"She values outmaneuvering Your Highness over her personal pride."
"Damn it, if you hadn't informed me of this, I would have faced a major crisis."
"I'm simply doing my duty."
"So where do you think she will attack?"

The decision has already been made to invade through Lilywood Plains directly into Margrave Estel's territory.

However, I can't reveal that, as Otto would strengthen his defenses in advance.

*I need to mix false information with truth to deceive him properly.*

"That hasn't been decided yet."
"Why not?"
"Since many still argue they should attack the Third Prince, Princess Maria's faction is essentially split in two. That's why their war planning is delayed."

Even when trying to implement necessary policies, politicians always love to argue for their own interests.

As a result, they often miss the golden opportunity.

This happens in every faction, so Otto will have no choice but to believe it.

"So their unity is weak. Do you think attempting to persuade some nobles would work?"

Maria's leadership is far better than Otto's.

So even if we offered to preserve their territories and wealth if they betrayed her side, it probably wouldn't work...

Well, he's about to get blindsided anyway and won't last long.

For now, I'll let him dream his happy dreams.

"I can't guarantee success, but I believe there's a decent chance if we try."
"That's enough."

Otto said this with a wicked smile on his face.

"Everything is going well. When this operation succeeds, I won't forget your contribution and will certainly raise your title to viscount."
"I'm honored, Your Highness."
"You've been in enemy territory for a long time and must miss your family. Go home and rest."

This damned brat has no idea what I'm thinking, does he?

"Yes, thank you."

**

After Baron Martin of Koeln withdrew, a young nobleman entered the prince's chamber as if following him.

"Baron Celeste? How is the management of your territory? Are you well, not sick or injured?"

Baron Celeste smiled at those words.

"Thanks to Your Highness's care, there are no problems. My territory has stabilized to the point where I could join the war immediately if you command."
"Other nobles always complain in my presence, but you're different. Truly a loyal subject. Unlike others, you always follow my orders without question. You're a far superior servant compared to that Baron of Koeln who just left."
"You flatter me."

Baron Celeste knew his abilities weren't particularly outstanding.

That's why he focused all his efforts on pleasing Otto rather than accomplishing things through his own abilities.

Finding beautiful women in his territory to offer to Otto, accompanying him whenever he wanted to drink, joining his night revelries to the point of exhaustion, and offering all manner of flattery...

"Koeln is capable, but often difficult for me to handle. As a subject, he should humble himself before me and show obedience... but he doesn't."
"Being so capable, he probably fails to consider others."
"A good soldier isn't someone who lives for his own excellence, but one who knows how to coordinate with others. While his loyalty is beyond question, he's somewhat uncomfortable in that regard."

The "others" Otto referred to was himself, and his complaint about Martin "living for his own excellence" stemmed from Martin's refusal to participate in Otto's more heated banquets.

"What will you do about him?"

Otto smiled slyly.

"Push him out gradually. I don't plan to purge him, but I need someone like you rather than a subject who lives for his own excellence."

Ch.264 - Turning Away (2)
Three months later, on the Lilywood Plains.

Maria von Rheinpfalz, the princess leading what people called the First Princess Faction, was looking down at a map while wearing a sword and armor.

"Can we win?"

Marquis Schweik answered her question.

"As long as Baron Koeln doesn't betray us, we have a good chance. According to the plan, at the most critical moment, Baron Koeln will turn his sword against Otto and behead him."

Despite his words, Marquis Schweik didn't actually doubt Martin's loyalty to the princess.

After all, Martin was no saint from the Bible, and Otto's faction had tried to completely exclude him from politics despite his greatest achievements.

It was only natural that he would choose betrayal for the survival of himself, his family, and his retainers.

Moreover, when the princess was nearly assassinated, he had thrown his life on the line to save Maria, and because of that incident, no one could doubt his loyalty.

*The only thing that bothers me is whether he's getting too close to Her Highness for his own survival or because he's determined to advance himself.*

Maria smiled softly upon hearing this.

"Marquis Schweik, Baron Koeln will never betray me. He made me a promise."
"What promise?"
"That his loyalty to me isn't for territory, wealth, or power, but purely for my happiness. That unlike other nobles, he's one who truly puts me first. How could such a person betray me?"

Marquis Schweik suddenly felt a tightness in his neck.

If Baron Koeln hadn't taken an arrow meant for Maria during the assassination attempt, the Marquis would have confidently said:

*Every man in this world talks like that when trying to gain a woman's favor. Such men are the worst kind of wolves!*

But he couldn't disparage the loyalty of a nobleman who had risked his life to protect the princess, so he had no choice but to keep his mouth shut.

"I trust Baron Koeln. I trust the man who protected me with his life. And I've made a special promise to him."

Seeing the princess's slightly flushed face and gentle smile, Marquis Schweik was certain.

The princess had never had the opportunity to be close to men her age, so she had only encountered love through novels, minstrel songs, or gossip and rumors among her ladies-in-waiting.

Because of that, she didn't seem to understand what kind of feelings she was harboring.

*This is literally her first love.*

As a nobleman who had supported her since childhood, the Marquis felt mixed emotions.

Relief because all the nobles, including himself, had failed to have their preferred bridegroom candidates chosen as the imperial consort.

Disappointment because not only had he failed, but the princess he had watched over with goodwill for so long had fallen in love with some upstart who appeared out of nowhere.

*Still, politically speaking, Baron Koeln is still weak in power. It's better than having someone backed by another powerful figure become the imperial consort.*

To ease the tension, he asked:

"May I ask what that special promise is?"
"I promised to cook for him again. I said we would eat the food I made and talk comfortably together."
"I see?"
"Yes, somehow I feel at ease when I'm with Baron Koeln. Like when I used to play carelessly with my brothers when I was young. And when our eyes meet, I can't help but smile."

Marquis Schweik nodded at her words.

Maria's love seemed to have reached a point of no return, and politically speaking, her being matched with Baron Koeln, who currently had the weakest power base, was if not the best choice, at least the second-best option considering his political position.

"We've chatted long enough. Order the entire army to advance. I need to behead that pervert Otto."
"Yes, Your Highness."

Not long after, the sound of trumpets echoed as the princess's army began to move.

**

"Your Highness Otto! The First Princess's army has begun to advance!"

Otto nodded at the report.

"I understand. You may go."
"Yes, Your Highness!"

After the messenger withdrew, Otto gulped down a mug of beer placed before him.

Drinking on the battlefield might seem irresponsible, but in this world, no one would say anything about having a beer or two unless the situation was extremely urgent.

In the Rheinpfalz Empire, beer was treated as a beverage, not alcohol.

"Face them in battle. Don't rush, take it slow."

Just as drinking water too quickly can cause indigestion, in war, those who rush unnecessarily are the first to collapse.

When you try to do everything quickly out of impatience, things tend to get tangled up, and naturally, you show openings.

The enemy isn't stupid either, so they'll certainly strike when they see those openings.

"Yes, Your Highness."

With the sound of trumpets from various parts of the camp, the soldiers began to move in unison.

Otto moved the wooden pieces representing his troops forward on the map placed in the center.

"It's right to hold out until the battle situation becomes even, isn't it, Margrave?"

Estel, who was sitting near Otto, answered:

"Yes, Your Highness. When the battle situation is even and tension is high, you can deploy Baron Koeln's 5,000 troops that we've kept in reserve to strike at the First Princess. According to the investigation by the Information Guild members we deployed, the princess holds great favor toward Baron Koeln, or perhaps it's not just favor but love. So they will never suspect Baron Koeln."

There were two reasons why Margrave Estel had deployed the Information Guild.

One was to determine whether Martin had truly deceived Maria, and the other was to check if Martin had been manipulated by Maria.

And the conclusion the Margrave had drawn from the reports was this:

*Baron Koeln has completely blinded that woman Maria.*

"Baron Koeln is truly remarkable. I told him to gain Maria's favor and act without arousing suspicion, but he actually made her fall for him? His skill with women is masterful."
"He must have been acting that way to carry out Your Highness's orders."
"As a man, I feel a bit annoyed. That he's so popular with women."
"But he's still Your Highness's vassal, isn't he?"
"That's true."

During this miscellaneous conversation, Estel couldn't contain his curiosity and asked:

"By the way, how do you plan to reward Baron Koeln? He will surely succeed in capturing the First Princess."

This was a question that could only be asked because the full-scale battle had not yet begun.

Otto chuckled at the question and answered as if it were obvious:

"As promised, I'll raise his title to Viscount. And since he's achieved such a great feat, I plan to bestow upon him a substantial amount of money and territory. As a ruler, this is what I should rightfully do."

From childhood, we've all been taught that if we do something well, we receive rewards, and if we do something wrong, we receive punishment.

This rule applies to adult life as well, especially in feudal relationships.

So while Otto was thinking of eventually getting rid of Martin, he did plan to give him a substantial reward if he succeeded in this mission.

However, Estel, completely unaware of Otto's true intentions, nodded in agreement.

"Without Baron Koeln, our faction wouldn't have grown so smoothly and quickly to this point. So not only should he be given the title of Viscount, but what about also giving him some special reward? Like the position of Imperial Marshal. Such a position would give him authority beyond his title, wouldn't it make him even more loyal?"

Otto shook his head at those words.

Then he snorted.

"Baron Koeln's ability and loyalty are beyond doubt. But hasn't his position risen too quickly for a mere vassal?"
"Isn't that because the current situation is so urgent? Moreover, his loyalty..."

Estel was extremely bewildered.

Otto had always talked about using Baron Koeln in a significant role, and he had heard that Otto secretly met with Baron Koeln and gave him words of encouragement and a considerable amount of money.

Furthermore, he had received information that Otto had repeatedly said he would use him in important positions.

He was dumbfounded to learn that it was all lies.

"Having a vassal who's too capable makes things difficult for a ruler. And from the Margrave's perspective, wouldn't it be better to moderately dismiss him rather than having another competitor?"
"Moderately dismiss..."
"I don't plan to give him an important position. I won't entrust him with important roles and will place him in a sinecure. I don't intend to purge him."

This is better than a purge.

Because if Baron Koeln were purged, other vassals might become anxious, fearing they too would be purged after being used up.

But what if Baron Koeln discovered Otto's intention to place a capable person in a sinecure?

*Surely he wouldn't betray us?*

Just as Estel felt this fear, the full-scale clash began.

At this time, Baron Koeln was waiting in the rear as a reserve force.
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"Baron Koeln, the vanguards of both armies have begun to clash."

I already knew the battle had started from the trumpet sounds echoing throughout our camp—or rather, Otto's camp.

Until now, since my possession in this world, I had almost always been positioned at the vanguard...

But this time, I was assigned to the reserves, allowing me to wait leisurely in the rear even after the battle began. It's quite a novel experience.

Coincidentally, this position is also perfect for stabbing someone in the back at the most critical moment.

"I understand. Are there any specific orders from His Majesty?"
"None, sir. Baron Koeln, you should proceed according to the original plan."

I have absolutely no intention of following the original plan.

However, if I show even the slightest hint of betrayal, the messenger might notice something and report back to Otto.

If things go wrong, I'll certainly die, so I must pretend to be a "loyal subject" by any means necessary.

"Understood. Then inform His Majesty that Baron Koeln's troops will rest as much as possible without leaving their position."
"Yes, Baron. I will relay that to His Majesty. I'll take my leave now."

After finishing our conversation, the messenger hurriedly departed on horseback.

I've faced countless life-threatening situations in various wars, but this is the first time my heart has pounded so intensely.

They say betrayal isn't easy, and it truly is damn difficult.

I'm impressed by Baron Dilt, who immediately betrayed his lord at the first sign of crisis.

"Ah, this is killing me. What am I even doing?"

As I sighed, Lucia examined my expression and asked.

"Are you feeling unwell, Baron?"
"No, just have a lot on my mind."

Lucia made a thoughtful sound before speaking.

"It's about that, isn't it?"

Lucia, Karin, and Hilde already know that I plan to betray Otto at the right moment on this battlefield today.

The rest of my household knights and soldiers have no idea.

"Yes. Everything depends on whether we succeed or fail here."

Hearing this, Lucia embraced me tightly and patted my back.

"It's going to be alright. Remember what Hilde said—if we do nothing, we'll only face purges later. So to survive, fight brilliantly and claim victory as you always have."
"Lucia."
"No matter what anyone says, I believe in you. You'll succeed this time too, just as you always have. You're someone who never gives up and overcomes any difficult situation."

Lucia's encouragement felt like clearing the fog in my mind.

I've known for a long time that remaining loyal to Otto would only end with me being discarded like an old shoe.

"Thank you, Lucia."

Then I called for Hilde.

"Hilde, I need to discuss an important operation with Captain Dalten. I'm counting on you to take care of the troops while I'm gone."

Otto could probably fill in for me since we've worked together until now, but he's slightly inadequate for entrusting the entire army.

"Yes, leave it to me."

Even though I'm a baron, unauthorized absence from my unit is a serious crime.

I've prepared thoroughly for this contingency.

"I'll be back within an hour. Our reserve unit won't be deployed before then anyway."
"Unless there's an incomprehensibly stupid nobleman on either side, the battle should continue for at least 2-3 hours before the tide turns."
"Still, have a stand-in ready just in case."

The stand-in isn't anything special.

It's just one of our territory's knights with a similar build to mine, wearing my armor and sitting in my place.

But it's much better than nothing.

*If a baron like me disappears from this position, rumors would spread throughout the army in less than five minutes.*

"Yes, understood."
"Then I'll change clothes and leave immediately. I'm counting on you while I'm gone, Hilde."
"Trust me, my lord."

Before the stand-in arrived, I quickly changed into armor typically worn by messengers and mounted my horse.

Then I rushed toward Dalten's unit.

*Ah, I know this is a dangerous gamble... but I must succeed in persuading him...*

My reason for trying to convince Dalten is partly personal, but more importantly, I need to mobilize as many troops as possible.

Six thousand is too few for success. We need at least nine thousand.

And Dalten happens to command the crucial three thousand we need.

"Hya, run!"

I spurred my horse and hurried forward.

Every second counts.

**

As I approached Dalten's camp, two soldiers standing at attention rushed toward me.

"Halt! Halt!"

They crossed their spears in an 'X' formation, blocking my path.

Seeing them respond according to protocol, it seems Captain Dalten has been training his men properly even without me.

It was a commendable sight, but I had no time for such observations.

"State your affiliation. Who are you?"

I dismounted as messengers typically do.

"Martin of Baron Koeln's regular forces. I've come urgently with a message from Baron Koeln for Baron Maurer!"
"Password: garlic."

Even though I'm a budding traitor-to-be, I'm still officially a direct vassal under Otto's command.

Of course I know the password.

"Eel! Please let me through immediately!"
"This way."

I deliberately ran across the camp to make it look like an urgent report.

"Which damned fool is running through the camp? Running in camp is punishable by death..."

Some tried to discipline me according to military law, but...

They held their tongues when they saw Baron Koeln's flag attached to my back, marking me as a messenger.

If I had walked leisurely, I would have been stopped several times.

I ran to the deepest part of the camp where Dalten was stationed.

Upon arrival, I started blurting out words rapidly.

"Baron Koeln has an urgent message. In two hours, we need to coordinate an attack against the enemy..."

Naturally, Dalten recognized my voice and smiled wryly.

"Martin? Why the hell are you here? Do you have a death wish?"

The veterans around him, who had been with us since the White Beard Mercenary days and were now Dalten's knights, chimed in.

"Martin—I mean, Baron Koeln, have you lost your mind?"
"By law, we should report this violation, but given our history together, how could we? Please leave before this becomes a problem."
"Hurry back, sir. Lingering here could cost you your head. Don't worry about us, just go quickly."

Even though I'm a baron, leaving the battlefield during war without proper justification violates military law.

In other words, if Margrave Estel or that damned Otto found out, my head would roll with no room for objection.

Concealing this fact is equally punishable, but these men are willing to risk their lives to protect me.

*They're practically family, just without blood ties.*

While I was feeling this warmth, Dalten sighed and said:

"Whatever you want to say, say it quickly. If you waste my time, I'll come for your head after the war, understood?"

When Dalten set the tone, everyone fell silent.

"I'll be direct, Captain Dalten. If we continue like this, we're all going to fucking die."

Dalten's expression soured.

"What nonsense is that? All die? What, are we walking into an ambush?"

Ambush... in a way, that's exactly what's happening.

Not that some princess has magically summoned an army in some hidden corner of this vast plain.

Rather, that bastard Otto has his sword pointed at us.

I nodded.

"How could Maria possibly hide a large army in this vast plain? That's impossible. She's not some legendary archmage who can summon thousands of troops."

Summoning magic does exist in this world, but it's limited to sending letters or summoning very small animals at best.

And even mages capable of that are extremely rare.

"Then what is it?"

I sighed before answering.

"If we do nothing, Otto will have us all killed."
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Dalten could only gape wordlessly after hearing what I said.

It must be shocking and bewildering to hear that we're all going to die even though we haven't been ambushed by enemy forces.

I'd like to give him time to calm down, but I had neither the intention nor the luxury to wait for Dalten to come to his senses.

"Let me repeat myself. Captain Dalten, if we continue like this, we're all dead men. For political reasons."

When I said this, Dalten grabbed me by the collar.

"You crazy bastard, we've been assigned to the reserve unit where we just need to wait comfortably in the rear. We can even shoot the breeze as long as we don't get caught, right? So why are you bringing up politics in this situation? Have you finally lost your mind after being stuck in Koeln County all this time?"

It would be abnormal if Dalten didn't get angry here.

He was willing to risk his life to hear me out, and I brought up politics when there was no immediate emergency.

But in our current situation, politics is like a fire that's already burning our feet.

If we don't douse it with water now, our entire bodies will be roasted.

I shook off Dalten's hand from my collar.

"I haven't lost my mind. Why do you think I ran all the way here risking my life? I'm not doing this because I fucking want to."

After I vented my frustration toward the angry Dalten, he finally seemed to calm down a bit and sighed.

"Fine. Then get on with it quickly. Why politics?"

At times like this, no one listens if you try to explain everything logically from beginning to end.

Everyone is extremely anxious, hoping to return as quickly as possible before I'm discovered, so taking my time with explanations would only frustrate them.

"There's a blade coming for my neck, Captain."

At those words, Dalten froze, and the others confronted me.

"What are you talking about? Shit, Martin, what do you mean there's a blade coming for your neck?"
"You've contributed more to our faction than any other count."
"How could they be planning to purge you already? It's not like Emperor Otto has gone insane..."

They all used to speak formally to me after I became a baron, but they seem to have forgotten that in their shock.

Then Heintz, representing Dalten's other retainers, asked:

"Does Martin's claim make any sense?"

Dalten gulped down the beer placed at his seat and said:

"I wish it didn't make sense. Damn, but I think it's possible."

The situation is extremely urgent, but if I want to move Dalten and his forces, these former comrades need to understand what position I'm in.

So I decided to wait a moment and listened to what Dalten had to say.

"Even though Martin and I are both barons, I'm just a baron under Count Frost, while Martin is a direct vassal baron. So naturally, Martin has the right and duty to engage in politics alongside His Highness Otto."

Everyone showed their impatience at how the conversation was dragging on.

"But when His Highness Otto discusses politics with his direct vassals, he deliberately brings in women and arranges for everyone to have a good time. And he deliberately structures things so Martin naturally can't participate. It's a form of ostracism."

Being ostracized at school doesn't get you expelled or cause direct disadvantages.

But being ostracized in politics is a serious matter that could cost me my head.

"He did give me a secret mission, but it was absurdly to pretend to be a traitor who sided with Princess Maria."

Among mercenaries with several years of experience, there isn't a single fool who doesn't know how dangerous it is to "pretend to be a traitor."

Dalten couldn't hide his astonishment after hearing my story.

"What the hell? Is he crazy? Throwing you, Martin, the faction's greatest contributor, into such a dangerous mission? One wrong step and you're dead, right?"
"I'd like to tell you how I survived, but that's not important right now. What matters is this: they pushed me, the one with the greatest achievements, into a death trap."

This isn't Joseon where dying on the spot when the king orders it is considered virtuous. This is a world where even between lord and vassal, there's a clear give and take.

That bastard of a lord ignored all that and pushed me into a death trap without even seeking my consent.

Now I've managed to gain favor with Maria and can get along well within the First Princess's faction, but still.

"You're right. Damn, this isn't something a decent person would do. They should have just sidelined you instead."

Honestly, if they had just temporarily pushed me out of politics, I would have gone along with it.

It would have felt like a bolt from the blue and terribly unfair to me, but not enough to betray them over such emotions and treatment.

"Without some serious grudge, they wouldn't treat someone with my level of contribution like this. So even if His Highness Otto rewards me after defeating the First Princess, he'll definitely purge me later for political reasons."

Dalten nodded at my words.

"I understand that your life is in danger. But no matter how much we care about each other from the old days, damn it, both you and I have wives, children, and retainers. We can't risk our lives just because yours is in danger."

If I had to choose between Dalten and Karin, I wouldn't hesitate for even 0.1 seconds before choosing Karin.

Similarly, if Dalten had to weigh my life against his wife Milia's, he would naturally choose Milia.

"I won't say much. Just one thing."

Dalten tried to respond casually.

"Go ahead."
"After I'm cut down, you'll be next in line, Captain."

There isn't a single noble in this faction who doesn't know how close Dalten and I are.

What I just thought about was comparing the woman I need to protect with Dalten, but if a situation arose where Dalten was in danger and I had to risk my life...

I would do everything in my power to help him, even if it meant dying in the process.

*Dalten probably feels the same way.*

So that paranoid bastard Otto, after purging me, will classify Dalten as a potential rebel, suspecting he might betray him at any time due to resentment over the Koeln Baron's purge.

That paranoid patient is more than capable of doing so.

I patted the shoulders of everyone present, including Dalten—all those who had spent over five years with me in the mercenary days.

"Either we all live, or we all die. One of the two."

Everyone was too tense to respond to my smiling remark.

"We have about 40 minutes before the reserve unit officially moves out. I'll stay in this camp until then, so make your decision without regrets."

Then I drew my sword, scabbard and all, and handed it to Dalten.

"Hey, you crazy bastard..."
"If you wanted to kill me, Captain, how could I escape when I'm not even a Sword Master? And family members don't point swords at each other."

I'm already trapped between potential enemies and those who might become future allies.

No matter how much I resist, I'll eventually be overwhelmed by numbers and die.

Instead, I need to appeal to Dalten's emotions and sway his heart toward me.

And I decided to tell just one lie.

"The First Princess has fallen for me. Not just favoring me as a retainer, but truly loving me. When we met a few months ago, she offered to cook for me herself when we were alone. Maria will never abandon me."

I know Maria has goodwill toward me, but she's not in love with me.

After all, I'm a married man with three wives.

**

After Martin left, Dalten's mind became extremely complicated.

"Heintz, damn it, what should we do?"
"Why are you asking me, Baron? Dalten von Maurer is the head of the Maurer baronial family."
"You're our family's chief knight. And all of you are pillars of our house."

Everyone nodded at those words, but no one could think of a good solution.

However, there wasn't any fierce disagreement either.

Because despite varying degrees of agreement, everyone's hearts were already leaning toward Martin the Baron of Koeln's opinion.

*Even Martin, who contributed the most, is being discarded by that bastard. What about a minor baronial house like ours...*

Thus, a silence of over 5, then 10 minutes continued among them.

Rationally, they knew they needed to follow Martin's advice to survive, but they were reluctant to gamble everything they had built up until now.

"...If we follow Martin and betray successfully, that would be great, but if we fail..."

While pondering this, Dalten's eyes fell on the sword Martin had temporarily entrusted to him.

A priceless masterpiece made of mithril, bestowed by Emperor Montmartre.

That sword symbolized how Martin had completely entrusted his life to Dalten.

"Martin, you crazy bastard. What if we changed our minds?"

As he grumbled, Dalten reflected on the path he had walked with Martin until now.

From starting as a lowly mercenary to rapidly rising through the ranks—squad leader, platoon leader, company commander, mercenary captain—sharing life and death together.

All the way to this very moment.

*All the money, honor, and property that I, Milia, my wives, and all these guys are enjoying now—we got it all by listening to Martin.*

Dalten knew his own limitations well.

That even with good luck, he would have risen at most to the rank of senior knight and stopped there.

It was meeting Martin that allowed him to provide a peaceful life and prosperity to so many comrades.

And when everyone was silent, he finally spoke as if he had made his decision.

"Let's be honest here. No, let's put aside titles and status and talk. Among everyone here, who could have even dreamed of being a knight without Martin?"

At those words, only a few, including Heintz, raised their hands.

"Then let me ask again. Who thinks they could have risen to their current position? Raise your hands."

Everyone lowered their hands.

"I hate to admit it, but without that bastard Martin, I would have been lucky to become a senior knight at best. Since opportunities for commissioning don't come quickly at my age, I would have probably bought a small house in some city, had children with Milia, and lived a modest life. Wouldn't it have been similar for you guys?"

Everyone nodded at his words.

"Honestly, we've never lost out by listening to Martin. And frankly, if he set his mind to it, he could easily take Emperor Otto's head in a surprise attack."

If the battle situation became very tense, only a minimal guard including Sword Master Baron Ains would remain, with all forces pushed to the front.

In Dalten's eyes, if Martin led the charge then, they would have a chance of winning...

Ironically, Martin himself believed he only had a chance if he fought alongside Dalten.

"Yet he's waiting there, even entrusting his sword to us, thinking about us. He's asking us to take the path to survival he's found because he truly considers us family. That stupid, foolish bastard. The same guy who could smile after giving his entire fortune to a woman he fell for."
"......"
"Of course, I'm not asking you to risk your wives' and children's lives because I'm swayed by emotion. But what you need to know is that after Martin is purged, it will definitely be our turn."

At those words, everyone bit their lips anxiously.

"Listen, guys, either way we're gambling with our lives. If that's the case, shouldn't we bet on Martin, the one who made our dreams reality? At least we should die with our loyalty intact."

Once Dalten declared his will, everyone jumped up from their seats.

"That's right, damn it!"
"Better to draw our swords than sit here waiting to die!"
"We can't abandon that bastard Martin!"

When everyone's reactions converged, Dalten drew his sword and stabbed it into the table.

"Good. From now on, the Maurer baronial house changes sides to repay our debt to Martin. Go call him in."
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With a mindset of "all or nothing," I'm honestly trembling as I sit here quietly after handing over my weapon.

On the battlefield, I never trembled because I could protect myself with the sword in my hand to kill enemies... but now I've given up all my weapons.

If Dalten decides to kill me, I'll literally die like a dog.

But I can't show fear here—it would be too humiliating.

So I'm pretending to be a battle-hardened warrior ready to face death with calm acceptance.

"You there, soldier, bring me some hardtack and beer. I'm hungry."

The soldier summoned to me ran off to fetch hardtack and beer after hearing my request.

I'm just mooching food in someone else's camp, but if I don't eat something, they'll notice my hands and body trembling. It's a necessary choice.

"Here you are, sir."

I tossed a silver coin to the soldier who brought the food.

"This is for your trouble."

A broad smile spread across the soldier's face.

"Thank you, messenger!"

Then, even though I wasn't actually thirsty, I quenched a fake thirst brought on by the sense of extreme danger with beer.

*I'm sure some of those famous generals who were said to be calm in the face of death were actually trembling inside while pretending to be composed.*

Just as I finished the beer and hardtack, a knight hurried over to me.

"Messenger, Baron Maurer is calling for you. He seems to have something urgent to tell you."

The knight showed no sign of recognizing me as the Count of Köln.

It's partly because I'm wearing a helmet, but this fellow must be a new knight under Dalten who hasn't heard my voice before.

"I'll go right away."

When I went to where Dalten was, I saw everyone wearing determined expressions.

Dalten immediately returned my sword to me.

I felt a surge of emotion at his gesture, showing trust in my plan.

"Martin, you bastard. To be honest, it's all thanks to you that a fool like me has risen to own two baronies. How could I abandon you?"

"Thank you. I will definitely repay this debt."

As the atmosphere grew heavy, Dalten made a joke with a smile.

"Then make Her Highness the Princess appoint me as a viscount later. I heard the First Princess Maria has fallen for you? Surely she wouldn't refuse a request from the man she loves?"

Hearing this makes me regret lying.

But if I told the truth now, my head might physically separate from my body...

Later, after bringing down Otto's faction, I'll visit with massive bribes, alcohol, and virility medicine to tell the truth.

"I'll speak to her about it."

"Good. The entire Maurer baronial family has accepted your proposal. And since I command my mercenary troops, they'll naturally follow my orders. By the way, what's the signal?"

Dalten and I may be close, but we're not so close that we can communicate just by looking at each other.

We need to speak clearly to understand each other.

"When you see those around us launching magic and arrows at the First Princess's army. That's when we'll move together to stab Otto in the back."

When both armies begin firing magic at each other, soldiers with long spears will soon engage in close combat.

Then Otto's army and the Princess's army will become entangled like twisted threads, and even if they notice us holding our swords backward, it will take time to mobilize troops to catch us.

Those fighting on the front lines won't even notice we've retreated and will just keep fighting desperately.

During that time, we'll attack Otto's royal guards and capture him, ending everything.

"Indeed, that's the most appropriate timing."

"Then I'll be going now. I'll see you in Princess Maria's camp after we capture Otto."

"I wish you good fortune."

After this brief conversation, I returned straight to my camp.

**

When I returned to camp, Karin was the first to greet me.

"Martin, welcome back. How did it go?"

I quietly gave a thumbs up with a grin.

"Everything went well, senior."

"Really? I was worried, but I'm glad it worked out."

"Where are Hilde and Lucia?"

"They're both inspecting their units, but they'll be here soon. It's almost time to start the gamble that will determine our family's fate."

Having successfully persuaded Dalten, we've essentially laid all the necessary groundwork for victory.

Now we just need to commit to the challenge, though my heart trembles again at the thought of betraying Otto whom I've served until now.

*If we fail, it's all over.*

I feel no guilt about betraying him.

If we succeed, Maria, who favors me, will surely accept me, and I can find a way to survive.

Yes, I chose this path because there was no other option...

As I was steeling my resolve, Otto and the others hurriedly came to the tent.

"I apologize for suddenly calling you all when you're busy commanding your troops. But I've called you here for an important operation, so please understand."

Everyone's gaze turned to me.

"I'll get straight to the point. As of this moment, our House of Köln is switching allegiance to the faction of First Princess Maria von Rheinpfalz."

Everyone started murmuring.

"Betraying Lord Otto? Why so suddenly?"

"I don't know, but the Baron isn't thoughtless—he must have his reasons."

"...I thought it was a golden rope, but was it actually a gallows rope?"

When I discussed this with Dalten, it was hard work convincing him, but these people are my subordinates who don't need individual persuasion.

I don't need to convince them.

I could just give orders, but...

I should at least explain why we're betraying Otto.

"As you all know, over the past year, our House of Köln has been openly marginalized by Prince Otto. I didn't receive invitations to important events like the Christmas grand banquet or New Year celebrations."

They were all careful with their words in front of me, but they must have been worried and bewildered knowing I wasn't invited to such important events.

"I've been saying I was ill, but the truth is, Otto gave me a mission: to pretend to defect to Maria and deceive her."

I explained the whole situation briefly and concisely.

"So I realized that if things continue this way, our house will eventually be purged by Otto. That's why I decided to turn my sword around. Is there anyone here who objects? Speak honestly."

If anyone honestly objects, they'll promptly join the ranks of Otto's loyal subjects in the history books.

Of course, none of my knights spouted nonsense about pledging loyalty to Otto.

After all, it's wiser to bet on a side with at least some chance than to face certain death right now.

One of them shouted in a loud voice:

"We will follow Baron Köln!"

Whether caught up in the atmosphere or genuinely willing to follow me, the others also spoke loudly.

"We trust and follow only the Baron! Long live Baron Köln!"

"Let's kill Otto!"

"Let's stab him in the back properly!"

Hearing this, I raised my hand to quiet them down.

"Good, then from now on we begin our formal preparations. Everyone, don't reveal this to anyone until I give the order. Return to your units and prepare for war."

**

Meanwhile, Otto was staring intently at the map, waiting for news that his forces were perfectly pushing back the army led by Maria, his younger sister.

"Report! Viscount Santos has eliminated the Black Forest mercenaries and pushed the enemy line back further!"

Though it was good news, this alone wasn't enough to tip the balance toward victory.

Otto's brow furrowed.

It was frustrating that after more than two hours of engagement, the situation between friendly and enemy forces remained deadlocked.

*At least we're not losing, but what is this nonsense?*

"The battle is dragging on."

Margrave Estel spoke to Otto in an admonishing tone.

"Please wait a little longer. War requires patience, just like hunting."

"I'm not unaware of that."

"Then let's wait together, Your Highness."

As they waited, another messenger rushed in.

"Report! Currently, Count Frost on our left wing is pushing back all the units in the enemy's first line!"

Another messenger reported:

"Thanks to the center army's efforts, the Princess's forces are gradually being pushed back!"

Margrave Estel immediately ordered upon hearing this news:

"Deploy the reserves! We must definitively turn the tide of battle in our favor!"

As Otto's messengers were about to rush out, Otto stopped them.

"Margrave, wouldn't it be better to commit all our forces except the minimum reserves needed to protect you and me here? This is a time when concentration is needed."

Estel nodded at those words.

Otto added to the order:

"Deploy everyone except the minimum reserve and headquarters units!"
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The trumpet signaling the advance order echoed around our unit.

Though I'd heard these trumpets and drums countless times before, today they sounded unusually loud and heavy.

It wasn't even hot, yet my hands were already drenched in sweat.

A commander must never, under any circumstances, show fear or nervousness.

"All forces, advance!"

My order spread through the entire army in an instant.

"Advance! Move forward and fight!"
"Long live Baron Koeln!"
"We must not lose to that woman Maria's ragtag army!"

The knights assigned as commanders knew how ridiculous this all was, but the others who didn't know marched proudly forward to crush Maria's army.

Some soldiers chatted idly as they always did to suppress the fear they felt on the battlefield.

"We're the reserves anyway. By the time we're deployed, that woman Maria's army will be shattered, right? That would be nice."
"Exactly, we'll be collecting merits for free."
"If I earn enough merits, maybe I can get a pretty wife like our squad leader."
"You think merits are enough? What's important is having a handsome face like mine."

Listening to their chatter, with each step we took, the distance between us and the enemy gradually decreased.

At first, the enemy wasn't even visible, but soon their figures began to grow larger.

As we got closer to the enemy, the chatter among the soldiers diminished.

With the real danger approaching, they no longer had the mental space to gossip to hide their tension.

Proving this point, the faces that had been smiling just moments ago were now completely stiff.

"Baron Koeln! The enemy is within 300 meters!"

The serious exchange of arrows and magic would begin when the enemy was within 100-150 meters.

So in about 3-4 minutes, Maria's army and Otto's army would begin long-range combat, firing arrows and magic at each other.

I needed to gauge the timing to go after Otto.

The plan was already set, but I wondered how I could ensure capturing him more effectively.

While I was lost in thought, the soldier measuring the distance to the enemy shouted even louder.

"Baron Koeln! The enemy is within 270 meters!"
"Good! Everyone, lower spears! Form a defensive formation! Prepare for battle!"

When the battle preparation order was given, our unit's already heavy atmosphere became even heavier and more urgent.

Knights and platoon leaders began pushing the soldiers hard.

"Match your pace with the man next to you! One misstep and you're dead!"

For common soldiers fighting with spears, this was as obvious as knowing we'd die if we stopped breathing.

But just like knowing that studying hard will get you into a good university doesn't mean you can actually study all day...

Even if you know it and have trained for it many times, putting it into practice is difficult.

"Maintain a 30-degree angle with your spears!"
"First, second, and third rows, move while keeping your spears aimed at the enemy!"
"Follow your training and you'll make it back alive!"

As our formation took shape, we gradually entered the range of their arrows and magic...

Around me, without my orders, mages and archers were preparing to attack as soon as the enemy came within range.

The mages were chanting spells, and the archers were nocking arrows to their bowstrings.

Firing when the enemy enters range is as natural as breathing, so I couldn't blame them for acting without my orders, but...

Wasting energy now when we'd soon have to strike from behind was foolish.

"Mages and archers, hold your ranged attacks! We'll attack all at once when the enemy is within 50 meters to break their front line!"

The serious ranged combat would begin when the distance between armies was within 100 meters.

That's precisely when we planned to reverse our spears.

Why? Because when people are focused on what's right in front of them, they don't notice what's happening beside them.

And time passed very slowly.

In reality, it was just a few minutes, but once the enemy came within 100 meters, I, Martin, would have to make the decision of my life...

Dalten would surely move to strike Otto from behind at the same time...

*I must, absolutely must succeed... If we fail, we all die...*

As I steeled my resolve, I saw arrows and magic flying toward our side.

Soon after, screams echoed throughout our ranks.

"My eye, my eye! Arghhhh!"
"It burns! Mother, damn it! Help me!"

Soldiers who hadn't been hit by the enemy's ranged attacks gritted their teeth, determined to kill Maria's soldiers.

"Those parasites following that princess..."
"I'll send every last one of them to the next world."
"Damn it, they're all dead."

I asked the observer:

"How far is the enemy now?"
"A little more than 100 meters, sir."

Should I give the order to move now?

Or should I wait until our mages and archers fully engage and the spearmen begin charging at each other?

While I was lost in thought, I felt the ground shake from the army units on our left and right.

They were charging forward, shouting:

"Kill Maria, that whore!"
"Long live Lord Otto!"
"Kill them all! Victory is ours!"

Countless arrows and spells were flying through the sky.

I instinctively knew.

Now, right now was the time to turn the army if we wanted to leave our position without being detected by Otto's forces.

Surely Dalten wouldn't miss this opportunity to go after Otto either.

I drew the sword from my waist.

"All forces, we are now turning to eliminate Otto, the Fourth Prince!"

The soldiers couldn't hide their disbelief at these words.

"What nonsense is that?"
"Has the Baron finally gone mad?"
"...Why are we abandoning Lord Otto?"

There was no time for leisurely explanations.

And in truth, if you control the commanders, you can stage any coup.

The knights loyal to me who I had secured drew their swords just as I had and commanded:

"That damned Otto is planning to take down Baron Koeln!"
"If Baron Koeln falls, none of you will be safe either!"
"If you don't want to become miserable serfs in an instant, hold your swords properly!"

When the commanders and I gave orders simultaneously, the atmosphere calmed immediately.

"Everyone, change direction! Now we run at full speed! We must settle this before Otto can call other units!"

Since we had only been marching and hadn't engaged in battle yet, changing direction took almost no time.

And Maria's units, who already knew of our betrayal, stopped attacking as soon as I turned my back.

"Don't waste arrows and magic on those who are fleeing!"
"Maintain formation and prepare for others to come!"

Are they worried that shouting about my betrayal or helping us would reduce the effectiveness of the surprise attack?

That's kind of them, but I wish they would just come along with us...

And so I began running with my soldiers.

"I appreciate you taking me in, but if you were planning to stab someone in the back, you should have been prepared to get the same in return, Lord Otto."

**

Meanwhile, Maria couldn't hide her anxiety.

"It's time for Baron Koeln to move. He's a bit late."

One baron responded with a serious expression.

"Could he have approached Your Highness with the intention of deceiving us? We should prepare for any contingency right now..."

Maria showed great discomfort at these words.

"Baron Dart, are you doubting Baron Koeln who risked his life for me?"
"I merely suggested we prepare for unforeseen circumstances. Please do not be angry, Your Highness."
"Do not doubt without definitive evidence."

Seeing this reaction, Margrave Schweik and several other nobles thought:

*Her Highness Maria has completely given her heart to him.*

Just then, a messenger arrived.

"Report! A unit believed to be Baron Koeln's and another unit have broken away from the Fourth Prince's faction! They are currently flanking toward the rear!"

Maria breathed a sigh of relief at this news.

Nothing unfortunate had happened to Martin to prevent him from moving.

She was also impressed that he had managed to move another substantial military force.

"As expected of Baron Koeln. He's already found someone who shares his intentions. But that alone won't be enough, will it, Margrave?"

Margrave Schweik nodded.

"That is correct."
"Good, then we'll also split some of our reserves to make a wide flanking maneuver to support Baron Koeln. Let's use this opportunity to capture Otto and Margrave Estel for a perfect victory."
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"Hurry up! We need to capture that damn Otto as quickly as possible, even if it's just one second faster!"

Speed is the most important factor in this operation.

We need to attack Otto faster, even by a single second, to break through the soldiers guarding him.

And then we must capture him before he escapes.

*If we fail to capture Otto, the war will drag on.*

Even if that happens and Otto escapes, Maria would ultimately win this battle, but the battles that follow would turn into long, drawn-out sieges.

Nothing is as troublesome or costs as many allied soldiers' lives as siege warfare.

"We must avoid siege warfare at all costs."

Hilde, running beside me, responded to my words.

"The moment we succeed in betraying Otto and striking at his weakness, the outcome of this battle is already determined."

We're striking at a timing when Otto cannot possibly respond, with 5,000 troops led by me and 3,000 led by Dalten.

His personal guard of just a few thousand men certainly won't be able to handle our surprise attack.

Not only are they outnumbered, but they'll be unable to gather their wits in the face of this incomprehensible situation where their allies suddenly attack them.

"That's true. But we must capture Otto no matter what. Do you know why?"

Hilde nodded with a serious expression.

"Depending on whether we capture Otto or not, the treatment our family receives will be different."

Now that we're labeled as traitors, our family must achieve twice or three times more than others just to survive.

Otherwise, Maria might become disappointed in the value of our Köln baronial house.

For someone with a weaker position than others, someone who betrayed their former lord, it's all over once the monarch's favor is lost.

"That's right, so we must capture Otto by any means necessary."

It would be perfect if we could capture Margrave Estel as well.

While we were running hard, the soldiers beside us naturally began to complain.

"Damn it, damn it! Why are we betraying them? War is dangerous enough, and if we fail, we'll all die together!"
"If he wants to die, he should die alone, what the hell!"
"Until just now, I thought Maria was the enemy, and now we're fighting for her? Does that make any sense...?"

Honestly, if it were me, I would have complained a lot too if I got caught up in my superior's sudden betrayal.

After all, betrayal is fine, but it's actually difficult to succeed, and if it fails, not just the leader but...

Even the common soldiers involved lose everything they have.

*Even for common soldiers, the punishment ranges from slavery at minimum to execution at worst.*

So when those above pull stunts like this, it's natural to get angry and complain.

*But I can't tolerate dissent.*

With my sword, I cut down two men who had been particularly vocal in their complaints, choosing randomly from among the ringleaders.

Their blood sprayed, and their screams spread throughout our forces.

"Argh!"

While I understand their feelings, understanding doesn't mean I can let those who disrupt the atmosphere live.

*Even correct words become nonsense if spoken at the wrong time and place.*

So right now, even if it seems somewhat unreasonable, cutting the throat of someone who might break our unity was the best option.

I should secretly send ample compensation to the families of those I just killed...

I shouted with a voice filled with Aura.

"Listen, all of you!"

Since everyone was running for their lives, they couldn't turn their gaze toward me, but no one could have missed such a loud voice.

"Otto was trying to purge me. And if we had just sat still, both I and all of you would have died! Do you want to sit quietly and watch your precious families being sold into slavery or killed before your eyes?"

Normally, common soldiers' families aren't sold into slavery.

However, if they're soldiers under a traitor, that's a different story.

"If you don't want that, then don't think about anything right now! Just run, kill the enemies in front of you! And seize victory with your own hands. There is no other way to survive."

At times like this, explaining everything in detail like some scholar or explanation addict would be counterproductive.

Because there would clearly be fierce disagreement, and energy that's barely enough to fight the enemy would be wasted into thin air.

After I spoke, the commanders began to stir up the troops.

"Let's kill Otto!"

As the mood began to set in, some soldiers started to respond.

"Let's kill Otto and change our fortunes!"
"Damn it, since it's come to this, let's go all the way!"
"Aaargh, charge forward!"

Whether they were truly determined to kill Otto, or just afraid of becoming corpses if they refused my orders, I couldn't tell.

But the previously chaotic atmosphere had become quite orderly.

*This is sufficient for battle.*

"Baron Köln! We can see Emperor Otto's royal guard and direct troops 150 meters ahead! Their numbers are approximately 4,000! About 4,000!"

Has Otto finally gone senile?

He obviously couldn't have predicted my betrayal, but he should have at least anticipated and prepared for Maria's surprise attack.

At this point, I wonder what's in his head.

But well, the more stupid things he does, the better for me. That's all that matters.

"Mages and archers, fire at Emperor Otto's royal guard all at once! Infantry, catch your breath for a moment!"

As my order fell, arrows from archers and spells from mages were aimed at Emperor Otto's troops.

Even before being hit by magic, I could see their side was already in confusion.

The soldiers pointed their spears at us, but they were looking at each other and chattering about what was happening.

"Damn, what's going on? Why is Baron Köln..."
"I don't know, what's going to happen to us now?"

Other knights drew their swords and tried to calm the soldiers, but the results didn't look particularly good.

"Calm down! Calm down!! Calm down and move!"

How could anyone regain their senses listening to someone who can't stay calm themselves and is panicking?

Ah, still, I'm glad these idiots are confused by our unexpected attack.

Now if only Dalten would arrive, everything should go well...

And then the messenger beside me shouted loudly.

"I come with a message from Baron Maurer! Baron Maurer says he will never forget the kindness Baron Köln has shown him, even in death. He will follow you even if it costs him his life! He will arrive shortly!"

Looking at the distant place where a large cloud of dust was rising, I could see the flags of the Maurer baronial house fluttering.

That meant Dalten had arrived.

I already knew he was coming, but seeing it directly brought tears to my eyes.

"Damn, making me cry like this."

The fact that he risked his life for me warmed my heart.

"He's already arrived. Good, tell him this."
"Yes."
"Let's capture Emperor Otto together. Just tell him that."

I have much to say, but all that can be shared slowly over drinks, pouring out our true feelings.

Now is not the time for such sentimentality.

*I need to take down Otto as quickly as possible, every minute and second counts.*

When my conversation with the messenger ended, the enemy lines, having received an unexpected attack, were already in complete disarray.

The soldiers didn't know how to respond to the situation, and their formation was tattered like rags...

"Our enemy is Baron Köln! Baron Köln!"

The knights were about to burst with rage seeing that state.

"Calm down, I said! Just calm down a little!"

Seeing that sight, my instinct began to speak.

No, forget instinct—this is clearly the best timing to strike.

*I just hope that Ains isn't in there.*

"I, Baron Köln, will lead the vanguard! Run with all your might! We will break through the enemy lines and capture the cowardly Emperor Otto!"

After saying that, I immediately raised my right hand.

Everyone responded to my words.

"Long live Baron Köln!"
"Kill Otto!!!"
"We can win!"

Even at the cost of greater sacrifice, we must capture that damned Otto with certainty.

"Charge!"

Then I gripped the swords in both hands tightly and ran forward.

Before I knew it, I saw the flags of the Maurer baronial house fluttering beside me.

It was a magnificent sight that made my heart swell.

Seeing this, the enemy soldiers cried out loudly.

"Damn it, spare us! Why are you suddenly betraying us?!"

Unfortunately, the wishes of those who cried out were not granted.

Because I killed them all with my blade.
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As I jumped into the front line, Otto's royal guards also regained some of their senses.

"There's the traitor Baron Koln! Kill that bastard before anyone else!"
"Don't let the traitor live!"
"Melee! It's a melee! All centurions, abandon formation and engage in close combat!"

If this were an ordinary mercenary company, they would have been thrown into confusion by such a sudden ambush, mindlessly shouting about regrouping and maintaining formation.

People are vulnerable to unexpected attacks from behind. Once hit hard, they become dazed for a while, unable to make proper judgments, and act according to deeply ingrained principles.

That principle being the formation that embodies "strength in numbers."

But the enemy's excellent judgment isn't exactly good for me.

*Damn, this battle is going to be tough.*

But what can I do? I just need to fight hard, prepared to die, and capture Otto.

"Drop the pikes! In melee, they're nothing but useless sticks! Do you plan to thrust at empty air?"

When both sides are fighting in formation, long pikes are advantageous for fighting at a distance.

But when the enemy is barely an arm's length away, what use is a pike over 3-4 meters long?

Unless you're an absolute master who can kill enemies with the pike shaft, it's absolute madness to even try.

My order was immediately relayed throughout the unit.

"Drop the pikes! Drop them and draw your maces or swords!"

Some foul-mouthed fellows shouted while smashing enemy heads with their maces.

"It's time for a dogfight, you sons of bitches!"

That's the typical macho style you often see in this world—so intense it looks like it would burn just to watch.

Well, at times like this, this is the best way to fight in close combat.

As I looked around to assess the situation, I saw knights from the enemy ranks rushing toward me.

Their armor gleamed brightly, suggesting they were high-ranking knights...

I wonder if they'll be any match for me.

Anyway, as these important figures approached, the soldiers immediately made way for them.

And true to Otto's knights' love for ceremony, they were showing off all kinds of pretentious behavior.

"I, Martin Lern of House Lern, His Majesty's senior knight, shall be your opponent!"
"I, Jekt, will take your head and claim your territory!"
"Hand over your wife!"

I understand wanting to take my head and claim my territory.

After all, the reason we risk our lives fighting is for more land and greater wealth and glory.

*One way or another, war is ultimately a kind of survival competition.*

But there are things you should and shouldn't say—demanding someone else's wife crosses the line by far, damn it.

That bastard deserves to have his guts ripped out and used as a jump rope.

The one who demanded I hand over my wives, including Karin, went even further to provoke me.

"Your women looked quite busty. Don't worry, I'll give them a good feel after I kill you!"
"What?"
"Aren't they wasted on a lowly mercenary captain? That's why I, Senior Knight Neison Torera, will personally put them to proper use!"

Seeing how desperately he wants attention from so many people, this bastard should have been born in 21st century Korea rather than this world.

Then he would have immediately gained notoriety as a sex offender and ruined his life right away.

The three knights charged at me simultaneously with their swords drawn.

Positioned at my front, left, and right, they formed a meticulous formation, each targeting different areas.

They aimed at spots difficult to defend simultaneously—my neck, the gap at my waist, and the back of my knee.

They're using these tactics because they know their skill level is inferior to mine... not bad.

Despite their crude words, they move with impressive coordination and organization, suggesting their heads aren't just for decoration.

Since they're unexpectedly capable, I should kill them quickly to prevent them from displaying those deadly skills again.

"Die, Baron Koln!"

Their swords came down toward my body.

Their coordination was so good—no, extremely good—that there was no opening for me to dodge.

In situations like this, rather than trying to block futilely, I needed to disrupt their attack.

My body is one, and I can only block one attack at a time.

"You die instead!"

I grabbed the arm of the closest knight and swung him like a sword.

The knight being swung naturally screamed loudly.

"Aaaagh! Save me!"

Using a knight as a weapon to strike the others produced loud cracking and crushing sounds.

They were caught completely off guard by my unexpected "Knight Swinging Technique" and were thoroughly beaten instead of attacking me.

The knight I had just swung seemed to have broken every bone in his body, as he could only twitch and moan, unable to move properly.

The remaining two pointed at me with terrified voices.

"Monster. You're a monster."
"Using a knight like a wooden stick!"

So grabbing a knight with one arm and swinging him is cowardly, but several of them ganging up on me isn't?

What nonsensical bullshit.

It would be more convincing to claim Lucia has small breasts.

"Isn't it cowardly for multiple people to gang up on one person?"

Then I dealt with each of the terrified men one by one.

Since they were knights, I tried to kill them as cleanly as possible...

"Sir Neison Torera, I'll give you special treatment."

Saying that, I stabbed various parts of his body.

"Just kill me instead, aaaagh!"

However, I stabbed him in multiple places without delivering a fatal wound, leaving him unable to die immediately.

But with blood continuously flowing out, he would die in agony over the next few hours.

Even if he were rescued quickly and lucky enough to receive treatment, he wouldn't survive in that state.

"You're garbage who tried to steal another man's wife. This is the treatment you deserve. Die in peace, you damn bastard."

After killing these morally corrupt knights, I immediately focused on killing other soldiers.

Normally, I would have boasted about killing knights all over town, but now even that time was too precious.

I can boast plenty after capturing Otto and Margrave Estel.

"Every minute, every second counts! All of you, hurry!"

I said that while scanning the enemy camp.

Specifically, I was looking for where Otto's flag was raised.

The cowardly Otto might have already fled, but the most reliable way to locate him now was his flag.

In the midst of this, a soldier beside me noticed and kindly pointed out:

"I can see Prince Otto's flag over there on the left!"

Looking in that direction, Otto's flag immediately caught my eye.

At this point, rather than leisurely dealing with elite forces like the royal guards and gradually reducing enemy numbers...

Wouldn't it be better to capture Otto as quickly as possible?

"Everyone, listen up!! Nothing else matters—we need Otto's head! We must capture Otto! Then we win this war!"

When I shouted, the other soldiers responded:

"Capture Otto!"
"Let's change our fate!"
"Long live Baron Koln!"
"Aaaaargh!"

And so, my soldiers and I continued the battle with even greater intensity and fervor.

When spears and swords passed by my neck and cut through my armor, I surprisingly didn't feel a chill down my spine or tension.

I've always fought on battlefields where death could come anytime, anywhere, and have survived numerous close calls...

Near-death experiences were as natural to me as breathing.

But the tension of approaching enemies drove me crazy.

"Damn it, damn it..."

And around me, I kept hearing:

"Reinforcements will arrive soon! Hold until then!"

There couldn't really be reinforcements coming.

If there were, they would have hidden that fact to surprise me at an unexpected moment.

Yet even such an obvious deception made my heart waver.

*Damn, I shouldn't be like this...*

As I was trying to suppress this inner turmoil, I caught sight of Otto.

Just a little more, just a little further and I could capture him...

I first breathed a sigh of relief that Otto hadn't fled yet.

If I can capture Otto now, Maria will definitely secure the position of our House Koln.

If I fail, it will be difficult to survive going forward, but what can I do?

"If I succeed, that's all that matters."
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The day you decide is the market day, and the time you resolve to win is the best day for victory.

This is common knowledge, written in both the Goguryeo Subak-do and the Annals of the Joseon Dynasty.

I too will now stake everything on this battle, following this wisdom that everyone knows.

"Capture Otto! Seize that bastard Otto!"

When I shouted this loudly, all the soldiers around me responded with equal fervor.

"Otto, you bastard, stick out your neck!"
"If you're a man, stop hiding and come out!"
"Let's have a proper fight!"

Even though my soldiers and I were trampling on Otto's pride, he wouldn't take our bait.

That makes sense because from Otto's perspective, it's more advantageous to escape this place as quickly as possible rather than draw his sword and fight us with all his might.

*From Otto's perspective, if he can just manage to escape, he can avoid the worst outcome.*

But perhaps annoyed by our taunts that scraped at his core, Otto hurled all kinds of insults at us as he mounted his horse.

"Martin, you wretch! I elevated you, a man of lowly birth, to the rank of Baron, and you dare betray that grace! You vile traitor who would shock even heretics with your wickedness—do you think you'll get away with this atrocity?"

No, actually, if I capture you and win this war, I'll be perfectly fine, so you needn't worry about that.

Why not just surrender quietly? What's the harm?

If you surrender without resistance right now, I'm willing to offer a special event where you'll be bound respectfully and without injury.

Of course, you'll later receive a death sentence and lose your head, but still.

"If I succeed in capturing you and Margrave Estel, I'll be just fine, so don't worry about that! Otto, you bastard, if you were going to purge others, you should have been prepared to die yourself, you piece of trash!"

"Silence! I will show that justice still lives by killing you! Where is my Imperial Guard? Why haven't they beheaded this traitor and brought his head before me?"

"If it bothers you so much, fight me with your own sword! Don't hide cowardly behind your Imperial Guard."

I continued to provoke Otto while trying to get closer to where he was...

Perhaps because Otto, despite his corruption, was still royalty and had a certain charisma as a ruler?

His knights rushed toward me like madmen with their swords drawn to block my path.

"Die, Baron of Köln!"

As the situation grew urgent, they all skipped the usual self-introductions meant to elevate their honor and names, and simply charged at me recklessly.

When I cut down one man's neck, another would appear to attack me.

Sometimes several would coordinate to block my path and try to behead me.

*Shit, at this rate he'll get away.*

In moments like this, if Hilde could appear like a manga heroine and cover my back, I could rush straight to behead Otto... but realistically, that's difficult.

Because Hilde is also desperately fighting against the knights swarming her.

Some trash knight pointed his sword at Hilde and shouted loudly.

"Capture that woman! Take her alive to present to His Highness Otto!"

There's no clearer example of punishment than making a traitor's wife the slave of the ruler.

That's because all men would rather bite off their tongues and die than see their wives underneath another man.

That's why until the early 1900s, even in America, there were laws allowing you to shoot and kill your wife and her lover if you caught them in the act.

*Those garbage bastards deserve to have their arms and legs sliced off...*

Hearing those words, Hilde became furiously enraged.

"You so-called knights have utterly abandoned your honor!"

She might have overlooked them threatening her life or insulting me since we serve different masters, but she couldn't tolerate these so-called knights talking about making someone's wife a slave?

"I can clearly see what kind of character and caliber Otto has, leading trash like you!"

Hilde said this and lowered her spear into position.

Then she kicked off the ground and threw herself forward like lightning, killing one by one those who had spoken so crudely.

To demonstrate how completely different her level was from theirs, she deliberately pierced holes through their steel armor, showing how extraordinary her spear technique was.

Seeing this, her opponents gasped and their morale crumbled.

Hilde continued to demonstrate her strength by channeling Aura into her spear, creating a gust of wind.

"I'll kill every last one of you, you despicable creatures."

At these words, several of them began to back away.

While we were breaking through Otto's Imperial Guard and pursuing their leader to take his head, Otto and Estel ahead of us were fleeing with a speed that would make their ancestors proud.

"Out of the way! Move aside!"

With the situation as it was, those two had thrown away all pride and dignity, fleeing like half-madmen.

Some might call it cowardly that the ruler and his chancellor, Margrave Estel, had cast aside all dignity and were desperately running away...

But in this situation, the proper role of a ruler and chancellor is indeed to throw away pride completely and escape to survive.

That's why King Seonjo, though called a "runjo" (a king who runs away), is evaluated by some as having saved his country by fleeing well during the Japanese invasion of Korea.

"Martin, you bastard, I'll kill you someday!"

They say there's nothing to fear from someone who says "let's meet again," but if I let this bastard escape now, my position will be in danger...

Well, I probably won't be purged, but still...

To secure my position properly, should I at least play the role of Maria's emotional supporter?

If Her Highness Maria likes me, I probably won't lose my head or suffer disadvantages even if other nobles try to check me...

While I was having these absurd stray thoughts, I spotted a flag with a white cross, the symbol of the Maurer barony.

"Block Otto's retreat! We must capture him!"

When Dalten gave this order, Otto's escape route was instantly blocked.

Otto, knowing what would happen if he were captured, tried to find another path to escape somehow...

"Baron Maurer!"

I didn't say much, but Dalten would understand my intentions.

We're practically family, after all.

And from all around came the sound of trumpets and soldiers shouting.

"Her Highness Princess Maria is coming with an army of 20,000! We've won!"

Already being pushed back, when they heard about an army of 20,000, everyone seemed dizzy with shock, and the enemy's movements momentarily froze.

Some were so shocked that they dropped the weapons they were holding.

"Damn, we're finished now."

Whether what Dalten said was true or not doesn't matter right now.

What matters is making these guys believe it's true or making them panic even for a moment to exploit the opening.

*Now is the opportunity, while everyone is confused.*

"Lower your weapons and surrender, and I'll send you back to your families. I, the Baron of Köln, solemnly swear this in the name of Deus!"

In this world, people believe that if you break an oath made in Deus's name, you'll go to hell when you die.

Hilde, Lucia, and Karin all seriously believe in this sort of thing.

Of course, since I don't believe in Deus, I can freely break such oaths as many times as I want.

At this, a significant number of Otto's soldiers laid down their weapons.

"Spare us, we don't want to die yet!"
"Otto is the bad one, not us!"
"I have a foxy wife waiting for me!"

With resistance greatly reduced, it became much easier to approach Otto.

Until just now, I had to kill five men to advance one meter, but now I only needed to cut down about one person to advance the same distance.

"Die, you idiot!"

As I moved forward, the distance between me and Otto and Estel gradually decreased.

"Stop right there!"

No fool would stop just because I told them to, but somehow I keep shouting it anyway.

Otto tried even harder to escape from the battlefield.

"Damn it! Damn it!"

And so the distance between us narrowed to 30 meters, 25 meters, 20 meters...

"Otto, you bastard! If you surrender now, I'll capture you as comfortably as possible!"

Whether captured comfortably or painfully, you'll die either way...

But if you're going to die anyway, wouldn't it be better to be captured with a little less suffering?

I'm offering this kind advice only because I have some loyalty from having served you.

*I've really become quite kind.*

As the situation became this desperate, Margrave Estel must have decided it was hopeless, as he separated from Otto and began to flee on his own.

"Your Highness, let's meet again alive!"
"Margrave! Are you trying to save yourself cowardly?"

It seems like if Otto is captured and Estel survives alone, he's planning to take some money and go into exile somewhere...

Well, if we just capture Otto, all the territories he held will become ours...

For now, let's focus only on Otto.

*Dalten will handle the rest well.*

When the distance to Otto narrowed to within 10 meters, I concentrated all the Aura in my body and lunged forward as if propelling myself.

There were several knights blocking my way, but they crumbled helplessly against my speed and determination.

Otto screamed when he saw me.

"Aaaaargh!"

Screaming like that now won't help you.

I immediately tripped Otto, making him fall, and deliberately shoved his face into the mud.

*Since he's wearing a helmet, he probably won't die.*

You made me work hard by not surrendering quietly, so taste a bit of humiliation as you're captured.

"I, Baron Martin von Köln, have captured the Fourth Prince Otto von Rheinpfalz alive. We have won!!!!"

Ch.272 - Turning Away (9)
After winning the war, Dalten and I were immediately summoned to the headquarters of the First Imperial Princess's army where Maria was stationed.

As we approached the headquarters, Dalten spoke to me with a trembling voice.

"Martin."
"Yes, Captain."
"I trusted you and turned my back on everything. Is it really true that Her Highness Maria has fallen for you?"

Despite our victory in the war, a chill ran down my spine at his words.

At the same time, I was plunged into deep contemplation.

Should I just tell him the truth now, or should I confess that I had lied after Maria finished distributing rewards for military service?

I didn't intend to keep lying to Dalten, so I would have to tell him the truth eventually...

It would probably be better for my survival if I revealed my lie after receiving my reward, right?

*I'm sorry, Captain Dalten... but I need to survive too.*

While I was still contemplating how to respond, we arrived at Maria's headquarters.

I couldn't help but feel relieved inside.

"How can we discuss such sensitive matters here? Let's talk about it later over drinks, just the two of us."
"You're right."

After our brief chat, we both immediately knelt before Maria and paid our respects.

"Baron Koeln, Martin von Koeln. Following Your Highness's orders, we have successfully captured Emperor Otto and Margrave Estel."

Maria spoke with the cold, dignified voice befitting a ruler.

"I assigned you a difficult mission, but you completed it perfectly. I'm truly impressed. I commend you for your achievements. Now, both of you may raise your heads."

At her command, Dalten and I looked up at Maria.

"Hmm, there's an unfamiliar face. Who might you be?"
"I am Dalten von Maurer, head and Baron of the Maurer family. I turned my back on the Fourth Prince at Martin's suggestion."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, that's correct."

At those words, everyone's gaze turned toward me.

With so much attention focused on me, they must be thinking:

*Why is there someone else besides you?*

Maria tilted her head and asked me:

"I believe only you, Baron Koeln, swore to enter my service. Why did you cause another nobleman to turn against Otto?"

My answer here wouldn't cost Dalten or me our heads.

After all, I had captured the Fourth Prince Otto, leader of his faction, and Dalten had also achieved great merit by successfully capturing Margrave Estel.

However, if I answered poorly, my achievements might be diminished.

"I had full authority over the operation to attack Otto from behind, didn't I?"
"You're correct. If nothing else, you had complete authority when attacking Otto."
"In my judgment, 5,000 men would not be enough to attack Otto's guard unit. So to ensure the success of the operation, I went to persuade Baron Maurer, with whom I had a prior acquaintance."

Honestly, bringing in Dalten on my own was indeed my fault.

But as the saying goes among politicians and elsewhere, "Apologizing means losing." If I were to bow my head...

Maria might not, but the nobles around her would surely pounce on the opportunity.

They would do anything to prevent a surrendered general like me from rising above them.

So I had to stubbornly insist it wasn't my fault.

*Besides, bringing in Dalten was actually the right decision.*

Maria nodded and accepted my explanation.

"The war was urgent, so reporting to me might have been difficult. Besides, how could I fault you when you successfully captured my brother Otto, who is bound over there?"

At her words, the expressions of the nobles under Maria darkened.

One baron pointed at me and unleashed his anger.

"Baron Koeln, despite your great achievements, how could you risk exposing our army's critical secrets by bringing in Baron Maurer over there based on personal feelings?"

Did he really have to bring up this issue now when I was trying to smoothly get past it?

"As I just explained, without taking that risk, the operation itself might have failed. That could have led to Her Highness's defeat in this war."
"That's an absurd excuse. For someone who swore loyalty to fight for the Imperial Princess, claiming credit after putting Her Highness in danger is simply result-oriented logic."

I thought Prince Otto was the craziest in his faction, but now these nobles are tormenting me.

Is there truly no heaven anywhere, not even in the place I fled to?

It's absolutely maddening.

And this isn't school—what nonsense about process being more important than results.

If you follow the proper process but fail, it's essentially the same as doing nothing, so what's all this barking about?

"In my opinion, Baron Gulden thinks that while Baron Koeln's achievements are great, he nearly put Your Highness in danger. That should be taken into consideration."

At those words, Maria gritted her teeth, walked over to Baron Gulden, and angrily said:

"Baron Koeln risked his life for me, persuaded Baron Maurer, and captured not only Otto but also Margrave Estel. And if he had leisurely sought my approval as you suggest, our forces would certainly have been defeated."

It's an undeniable fact that my successful operation allowed us to win easily.

However, even if I had failed, the battle had been evenly matched until just before the operation...

It couldn't be said with certainty that our side would have lost just because Otto wasn't captured...

Maria must know this, but she's deliberately emphasizing my achievements to protect me.

*Compared to that trash Otto, she's truly an angel.*

No, comparing her to him at all would be disrespectful to Maria, wouldn't it?

"That's an interpretation too favorable to Baron Koeln."

Hearing this, Maria looked at Baron Gulden as if he were garbage on the street.

"Although Baron Koeln served Otto before surrendering to us, his loyalty is beyond question. Moreover, trying to disparage someone who achieved the greatest merit with such trivial accusations is too petty, don't you think?"

Baron Gulden's eyes widened at her words, and he froze.

Calling a nobleman "petty" or "cheap" is, with slight exaggeration, almost like insulting their parents.

It's an unbearable humiliation for those who value honor above their own lives.

"Therefore, I will not accept your opinion. Baron Gulden, I hope you too will have an opportunity to achieve greater merit and enhance your honor."

Gulden could only tremble at her words, unable to offer any rebuttal.

Once the atmosphere had settled, Maria extended the back of her hand toward Dalten and me.

"Though the rewards for service haven't been distributed yet, I need not doubt the loyalty of you two barons. Swear your allegiance."

At her command, Dalten immediately kissed the back of Maria's hand, observing the proper etiquette toward a sovereign.

Maria maintained a serious, cold expression.

"I look forward to your continued service, Baron Maurer."
"Yes, Your Highness. I will fight and defeat all your enemies, whoever they may be."
"Do not forget that commitment."

After completing his formal oath of loyalty, Dalten stepped back.

Then Maria extended her hand again.

Unlike when she received Dalten's oath, she was smiling brightly.

"Baron Koeln, you have already sworn loyalty to me. But now that Otto, who bound you, is gone, pledge your sincere loyalty to me once more."

...Why does she want another oath of loyalty when she's already received one?

I can't understand her thinking, but what can I do?

If she wants it, I have to do it—if I find it unfair, I should become king myself.

So I kissed the back of Maria's hand.

"To repay your kindness in taking me in, I will devote my body and soul to protecting Your Highness's happiness."
"I will trust you. Never let that resolve waver. You may withdraw now."

Upon hearing those words, Dalten and I immediately withdrew.

I tried to confess my lie right there.

"Captain Dalten, actually... Her Highness..."

Before I could finish, Dalten chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"To be honest, I thought you were lying about winning the Imperial Princess's heart. But when you kissed her hand, her face turned red and she smiled so brightly."
"...?"
"That's the kind of reaction only a girl in love would show to the man she loves. Damn, you're amazing."

Dalten ruffled my hair.

"I was anxious about coming here, but thanks to you, I'm relieved now. As expected from a man who's claimed three beauties."

Hearing that, I abandoned any thought of clearing up this misunderstanding.

It's definitely not because I'm afraid of what Dalten might do if he learns that what I said was a lie.

Ch.273 - Aftermath (1)
The day after meeting Maria with Dalten, Maria summoned me separately.

On my way to see her, my mind was filled with all sorts of complicated thoughts.

Since I had accomplished the great feat of capturing Otto, my life would no longer be as fragile as a fly's.

And since I wouldn't be scolded either, she probably wasn't calling me for anything bad.

She must have called me for something good, but I couldn't guess what it might be.

Was she going to inform me of the rewards for my achievements in advance, or was she going to serve me food she made herself as she had promised before? Or perhaps both?

Eventually, I couldn't contain my curiosity and spoke up.

"Head Maid, could you tell me why Her Highness has summoned me?"
"I don't know the reason myself, so I have nothing to tell you. However, when you're served food and tea, it would be best to show as much delight as possible."

Perhaps because Maria had instructed her to keep it secret, the head maid wouldn't tell me exactly why I had been summoned.

Still, from her advice to show delight at the food, I could tell that Maria was going to serve me something she had made herself.

*Lucia also stays upset for a long time if I don't show enough joy when eating food she's prepared.*

When Lucia is upset, she turns her head away quickly and droops her tail whenever our eyes meet.

The princess would probably get upset like Lucia if I didn't praise her cooking...

"I understand."
"Her Highness is waiting inside. Let's go in, Baron Köln."

When I entered the tent the head maid pointed to, I found, as I had expected, a table filled with so much food that I wondered if I could eat it all.

There was barbecued half piglet, baskets full of bread, and even desserts like cake.

According to the head maid, Maria had made all the food here, though she must have received help from maids and servants here and there.

Even so, how did the busy princess manage to create such a large amount of food?

"I greet Your Highness Maria. Have you been well?"

At my words, Maria smiled slightly and gazed at me with deep eyes.

"Apart from feeling lonely because you didn't come to see me, I've had no problems. Even without specific business, you may visit me anytime, unless I'm busy with urgent matters."

The war just ended yesterday—does that mean I should have visited separately even late yesterday evening?

No, seeing the smile on her face as she says this, it seems she's just teasing.

"I will visit more often in the future, Your Highness."

Maria smiled as brightly as a sunflower.

"Please do. Though I'm repeating myself, time spent with other nobles is honestly boring and complicated, only adding to my fatigue. But time spent with you is truly enjoyable and makes my accumulated fatigue disappear. How about you?"

It's true that I feel most comfortable and enjoy myself when I'm with Karin, Lucia, Hilde, and those from my household with whom I can drink and have fun without thinking too much.

On the other hand, while being with Maria is enjoyable because her energy is so bright and charismatic...

She is my superior and the ruler of a faction, so I have to be careful with every word I say, which makes it somewhat burdensome and difficult to express...

*This is what social life is all about.*

"Yes, Your Highness. Just seeing you happy makes me happy as well."

Maria puffed her cheeks after hearing my words.

"Like a man who has charmed three beauties, you're excellent at choosing only the words I want to hear."

What exactly displeased her?

I was just responding the same way I always had.

As I thought about it, I wondered if, as Dalten had said, Maria might have romantic feelings for me.

This thought crossed my mind.

As I sat there speechless, Maria took out a scroll she had placed elsewhere.

"I should handle important matters first before enjoying our conversation. I will now bestow rewards upon you for your achievements."

Upon hearing those words, I knelt on one knee and bowed my head in respect.

"Martin von Köln, Baron Köln has greatly contributed to this battle by directly capturing Prince Otto and helping to capture Margrave Estel. Therefore, as soon as the suppression of the Fourth Prince's faction is complete, he shall be granted the title of Viscount along with three viscounty territories."

Three viscounty territories would be an appropriate reward for capturing Otto, but... it seems like the title should be Count.

Ah, perhaps since other princes' factions remain, Otto's head is relatively less valuable, so they can't raise my title.

Still, three viscounty territories means my domain will at least double in size from what it is now, which isn't bad.

I can gradually raise my title by fighting the others in the future.

"Thank you, Your Highness. I will continue to serve you loyally with even greater dedication."
"I look forward to your future achievements, Viscount Köln."
"Yes."

Maria helped me to my feet and asked.

"Is there anything else you desire? I would like to grant any request you make, if possible. You are, after all, the savior of my life."

If Otto were standing before me, I would have been thinking of ways to extract more benefits.

That's because our relationship was one of mutual exploitation, not one of genuine trust and loyalty.

However, in Maria's faction, there exists a clear relationship of trust between lord and vassal.

*And I'm especially favored...*

Would I want to take advantage of that favor?

I didn't want to commit such an evil act.

"No, Your Highness. What you've given me is more than enough."
"You have no greed."
"It's not that I have no greed. Rather, I wish to maintain a close relationship with Your Highness Maria based on trust. For that, I believe it's important that I maintain proper boundaries."

If a friendship falls apart, my life might not be immediately endangered, but if my relationship with Maria goes wrong, my head could roll right away.

After hearing my words, Maria brought her chair closer to me and sat down.

The distance between us had suddenly narrowed to about the width of one person.

We weren't completely pressed together, but we were close enough to hear each other's breathing.

"Indeed, Viscount Köln, you are truly different from other nobles. Others close to me, even my lady-in-waiting who has served me since childhood, hint at wanting me to grant lands to their sons by using their relationship with me. But you are not like that. I like that about you."
"I simply don't wish to misuse Your Highness Maria's favor."

Perhaps when I was a lowly mercenary under Dalten, but now I've succeeded in rising to a position in this world that can't even be described as privileged.

I have three beautiful wives whose beauty captivates passersby, and subordinates who would willingly die for me if I asked.

I already have everything others would envy, so it would be foolish to greedily desire more power.

Though I may have many shameful points when looking up at the sky, I shouldn't do things that would make me ashamed of myself.

I can live well enough without being greedy.

Maria gently took my hand.

After taking my hand, she blushed and the corners of her mouth twitched.

"Thank you for saying that. Indeed, you are..."

Maria has never held another man's hand in her life except for her father, family, relatives, or during formal occasions, so it's natural for her to be embarrassed.

Even though I'm already a man who has done everything there is to do, seeing Maria show such shyness before me made her innocent love flow toward me like a tide, sending a thrill throughout my body.

And I too felt like I was starting a fresh first love.

*...Ah, I unintentionally told the truth to Captain Dalten.*

At this point, I'd have to be inhuman not to notice how Maria feels about me.

"Unlike others, you seem like someone I can truly trust and rely on. Like my father—no, like a tree's shade where I can rest when tired and exhausted. I have one unreasonable request for you."

Maria asked with a deeply flushed face.

"Would you be my friend? It wouldn't be possible in front of others, but when we're alone, you may call me Maria."

When I didn't answer immediately, Maria became completely flustered and started rambling.

"Still, you shouldn't talk about lewd things like some other nobles do to lighten the mood. I'm not good with that sort of thing. But any other conversation is fine. If you have concerns, you can come directly to me and share them. In return, if I have concerns, I'll share them with you, Martin..."

For my own safety, or rather, since this has already happened, I have no choice but to go along with it.

The princess just said "friend," but honestly, can that word truly exist between a man and a woman?

Especially when that person is the noble princess.

"I will, Maria."

Surprised by my words, Maria opened her large eyes wide, then smiled as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

"I look forward to it... Martin."

Ch.274 - Aftermath (2)
Maria declared in a solemn voice.

"Now we shall discuss how to deal with these two. Everyone, please speak freely."

The reactions shown by the Fourth Prince Otto and Margrave Estel were quite different.

The Margrave, seeming to accept that everything was over, quietly bowed his head in acceptance of his fate.

"I ask for mercy to be shown to my family."

Otto, on the other hand, bound with rope and forced to kneel, ground his teeth and struggled violently, trying to lunge at Maria.

"Hey, you bitch! Do you dare think you can kill me? How dare a lowborn wench like you talk about disposing of an imperial prince!"

Fortunately, knights surrounding Maria were firmly holding down Otto's shoulders and body. Otherwise, he would have surely charged at her like a wild boar, trying to tear at her throat.

When death is already certain, one should face it with dignity like a man, which might at least earn some favorable judgment after death.

I don't understand why he's so desperate to cling to life.

*What human garbage, right to the end.*

Then he turned his attention to me and started hurling insults.

"Baron Koeln, no, Martin, you son of a bitch!"

Since his defeat was partly due to me striking him from behind, I suppose I should listen to a few curses before he dies.

Isn't that the generosity of a victor?

"When you were a mercenary captain, you fell head over heels for that woman Hilde, spent your entire fortune to buy her, and pulled some stunt straight out of a chivalric romance to get her! You woman-obsessed bastard!"

Wait, you're not really in a position to say that.

I know very well that you have more than ten concubines yourself, so really...

I'm just giving my all to the woman I love.

Though I admit, blowing my entire fortune was indeed a crazy move that even a woman-obsessed guy would shake his head at.

"And your pledge of loyalty to Maria must be because you fell for her chest too! Ha, has there ever been such a pervert who'll go down in history?"

If I had heard such words under normal circumstances, I would have challenged the speaker to a duel—one of this world's beautiful cultural traditions—and cut off their head, no matter who they were.

After all, he insulted my wife Hilde and dragged Maria into it as well.

But since he's already a walking corpse, I'm not even angry no matter how much he rants.

There's a saying that the weaker the dog, the more it barks—and he's certainly barking up a storm.

Instead of getting angry, I snorted.

"Really, no one cares about your barking. And insulting Your Highness after being defeated by Her Highness only tarnishes your honor as a prince. Shouldn't you at least die with some dignity, Your Highness?"
"Aaaaargh! Martin!!"
"Don't be so disgraceful until the end, Prince Otto."

After witnessing Otto's outburst, Marquis Schwaik smirked.

"So this is the human garbage that made Baron Koeln—no, Viscount—abandon his lord. I feel sorry for the nobles who swore to share their fate with such trash. Don't you agree, Margrave?"
"...He was the lord we chose. I won't make excuses or express regrets now."
"A garbage lord with an excellent vassal... what a beautiful combination."

Whether in a company, the military, or anywhere else, when one incompetent boss sits above capable employees, everything quickly falls apart.

In fact, even under that Pappenheim fellow I constantly curse, there were many seemingly capable knights.

Marquis Schwaik then pointed his right thumb downward.

"Prince Otto isn't worth keeping alive! He should be executed immediately, and his family sent to a monastery. The same should be done with Margrave Estel. What does Your Highness think about the other nobles?"
"Principle would dictate the same treatment for all, but considering future battles with other factions... there's no need to kill them. I'll allow them to go into exile."

A cornered rat will bite not just cats but humans too, so giving them a way out like this will reduce their resistance in the final moments.

Even if their faction collapses, if only the royal and leadership figures die while their subordinates can salvage some wealth and survive elsewhere, they won't feel the need to fight to the death.

"A wise decision, Your Highness. Then the execution at Bremen Castle square the day after tomorrow, and spreading the news to everyone..."

Maria pondered this for a moment.

Then she waved her hand, rejecting Marquis Schwaik's suggestion.

"No matter how much of a piece of trash he is, he's still royalty with the same father's blood flowing in his veins, my brother. So I'll show at least minimal mercy."

Otto's expression brightened momentarily at those words.

He must have thought he might live, but that's completely out of the question.

Maria beckoned me with a gesture.

"Viscount Koeln, step forward."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"He is, after all, my brother and has royal blood. So I'll show minimal mercy by not letting him die in the square while being pelted with rotten tomatoes."

Maria drew her thumb across her throat as she spoke.

"Otto and Margrave Estel will be beheaded inside the inner castle. And you will personally behead them both. This is my final act of mercy."

Honestly, it weighs on my conscience a bit to execute the Margrave by my own hand, since he provided the stepping stone for my rise to this position, but...

War is about killing and being killed, so it can't be helped.

"I will obey your command."

**

Not long after, Otto and Margrave Estel were dragged to the inner castle square.

Unlike when that Prince Prime or whatever was executed before, there wasn't a large crowd gathered to mock them, but nobles and knights including myself formed a circle around the two.

"Preparations are complete."

At those words, Maria gave a signal with her hand.

"Execute the Margrave first."

I stood directly behind Estel with my sword drawn.

"So it has come to this."
"I'd like nothing more than to hurl every curse at you, Martin, but doing so would only strip away my last shred of honor, so I'll refrain."

He's truly a man too good to serve under the incompetent Otto.

Even facing death, he restrains his emotions to preserve at least some honor.

"If you have any last words, I'll hear them."
"Tell my family I'm sorry. My death ends here, but my wives and children face a difficult road ahead."

Since I owe Margrave Estel, I should look after his family later.

"I will convey your words. Now go peacefully to Deus's side."

Gripping my sword and channeling my Aura, I swung.

With a single stroke, Estel's head fell from his shoulders, and his blood splattered on those standing nearby.

Seeing this, Otto began screaming loudly.

"Aaaaargh! Aaaaah!!!"

I felt something wet at Otto's feet and looked down to see a foul-smelling liquid flowing out.

Anyone could tell it was urine.

Damn it, if you're going to die, die with some dignity instead of getting piss on other people's shoes.

Couldn't he die with even a fraction of Margrave Estel's dignity?

Well, I suppose this is exactly the kind of person who would send me to Maria's side to purge me, only to get backstabbed himself.

Still, since he's about to die anyway, I offered some words of encouragement as a final mercy.

"Prince Otto. Prepare yourself."

Otto trembled and begged.

"Maria, please spare your brother. Aren't we family with the same blood? How will you live the rest of your life bearing the sin of killing your own family?"

I might have understood if he'd said he had to kill her because of the war.

But weren't you the one who said you'd give Maria to me as a sex slave to humiliate her for life if you won this war?

This man truly shouldn't be allowed to live as a leader.

Hearing his words, Maria responded proudly.

"If those who serve me as their sovereign wish it, I can bear such sins. Brother Otto, don't be so disgraceful until the end. Now go to Deus's side."
"Maria, you bitch!!"

After this farce ended, I stood behind Otto.

"Your Highness, do you have any last words?"
"Uuuugh.... spare me."

If you're a prince, at least say something proper even now.

If you asked me to look after your family, I'd at least pretend to listen.

Since you're paying for your crimes with your life, I could do that much out of human decency.

"That's not possible."
"Martin Meyer! You will be cursed forever! Someday all the women you've loved will be sold as slaves to others, and you'll be forced to watch helplessly!"

A truly garbage-worthy last statement.

"Then die."

I swung my sword and took Otto's life.

After the execution was over and everyone was leaving, Maria called me and spoke quietly.

"Martin, come see me with Hilde when you have time."

If I were still as clueless as before, I might have thought:

*Wow, Her Highness Maria must have liked talking about Hilde. She must really want to see her!*

Of course, now that I've gained some awareness, I don't think that way.

......... To think she would fall for a man seven years her senior with three wives, trying so hard to stand by my side.

*Oh Deus in heaven!*

While it feels wonderful, is this really acceptable?

Is this even allowed?

Ch.275 - Aftermath (3)
Hilde puffed her cheeks and grumbled.

"They say heroes attract beautiful women, but this seems to cross the line. Making the lord you serve fall for you? While I believe my lord had no ill intentions or lustful motives, this still clearly violates the code of chivalry."

It was quite a sharp criticism, but I truly had no rebuttal.

After all, in this world where the class system firmly exists, it would be the worst form of insubordination for me, a male vassal, to make Maria, my female lord, fall for me.

Think about it—if I were to take Maria as my wife, she would come under my influence... wouldn't I essentially gain her wealth, power, territory, and even her vassals?

If that happened, other vassals of the family would resent me, a former fellow vassal, rising above them, and resistance would emerge...

If things went badly, my actions could trigger a civil war within the faction.

*Power is always like this, damn it.*

I pressed my hand against my forehead as it throbbed with pain.

"I truly had no such intention. What I was originally supposed to do in this operation..."

I didn't elaborate further, but Hilde would understand from what I'd said.

Following the orders of Otto, who's now either resting in Deus's embrace or burning in hell, I had been desperately trying to blindfold Maria.

While struggling to gain her favor, I suddenly found myself having saved her life, and she had fallen for me.

*Regardless of my intentions.*

Hearing this, Hilde touched her sword hilt and emitted her Aura.

"If my lord had truly intended to seduce his own lord and commit such insubordination, even I would have been disappointed."

Even if I had committed insubordination, Hilde would never have abandoned me.

However, valuing chivalry and justice more than Lucia and Karin, she would have felt contempt toward me—I would have felt the same.

If someone who had dedicated their body, heart, purity, and soul to you turned out to be a gold digger, it would honestly be legal to kill them.

"But you did it as part of the operation, my lord. And now you can't turn back."
"That's right."

Hilde looked at me with a chuckle.

"And I think it's rather nice. Love that transcends the class difference between a lord and a knight—isn't that wonderful? As both a knight and a woman, I can't help but admire it."

Honestly, I think it's extremely cool and romantic too.

"Besides, my lord, you're a surrendered general. If you were to incur even the slightest displeasure from Lady Maria, you could be purged at any moment. But if she's in love with you, as long as you don't openly betray her, the Köln Viscounty will be safe. In that sense, I approve."

While Lucia and Karin are jealous about another woman joining us and I'm having a hard time calming them down, I'm grateful that Hilde understands and sympathizes with my situation.

If Hilde had been jealous too, I would have died trying to manage it all.

Just as I was about to feel relieved, Hilde gently tugged at my sleeve and carefully said:

"This is always as your knight, but as a woman, I do feel jealous and worried about another woman—especially an imperial princess—joining your harem. I fear your love and attention might be focused solely on Lady Maria."
"That won't happen."

I don't know what might happen later, but right now, I'm not in love with Maria.

I just have some goodwill toward her as a member of the opposite sex.

So naturally, Karin, Lucia, and Hilde are much higher on my priority list.

"Can you swear to that?"
"I swear on the honor of the Köln Viscounty."

Hilde nodded in understanding at those words.

"Head Maid, please inform Her Highness of my arrival."
"Yes, of course. And I'm merely treated as a baroness at best, so please address me more casually from now on."

Now that I've become a viscount, I outrank the head maid in status, but she is Maria's close confidant who, with slight exaggeration, spends 24 hours a day with her.

And I heard she's been doing this for a full 10 years.

If she dislikes me, my life in Maria's faction is over—how could I dare risk that?

*Unless I want to die, I need to show respect.*

"I address you this way out of respect for your character and abilities, so please don't mind it too much."

The head maid gave a satisfied smile at my words.

"You may enter now. Also, only the most discreet maids are inside, so you can rest assured."

As Hilde and I entered the room and tried to pay our respects, Maria waved her hand.

"Viscount Köln, no, Martin. There's no need for such unnecessary formalities between us when we're not in an official setting."
"But my wife is here."

It's proper etiquette among the nobility to pretend the maids aren't present.

"There's no need to hide this in front of your wife, Martin. So please address me casually, or rather, I'd like you to."
"Alright, Maria."

Having experienced multiple relationships and many ups and downs, I find these things fresh and innocent, but not particularly embarrassing.

However, Maria's face turned as red as a ripe persimmon just from hearing her name.

"Yes, please call me that from now on. Just hearing you call me that makes me feel at ease, Martin."

Engaging in innocent flirtation in front of my wife—is this a reward or some kind of humiliation play...

While I was lost in thought, Maria approached Hilde and asked:

"So you're Hilde. I've heard a lot about you from Martin."
"It's an honor, Your Highness."

Maria looked at Hilde with curious eyes.

"I thought you'd have more muscles from your battlefield exploits, but they're not that prominent."
"Muscles don't develop as easily on a woman's body. Still, I'm not weaker than men."

When the knights of our family arm wrestle with Hilde, most of them lose instantly.

Hilde's arm strength is so formidable that they can't withstand it.

"Could you tell me your story? I've heard it from Martin a few times, but I'd like to hear directly from you about how you and Martin met."
"Of course. Well, we first met as enemies at Villa Hora Castle..."

Over the next few hours, Hilde recounted our story from when we first met until now.

How we met as enemies at Villa Hora Castle and crossed weapons, how I fell for her at first sight and spent my entire fortune to acquire her.

As Maria listened to this part, her eyes sparkled as she looked back and forth between Hilde and me.

"Martin has always been bold. Even though you say it was love at first sight, to think he would spend his entire fortune to acquire you."

And when she heard about how I earned Hilde's recognition as a lord worthy of her service by annihilating an enemy force of over 2,000 with just 600 men:

"To find a man who respects your life as it is, Hilde. I envy you—I wish I could be with such a man too."

She kept looking into my eyes and blushing like the evening sunset.

Anyone could see this was the reaction of a girl who had fallen in love.

After hearing Hilde's story, the conversation shifted to how I had treated Maria since meeting her.

Maria excitedly talked about what a wonderful man I was, like someone who had just learned to speak after being mute.

Unlike other men, I didn't demand anything from her and pledged my loyalty to her happiness.

She explained how she became increasingly aware of this man who sincerely wished for her happiness, how she missed me when I wasn't around, and how she eventually wanted to become my woman.

By the time the story reached its climax, Maria and Hilde were acting as if they were the only two people present.

"When the Third Prince, my brother, tried to assassinate me, Martin carried me in his arms all the way to Margrave Schweik's camp. Just when we thought we were safe, an elven assassin suddenly appeared and shot an arrow to kill me."

Hilde swallowed at those words.

"Without hesitation, Martin threw himself in front of me to save me. He was hit by the arrow and fell into a critical condition. And when he woke up, the fool was only worried about me..."
"My lord has always been that kind of person."
"How fortunate you are, Hilde, to be loved by such a man."

Hilde already knew that Maria had fallen for me.

Most of what Maria was saying was based on this premise.

"Yes, I am fortunate."

Hearing this, Maria asked with a determined expression:

"May I someday join in that happiness?"
"That's not for me to decide, Your Highness."

Maria's expression brightened at this passive approval.

She brought a sword that had been placed in her room and presented it to Hilde, saying:

"This is a token of my affection that I bestow upon you."

Then Maria looked at me and said:

"Next time, bring your other wife as well."
"Yes, Your Highness."

And not long after that, we gathered once again for the next war.

Ch.276 - Aftermath (4)
Until just before attending the First Princess faction's first military council meeting, I was very nervous.

No matter how much I contributed to capturing Otto, the fact that I was a traitor remained unchanged.

I thought everyone would be wary of me... but my bad premonition was completely off the mark.

"Marquis Köln."
"Ah, Baron Ox, isn't it?"

Since my title is higher than Baron Ox's, I could speak informally without issue, but he's more than 20 years my senior.

Also, since I need to be especially careful about my conduct, I deliberately used formal speech.

Though Maria, the ruler of this faction, has fallen for me, so I probably won't lose my head over minor things...

Still, I'm in a position where I could be harmed at any time without justification, so I must be careful...

"I noticed this when we met a few months ago, but you look very handsome today as well. Perhaps you're taking some special medicine?"

When one reaches the Aura Expert level, aging practically stops until about 60, with a bit of exaggeration.

For high-level Experts like myself, most maintain the face they had when they crossed the Expert threshold until nearly their 80s.

So this flattering comment is probably just empty talk to start a conversation with me.

"Medicine? I'm simply young, that's all."
"Youth is certainly the best. When I was young, I was quite energetic too. By the way, you'll be attending the banquet after this strategy meeting, won't you?"

Not attending a banquet hosted by Maria would be equivalent to openly declaring that I'm snubbing her.

Unless my legs are broken, I absolutely must attend...

"Of course I'll be attending."

Baron Ox gestured to me and whispered quietly.

"Today I plan to announce that my son will soon marry Baron Tresen's daughter. Would it be possible to receive one of the weapons you've used as a congratulatory gift for the wedding day?"

If he had asked for the sword I'm currently using, that would honestly be crossing a line.

After all, the sword I'm using now is a masterpiece that money can't buy.

But if it's one of the weapons I've used before, let's see, I have a dagger I used a few times but don't use anymore, so I could give him that.

*I have more than ten daggers, and I only use a few of them anyway.*

"If it's acceptable, I'll give you a dagger I used during my mercenary captain days to take the lives of several knights."
"Oh, thank you. This dagger will become a symbol of friendship between our House Ox and House Köln."
"I hope it will be so, Baron."
"Haha, it's truly an honor to form a close relationship with you, Marquis, who is favored by Her Highness Maria."

Seeing him mention Maria's favor, it seems Baron Ox also intended to use this opportunity to get closer to Maria, the core of power.

That's not necessarily bad, but he shouldn't cross any lines and earn Maria's displeasure.

As I was making small talk with various nobles until Maria arrived, word came that she was entering, and soon after she came in and took her seat.

"Everyone has worked hard coming from far away."

She gestured for her maids to bring each of us a cup of warm tea.

"The weather is still cold, so warm yourselves while listening to what I have to say."

This small gesture of consideration, something never seen from Otto, instantly melted the tension in my heart.

Is this the quality of consideration that a ruler should possess?

To make everyone in this room feel cared for with just a cup of tea...

"My brother, the Third Prince, attempted to assassinate me, Maria von Rheinpfalz, at a banquet where everyone here was present. Surely no one has forgotten this fact?"

At those words, the sound of teeth grinding could be heard throughout the room.

It makes sense, as the nobles, including myself, were caught up in Maria's assassination attempt and nearly lost our lives, so that grudge would naturally resurface.

*And some nobles actually died in the assassination attempt.*

Many would shudder remembering how close they came to death.

Marquis Schweik began to set the mood.

"No matter how much we may be enemies, how could someone who aspires to be Emperor of the Rheinpfalz Empire resort to such cowardly methods as assassination?"

Other nobles joined in condemning him.

"We must never forgive this!"
"He must be severely punished for the honor of the Empire!"
"We must draw our swords and fight!"

Maria calmed them with a gesture.

"That's why we immediately tried to subjugate Matthias, the Third Prince, but Marquis Köln informed us that if we did so, Otto would wait for us to attack Matthias and then strike us from behind to easily claim victory. So we struck Otto first, and thanks to that, we were able to achieve victory without being ambushed."

If I hadn't informed her that Otto would make a move, Maria would have been caught in a pincer attack by both Matthias and Otto.

The First Princess faction would likely have struggled to withstand an attack from both of them.

She drew an 'X' mark on the Third Prince faction's stronghold on the map.

"However, Matthias, who tried to assassinate me and you all, is still alive, so now we will subjugate him and take another step toward ending this civil war."

Once the Third Prince is subjugated, there will be only one enemy left.

*Unless the Montmartre people come charging in with swords, which would change everything.*

"First, we will spend a year stabilizing the territories we've newly acquired. Then, next spring, we will move our army."

Spring is the most appropriate time to move an army.

This is because in summer, it's too hot, and soldiers might collapse from the heat during the march before even fighting the enemy.

And in winter, the priority becomes fighting against the cold rather than fighting the enemy, making it impossible to wage war during that season.

"The scale of the forces to be mobilized will be 65,000 men, and the battlefield will be the Prelm Plains."

The Third Prince Matthias's faction will likely mobilize a similar number of troops.

Of course, I would prefer if we could mobilize around 80,000 men...

But the larger the scale of mobilization, the more supply issues need to be addressed...

*This amount is adequate, I suppose.*

"Does anyone have any suggestions to propose?"

I stepped forward at Maria's words.

"I think it would be good for us to raid the border areas between Matthias's territory and ours before waging war."

Maria tilted her head.

"Why do you think so?"
"To break the enemy's morale."
"If I were Matthias, I would use the raiding of border areas to boost my troops' morale. I'd use it to threaten my soldiers that their hometowns would be raided if they didn't fight with all their might."

From ancient times to the 21st century, there has been only one reason why soldiers fight desperately.

*To protect their homeland and their families.*

For this, men will fight even in the face of death, or even in situations where death cannot be avoided, they cast aside fear and fight.

So as Maria said, raiding could result in boosting the enemy's morale rather than our own...

In this world, it's very difficult to conceive of using raids to boost our morale and lower the enemy's.

*Honestly, it doesn't make sense.*

"I'm aware of that. That's why we need to use a somewhat special method."

Maria tilted her head.

"A special method. What kind of strategy are you talking about?"
"We raid the villages located in the border area, but we don't harm the serfs and instead allow them to go to other lords under Matthias. Moreover, we provide them with food so they don't starve on their way to other territories of Matthias."

Not taking the lives of people during raids is common practice for managing public sentiment, but no fool would give them food to help them escape well.

Because just letting them escape is already merciful and generous, but giving them food so they can return to the enemy faction...

That deviates significantly from the common sense of raiding.

However, if this rumor spreads, an assessment will emerge in Matthias's territory that Maria is quite a decent ruler.

While those directly affected by the village raids might not feel this way, other soldiers will think:

*If we surrender without fighting, we won't die, and our hometowns will be safe.*

After hearing all I had to say, Maria nodded in agreement.

"Our House Köln will step forward to raid Matthias's territory. He will soon send troops to pursue us. We will defeat some of them."

No matter how skilled Matthias is, he can't move thousands of troops just to chase after me moving with a small elite force.

So if we move quickly with a small number, the enemy will also bring a small force to try to kill me.

*I can handle an enemy force of that size without any problem.*

Moreover, a defeat in such a preliminary skirmish would have a significant impact, causing their morale to plummet.

*To overcome the stigma of being a surrendered noble and survive, I must fight risking my life above all else.*

"Good. Then I'll entrust you with 25 of my personal knights and 300 soldiers. When the time is right, go wild."

Ch.277 - Preliminary Skirmish (1)
Hilde sighed and complained.

"Even if it's for Her Highness the Princess's victory, I'm not keen on looting. Especially plundering from already impoverished serfs."

I never particularly enjoyed raiding serfs since my mercenary days.

After all, it's one thing to fight a war where both sides risk their lives, but looting? That's just taking advantage of those who are already weak.

Dalten shares similar thoughts with me, so we've never raided rural villages before, but...

As I was about to say something, Karin interrupted.

"Chivalry or whatever doesn't matter. What's important is winning. Right, Hilde?"
"That may be true, but..."
"And Martin said we won't kill any civilians during this operation. Don't worry too much."

Usually during raids, civilians get killed too, but doing that would be disadvantageous to our side.

Because the enemy isn't stupid either—if they're going to die either way, they'll choose to die fighting to at least protect their families.

*Even crimes and looting need to be done strategically.*

Otherwise, you'll face backlash in an instant.

After a while, a knight who had gone scouting rushed back.

"Reporting, sir! There's a village ahead!"

Is it finally time to play with fire in earnest?

"How large is the village?"
"It's quite substantial, with approximately 400 residents."

Since it's just a village of serfs who barely know how to hold a spear, we won't need to bring many soldiers.

Including myself, about 100 men should be sufficient.

"Very well. Ten royal knights and their company of one hundred will follow me. Lead the soldiers there immediately. Additionally, have the remaining forces split into companies of one hundred to raid other villages."

Raiding as many villages as possible in the shortest time is the most effective way to infuriate the enemy.

And when they lose their temper and rush to attack us in rage, we can exploit the openings created by their excitement.

"Yes, sir."
"We'll regroup here in ten days. However, if you're being pursued or believe you're being pursued, retreat immediately to friendly territory. Dying in a preliminary skirmish before the real war begins would be a dog's death."

Not only would dying in a preliminary skirmish be a dog's death, but in this type of guerrilla warfare, even one captured ally puts everyone at risk.

What if the captured person breaks under torture and reveals our gathering point?

If the nobles under Matthias aren't complete fools, they'll bring their soldiers to ambush us at our meeting place...

And we'd be completely defenseless.

"Everyone dismissed. I wish you good fortune."

**

After giving the order to disperse, I headed straight for the village visible ahead.

Perhaps because it was under Matthias's control, the villagers trembled with fear as soon as they saw us.

"Eek..."
"Are they going to kill us?"
"Damn it, why should innocent people like us die?"

Even if I told them I wouldn't kill them, they couldn't possibly feel at ease with enemy soldiers right in front of them.

Unless they're fools, they must know that we could slaughter everyone in this village in an instant if we wanted to.

Still, there's a difference between saying we won't kill them and not saying anything at all.

"Silence!"

When I commanded them to shut their mouths, everyone quieted down.

"I am Baron Martin von Köln, serving Her Highness Maria von Rheinpfalz, the rightful heir to the Rheinpfalz Empire. I have come here today to carry out Her Highness's orders to raid."

After saying this, I released my Aura with full force.

The farmers who had shown signs of resistance, holding weapons or even farming tools, dropped whatever they were holding.

"Her Highness does not wish to see bloodshed. If you follow my instructions, there will be no need for blood to be spilled. Now, where is the village headman?"

From the gathered crowd, a slightly hunched man with white hair cautiously approached me.

The man immediately knelt before me and showed extreme deference.

His back seemed to be in poor condition, and seeing him like that made me want to tell him to stand up and speak comfortably, but...

*Right now, showing an authoritative attitude is more beneficial.*

"I am Max, the headman of this Brun village, my lord."
"Good. While your lives will be spared, you must surrender all your livestock and food supplies."

Of those, we'll take everything we can carry except for livestock and items too heavy to transport, and burn the rest.

Because anything left behind would only end up in the hands of Matthias's soldiers.

*If I can't have it, I'll burn it.*

The headman trembled and bowed repeatedly at my words.

"Oh, thank you. Thank you for sparing the lives of humble folk like us."
"It is not I who decided to spare you, but Her Highness Maria. Direct your gratitude to her."
"Yes, yes. We will never forget Her Highness Maria's grace."

Having to grovel and express gratitude for being allowed to live after having all your possessions taken...

Though I essentially ordered it, it almost makes me want to laugh.

"So what should we do now, my lord?"

I held up two fingers to the headman.

"I'll give you two choices. You can select whichever you prefer."

The headman tilted his head, seemingly not expecting to be given any choice.

"First, you can tell us about the terrain around this village in detail and receive appropriate compensation. Second, you can simply flee as you are now, having lost all your possessions."

If I had made such an offer to nobles under Matthias, they would probably have been split evenly.

However, serfs like the headman have received nothing from their lord except basic protection, so they have no reason to remain loyal.

"How much compensation could we receive?"
"It depends on the quantity and quality of information you provide. If you give us good information, I'll give you enough money to start anew after the war ends."

Though I said this, the quality of information these people provide doesn't matter much.

As long as the headman and villagers don't lie and provide accurate information, we intend to give them enough money to make a fresh start.

Then, when full-scale war breaks out, they'll spread rumors that there's no need to fight to the death since nothing would change if they came under Maria's rule.

Also, having received money, they essentially become potential spies we can use anytime.

The headman's eyes lit up at my words.

"Is that true?"
"It's an order from Her Highness Maria. She doesn't go back on her word."

I tossed a gold coin to the headman.

"What will you do? Will you barely escape with your lives and live miserably? Or will you rely on Her Highness Maria's grace?"
"We wish to be of service to the Princess."

After saying this, the headman provided us with all sorts of information.

He told us about hidden paths near the village, the locations of main roads suitable for troop movement, and other details that only someone who had lived in the area for a long time would know.

*The others are probably doing something similar.*

And so I went around several villages, using similar tactics to gather as much local information as possible.

**

Meanwhile, Baron Bohemia, who was in charge of the border region that had just been raided under Prince Matthias's command, felt his anger boiling over.

"Damn that bastard! Is it noble behavior to commit such cowardly acts as raiding to lure us out?"

If Martin had heard this, he would certainly have replied:

*'Be cowardly in war, and forthright in love.'*

And the Baron knew well that the more he raged, the more he was admitting he had been outplayed by Baron Köln.

"Damn it all! Lord Rheinland!"

Rheinland promptly responded.

"Yes, Baron."
"Do you know how many troops that dog has in our territory?"
"No, sir. Refugees report that Baron Köln has dispersed his forces to raid villages."
"Have you determined their location?"
"We can roughly estimate where they might be, but if he's not a fool, he'll keep moving..."
"Damn it all! We can't just sit here and take this! Mobilize 1,500 knights and mounted infantry to pursue them!"

Although knights with trained Aura might momentarily be stronger than horses and are rarely used in battle for this reason...

When it comes to rapid movement, horses are still the best, which is why he mobilized mounted infantry as well.

"Bring me Köln's head! We cannot lose this preliminary skirmish!"
"Yes, sir!"

And so Rheinland led 1,500 troops to immediately pursue Baron Köln.

Ch.278 - Preliminary Skirmish (2)
I heard something I shouldn't have heard.

"To think things are going this smoothly..."

This knight was lent to me by Maria, so I don't know much about him, but there's nothing wrong with what he said.

The White Company I lead has successfully raided 8 villages, and if we count the villages raided by the others, we've plundered a total of 70 villages.

We've successfully burned down the homes of approximately 27,000 people.

Plus, there are no enemy forces pursuing us yet, so we could briefly enjoy our success and peace.

But fires start from carelessness, and defeat begins from unexpected places.

So I warned the fellow who said that.

"The operation isn't over yet. One moment of carelessness and everything's finished."

The knight, realizing his slip of the tongue, froze stiff.

"I apologize."
"That's fine. Just don't let your guard down until we return to where Her Highness the First Princess is. This is enemy territory, and we never know when or where enemy forces might appear."

Since we're stationed in open plains, there aren't any castles nearby where large forces could be stationed...

It's unlikely enemies would suddenly appear out of nowhere shouting "Surprise attack!" while our forces are caught off guard.

Unless they dig tunnels underground like North Koreans and emerge from below.

But in comics and novels, whenever a captain warns not to let your guard down because the enemy could come anytime, a report about spotting the enemy typically follows...

Just then, I saw a soldier in the distance, urgently riding a horse toward us.

"They say things happen as you speak and think... why does it have to be like this?"

The mounted soldier hurried toward me and reported while gasping for breath.

"B-Baron, urgent news, huff, huff."
"Catch your breath first, then report."

At my words, the soldier took a moment to breathe before continuing.

"An elite enemy force of 1,500 men is pursuing us. They're all mounted, and at their speed, they'll make contact with our forces within hours. We need to prepare for battle urgently."

Typically, an elite force of 1,500 men can march about 2-3km per hour.

We can walk at about 5km per hour even at a leisurely pace, so it might seem strange that an elite force can only march 2-3km per hour...

The reason they're so slow is that they have to move with supply wagons, so they need to match their pace to the wagons.

*Elite forces use horse-drawn wagons for all their baggage, but regular forces also use human-drawn carts, which makes them even slower.*

However, if infantry are mounted—cavalry—and the entire army is on horseback, they can move 13-15km per hour.

So I'm not sure exactly when we'll clash, but what should I do?

Should we wait here and face them, or should I become bait, lead them in circles, increase the distance, and move to a better place for an ambush? What should I do?

As I was lost in thought, the reporting soldier stood at attention, waiting for my orders.

"This isn't something I should decide alone. Call the commanders here. As quickly as possible."
"Yes, sir!"

**

The commanders of our unit, who were in the same camp, came to my location within 20 minutes.

"You may all know this already, but our forces are being pursued by the enemy, just as I initially predicted."

Being pursued by the enemy is obviously not a good situation, but everyone's faces still had smiles.

This was because being pursued by the enemy was evidence that the war was flowing according to our original intentions.

"According to the scout's report, our forces will engage with the enemy within 7 hours. If anyone has thoughts, speak up."

As soon as I finished speaking, everyone started murmuring.

"If it's 7 hours, wouldn't it be better to fight here? We could cut down some trees, make a palisade, and just wait."
"They must have been riding for a long time. Can't we just beat them as soon as they arrive?"
"But our numbers are too few for that. We're only a thousand men."

I brought this up for discussion because I was a bit concerned myself.

Of course, opinions would be divided like this.

But we don't have time, so we need to decide quickly.

Should we charge head-on, or should we increase the distance?

While I was pondering, Karin grinned and pulled out a bundle of papers from her possession.

When she unfolded the papers, they showed a map of the surrounding area, including a dense forest about 15km away from here.

Just looking at this, I could guess what Karin wanted to tell us.

"Martin, there's a dense forest about 5km from here. I scouted the forest area on our way back from raiding, just in case. It's the perfect place for an ambush."

As I thought, she's suggesting an ambush in this forest.

"Is that so?"
"The forest is dense, and the trees grow thickly, making it good for positioning archers. The visibility would be very limited."

Hearing that, I imagined our forces ambushing as she suggested.

If we fire arrows and magic from both sides at the enemy passing through the narrow path in the forest, they would immediately panic...

The enemy forces riding in a line would instantly fall into confusion.

Then, if we deploy the soldiers we've hidden in the forest to attack from all sides...

*This is perfect.*

"A forest with limited visibility would definitely be advantageous."

Our forces didn't bring supply units for the raid, so we could arrive within an hour if it's just 5km.

And if we prepare to welcome them properly when they arrive after marching for hours, we could certainly defeat an army of 1,500.

However, there's a problem...

As I was thinking, Hilde raised an objection.

"The enemy aren't fools. If our forces enter the forest, they'll be reluctant to follow. Then the ambush plan won't work."

Yes, that's the problem.

A forest is obviously good terrain for an ambush... why would they follow us in?

It's not like the enemy are foolish investors who pour their souls into obviously doomed investments.

"The only bait we can use now is you, my lord, and we cannot allow you to take such a risk. Our forces are elite too, so it would be better to build a palisade, prepare, and immediately attack the tired enemy."

Hilde's plan is closer to the standard approach, but the reason we're fighting now is to significantly lower the enemy's morale before the main war begins.

From that perspective, ambushing them in the forest is much better than fighting head-on.

Why? If I were a noble of the Matthias faction, I'd be more devastated hearing that our forces were ambushed and defeated in our own territory than hearing we lost in a direct confrontation with invading enemies.

Besides, I have to play the role of bait? I don't mind doing that.

"Alright, then I'll volunteer as bait."

At those words, Hilde's expression hardened.

"My lord, there's no need to take unnecessary risks."
"This isn't an unnecessary risk. It's a risk I must take to lead Princess Maria to victory."

If we're going to defeat them, we should do it thoroughly, leaving not even a speck of dust.

That way, they'll tremble at the mere sight of us and won't dare to attack.

*If we're going to do it, we should do it properly.*

"I'll lead 50 knights and cavalry as bait. Meanwhile, you all prepare the ambush in the forest."
"Yes, understood."

And so, except for the 50 troops who volunteered as bait including myself, the rest of the soldiers immediately moved to the forest for the ambush.

**

"Baron, the enemy forces are visible over there!"

Hearing that, I turned my gaze in the direction the soldier indicated.

The enemy must be furious and heartbroken about what we've done to them... I wonder how they'll react?

"There's that bastard, Baron Koeln!"
"That scum raided my entire domain!"
"Kill him!! He's not even worth capturing alive!"

They all seem to have gone mad because their source of income—their domains—has been plundered.

If I act a bit more now, they might chase us into the forest even if we enter it?

"All forces, retreat! Maintain formation and run to where our allies are! Run if you don't want to die! Throw away everything heavy except armor and weapons, including banners!"

At my command, the soldiers even discarded the banner that symbolized me.

Nobles value their honor—on the battlefield, their banners—almost as much as their lives, so discarding it...

From their perspective, it must look like we're in serious trouble, right?

Yes, please take the bait.

"Turn your horses and run!"

Ch.279 - Preliminary Skirmish (3)
Rainlandt led a pursuit force of 1,500 men chasing after the Duke of Cologne.

He stared blankly for a moment with wide eyes.

He had discovered the Duke of Cologne in an unexpected location, leading only a small cavalry force.

Though he couldn't count precisely, the Duke of Cologne had only a few dozen soldiers following him while his own forces numbered 1,500...

Moreover, they were fleeing so hastily at the sight of their pursuers that they had even abandoned their banner emblazoned with their family crest—a nobleman's pride.

*Seeing them flee after abandoning their banner, this must be real.*

Rainlandt spurred his horse forward, gripping his weapon tightly.

"The Duke of Cologne is right there. He has only about 50 horsemen!! This is our chance! Deus has given us an opportunity!"

The other knights and soldiers responded to Rainlandt's cry, shouting in agreement.

"The Duke of Cologne is over there! Capture and kill him!"
"That bastard who wronged our homeland! Tear him limb from limb!"
"Catch him and our fortunes will change. If we fail, we might as well bury our faces in plates and die!"

They spurred their horses, recklessly charging forward at full speed to pursue the Duke of Cologne.

Martin saw this and continued fleeing with a slight smirk...

Unaware of his intentions, Rainlandt considered this the perfect opportunity to capture the Duke and began racing forward, focused solely on not letting this chance slip away.

"Forget formations and everything else! And leave the supply wagons here! They'll only slow us down! Leave just enough men to guard the provisions!"

At his command, only 100 mounted infantry remained to guard the wagons, while Rainlandt and the other knights and soldiers hurried to pursue Martin.

"Kill the bastard who plundered our territory!"

Rainlandt's soldiers continued the chase.

While they were following their commander's orders, some soldiers were burning with the desire for revenge against the man who had reduced their villages to ashes.

"That bastard burned all our fields!"

The knights also charged forward, ready to die for the chance to kill the arsonist who had burned their source of income, hoping for rewards and advancement.

"Because of him, we'll be eating nothing but hardtack gruel this year! Damn it!"
"Give me back my territory!"

Rainlandt especially ran harder, not wanting to miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

"Lord Matthias is watching! Lord Matthias expects great things from us!"

As Rainlandt said, Matthias already knew that the Duke of Cologne had been raiding the Bohemian Duchy.

However, since the Duke's forces numbered only about 1,000, the prince believed the Duke of Bohemia could handle it without him having to dispatch troops...

The prince, his pride wounded by Martin's surprise attack, wanted him dead by any means necessary.

Therefore, if successful, Matthias would bestow great rewards upon Rainlandt for protecting his pride—which was as precious as his life—and might even appoint him as a royal guard.

But if he failed, he stood at a crossroads where his own neck could truly be on the line.

*I must kill that Duke of Cologne bastard by any means necessary.*

With this thought, Rainlandt's mind grew more desperate, and his vision narrowed.

Moreover, Martin seemed to see right through his psychology, skillfully luring him on like a beautiful woman seducing a man.

He maintained that tantalizing distance—close enough to seem within reach, yet still beyond grasp...

"Die! You bastard!"

Rainlandt occasionally killed soldiers who fell behind with his sword.

"Arghhhh!"

Each time, Martin would shout loudly:

"Don't look back, just run! If we don't shake them off, we're all dead men!"

The sight of Martin seemingly being overwhelmed gave hope and joy to Rainlandt and his knights and soldiers.

"Pathetic wretch who can't even fight back!"
"Stop right there!"
"I'll tear you limb from limb!"

Hope narrowed their vision, and the sense of superiority from cornering the Duke of Cologne made their hearts race.

Like bulls in a bullfighting arena charging at the waving red cloth, they lost all reason in their pursuit of the big fish—the Duke of Cologne—right before them.

*Just need to catch that bastard!*

The cavalry following Martin desperately tried to avoid being caught.

"Damn it, damn it!"
"We'll die if we're caught, you damned horse!"

After about an hour and thirty minutes of pursuit, both Martin's soldiers' horses and Rainlandt's soldiers' horses began to tire.

The horses that had been galloping at quite a speed at first were now moving just slightly faster than a person walking.

Though the pace had slowed, their intensity hadn't diminished.

They were all fighting for their lives...

Though the horses were exhausted, both pursuers and pursued maintained their fierce determination.

Those fleeing dug their spurs into their mounts until blood burst from the horses' flanks, covering their bodies.

"Hya, hya! Damn it! Run! I said run!! We'll die if they catch us!!"

The pursuers whipped their horses until their backs were raw.

"Catch those bastards!"

While everyone was caught up in this madness, Hansen, Rainlandt's lieutenant, pointed to the forest ahead and said:

"The Duke of Cologne is entering the forest!"

Rainlandt gritted his teeth upon hearing this.

Normally, he would have thought, "Could it be a trap?" upon hearing that they were entering a forest, but now he was blinded.

*If I just catch the Duke of Cologne, my life will change...*

As a result, he felt irritated at his lieutenant who tried to stop him.

"So what!"
"It could be a trap! We should turn back!"

Blinded by greed and knowing his neck was on the line if he failed to capture the Duke of Cologne, Rainlandt exploded with anger.

*To think such a pathetic coward is my lieutenant.*

Even someone who normally made rational judgments was now out of his mind with the prospect of immediate gain...

But he lacked the ability to realize this.

So he lashed out at his subordinate who had given him appropriate advice.

"So what? Damn it!"

The lieutenant was dumbfounded, but Rainlandt didn't listen.

"If we lose that bastard here, both you and I are dead men! If you have time for such well-fed talk, use it to whip your horse harder!"

Commanders who lose battles don't listen to their subordinates.

Remembering this, the lieutenant was filled with foreboding.

*If we continue this pursuit, we'll definitely fall into their trap.*

But Rainlandt, blinded by the prospect of merit, continued to urge his soldiers on.

"Kill that Duke of Cologne you see there! Then you'll enjoy wealth and glory! Long live the Duke of Bohemia!"

Wealth, honor, money, personal safety.

Unable to miss this golden opportunity to obtain all these things, Rainlandt foolishly encouraged his subordinates and continued charging forward.

Martin continued to lead them deeper into the forest.

Rainlandt's soldiers naturally formed a long rectangular formation as they followed the narrow, straight path through the forest.

As the formation changed, some experienced soldiers began to feel uneasy.

"Damn, have we been played?"

However, they couldn't speak freely for fear of losing their heads to Rainlandt, who was blinded by the prospect of achievement.

Though fear that they might all die washed over them, they tried to deny it.

*Our smarter lord Rainlandt must have a plan, right?*

Then they heard a sound from above their heads.

*Swoooosh*

Everyone's spine tingled at the sound.

"Damn, it's a trap!!!"
"Enemy attack!"
"Run if you don't want to die!"

Rainlandt's army of 1,500 men, who had been proudly pursuing the enemy until just moments ago, instantly scattered in confusion.

Rainlandt tried to draw his sword to regain control...

But before he could move, the chanting of mages could be heard from all directions around Rainlandt's troops.

"Stone, crush everything beneath you. Stone Crash!"
"Water, pierce the enemy, Water Bullet!"

And from all directions came the sound of countless arrows being released.

As the sound of magic and arrows cutting through the air assaulted their eardrums, the senseless slaughter of Rainlandt's confused soldiers began.

"Help!"
"Run!! Arghh!"
"It's a trap, a trap!"

Seeing this scene, Rainlandt jumped off his horse.

In such situations, fighting on foot with a sword was much more efficient than fighting on horseback.

"Don't be afraid!"

Though he told them not to be afraid, he knew in his mind that he was finished.

Meanwhile, the Duke of Cologne, Martin, who had been observing their condition, leisurely dismounted and raised his sword high toward the sky.

"They've fallen into our trap! Turn them into porcupines!"

Ch.280 - Preliminary Skirmish (4)
The mages and archers unleashed a cross-fire from both sides, leaving the enemy soldiers completely at a loss for how to respond.

Strictly speaking, each individual soldier instinctively tried to survive the situation somehow.

But their uncoordinated actions only hindered one another, causing chaos throughout their ranks.

The veterans and commanders tried to reassure their men by explaining their situation.

"Damn it, you idiot! Your armor will protect you from the arrows!"

But this was no ordinary battle. These men who moments ago thought they were winning suddenly found themselves ambushed by a large force. Naturally, they couldn't regain their composure.

Well, I'd be shocked too if I was about to win and suddenly got stabbed in the back.

*Humans are animals who panic even at jack-in-the-box toys.*

The panicking soldiers tried their own folk remedies to survive, regardless of orders.

Some fools thought they could avoid magic and arrows by hiding under their horses.

They immediately ducked beneath their mounts for cover.

"Get under the horses to survive!"

While these horses weren't as large as the half-ton beasts from 21st century Earth, they were still big enough to shield a person.

So they could block arrows and magic to some extent.

But the horses were also hit by arrows and magic, and couldn't endure the pain.

They reared up on their hind legs, striking their masters below or thrashing wildly.

"Neeeigh~!"

Soldiers trampled by hooves died screaming, reduced to pulp.

The lucky ones died instantly from hooves crushing their skulls, while the unlucky ones had their arms, legs, and torsos crushed, becoming living corpses.

The blood of those trampled by horses soaked the forest floor and stained the trees bright red.

As vividly as if they had been deliberately dyed.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Just kill me!"
"My arm, my arm! My hand!"

Even amid the chaos, they instinctively struggled to survive.

Among the living corpses, those with injured arms dragged themselves along until they died, while those who couldn't walk crawled through their own blood.

"Nngh, save me."

Some moved desperately to survive even with their intestines spilling out.

Even in this hopeless situation—trampled by horses, arrows and magic raining from both sides.

*Human survival instinct is truly remarkable.*

This is why war is so horrific.

But in this hell where I must kill or be killed, I want to live and win.

Only by returning alive can I touch Karin's chest and celebrate being alive, enjoying life.

I must live, and all of you must die here.

With resolve, I drew my sword, thrust it into the ground, and faced forward.

Circulating Aura throughout my body, I strengthened my determination to kill everyone before me and ensure my allies and I survived.

"Fire all your arrows! Keep shooting until you run out! Mages, don't worry about magical exhaustion! This battle is our last anyway! Infantry, throw rocks if you have to!"

As I urged the attack, the magic and arrows fired by our forces toward Rheinlandt's army grew even denser.

The enemy lines descended further into chaos, with more enemies falling in bewilderment.

As bodies of men and horses piled up like fallen leaves, even uninjured soldiers began wetting themselves.

"Aaah, spare me!"

The tide had turned in our favor, but I couldn't let my guard down.

*Even a cornered cat...*

I gripped my sword tightly and grew even more vigilant.

*The moment you relax is the moment you lose. Until perfect victory is in hand...*

"My lord! The enemy commander has gone mad!"

When I heard those words, I turned to see Rheinlandt attempting a charge with his remaining soldiers mounted on horses.

This isn't the medieval era with mounted knights, and this is just charging with horses...

Even though knights like myself are strong with Aura, we have limits.

If dozens of those cursed 500kg meat chunks come crashing in, they could break our formation.

The mounted soldiers charged toward me, hurling curses.

"Aaaaargh! Damn it!!!"

True to this world where mounted combat arts weren't well developed, these cavalry could charge well enough but couldn't wield their weapons properly.

The maces, swords, and hammers they held merely sliced through air...

"Those damn heavy horse bastards are the worst."

I drew my sword, took the vanguard position, and shouted.

"I'll take the vanguard myself! Knights, follow me and use your Aura to stop those horses!"

I didn't look back, but I could feel the knights hurriedly forming ranks.

As I released my Aura to its maximum, flames erupted from my body and sword.

"I, the Viscount of Cologne, will be your opponent!"

The soldier charging at me like a mad bull didn't respond to my words.

"Aaaaaaah! Please die!"

How terrified must he be to beg for death?

I should make it quick and painless, even if just by 0.1 seconds.

I swung my flame-wrapped sword, cutting through both horse and rider in one stroke.

A feat only possible in a fantasy world. Even I was amazed at what I'd done...

*They said they only brought cavalry, but why are there so many horses?*

Rheinlandt's soldiers charged at me like horse-obsessed madmen.

Damn, they're not hyenas hunting for my neck, so why are they charging so desperately?

"Aaaaargh!"
"Kill him!!"
"Viscount of Cologne, you bastard!!"

The mounted soldiers charged at speeds exceeding ten kilometers per hour, trying to break through our lines.

"Think I'll let you through?"

I cut down horses and men coming from my right, left, and front in single strokes.

Horses that met my blade fell headless, while men were split at the waist, dying in agony as they bled out.

"Monster! Monster! Aaaah!"

At least their suffering wasn't prolonged.

Arrows and magic helped them die faster, or they were instantly crushed under horse hooves.

As I lost count of how many horses and men I'd cut down in my frenzy...

*Swoosh*

A signal arrow shot into the sky indicated that we'd run out of arrows.

The path was too narrow to count exactly how many enemy soldiers remained, but judging by their diminished morale, we could easily win the close combat with even a small number.

"Now! Attack!"

At the command, soldiers hidden among the trees rushed out.

"Kill them!"
"Long live the Viscount!"
"Don't let a single one live!"

As our soldiers popped up unexpectedly like moles from the ground, the enemy's attention scattered in all directions.

In other words, soldiers already weakened from the beating they'd taken became even more vulnerable.

*Stupid fools.*

"Surrender and live! Otherwise, die!"

Hearing my offer of surrender, some of Rheinlandt's soldiers began throwing down their weapons.

"Aah, damn it! Spare me, please!"

Those who declared they had no will to fight immediately prostrated themselves.

Being an army with honor, we didn't deliberately kill those who surrendered, though accidentally trampling them in the chaos was unavoidable.

It was a waste of time to kill those with no will to fight in the heat of battle, and human decency played a part too.

In response, Rheinlandt's knights drew their swords and began cutting down their own surrendering soldiers.

"Don't be afraid! We haven't lost yet!"

Anyone could see it was a complete defeat—what nonsense was he spouting?

And naturally, the enemy soldiers paid no attention to those words.

My soldiers surrounded those who had thrown down their weapons.

"Now! Get them!!"

They formed groups, surrounding each knight, overwhelming and killing them through sheer numbers.

As soldiers surrendered and knights died under the pressure of superior numbers...

I approached Rheinlandt, placed my sword at his neck, and said:

"Surrender. I'll guarantee you at least minimal honor."

Hearing this, Rheinlandt laid down his weapon.

With this, I had successfully completed the provocation to torment Matthias, and thoroughly crushed the pursuit force he had sent, putting him in his place.

I suppose this repays one billionth of what Matthias nearly did to me.
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"You've worked hard, Count Koln."

At those words, I bowed my head respectfully.

The greater your achievements, the more you should remain humble rather than boastful—that's how you receive greater rewards.

If I were to show off and act arrogant here, wouldn't all those nobles standing around start causing trouble, saying, "Look at that guy showing off," and try to impeach me?

"It's an honor to be of service to Your Highness."

Maria looked down at me and smiled sweetly with satisfaction.

Seeing her like that made my heart race involuntarily, and I felt like I should do something more for her.

I suppose this is why they say one beautiful woman can bring down an entire nation.

When I first met her, I didn't think this way at all, but ever since I started thinking Maria had fallen for me, occasionally these lewd thoughts...

Ah, damn it. I need to get my head straight.

"Isn't that too modest for someone who single-handedly turned the enemy border region adjacent to our territory into a wasteland, then ambushed and annihilated the pursuit force? You could ask for more."

"I am Your Highness's vassal. Whether you reward me or not, I will serve you with the same loyalty."

Though I said this, Maria absolutely had to reward me.

Otherwise, her other vassals would surely be disappointed in a monarch who was stingy with rewards.

"Your mindset is admirable. Very well, I shall grant you four thousand gold coins, and you shall appropriately reward the soldiers under your command as well."

Four thousand gold coins—it feels a bit small, but...

Well, all I did was burn down nearly a hundred small villages to crush that bastard Matthias's spirit.

And even though I accomplished incredible feats like completely annihilating the elite force of 1,500 troops led by Rainlandt, I didn't gain any new territory.

In other words, apart from gaining some advantage, there was no tangible outcome, so the reward is bound to be meager.

*I'll have to accomplish more next time.*

"Thank you, Your Highness."

Maria helped me up personally and whispered:

"You, Martin, are my most trusted vassal. Thank you for living up to my faith in you once again."

Though she said she trusted me, it sounded almost like a love confession.

When she said those words, the corners of her mouth quivered slightly, and her face turned bright red.

To make such a bold statement in such a formal setting.

Just how much does she like me?

"Now, how should we deal with Rainlandt, whom you've captured? I think the most straightforward approach would be execution, with his head displayed as a warning..."

At those words, Marquis Frost jumped in urgently.

"Normally, even with the Empire in civil war, executing a high-ranking knight like him would be somewhat hesitant. But Prince Matthias had the audacity to send assassins to kill the Princess and us nobles! He's a disgraceful, shameless piece of trash who knows no honor. We must make an example of him!"

The Marquis seems to have completely lost his mind after nearly being assassinated.

The other nobles agreed with him.

"Behead him as an example!"
"Even if he's a high-ranking knight under Matthias, he's already lost his qualification as a noble."
"Releasing him for ransom is out of the question!"

It would certainly be convenient in many ways to cleanly separate Lord Rainlandt's head from his shoulders.

Moreover, like those nobles, I haven't forgotten the grudge of nearly dying, so honestly, I'd like to send his head flying, but...

*I can't do that.*

"Your Highness, Lord Rainlandt must return alive."

Marquis Frost expressed his anger from behind me.

"Are you suggesting we release him for ransom?"

Being a kind person, I have no intention of demanding ransom from Lord Rainlandt.

After all, we've already thoroughly plundered his lord's domain, the Bohemia Viscounty—asking for ransom on top of that would be disadvantageous for our side.

"I have no such intention. Rather, let's treat him lavishly. His armor looked worn out, so let's replace it with a new one and give him a fine sword and horse before sending him back."

"...Are you in your right mind?"

Of course, I am in my right mind.

"Yes, I am. Think about it—what would happen if we beheaded Rainlandt and sent his head to Matthias? Matthias would use Rainlandt's death to boost the morale of his entire army."

Just like how a certain country that doesn't care when tens of thousands of workers die in their own country every year will mobilize thousands of troops and start a war if one of their citizens dies in Asia.

Matthias would shed tears, proclaim Rainlandt's noble death, and unite his vassals and knights.

That would obviously make the war more difficult for us.

*So we can't behead him, right?*

"Instead, let's treat him well and send him back, completely destroying his will to fight. That way, Matthias will lose any pretext to unite his troops. Furthermore, his vassals will think they won't die if they surrender, which will lower their morale."

There's a saying about "burning the bridges behind you."

When soldiers have nowhere to retreat, they unite and fight with the determination to die, so to increase the chances of victory even slightly, you "cut off the escape route."

But if you give them a way to survive, they don't need to fight with the resolve to die...

Everyone's will to fight would weaken somewhat.

*What I like most about this plan is that it will infuriate Matthias.*

I hope he gets so angry he dies of a heart attack.

"You make a good point."

Maria nodded after hearing my words.

"Bring Lord Rainlandt here. As the Count of Koln suggested, we will treat him generously and send him back."

Not long after, the defeated Rainlandt entered with a gloomy expression.

As soon as Maria saw him, she personally helped him up and said:

"I've heard that you fought honorably. Is that true?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"I just heard that even when caught in an ambush, you tried to use a strategy of charging with mounted infantry to break through. The Count of Koln was complaining about how much trouble that caused him."

Suddenly being praised like this, Rainlandt looked at Maria with an expression that seemed to ask what was going on.

Regardless, Maria continued speaking with a smile.

"Thanks to your hard-fought battle, the Count of Koln suffered considerable losses, and we felt some pain as well. But since you fought your best from your position, I want to praise your courage and honorable struggle."

At Maria's nod, expensive armor mixed with mithril, a sword, and a cloak were placed before Rainlandt.

"You must have lost your armor and weapons when captured, so I bestow upon you armor and a sword befitting you, to honor your valiant struggle. Accept them."

Hearing those words, Rainlandt's eyes welled up with tears.

Well, for someone who didn't know when he might be beheaded, being given armor and a sword meant not only sparing his life but also preserving his honor...

It would be stranger if he wasn't moved...

He thanked her, almost sobbing.

"Th-thank you, Princess Maria..."

Maria went even further.

"I would like to have a knight like you under my command, but I respect your loyalty to Matthias. So I won't ask you to serve me. However."

Pausing briefly, Maria glanced at my eyes.

When I nodded at her signal, she continued speaking.

"However, while your armor is being fitted to your body, stay here and rest comfortably. We will treat you as generously as possible."

If Rainlandt had been a quick-thinking man, he would have protested in this situation, demanding to be killed instead.

Because if he died here, he would become a loyal retainer, and Matthias would surely take good care of his family.

But if he returned alive, both he and his family would likely lose their heads for the crime of collaborating with Maria.

However, Rainlandt's choice was different.

"Yes, Your Highness. I will tell you all about my feats in battle."
"Good. I'll have a room assigned to you, so rest comfortably there."
"Thank you so much, Your Highness!"

Rainlandt walked to his assigned room with very light steps.

What a fool—he doesn't even realize that the luxury he's enjoying now will be the last luxury of his life.

Still, they say a ghost who died after eating well looks better, so that guy will undoubtedly become a good-looking ghost.

After several days passed, Maria, as promised, bestowed valuable armor, a sword, and a horse upon Lord Rainlandt, allowing him an honorable return.

**

And when Matthias heard the news of his return, he grabbed the back of his neck.

"Maria, you bitch!!!"
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Matthias trembled with rage as he berated Rheinlandt.

"How dare you return alive! You lost over 1,500 elite soldiers to the Count of Cologne, yet you have the audacity to come back!"

At these words, Rheinlandt—though humiliating for a knight—dropped to both knees and pressed his forehead to the ground.

In other circumstances, someone might have said the prince was going too far or should consider the knight's honor, but the vassals present merely cleared their throats.

"Ahem, ahem."

Everyone could see Matthias had every right to be furious.

His anger then turned toward his lord, the Duke of Bohemia.

"Duke! Why did you entrust soldiers to such an incompetent fool? Thanks to you, that woman Maria is laughing at us! Speak if you have anything to say!"

His blood boiled just thinking about how that cowardly princess had sent the Count of Cologne's advance forces to raid the border regions.

Though it was a surprise attack, this defeat revealed a critical flaw in Matthias's claim as future emperor—he couldn't guarantee the safety of his nobles' territories.

*The vassals will no longer trust me completely.*

Matthias had ordered the Duke of Bohemia to send 1,500 elite troops to behead the arrogant Count of Cologne, hoping to demonstrate his authority and power.

*I absolutely needed to take Cologne's head to restore my standing!*

But in reality, those 1,500 elite soldiers were annihilated, and Rheinlandt, the leader, had shamelessly returned alive.

Even worse, he came back wearing fine armor and carrying a sword—gifts from Maria.

"If you have anything to say, let's hear your excuses!"

The Duke of Bohemia felt terribly wronged.

Even though he bore responsibility for entrusting elite soldiers to that smirking fool standing there in fine armor...

He never imagined the cursed man would lead 1,500 soldiers, lose 1,300 of them, and then casually return with new armor and a horse.

*That dog of a man, he should have become a wandering knight instead!*

Then they could have reported him as honorably killed in battle, arguing that a dead knight couldn't be held responsible, and the duke could have escaped punishment...

"I have nothing to say. Please forgive me."

Matthias clicked his tongue at this response.

"Very well, then let me restate your crimes, Rheinlandt. You were given command of 1,500 elite soldiers by the Duke of Bohemia, and you failed."

Rheinlandt couldn't deny this.

"And fearing punishment for losing 1,300 men, you allowed yourself to be captured by the Count of Cologne and defected to Maria's side. Isn't that right?"

Although Maria had shown Rheinlandt extraordinary favor, he hadn't provided her with any information about Matthias's army.

He had simply accepted Maria's generous gifts of armor and a sword.

Moreover, in normal circumstances, this would be considered honorable behavior—not treasonous at all—if no actual betrayal occurred.

Despite his defeat, he had earned recognition for his valor from the enemy sovereign.

So while his actions weren't praiseworthy, they weren't grounds for censure or accusations of treachery...

Rheinlandt, sweating nervously, proclaimed his innocence.

"This is unjust! Why would I betray Your Highness? And there's no evidence!"

But Matthias was convinced that the shameless Rheinlandt had betrayed him.

In truth, from a political perspective, whether Rheinlandt had actually betrayed him wasn't particularly important.

If Matthias couldn't frame Rheinlandt as a traitor who received these gifts for his betrayal, it would reveal that his capacity as a ruler was inferior to Maria's.

Matthias pointed at Rheinlandt and condemned him.

"You scoundrel! If you hadn't betrayed us, how could you return not only alive but having received such generous treatment? No further evidence is needed. All circumstances point to your treachery."

"No! Receiving armor and a sword from an enemy sovereign is unusual but customary—"

"Force him to kneel!"

Knights under Matthias quickly moved to bind Rheinlandt's arms and force him to his knees.

Rheinlandt's face turned deathly pale.

"Spare me! I never betrayed Your Highness!"

"Silence! How can a knight who betrayed his lord so shamelessly beg for his life!"

Matthias drew the sword from his waist and raised it.

"Even Deus will not forgive you. Go to hell, you coward!"

Being unskilled with a sword, Matthias had to strike several times before finally severing Rheinlandt's head.

Holding up the head, he proclaimed:

"Fritz von Rheinlandt, senior knight under the Duke of Bohemia, is executed for attempting to defect to Maria's side out of fear of punishment for his defeat. Display his head in the square before the castle gate."

Though Rheinlandt was innocent, a knight carried away his head, sacrificed for the political benefit of the Third Prince's faction.

"Furthermore, his family is guilty of treason as well. Execute them all, regardless of gender. Carry out their sentences in the Duke of Bohemia's territory and display their heads."

"Yes, understood."

"Dispose of the body in a suitable place, and sell the armor and weapons. The horse is innocent—keep it in the stable."

After saying this, Matthias spoke as if to reassure himself:

"With the traitor dead, our army will know only victory. Do not worry, my lords, and prepare for the next battle."

Everyone voiced their agreement, but a thought crept into their minds:

*Is this really going to be all right?*

**

The head of Rheinlandt, impaled on a spear, arrived at the square of Hindenburg Castle, Prince Matthias's residence, accompanied by a herald.

As the gruesome severed head appeared, all eyes turned toward it.

"This man is Fritz von Rheinlandt, formerly a knight of the Duke of Bohemia, now a traitor. By His Highness's order, he led 1,500 troops to intercept the Count of Cologne who had raided our territories, but he betrayed His Highness and led our soldiers to their deaths."

In a world with few proper entertainments, nothing made for better gossip than an "executed knight," so the gathered crowd began to chatter.

"My God, how could he betray his lord..."

"Tsk, to think such a bastard paraded around calling himself a knight."

"Traitor scum, boo!"

Normally, insulting a knight could cost one's head, but since this was a traitor, even the herald paid no mind.

*He deserved to die.*

Of course, if the deceased Rheinlandt could hear this, he might rise again headless to protest the injustice...

"Thus, his head is displayed in the castle square to widely demonstrate the fate of traitors."

After reading the proclamation, the herald grinned.

"You may throw stones, garbage, whatever you wish at the traitor's head."

Hearing this, the townspeople seized the opportunity, hurling mud and rotten eggs.

Though he was labeled a traitor, chances to desecrate the corpse of a knight who normally looked down on them were rare.

"Kill that garbage!"

"It's a shame we can't kill a dead man again!"

"Boo, trash!"

Some quick-thinking merchants began selling stones, mud, and rotten food.

"Come, come! Stones, mud, and rotten fruit to throw at that dead trash! Selling cheap! Buy all you want!"

Normally selling such things could get one beaten to death, but with an immediate use for them, they sold like hotcakes.

"Give me everything you've got!"

The buyer placed down a considerable sum and threw a rotten pear at the hanging head.

"Go to hell and meet your fellow sodomites! Boo, you piece of trash!"

However, among those passing through, some knew of Rheinlandt's innocence.

The low-ranking soldiers who had been captured alongside him but were also treated well and released.

They whispered among themselves in a corner.

"Though Lord Rheinlandt was defeated, he fought so valiantly."

"Didn't he even order a cavalry charge and fight hard?"

Some waved their hands dismissively and spoke in hushed voices.

"It was Maria's greatness of character that made her treat the defeated Lord Rheinlandt well. Honestly, if he had truly intended to betray us, wouldn't he have stayed in Maria's camp?"

"That's exactly right."

The highest-ranking soldier among them, equivalent to a squad leader, smirked.

"I wonder if this is really going to be all right."

Ch.283 - Secret Date (1)
Maria took a sip of black tea and smiled.

"I brought information from the Information Guild, Martin. Can you guess what it is? I'll give you a reward if you get it right."

Even when we're alone, Maria's way of speaking doesn't change much.

At most, she calls me by my name, Martin, instead of "Count Koln" as she would in public settings.

Though the outward change is minimal, I can clearly sense her emotions through that small difference.

I can tell she's speaking playfully, like teasing a friend, having shed the weight, loneliness, and burdens of being a ruler.

And as for the reward...

*At most, she'll let me kiss the back of her hand.*

I'm hardly a boy experiencing his first love—how could a mere hand kiss be considered a proper reward?

As someone who has enjoyed various positions with Hilde, Lucia, and Karin, something this simple doesn't make my heart race, but if that's what Maria wants, I should play along.

"Could it be news related to Rheinland, whom you released last time? If I had to guess further, I'd say rumors are spreading that Rheinland's death was unjustified."

She puffed her cheeks and turned her head away.

"Martin, you always get everything right. It would be nice if you got it wrong sometimes."

Well, since we're talking in private, getting it wrong deliberately wouldn't be a big problem.

But making incorrect guesses in matters like these could potentially cost thousands of lives...

*Still, this is just Maria's way of playing around.*

"Isn't a bet more fun when taken seriously? Isn't that better than deliberately losing?"

Maria puffed her cheeks even more and spoke with frustration.

"That's true, but you could lose sometimes, couldn't you?"

I already have three women, but women's hearts are truly difficult to understand...

If I actually tried to lose on purpose just because Maria said that, she'd get upset about me deliberately losing, and it would take at least tens of minutes to console her.

As I expected, she blushed deeply and extended her hand to me.

"Y-you may kiss it."
"Yes, Princess."

I smiled and pressed my lips gently against the back of her hand, feeling Maria's entire body tremble.

"It's an honor."

As I raised my head and slowly returned to my seat, my gaze naturally moved from her chest to her neck, lips, and eyes.

It was a natural movement of my line of sight as I lifted my chin and stepped back—Maria must have received thousands of such glances before.

When my eyes met her lips, Maria's face turned apple-red.

She had been quite composed until just now... seeing her flushed face made me feel embarrassed too.

Maria cleared her throat, thought for a moment, and said:

"I heard from my head maid that all men are wolves. Wolves who don't know how to control themselves when they see a pretty woman."

I considered denying it for a moment but decided against it.

I don't know when, but Maria is already completely smitten with me...

Sooner or later, if things continue this way, she'll become mine as well.

After all, men—especially the manly men of this era—typically lose control when they see a beautiful woman.

And that's not considered a flaw at all; rather, it's a point of pride that demonstrates wealth, health, and virility.

*It's like supercars and luxury brands in Korea.*

Of course, touching another man's woman is absolutely taboo.

*Even that Otto must have deflowered dozens of virgins, right?*

And Otto is even younger than me.

"Well, that's true. Men can't help themselves around beautiful women..."

Even though I'm relatively clean for a nobleman with a title in this world, I still have three wives.

"Then, are you thinking about kissing me right now?"

If most nobles were asked whether they felt lust toward the noble princess, they would probably think:

*I should kill myself quickly. No, would I even be able to do it properly?*

Because at the point this question is asked, I would become a lustful beast in the eyes of the pure princess, and such trash would be charged with treason.

So it would be better to quickly choose the Han River before the verdict comes down and affects my family and retainers.

However, since Maria has already called everyone, including Hilde, to ask for permission to marry me someday...

In this case, it can be purely interpreted as:

*Do you like me?*

My answer to this is already decided.

"Of course I want to kiss you."

In fact, if circumstances allowed, I'd want to do more.

The truth is, I'm attracted to Maria as a woman, and my Expert-level body is bursting with sexual energy.

*I've never taken Viagra, but I'm practically in that state every day...*

And honestly, anyone would—even Otto, who used to grind his teeth at the mere mention of Maria, acknowledges her beauty, so how beautiful must she be!

Honestly, any man who doesn't have erectile dysfunction would naturally want to.

Maria took a deep breath upon hearing my words.

"If Martin wants, I can allow that much right here. After all, only the head maid is outside."

I wish the head maid wasn't there either, but I'll have to give up on that.

In this era, giving a noblewoman or royal her first kiss is essentially equivalent to a proposal—I should think of it as a public confession.

*Moreover, the head maid, due to her position, cannot disclose any royal secrets.*

Maria closed her eyes without waiting for my response.

Just as she was gathering her courage, there was a knock at the door.

"Your Highness, I've brought tea and pastries."

We both jumped in surprise and sat properly in our places.

The oblivious maid very slowly set down the pastries and tea.

Judging by the rough appearance of the pastries, did Maria bake them herself today?

"Thank you for your service."

The maid bowed her head and left.

With the mood completely broken, Maria broke the silence by bringing up a different topic.

"I've heard that Matthias's prestige has fallen significantly since we returned Rheinland. I'd like to hear your opinion on what we should do next."

We were about to kiss, but the mood suddenly cooled, and she immediately switched to business talk.

*I'll have to enjoy myself with Hilde when I get home...*

Otherwise, I won't be able to sleep tonight thinking about what could have been.

"It would be good to use the Information Guild to recruit those who know Rheinland didn't betray anyone. If we use them to spread rumors among Matthias's soldiers that Rheinland died unjustly, their morale will naturally fall."

The nobles under Matthias would have accepted Rheinland's "unjust death" as unavoidable.

After all, he was a prisoner who received excellent treatment from Maria and was given armor and a sword before returning.

Maria's generosity was widely known, and Matthias alone was defeated and would be seen as a petty, narrow-minded piece of trash...

For the benefit of his faction, he would have had to slander Rheinland, claiming he betrayed Matthias to receive such armor and sword.

But commoners and low to mid-ranking knights who aren't in positions to make political calculations would think differently:

*No matter how loyal you are, you'll end up being abandoned in the end.*

Then, Matthias, your army's morale will hit rock bottom, won't it?

"So you want to expose Matthias's weaknesses. But that alone won't be enough. What if we exaggerate a little?"
"How?"

Maria straightened her shoulders confidently, unlike during our strategy meetings.

As a result, her already large breasts became even more prominent...

"I could say that I was so impressed by Rheinland's talent, ability, and loyalty that I wanted to appoint him as a knight. But he refused, saying he must remain loyal to Matthias until the end. So, I highly respected his integrity and gave him armor and a sword."

Maria's generosity and Matthias's pettiness would make a perfect contrast.

The Third Prince who's on the receiving end would probably be fuming inside.

"That's a great idea, Maria. If this rumor spreads, Matthias's soldiers will lose faith in him. Then what we need to do is prepare plenty of food for the upcoming war."

I'm not completely certain it will work perfectly, but if it does, Matthias will be so thrilled he'll stand on his hands and start spinning on his head.

"Food is always important. By the way, Martin, are you free tomorrow?"

Fortunately, I have no schedule for tomorrow.

Lucia said she was going to practice advanced magic in a distant field, and Karin mentioned she was going hunting because her body felt stiff.

Hilde said my soldiers had become too relaxed lately, so she borrowed a red hat to drill them with guerrilla tactics.

*She said she'd drill Dalten's soldiers too...*

"Yes, I'm free."

Maria clenched her fist in excitement.

"Then, would you like to go out with me beyond the castle walls tomorrow?"
"Won't we be discovered?"

Normally when Maria, as a princess, says she's going outside the castle, it means the bustling area near the inner castle.

And about 20% of the people living there recognize Maria's face.

Even in an era without photographs.

"No, we're going to where commoners live. And I'll only bring Martin as my escort."
"Won't that be dangerous?"

The commoner district has worse security compared to the bustling areas...

A beauty like Maria could easily get caught up in various problems.

*While they wouldn't openly kidnap her in broad daylight like they might in the slums...*

And having me as her only escort seems too inadequate.

The head maid interjected:

"One Count like yourself is more reliable than ten of Her Highness's knight guards. And since it's where commoners live, there won't be anyone using Aura. There shouldn't be any problems—unless you happen to run into more than a hundred thugs at once."

Has the head maid lost her mind? It's still somewhat dangerous.

Maria agreed with the head maid.

"I can't go to the bustling areas or inside the castle because too many people recognize my face. And I need to start building a good reputation. I need to show that I'm trying to understand the lives of my people. Matthias and Otto ignored such things..."

From that perspective, I understand.

Secretly going out to comfort the people's lives and help those who are truly wronged.

*This is indeed important.*

Especially when trying to make Matthias suffer.

"Alright. But are you sure it's okay?"

This is a question unrelated to the escort issue.

This is essentially a date, just the two of us.

"...I trust you, Martin."

Ch.284 - Secret Date (2)
Maria began looking around.

Though she wore a hood to hide her face, I could clearly see her expression, eyes shining with excitement, from right beside her.

*Do the vassals of the First Imperial Princess know that Maria can make such expressions?*

"What's that bubbling over there, Martin?"

In 21st century Korea, even the wealthy could understand how ordinary people lived through the internet or TV, but here there's no internet or anything, so there's really no way to know.

"It's called Eternal Stew. They throw all kinds of vegetables, meat, grains, and fish into a pot and boil it. When the amount decreases, they just add more ingredients and water to keep it going. Day and night, continuously."

It's a strange food where once they start boiling it, they rarely turn off the fire or wash the pot.

Because of this peculiarity, there's even a half-joking saying that inns, cheap restaurants, and Eternal Stew are all the same age.

And when I was a low-ranking Mercenary under Dalten, I even ate an Eternal Stew that they claimed had been boiling for ten years.

*Surprisingly, or rather, quite deliciously.*

Maria tilted her head as she looked at it.

"If they use the same pot for days, even months... wouldn't the food spoil?"
"It doesn't spoil because they keep it boiling constantly. Even while they sleep, it keeps boiling, so there's no chance for it to spoil. I once enjoyed a stew that had supposedly been boiling for 10 years."

It doesn't spoil because the constant heat prevents bacteria from surviving inside the stew.

"Is this what ordinary people eat frequently?"

For serfs, who make up the vast majority of the population, this would be considered quite a feast, but from a dining-out perspective, yes.

It's an incredibly cheap meal, costing only one copper coin for the two of us.

"But will you be able to eat this? It might be difficult."

Maria, born as royalty, must have grown up eating only fine food. There's no way she'd enjoy this peculiar hodgepodge stew with its unique flavor that you'd sooner feed to a dog...

I used to eat it often during my days as a bottom-rung Mercenary a few years ago, but now that my palate has become more refined.

These days, I'd have to be really desperate to eat it.

*I'd need to starve for two days before I'd want to eat that.*

"This time, I'm here to experience how the common people live."

Well, at least since it's been boiling for 24 hours straight, Maria shouldn't get food poisoning from it.

I led Maria to a secluded table in the corner of the establishment.

This is quite a large city, enough for Maria to use as her main base, yet how is there a restaurant like this?

It looks exactly like the restaurant I went to on my first day joining the White Beard Mercenaries.

Especially these chairs, made from worn-out beer barrels, are far from comfortable and only help you finish your meal quickly.

Maria seems very curious about this place, constantly looking around after sitting down.

"Two bowls of stew, please."

At my request, the restaurant owner, who seemed to have drowned his sense of customer service in stew, replied rudely:

"Two bowls? Nothing else? Like beer or bread?"

While my stomach might be strong enough, bread and beer from this place would be absolutely out of the question for Maria.

The bread would likely contain stones, and the beer would be the cheapest of the cheap, half-spoiled.

I waved my hand dismissively.

"No need. We'll eat quickly and leave."
"Strange not to have some snacks or beer on such a fine day."

As the restaurant staff grumbled and walked away, Maria asked me:

"Why didn't you order beer or side dishes?"

I gestured for Maria to lean in and whispered carefully:

"Because everything except the Eternal Stew is likely slightly spoiled or moldy and not fit to eat. The stew is safe because it's been boiling for 24 hours."

In a world without food safety laws, some idiot might have thrown in worms or rotting animal carcasses or something strange...

But if something like that were in there, you'd be able to tell just by the smell, so we could just quietly leave.

If trouble started, I'd definitely win, but what would become of my dignity as a baron escorting an imperial princess if I got into a fight in a place like this?

"Here's two bowls of stew. Enjoy."

With those words, the man placed two bowls of stew and wooden spoons in front of us.

As he did so, he stared intently at Maria's face and asked:

"You don't look like someone who belongs in this godforsaken commoners' place. With those big breasts and pretty face, you could live in luxury as some nobleman's concubine..."

Maria, never having experienced such sexual harassment, blushed without even thinking to get angry.

I don't want to fight either, but as Maria's (temporary) knight, I should respond properly to this, right?

With my body surrounded by Aura, I brought the edge of my hand to the owner's neck.

When I first threatened him by placing my hand on his neck, the owner just snickered.

"Getting angry because I flirted with your woman..."

But when he saw the enormous amount of Aura emanating from me, he froze in place.

"An Ex-Expert...? You're an Expert?"

I am indeed an Expert, but specifically a high-ranking Expert, a level that only a handful of people can reach among Experts.

*You sexually harass my woman? You bastard.*

At the mention of an Expert appearing, everyone in the restaurant focused their attention on me.

I drew my dagger and released my Aura.

As blue flames swirled around and enveloped the dagger, everyone's eyes became even more fixed on me.

"His blade is on fire."
"Is he a monster?"
"Is the owner going to die today?!"

It's a situation where someone might die, but in these streets where people occasionally do die, even this becomes entertaining spectacle.

Not that I intend to kill anyone according to their expectations.

Maria wouldn't like that.

I stabbed the dagger into the table, setting it on fire, then shortly after waved my hand to extinguish the flames.

"She's my woman. If you don't want to die, keep your eyes down and quietly get lost."

The owner knelt before me and bowed his head to the floor.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry, Sir Knight!"

At those words, the other onlookers wore disappointed expressions, and I snapped at them:

"Are you here for a show?"

They were startled by my words and immediately lowered their eyes as if they were about to bury their faces in their plates.

Well, if they don't want to get their "lives deleted" by a mid-rank Expert Knight or higher, that's the right decision.

Then I took a spoonful of the stew and ate it.

Hmm, disgustingly tasteless.

The flavors of all kinds of vegetables, meat, and fish are mixed together. It's not spoiled, but it tastes like slop.

Still, eating this brings back memories of when I first started life as a Mercenary.

*Those were really tough times.*

"A nostalgic taste."

Meanwhile, Maria frowned momentarily after tasting it.

As I expected, this food was too much for a delicately raised imperial princess?

"You don't have to finish it if it doesn't taste good, Maria."
"I cannot do that. In this territory, there are many who would want to eat this food but go hungry instead."

After saying that, Maria scraped up every last bit of the stew, including all the solid pieces.

"It has a peculiar taste, Martin. The savory flavor of meat, the aroma of vegetables, and even the ocean scent from the fish all blend together, along with some fragrances I've never encountered before in my life."
"Really? Was it edible enough?"
"It's food made for people to eat, so it's not inedible."

In movies, dramas, and novels, a princess who eats such food would typically say that commoners' food tastes better than the expensive meals she eats daily...

*That just doesn't make sense no matter how you think about it.*

That's because in this world, commoners don't pursue taste in food but rather prioritize meals that fill their stomachs more and provide larger portions.

Not going hungry—that's what matters most.

Just then, Maria tugged at my sleeve and said:

"You just called me your woman again. Did you mean that, Martin?"

Since I've been falling for Maria for some time now, if that's what she wants...

"After the civil war ends and the empire's order is somewhat restored, let's get married then. By that time, I should be a count, so I might be able to persuade the nobles somehow."

A count with numerous great military achievements could declare his intention to marry the emperor in front of the vassals.

That's because the position of the female emperor's husband comes with tremendous political power, so anyone who wants to become her husband must naturally have the appropriate qualifications.

*While even a slave could become an emperor's concubine, that's only because an emperor can have dozens of concubines.*

Maria blushed at my words.

Then, with an expression that suggested she had made some decision, she gestured for me to bring my face closer.

"Martin, Martin. Bring your face closer."

When I did as she asked, Maria gently caressed my face with both hands and...

"Even if you aren't only my man, I am only your woman. Since the time you saved me from nearly being assassinated, and forever after."

Then Maria, her face flushed bright red, pressed her lips against mine.

It wasn't the intense, tongue-entwining kiss like I share with my wives, but perhaps because I felt I was receiving Maria's lifetime commitment?

It felt like a much heavier and more sensual kiss.

"Let's definitely win. And... someday, I will bear your child."

Ch.285 - Bohemian Great War (1)
Maria declared with a solemn voice.

"This will be the final battle of this civil war. No, we must make it the final battle."

All the vassals present, including myself, swallowed dryly and nodded with determined expressions.

As she said, this war must absolutely be ended in one decisive battle, no matter what.

Otherwise, if the fighting drags on, we'll waste resources and countless soldiers will die needlessly.

*We must end this in one battle.*

"Everyone should approach this battle with the mindset that it will be the last. Now, let's begin the strategy meeting. Please be seated."

Maria continued speaking while standing, while we vassals sat and focused on her words.

"First, we will mobilize over 100,000 troops for this war."

The atmosphere in the meeting room froze momentarily at the mention of such a massive force.

Marquis Schwaik protested to Maria.

"Your Highness, 100,000 is too many. If we mobilize that many troops, there won't be any soldiers left to defend our territories while we're away at war."

"If we lose this war, everything ends. Moreover, concluding the battle as quickly as possible will reduce the burden on our people, which is why I've decided on this approach."

For the defending side, one major defeat can lead to an irreversible situation, but for the attacking side, a major defeat rarely leads to complete destruction.

Even if I lose my soldiers, my lands remain intact, allowing me to recruit more troops.

With that foundation, we can repel incoming enemies.

So while Maria's words might seem harsh, there's no real need to oppose them.

*The best war is one that ends quickly, after all.*

Marquis Schwaik and the other nobles nodded in agreement.

"It's certainly best to end a war quickly."

"This will be the final battle of this civil war. The enemy's resistance will surely be fierce."

"It's much better to bring more than enough than to bring just enough and then find ourselves lacking."

Having gained support from her vassals, Maria immediately began explaining the next part of the operation.

"For this operation, we will bring as much food as possible. And besides what our soldiers will consume, the rest will be distributed to the people in Baron Bohemia's territory."

This was a strategy I had proposed.

I had led soldiers to plunder Baron Bohemia's territory and had hinted to Maria that she should stockpile plenty of food, but...

To think she would actually incorporate that suggestion into a military operation...

"Your Highness, isn't it going too far to distribute food to the people when we already have so much to worry about during wartime? Couldn't we distribute food to them after the war is over without any problems?"

Those people wouldn't expect us to share food with them anyway, so there's no real need to engage in civilian relief during wartime.

Honestly, as Baron Wilkes said, it's hard enough to handle one task at a time... what's this nonsense about civilian relief...?

That's the typical way of thinking.

However, this civilian relief is actually the best move we can make right now.

"I support this. Those whose villages were plundered have likely returned to their homes by now. They've been suffering from hunger for a long time and must resent us greatly. Matthias will use this to boost the morale of his soldiers."

I deliberately paused here.

It was to emphasize the message I wanted to convey.

"But what if our forces distribute food to those who are starving after being plundered in Baron Bohemia's territory? Wouldn't that change things?"

Marquis Schwaik showed interest in my words.

"How exactly would things change?"

"If I were Matthias, I would strongly incite my men to fight to the death if they don't want to end up like the people of Bohemia. For serfs and low-ranking soldiers, a loaf of bread for tomorrow is more important than loyalty to their lord, so they would eagerly take up arms and fight hard upon hearing such words."

"Indeed, for those lowly creatures, a single meal is more important than loyalty and honor."

No, you can only say that because you've never gone hungry.

After being transported to this world and going hungry for a few days, all I could think about was food, not loyalty or honor.

Still, now that I'm one of the high-ranking individuals in this world, there's no need to refute his statement.

There's no reason to create conflict with someone of higher status than myself.

"If we share food with those who have been incited to kill us, their motivation will surely deflate. The morale of the enemy army will plummet."

"So the serfs and low-ranking soldiers would lose their reason to risk their lives. If Your Highness's strategy works, we could easily win this war. Is that what you believe, Your Highness?"

Maria straightened her shoulders and answered confidently.

"That's right. Honestly, in this war, it's the nobles who chose the wrong lord who are at fault, not the poor serfs and commoners."

No, since it's a civil war, they're just unfortunate fools who made the wrong investment choice in life, like backing the wrong stock...

Well, because of their wrong choices, many serfs will die, so they are indeed guilty...

*If you don't like it, win.*

"So I want to set an example so they can choose the right lord. What do you all think?"

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"Good, then we'll proceed as planned."

**

Meanwhile, Matthias was receiving a rather interesting report through the Information Guild.

"What did you say?"

The master of the Information Guild—which was essentially a guild of thieves and con artists—had come in person.

"According to recent rumors, the Count of Cologne who betrayed you and joined the First Princess is quite close with her. It's not uncommon for them to have private conversations or drink tea together."

Matthias's eyes gleamed upon hearing this.

He had thought of a way to maliciously exploit this information.

"Oh? Is this information truly reliable?"

The Guild Master smiled wickedly and snickered.

"This information comes from Princess Maria's lady-in-waiting. Knowing her family was in some financial difficulty, we approached her and handed over 40 gold coins. She spilled everything quite readily. The Princess's favorite foods, tea, daily routine, favored retainers, and so on. We got so much information that I almost felt bad for only paying 40 gold coins."

The Princess's lady-in-waiting—equivalent to a 24-hour personal secretary in the presidential office in Korea—so the reliability of the information was very high.

Therefore, Matthias fingered a pouch of gold coins, intending to give an appropriate reward.

"Sounds trustworthy. Tell me more specifically."

"I heard that Princess Maria often has private conversations with only her head lady-in-waiting and the Count of Cologne present."

A question suddenly occurred to Matthias.

*Could these two be lovers and even having sex?*

But this was such an absurd thought that he decided to erase it from his mind.

If the Count of Cologne were a single man without a wife, it might be different, but thinking logically, what insane princess would fall for her own vassal?

Especially one who is seven years older than her.

And the Count of Cologne was rumored to have three exceptionally beautiful wives, so why would she be attracted to a married man with such beautiful spouses?

*Women have possessive instincts too.*

After very rational thinking, Matthias completely dismissed the suspicion that Martin and Maria were lovers.

Of course, his thinking was wrong, but from a common-sense perspective, Matthias's reasoning was correct.

"This is quite useful information. Can we use this to spread rumors that the Count of Cologne and Maria are sleeping together?"

The Guild Master, experienced in such matters, smiled wickedly.

"It would paint a good picture to say the Count of Cologne seduced Maria like a male prostitute. Since Maria became an orphan at a young age, we could say he exploited her emotional deficiency to brainwash her. Furthermore, we could suggest that the Count demands all sorts of political support in bed, persuading Maria with his body..."

Matthias clapped his hands and laughed.

"You are truly capable. It's a waste to keep you in a mere Information Guild. What do you say? When I become Emperor, come to the Imperial Intelligence Department, and I'll grant you a knighthood and territory."

"Do you truly mean that?"

"An Emperor does not speak with two tongues."

With those words, Matthias fetched a suitable sword from his room and presented it.

Presenting a sword was a signal of recognition as a knight.

"The formal conferment of title will come after we capture Maria, but if you want to change your fate, do your best."

Then Matthias handed over a box containing hundreds of gold coins.

"Operating funds."

Ch.286 - Bohemian Great War (2)
Baron Aizen, under Matthias's command, gave the order.

"All troops halt! We'll camp here for the night! Everyone set up the encampment now!"

The soldiers under Baron Aizen's command breathed sighs of relief upon hearing the order.

"Finally we can rest... Whew, I thought I was going to die."
"Look at you whining, you idiot."
"Well, since I'm such a delicate whiner, I'll rest while the mighty Sir Max, with all his remaining strength, can set up our ten-man camp perfectly."

Once the march ended and they had a moment of respite, all kinds of idle chatter began among the soldiers.

Some talked about the new brides they'd left at home.

"Ah, I don't care about anything else—I just want to go home. Eating Anna's bread and having passionate sex at night would be so nice. Instead, I'm dragged out here suffering like a dog."

Hearing this, an unmarried soldier sighed with envy.

"Hah, if I'd known I'd be dragged out here like this, I would have done it with Katrina during last year's harvest festival. When we went to the forest together, the opportunity was perfect."
"You idiot, when a woman goes to the forest with you, it means she wants to do it. Since you missed that chance, you're doomed to be a bachelor forever."
"Don't curse me like that, seriously."
"If you're upset about it, just make sure you survive. Go back alive and confess to her."
"I'll survive just to spite you, sir. Really, I don't want to be the idiot who dies without ever having sex."

Hearing this, the veteran mercenary went behind the foolish young man and smacked the back of his head, infusing a bit of Aura into the blow.

Not knowing who hit him, the young man cursed first.

"Ah, shit! Who hit me on the head?"

When he turned around, his face drained of color.

"C-Commander! Loyalty!"

The fifty-man commander, a former mercenary, waved his hand dismissively.

"I hit you suddenly from behind, so consider my apology given. That said, you idiot, never say things like 'I'll survive and confess' on the battlefield."
"But I'm dying of anxiety thinking about the men still in the village who might make a move on her. Aren't you being too harsh?"

From the young man's perspective, he needed to claim her as his woman as soon as possible.

After all, what if those bright-blond-haired, tanned-skinned guys left in the village approached Katrina saying, "Your fiancé is already dead in the war, come to me"?

His fiancée might eventually fall for their tricks and lose her virginity!

*Damn it, that can't happen.*

Just imagining it filled the young man's head with rage.

"I understand how you feel, but strangely, in my ten years as a mercenary, I've noticed that the ones who talk like that tend to die faster."

The young man's face stiffened at those words.

"Out of 100 men who say they'll go back to confess to their fiancées or girlfriends and talk about marriage or sex, strangely enough, 60 of them either die in the next battle or lose a limb. Deus is too cruel."

In most wars, if 10 out of 100 participants died, that would be considered a high casualty rate. Yet somehow, 60% of those who spoke such words ended up dead or severely injured?

That's why some elite mercenary groups had military laws where anyone caught saying things like "When we win, I'm going to confess to so-and-so" on the battlefield would be dragged away and whipped as punishment.

So the fifty-man commander was trying to save the young soldier based on his experience.

"Dying is actually better, kid. Because if you return as an amputee, for some reason your fiancée will likely end up with some blond-haired man instead of you. He'll be the one enjoying your wedding night. And you'll have to watch that woman live happily with another man for the rest of your life."

At those words, the young soldier and the rest of the men gaped in shock.

It was too horrifying to even imagine.

They risk their lives fighting and return with severe injuries, only to find their fiancées becoming concubines to other men just to survive.

And they'd have to watch that scene until they died...

*I'd rather hang myself than face that, damn it.*

"If you don't want that fate, never spout nonsense about confessing to your fiancée when you return."

Everyone nodded at his words.

Whether it was true or not, people in war tend to cling to even the most superstitious beliefs like drowning men grasping at straws.

As the mood grew somber, one of them brought up a new topic.

"Have you heard this story? Apparently, First Princess Maria has a lover."

Everyone clicked their tongues at that.

When a prominent man had a lover before marriage, people were generally forgiving.

Even enemies would say, "You can't blame a man for that sort of thing" and let it slide.

But when a princess had a lover before marriage, she was immediately labeled a promiscuous whore.

In this world, all romantic relationships were fundamentally premised on marriage.

"Sigh, when a woman holds power, the country falls into chaos. Those guys are finished now."
"She was a loose woman, oh my goodness."
"It's a sign the world is ending."

The person who brought this up wasn't officially part of the army.

He was a member of the Information Guild hired by Matthias, dispatched here to make Maria's spies naturally "bite" on this rumor.

"But there's no guarantee it's actually true, is there?"
"Where there's smoke, there's fire, isn't there? Besides, Maria is already 22 years old. Having lost her father and family at a young age, she must long for the embrace of a dependable man. And how many people would try to take advantage of that?"
"That's true."
"I even know a crazy bastard trying to seduce a 60-year-old widow just because she owns a little land."

Then Jex, the Information Guild agent, made a gesture for them to be quiet.

"This is something only you should know... Surely there's no one here who would reveal this secret?"

"This is just between us."

Common sense dictates that once those words are spoken, the secret spreads faster than if it had wings.

Nevertheless, they all nodded and swore never to divulge the secret.

"Who would do such a foolish thing?"
"Tell us anything."
"What kind of relationship do we have?"

It was ridiculous how they acted like close confidants when they were nothing more than soldiers assigned to the same unit.

The Information Guild agent smirked at this and spoke in a whisper.

"What's even funnier is that her lover is supposedly the Viscount of Cologne, a former mercenary who has been having secret meetings with Princess Maria for quite some time. This Viscount of Cologne seduced the princess with his handsome face."

Everyone listening tensed up and fell silent.

"And they enjoy their trysts with only her lady-in-waiting present. As for what happens there..."

The informant paused briefly and grinned.

"I'm sure you can all imagine."
"The world has truly gone to ruin."
"Indeed it has."

If this rumor reached Maria's faction, public opinion would certainly demand the Viscount of Cologne's head.

After the informant finished his job and left, followed by the fifty-man commander, another person stepped forward to share a rumor he had picked up somewhere.

"By the way, did you know? Princess Maria is... distributing food to the starving people of Bohemia County."

The soldiers who heard this froze with even more incredulous expressions than when they heard about Maria and the Viscount of Cologne dating.

They had come all this way with spears in hand because they were told that if Maria won, their hometowns would be plundered, and they needed to protect their homes.

But if she was distributing food to Bohemia County, did that mean she had no intention of plundering them even if she won the war?

"What nonsense is that?"
"Nonsense or not, isn't this Bohemia County? I overheard it today when I went out for food requisitioning."

They couldn't fully believe it.

But if it was true that she was distributing food to Bohemia County, they really had no reason to risk their lives fighting.

After all, in this imperial succession war among the nobility, what did it matter to them who became emperor?

If they got injured needlessly, wouldn't they end up like the fifty-man commander said—watching their wives and fiancées being taken by suspicious blond men back home?

"Damn, then there's no reason to fight, is there?"
"...Did Lord Matthias lie to us?"
"I don't know, let's just sleep, damn it. I'm completely deflated."

A few hours later, a significant number of Matthias's soldiers pretended to go to the latrine and deserted the camp under cover of darkness.

Taking advantage of the confusion, spies who had infiltrated Matthias's camp also escaped...

When the nobles in Maria's camp received reports from the spies, they erupted in fury.

"Viscount of Cologne, you insane bastard, how dare you with Her Highness the Princess!!"

They all grabbed swords and stormed off to find Marquis Schweik with fierce determination.

Ch.287 - Bohemian Great War (3)
Marquis Schweik sighed as he saw those who had come to his tent, filled with anger.

"What brings you all to me at this late hour? Shouldn't you be sleeping?"

The nobles shook their heads vigorously in protest.

"That's impossible! Haven't you heard the rumors, Marquis?"
"That Duke Cologne has seduced Her Highness Maria. He's manipulating the innocent princess to control politics as he pleases."
"If we remain idle, we don't know when our heads might roll."

In this world, politics is like warfare.

Those who lose walk on thin ice, never knowing when they might lose not only their property and territory but also their lives and those of their retainers.

Of course, during normal times, nobles prefer to live long, leisurely, comfortable lives, so even when they engage in political struggles, they usually stop after taking a certain amount of power from each other...

But in times of civil war like now, they fight with their lives at stake to push out their opponents.

In such a war, "the absolute support and love of the princess" was equivalent to an ICBM with nuclear warheads in 21st century terms...

From the nobles' perspective, it must feel like their feet—no, their entire bodies—were on fire.

Since Schweik fully understood this point, he nodded.

"Your concerns aren't without merit."

Encouraged by the Marquis's agreement, the nobles pressed forward with their opinions more boldly.

"Aren't both Duke Cologne and Princess Maria of suitable age? That's why we find it suspicious."
"Her Highness's marriage is the most important matter in the Empire."

But this time, Marquis Schweik shook his head.

"I understand your concerns very well. However, I wish you would be more cautious."
"What? But..."
"Count Sauer, do I seem like someone who would say this because I don't recognize your loyalty? We must first consider our current situation."

As Marquis Schweik pointed out, Princess Maria's faction is currently engaged in civil war with Matthias.

"When we should be moving in perfect unison, you want to draw your swords and chase after Duke Cologne? What if that man joins Matthias's side because of this?"

None of the nobles here actually doubted Martin's loyalty.

If he had intended to betray them, he wouldn't have thrown himself in harm's way to protect the princess when she was in danger of assassination.

*If they try to kill Martin, things would change. He would betray them to survive.*

The Marquis patted the shoulders of Count Sauer and several other nobles in turn.

"And what gives you the right to meddle in Her Highness's marriage affairs? Do you have such authority? Unless Her Highness personally asked for your opinion on who would make a good marriage partner, who gave you the right to discuss such matters?"

In the Rheinpfalz Empire, as in any country, royal marriages are seriously considered and decided by the Emperor or royal elders.

Royal marriages involve not just the union of two families but enormous national interests and diplomatic policies spanning decades.

But now there are no royal elders in the imperial family, and Maria essentially holds a position equivalent to the Emperor...

Despite being born into royalty, Maria has the authority to marry someone of her own choosing.

It would be blasphemous for mere nobles to interfere with this.

The nobles, coming to their senses after the Marquis's rebuke, kept their mouths tightly shut.

Meanwhile, the Marquis knew how the princess had nursed Duke Cologne during the previous assassination attempt, so he was aware that Maria had already chosen him.

*It's unfortunate that my son can't marry Her Highness, but Duke Cologne is at least a decent second choice.*

"You're not thinking of causing discord by getting caught up in matters you have no authority to discuss during a civil war, are you?"

Count Sauer nodded vigorously at those words.

"Of course not. We were merely concerned for Her Highness..."

Even though it wasn't purely out of goodwill, the Marquis decided to pretend to believe him.

There was nothing to gain from bloodshed here.

"I'm glad to hear that. Still, where there's smoke, there's fire. I'll represent everyone and question him. After the civil war is over, I'll ask Her Highness to clarify the facts."

Going to protest won't change much.

At most, it would serve to show that the nobles would be displeased if he became too presumptuous just because he was the future husband of the Empress...

It would end with a warning not to overstep his bounds.

The angry nobles had no choice but to accept this proposal.

Otherwise, they might be torn apart by the nobles beside them for daring to meddle in the princess's marriage.

"We leave it in your hands, Your Excellency."

With that, Marquis Schweik sighed and visited Martin's tent shortly after.

"I wish Her Highness's romance had started after the civil war was completely resolved."

**

The Marquis came to see me late at night.

"I apologize for coming at such a late hour, Duke Cologne."

It was certainly an inconvenience to wake me from sleep at this unexpected hour, but I wasn't about to say something like:

*This is really annoying, let me sleep.*

If I were that kind of person, I would have been ostracized or secretly killed by everyone during my mercenary days. I probably wouldn't have survived until now.

This is a world where human rights aren't particularly valued, and there's an unspoken rule that troublesome soldiers can be killed.

"What brings you here at this late hour?"

The Marquis looked at me and immediately sighed.

"It's because of that damned rumor. About you and Her Highness. Let me be frank—there's talk going around that you two are... physically intimate."

Shit, we've only just kissed.

What kind of nonsense is this?

"If this were a completely baseless rumor, we could resolve it by beheading the few fools spreading it. However..."

We may not have had sex, but we're already promised to each other and deeply in love.

So insisting it's a baseless rumor would only make matters worse.

Even in this world where one is expected to take responsibility for a woman's entire life after just one kiss, it's not uncommon for engaged couples to have relations before marriage.

"The problem is that it's not entirely baseless, is it?"
"Exactly. Well, I've already suppressed half the rumors. I told them that whether Duke Cologne and Her Highness are courting or whatever they're doing, it's not something for the nobles to interfere with."

As expected of a faction leader—such leadership.

To suppress half of these damned rumors so quickly.

*How should I deal with the other half?*

"Her Highness can determine her own love. There are no royal elders to arrange her marriage."

The Marquis frowned as if displeased when I brought this up.

"Hmph, that may be the correct position, but it's quite uncomfortable hearing it from your mouth. After all, you're the one who benefits most from this. From a mere mercenary to Baron, then Duke, and now the Empress's consort. You'll stand above all nobles in the Empire—how does that feel?"

I didn't intend it, but honestly, it's not bad.

Wealth, power, strength—the more you have, the better.

Moreover, Maria and I love each other, which makes it all the better.

However, I know very well that when one gains power, one must also shoulder the corresponding burden.

Besides, in this situation, saying "I'm honestly delighted" would greatly offend the Marquis...

"It wasn't my intention. I merely pledged my loyalty to Her Highness as a surrendered noble to protect my assets, my family name, and my family."
"I don't think it would make much difference even if you had intended it. Her Highness seems unable to live without you now."

It's natural that she would rely on someone trustworthy when, at such a young age, she's lost her father and other adults and is engaged in a war where family members kill each other daily.

Probably from the moment Maria announces our marriage after this war ends...

She's likely to become excessively attached to me.

Even veteran mercenaries often become addicted to pleasures like alcohol and women due to longing for family members who may not even be alive back home, or loneliness from losing comrades.

"If I had approached her with the intention of seizing even a little power, Her Highness would have rejected me. She is not a foolish person."

The Marquis pondered my words for a moment.

"That's not wrong."
"And if I had blinded Her Highness with love for me, wouldn't she have purged Count Sauer first? You know how much he reduced the rewards I was to receive."
"You certainly have only done your duty as an Imperial Duke. You haven't engaged in politics by leveraging the princess's favor. That's why Count Sauer remains safe."
"Thank you for acknowledging that."

The Marquis rose from his seat after hearing my words.

"Keep doing as you have been. Don't think about disrupting politics by using Her Highness's favor. I'll tell the nobles this: I severely reprimanded you, and you apologized while banging your head until it bled. That should keep those fools quiet until the civil war ends."

Then the Marquis handed me a clean bandage.

"Smear some pig's blood on this and wear it. There's one thing I'd like you to know... I support your love. While I wish my son could marry Her Highness, you don't seem too bad either."

Ch.288 - Bohemian Great War (4)
A few days after suppressing the rumors spread by Matthias, scouts reported that the enemy was only a day's march away.

That night, the nobles belonging to the First Imperial Princess faction gathered to prepare for the final battle.

Maria, though young, led the meeting with her usual regal charisma.

"Before we discuss our strategy against the enemy, I'll first share the intelligence our scouts have gathered."

Ignorance on the battlefield is a crime for a commander.

Charging without knowing the enemy's numbers and getting surrounded, making troops run at full speed without calculating the distance and exhausting them before battle, or invading enemy territory without knowing if food supplies remain—all these mistakes and their consequences fall squarely on the commander's shoulders.

War has no ethics or morality; the loser is always in the wrong.

*Victory is justice.*

"Contrary to our expectations, Matthias commands over 90,000 troops."

Though more than expected, their numbers are slightly fewer than our forces, so we're not at a numerical disadvantage... but this is Matthias's territory, so considering his familiarity with the local geography, we might be at a slight disadvantage.

The nobles' expressions darkened at this news.

"Though we have slightly more troops, this is enemy territory, so they know the geography better... this is quite troublesome."
"Still, we're not at a disadvantage. Isn't their low morale the most important factor?"
"We have a fighting chance, but we mustn't be careless."

By my rough calculation, our current odds of victory are 49% against the enemy's 51%.

Originally, I had expected 60% for us and 40% for them, which would have been more comfortable.

Though the change in circumstances is somewhat disconcerting, life rarely goes according to plan.

"Nevertheless, our scouts report that enemy morale is extremely low. It seems they've been threatening their soldiers that they'll lose everything if they're defeated in this war, but during the march, they learned that we've been distributing food to the local people, which has significantly diminished their motivation to fight."

Now as ever, soldiers fight with swords, spears, and guns for one reason only:

*To protect their families and property.*

Without this motivation, why would anyone risk their one and only life?

That's why commanders throughout history tell their troops:

If we lose here, our homeland will be reduced to ashes, our elderly parents and young children will be brutally killed, and our wives and sisters will be used as sex slaves before being killed.

But our forces, though we did plunder, returned to distribute food and never harmed the local population... so the soldiers have no desire to fight.

If they can escape with their lives, the only change will be that Maria replaces Matthias as their ruler, with no other changes to their daily lives.

"We expect to encounter the enemy at Hamlet Plains. Now, I invite each of you to freely share your thoughts."

"I believe we should engage them on open ground. With their morale so low, they'll quickly break if we confront them directly."

"Count Jauer, your reasoning is sound. With our superior numbers and their low morale, a straightforward battle with minimal variables would be appropriate."

Count Jauer snorted excitedly and said:

"Isn't a conventional, orthodox strategy the most excellent tactic? Especially in our current situation!"

I can guess why he's so overly excited.

He wants to make a significant contribution in this war so that I, as the future empress's husband, won't be able to purge him easily, no matter how displeased I might be.

*With that kind of determination, he should have just come to me and bowed his head...*

Besides, his proposed head-on strategy is highly inefficient in our current situation.

"Your Highness, rather than a direct confrontation, we should toy with the enemy."

Maria tilted her head at my words.

"This is enemy territory, so we're at a geographical disadvantage. How do you propose to toy with them?"

The enemy knows this area well.

They must have thousands of local soldiers with them.

But in war, knowing the geography doesn't always guarantee an advantage.

"First, we should take a small elite force and launch sporadic surprise attacks on the enemy's main force. While we won't inflict major damage, we can gradually reduce their numbers and further lower their already poor morale."

What determines victory in war is the soldiers' morale.

And that morale depends on whether they believe they can win...

If we make men who already don't want to fight believe they're being beaten one-sidedly, even with minimal casualties?

*They'll fall into the delusion that they can never win.*

Margrave Schweik asked:

"That's a good idea. But wouldn't such surprise attacks be more meaningful when there's greater distance between us and the enemy, rather than when we're so close?"

Hearing this, I moved the wooden piece representing our forces to the back of the plains.

"Our forces will surprise and harass the enemy with small units while simultaneously retreating. This will create distance for more opportunities to launch surprise attacks. And from what I know, Matthias has a very impatient personality. If he sees our army retreating while small units continue to attack, he'll think: The Imperial Princess's army must be at a disadvantage, so they're retreating. We must pursue and engage them quickly."

Maria nodded at my words.

"Matthias has always been impatient. And with their army's morale so low, they'll have to follow us even if they sense we're luring them. Otherwise, their troops' morale will completely collapse, making battle impossible."

When an army's morale completely collapses, the miracle of 5-10% of soldiers vanishing every morning can occur.

When that happens, the remaining soldiers conclude the war is already lost, and rather than fighting to the death, they start thinking about surrendering at the first encounter.

And if we offer them amnesty for surrender, they'll look for any opportunity to defect, despite their commanders threatening them from behind.

Such men, even in the thousands or tens of thousands, are not frightening at all.

*Just take some knights, kill about a hundred in one go, and the rest will scatter on their own.*

Matthias must know this too, so he'll follow us, even if reluctantly, to avoid the worst outcome.

"I suggest we set up traps like palisades about three days' journey from here and lure them there. In the meantime, I'll do my best to break their morale."

"Can you do it?"

"I just need a small elite force of knights, mounted mages, and archers."

I'll just appear suddenly, strike from behind, and quickly retreat.

If they try to chase me, I'll keep running, taunting them to catch me.

So it won't be difficult.

Ah, but it would be good to have more reliable people...

I should take Uncle Dalten with me.

*Since this will be the final battle, I should give him a chance to expand his territory.*

"Please assign Baron Maurer to my command. We've worked together before, so having him with me during surprise attacks would be very helpful."

"That's not difficult. How many troops do you need?"

"About 300 should be sufficient."

Since I don't intend to annihilate the enemy with surprise attacks, that number is just right.

"I grant you authority over Baron Maurer and his troops, and if necessary, my personal knights and mages as well. I would like the other nobles to cooperate fully with Viscount Köln."

"Thank you."

She looked around at the other nobles and said:

"As Viscount Köln suggested, we will gradually retreat. Separately, each noble should dispatch soldiers to the plains where the battle will take place. We need to construct traps."

"Yes, Your Highness."

Maria drew her sword, raised it to the sky, and declared:

"This will be the Rheinpfalz Empire's final civil war. I ask everyone to do their utmost to bring peace to the empire as quickly as possible."

Ch.289 - Bohemian Great War (5)
Karin nudged me and pointed ahead.

"I can see the enemy over there, Martin."

Though it wasn't very clear in the darkness, I could make out fluttering flags and the glow of campfires in that direction.

From various parts of their camp, I could occasionally hear soldiers chattering.

"Damn, if I'd known it would be like this, I should've saved more money to spend a night with Katlena. Instead I got tricked by that damn camp merchant and ended up with that old woman..."
"Isn't Uncle Ox an idiot for trusting a camp merchant? I'd sooner believe what heathens say than trust those guys."
"Even so, that's going too far. I've never seen a woman like that in my entire life."

Just from this conversation, I could tell how completely these idiots had lost their senses.

First of all, the distance between us and the enemy was barely a day's march.

The two armies were close enough that we could be ambushed at any moment, and with battle coming tomorrow, any competent commander would prohibit not just prostitutes but also alcohol to preserve the soldiers' strength.

Without such restrictions, their chances of defeat would increase due to exhaustion when facing the enemy.

Besides, how could the sentries properly stand guard when everyone inside was drinking?

"This is ridiculous."

As I muttered this, Dalten chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"You're the one who put them in that state. If Matthias hadn't loosened the reins that much, a thousand men would have deserted each day."

I pretended to scratch my head at his words.

"No, Captain, why embarrass me with such praise?"
"Nonsense, Baron. As expected, I don't know how to contain myself before the century's greatest thief, Baron Koln, who stole the Imperial Princess's heart and remains so humble."

When Dalten said this, Lucia clutched her stomach and snickered.

"Stop it, Captain."

Even in this situation, Hilde remained completely focused, observing the enemy camp and reporting.

"Their morale is low and discipline is lax, so deserters are appearing in good numbers. I can see at least three with my own eyes."

We weren't even surrounding their entire camp, just hiding in ambush at a distant corner, yet she could see three deserters, which meant...

*There must be at least thirty soldiers deserting.*

If we hadn't come, perhaps close to 100 men might have deserted just tonight.

"What a mess, what a complete mess."

I cleared my throat and issued orders seriously.

"Let's review our surprise attack plan one last time. First, the mages and archers will set fire to the enemy camp to create confusion."

Our forces are few, while the enemy outnumbers us by hundreds.

If we attack while they're in their right minds, we risk total annihilation or, at best, losing over 50% of our troops.

To prevent disaster, rather than killing as many soldiers as possible, it's more advantageous to plunge them into shock and terror.

Actually, if we want to reduce enemy numbers effectively, driving them into a cauldron of fear is most effective. So I guess it's the same thing?

"After the ranged attack is complete, the mages and archers will sound their horns loudly, and at that signal, the knights and soldiers, including myself, will sweep through the enemy camp."

The purpose of blowing the horns is to completely paralyze the already frightened enemy's reason.

And if we rush around as if we were a massive army?

It will take Matthias and the Third Prince's faction nobles quite some time to regain their senses, and during that time, we can observe everything we need and slip away easily.

"Captain Dalten will command the soldiers from the rear in my absence, while I'll lead from the front to slaughter as many enemies as possible. We'll decide whether to conduct another surprise attack based on how successful this one is. That's all."

After finishing the explanation, we all dispersed to our positions.

While my 300-strong surprise attack force was sharpening their swords, those undisciplined soldiers naturally failed to detect us.

I waved my hand to signal my troops.

"Prepare to fire."

At my command, the mages began their incantations, and the archers prepared oil-soaked fire arrows.

Meanwhile, I went over the operation outline once more.

Set the enemy camp ablaze with magic and fire arrows, then attack them while they're confused, disoriented, and unable to think straight.

Simple in words, but quite difficult in practice.

Lucia and Karin both spoke to me.

"We're ready, Baron."
"I can shoot anytime, Martin."

Instead of answering, I raised my horn and blew it loudly.

As the deep, majestic battlefield horn sound echoed, fire arrows and fire magic flew toward the enemy camp in red arcs.

The soldiers under Matthias, who had been camping as if on a pleasure trip until just moments ago, began to panic.

"Damn! Enemy! It's an enemy surprise attack!"

Though we were too far to see clearly, torches inside the encampment began moving frantically in all directions.

Everyone must be struggling to survive.

"Fire! Put out the fire, ahhh!"
"My arm, aaaagh!"
"Help! It's hot, aaaah!"

As our full-scale attack began, chaos erupted inside the enemy camp.

At the same time, the nobles under Matthias, unwilling to sit and die, tried to respond to the situation.

They blew their horns frantically and beat drums, trying somehow to calm their soldiers.

"Stay calm and listen to your centurions and squad leaders!"
"The enemy is few in number!"
"Everyone move together!"

They tried to follow standard orders, but as if to prove that humans, no matter how well-trained, become paralyzed when disaster strikes...

The soldiers gathered somehow but began acting independently.

"Some are rushing out with spears and weapons, others are desperately trying to put out fires. They're really making a spectacle of themselves."

Well, this situation isn't bad for us at all.

No, it's even better—with morale already low, seeing their high-ranking officers unable to do anything when attacked proves they're worthless trash.

*When they can't even trust their superiors, morale will hit rock bottom.*

I continued raining arrows and magic upon them until they seemed about to regain their senses.

Before long, the enemy camp that had been so peaceful just moments ago had transformed into utter chaos.

Part of Matthias's army's encampment was burning fiercely, and they were struggling with firefighting efforts.

"Put out the fires first! If the armory and food storage burn, we're all dead!"

I could see nobles looking around nervously, unsure when we might appear.

"You cowardly bitch Maria! Come out now, and I, Baron Cordia, will behead you with one stroke! Come out now!"

After being ambushed, they should be looking for us, but seeing that fool just standing there shows he's worthless too.

Well, with the Empire's crown prince candidate attempting assassination and failing, it's no surprise his subordinates are equally incompetent.

"Time to move in."

If we delay any longer, the enemy might regain their senses and come after us.

*They may be fools, but they're not completely brainless.*

"All troops prepare to charge."

At my command, the mages and archers began blowing their horns loudly.

As the majestic sound echoed, we could hear terrified men trembling from the enemy's direction.

"Enemy! The enemy is coming from that direction!"
"Help!!!"
"Damn, I don't want to die here!"
"I am free!"

Some fools were even boldly attempting to desert right in front of their commanders, seeking freedom.

It's gratifying to see such clear evidence that our surprise attack was effective.

"Raise the flags!"

With that command, the mages behind us raised the many flags we had brought specifically to exaggerate our numbers.

With limited visibility at night, the enemy would try to gauge our numbers just by seeing those.

"I'll lead the vanguard! The Princess is watching over us! Long live Princess Maria!"

Normally, I wouldn't engage in such theatrical displays, but...

To make our surprise attack appear larger, it's important to invoke the highest authority's name and act as if we're something significant.

Fortunately, my subordinates played along perfectly with the atmosphere and setting.

"Long live the Princess! Death to Matthias!"
"Long live Deus! Kill them all!"
"Don't leave a single one alive!"

Then I charged toward the enemy camp with my sword drawn.

"Long live Princess Maria!"

Ch.290 - Bohemian Great War (7)
Hacsen, who belonged to Baron Jenkins under Matthias, was trembling with fear.

"Ugh..."

In the distance before his eyes, a massive flag of some noble family fluttered as it approached their position.

With each movement of that flag, he could hear the death throes of soldiers in the same predicament as himself, screaming in agony as they died horribly.

"My arm, argh!"
"There's a monster over there, a monster coming to kill us!"
"Shit, it's a fucking monster!"

Though he was still far enough away that he couldn't see the blood and flesh of his dying comrades flying in all directions.

Humans are animals capable of imagining not only what they've seen, but also what they haven't.

So Hacsen could easily imagine it.

The sight of those being ravaged by enemy swords, spears, maces, and axes, and how before dying, they would have wished to return to their simple daily lives.

Yet if he tried to flee and got caught...

"Damn it, I don't want to die! I haven't even kissed Lucy yet!"

The youngest soldier in Hacsen's ten-man unit threw down his weapons and armor and started running away.

Watching him sprint away at full speed, desperately trying to escape and return home, Hacsen felt a strong urge to flee as well.

*Should I also look for a chance to escape?*

Although deserters would immediately be beheaded if caught, if he could successfully desert and safely return home...

He could kiss his beloved wife's lips again and watch his children play.

For that, he wanted to flee even if it meant risking immediate death.

However, the young bachelor who had never kissed his lover was blocked by someone.

"Get out of my way! I'm going back. I'm escaping this crazy war to embrace Lucy!"

The knight in iron armor who heard these words said nothing.

He simply drew his sword, pointed it at the man, and swung.

Several of Dunken's fingers flew into the air.

"Aaaaargh!"

As Dunken screamed, the knight ignored it and continued torturing him with his sword.

This wasn't behavior befitting a knight appointed by nobility, but he was originally a mercenary captain who had decided to serve Matthias and became a knight.

So he knew well that torture was the best way to control such cowardly conscripts.

No, he instinctively sensed that without this, the entire army's morale would collapse instantly.

"You dare try to screw me over?"

He committed all manner of cruel tortures over quite a long time, cutting off toes one by one and stabbing and twisting his knife into the man's knees.

"Aaaaargh, just kill me instead!!"

Hacsen and the other soldiers didn't want to look directly at this and turned away, covering their ears.

But there was a limit to how much they could avoid the blood-curdling screams.

The soldier who had just tried to escape was left alive, tortured in every part of his body—limbs, torso, face—just short of death.

The knight tied him with rope and hung him on a pole.

"Why try to desert for nothing."

After hanging him up, the knight shouted loudly.

"Attention, everyone look at that pole!"

The soldiers looked at the pole and all of them retched.

Blood flowed like rivers from his eyes, intestines spilled out from his belly, and his limbs hung limply, ground up as if by a millstone.

"Ugh, fuck."
"......"
"Crazy bastard knight..."

Some soldiers with weak constitutions nearly fainted at the sight, but the knight grinned as if pleased.

"This is what will happen to anyone who tries to desert. Fight those enemies, and you'll at least die cleanly."

Hacsen trembled upon hearing these words.

Just then, encouraging shouts from the higher-ups could be heard.

"The enemy's numbers are few! The enemy isn't many! Everyone, take heart and form ranks!"

This was a lie.

In reality, Matthias and the leadership had issued orders to form ranks assuming the enemy numbered around 20,000.

If they truly were few in number, they would have ordered a charge to kill every last one of them.

They lied because they could clearly see that telling the soldiers the whole truth would destroy their morale.

"Don't be afraid! We will win!"

Martin would have roared with laughter if he'd heard them claiming victory after such an obvious betrayal... but the soldiers, who could do nothing else, had no choice but to believe it.

No, they desperately wanted to believe it.

And so, with the groans of the dying deserter hanging on the pole behind them, and the screams of allied soldiers being slaughtered by enemy troops in front...

The screams of dying allies gradually began to be heard from closer and closer.

In the process, any sympathy for the deserter hanging behind them completely disappeared.

*If I make it back alive, I'll drive out his entire family.*

"Shit, shit, shit. I need to make it back alive..."

After waiting for nearly ten minutes, Hacsen could finally see the large army led by the Viscount of Cologne.

In reality, there were only 300 men, with about 200 engaged in hand-to-hand combat, but...

To his terrified eyes, and even to the knights and higher-ups around him, the "sudden shock" made those soldiers appear to number in the tens of thousands.

They cut down the disoriented soldiers like wheat through a millstone.

Wherever they passed, countless corpses of soldiers lay like footprints.

Even the knights who had been so imposing moments ago unconsciously stepped back at the sight of this momentum.

It was only two steps, but seeing this, the soldiers' hearts sank.

"The knight is scared. We're screwed, aren't we?"

Hacsen nodded at these words.

"Shit, shouldn't we make a run for it while we can?"
"When would we run? Do you want to be hung on that pole?"
"We're going to die either way."

While Hacsen was having this conversation, the army led by the Viscount of Cologne was pushing deeper inside.

The Viscount of Cologne was charging forward like a madman, intent on beheading Matthias at this opportunity.

"Matthias, you bastard! Come out and face me! Let's duel like men!"

Though he said this, Martin planned to turn tail and run if Matthias actually came out with his royal guard.

Although it sometimes happens on battlefields that a few defeat many...

It's impossible to overcome a difference of hundreds of times in military strength.

But he absolutely could not show fear or hesitation now.

Behind him were knights and soldiers who had risked their lives to follow him, and if he faltered even for a moment, Matthias might regain his composure and try to kill him.

He had to be more desperate than anyone to survive.

His sword, having experienced this situation dozens or hundreds of times, showed not a hint of hesitation.

His blade, containing fiercely burning flames, whether facing a young man, an old soldier, or a soldier who hadn't even kissed his fiancée yet...

Even if...

"Viscount of Cologne, you bastard! I, Jackson, will take your head!"

Even if the one crossing swords with him was an enemy knight.

Without pausing for even a moment, he swung his sword at the man's neck.

Although knights could use Aura, the difference in their levels was simply too great to overcome.

Jackson's sword didn't even get a chance to swing through the air, and his head fell to the ground.

When even the knight who had been their rallying point died, the soldiers began to panic.

Those gripped by fear were liberated from the shackles of fear and life by the Viscount of Cologne and those following him...

And just as the Viscount of Cologne approached Hacsen and was about to swing his sword.

On Dalten's orders, the trumpet signaling retreat sounded and signal arrows were fired.

Martin immediately withdrew his sword, sparing him.

"You're lucky."

Hacsen was so relieved at having survived that he wet himself.

But he thanked Deus for surviving, however shamefully.

"Congratulations on surviving. See you again tomorrow."

With those words, Martin immediately withdrew with his soldiers.

And Hacsen trembled.

The Viscount of Cologne would come again tomorrow, and he imagined his head might fall then.

That delusion slowly ate away at him.

And this delusion began to eat away at Matthias's entire army, and the number of deserting soldiers tripled from this day forward.
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Matthias's insides were rotting in real time.

He finally couldn't contain the anger boiling deep within him anymore and began to unleash his fury.

"The Duke of Cologne, that bastard I could drink his blood and still not be satisfied! How can our army of 90,000! Our 90,000 troops! Keep suffering such absurd defeats?! If you have mouths, speak up! Speak!"

Knowing they would only receive a barrage of insults from Matthias if they opened their mouths, all the nobles remained silent.

Matthias slammed his fist on the desk.

"Arghhhh, damn it!!"

It was language unbecoming of a future emperor, but he was in no state of mind to care about dignity.

To mobilize an army of over 90,000, Matthias had, with slight exaggeration, scraped together his entire fortune, even his soul.

After all, if he lost this war, he would have nothing left.

Conversely, if he won, if he just succeeded in capturing his sister Maria, that whore with big breasts and a pretty face...

He would not only recover his investment but also become emperor, monopolizing all the power and wealth of the empire.

*That's what I believed in when I poured everything into this.*

But now the situation was developing in the worst possible direction for him.

When recruiting soldiers, the Bohemian duchy, which had been plundered by the Duke of Cologne, had become a wasteland with nothing left to requisition.

The people living there were starving daily, women took to the streets as prostitutes to survive, and children wandered around begging.

This story had initially stirred the fighting spirit of his soldiers.

Back then, the soldiers' response had been good, their will to fight high, and victory seemed certain.

"Maria, that whore who deserves to be torn apart and killed—when she was plundering and burning everything, she didn't care, but now why is she bringing a large army and distributing food?!"

Thanks to that, not only had the Bohemian people's hostility toward Maria significantly decreased, but the conscripted soldiers had also lost their reason to risk their lives in battle.

So rather than die fighting, deserting soldiers were fleeing in droves, and army morale had already hit rock bottom.

He had relaxed all possible restrictions to prevent everyone from going mad under wartime controls, but the fallen morale showed no signs of improving.

But what infuriated Matthias most was something else entirely.

"The Duke of Cologne, that damned Duke of Cologne—how many troops has he brought? How is it possible that no one knows?"

The fact that despite Martin's raids causing his army's morale to plummet daily, they couldn't even capture him or determine how many troops he had brought—this was what made his anger explode.

At those words, the Marquis of Hanover, representing the noble faction, reluctantly stepped forward to take the heat.

"I apologize, Your Highness. It's truly regrettable, but what's done is done. Please calm your anger. Now we must focus only on the remaining war and concentrate on winning."

Hearing this, Matthias was able to collect himself and calm his anger.

Or rather, he had to forcibly suppress his anger to somehow survive this situation and secure victory.

He cleared his throat and changed the subject.

"I've shown an unseemly side of myself. I apologize. But don't you find it strange how they keep ambushing us while retreating? It seems like a trap. What do you think?"

The Marquis of Hanover sighed before answering.

"Anyone can see it's a trap. But our forces have no choice but to take the bait."

Any person with proper sense, or even animals without intelligence, would detect danger when something looked like a trap and avoid it.

Matthias couldn't understand why they had to walk into what was clearly a trap.

*Has the Marquis finally lost his mind?*

However, since the Marquis was the highest-ranking noble, he couldn't rashly criticize him, so he decided to wait for his next words.

"Because our troops' morale is too low. We may know it's a trap, but don't the common soldiers and lower knights remain unaware of the current situation?"

As he said, Matthias's lower knights and soldiers didn't understand the complex circumstances.

All they knew was that their forces were constantly being ambushed by the enemy and suffering heavy casualties, and that they had been dragged into a war they had no reason to fight, putting their lives at risk.

In this situation, if he told the soldiers that the enemy's retreat was a trap and they shouldn't take the bait?

"Though we're at a slight disadvantage, we can certainly win this war, but common soldiers don't understand such complexities. If I say I'm postponing the battle, they'll think we have no chance of winning and that's why I'm avoiding combat."

Due to the already low morale, Matthias's army was losing over 100-150 deserters every day.

If morale dropped further and the number of deserters increased?

The army would undoubtedly collapse without even putting up a fight.

"So we have no choice but to walk into the trap, even knowing it's there. Still, we should avoid particularly unfavorable locations like ravines."

Ravines and narrow mountain paths were environments where they could be one-sidedly defeated—places of certain failure.

"Let's do that. And I'll increase the number of scouts as much as possible."
"...Tell the soldiers that the enemy is retreating because they fear us. That's better than telling them we're walking into a trap."

**

Meanwhile, Maria was patrolling the plains that would become the battlefield with her soldiers.

Everywhere, soldiers were working diligently.

In one place they were cutting down trees, in another they were busily making stakes, and in yet another they were weaving and erecting wooden fences.

"I thought I was going to die just getting here, and now we're doing construction work? What is this?"
"But won't this hard work lower our chances of dying, sir?"
"That's true. If they'd ordered us to do some nonsensical task, I'd have stabbed our knight in the neck first."

They had no idea Maria was listening to this conversation.

So they continued to speak honestly.

"Aren't you going to vent your frustrations on the First Princess?"

Hearing this, a senior-looking soldier among the workers sighed at his subordinate.

"But Her Highness understands our hardships and gives us a free mug of beer every day, doesn't she? Last week we even got a chicken each. How grateful should we be? And here you are talking nonsense with that loose mouth of yours."

The chicken and beer were gifts Maria had thought of after hearing Martin's stories about how precious a piece of meat or a mug of beer had been during his days as a low-ranking mercenary.

Seeing how pleased the soldiers were with these gifts made Maria happy.

*Since it's the eve of battle, should I spend my money to give them each another chicken today?*

Since the situation would become very difficult if they didn't win in the single decisive battle tomorrow, Maria could make this decision without much difficulty.

Just then, Marquis Schweik approached Maria and said:

"The soldiers certainly talk a lot of nonsense. Even as a joke, saying they'd stab their superior officer and nobleman... And they don't even properly greet Your Highness despite you being so close by..."

Maria smiled at his words.

"As a noble, or rather, a future emperor, I can laugh off such talk. Besides, why should I interrupt their work just because I arrived?"
"But as emperor, you should always maintain dignity..."
"Aren't they just not seeing me because they're focused on their work? What crime is that when they're not even on guard duty? And isn't what they're saying rather endearing?"

In the past, Maria would have gathered all the nobles and soldiers when inspecting the camp and personally given them words of encouragement.

During that process, soldiers would have grumbled about the hardship, then been moved by the princess's encouragement, in a repeating pattern...

*Martin said it, didn't he? That when I make an appearance to encourage the soldiers at any time, they actually suffer more because of it.*

"Being unnecessarily dignified can actually diminish an emperor's authority. That's what Martin said."

Hearing this, Schweik sighed.

"Martin, Martin, always Martin at the end of every sentence. How much do you like him?"

Such an impertinent remark would be unimaginable from any other subject, but these two had a deep friendship since Maria was very young—a relationship like that of an uncle and niece—which made such teasing possible.

"This is my first time in love, so I'm not sure. But I do know that without him, life would truly become hateful and unbearable."
"...I wish I had married my wife with that kind of relationship."
"I know I'm fortunate. By the way, do you really think the enemy will come here as Martin predicted?"

Marquis Schweik stated with certainty:

"They have no choice but to come. Otherwise, their morale will hit rock bottom and their army will self-destruct."

Maria smiled at his words.

"I hope that happens. Then I could raise his title to at least Count..."

She didn't finish her sentence, but her meaning was obvious.

*She would propose to Martin once he became a Count.*

Normally it should be the other way around, but if a man with multiple wives proposed to her, it would become a problem of disrespecting the emperor, and Martin's head might roll...

But if Maria proposed, Martin would be in no position to refuse and would have no choice but to marry her.

"And I should encourage the soldiers. I'll just give them a few words of encouragement and leave immediately. Oh, and keep my movements absolutely confidential. If word spreads that I'm coming, nobles will make soldiers do unnecessary work just because of my visit."

Hearing this, Schweik thought:

Thanks to that damned Martin, the princess has come to properly understand the perspective of the common people, which is a good thing.

*Moreover, Her Highness's love has already passed the point of no return...*

"And don't follow me. If you come along in that precious-looking armor, everyone will recognize you as someone important and be on guard."

So Maria toured the units, encouraging the soldiers while minimizing any inconvenience to them...

As time passed, Matthias and Maria finally faced each other, each leading their great armies.
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No matter what, if the results are good, even the hardships along the way become worthwhile.

Even those experiences of dipping hard biscuits into tasteless gruel during my days as a lowly Mercenary have now been beautified into pleasant old memories.

Even those moments when I nearly died countless times now seem like necessary trials I had to endure to become stronger.

As I was reminiscing about the past during this brief moment of respite, someone tapped me on the shoulder from behind.

"My goodness, Count Koln, what thoughts are you enjoying so much by yourself? Won't you share them with this humble Baron?"

When I turned around, Dalten was grinning at me.

That man Dalten is nearly in his fifties, yet somehow his smile remains exactly the same as when I first met him. Even though aging slows down once you become an Expert, you'd think something about his appearance would have changed by now.

"I was just reminiscing about the old days while looking at what we've accomplished, Captain Dalten."

I pointed toward the enemy troops visible in the distance.

To ordinary people, they might just look like a mass of gathered soldiers, but to my eyes, sharpened by years of experience, the scene was crystal clear.

The spearmen were holding their weapons limply, clearly showing they had no desire to fight anymore, their shoulders completely slumped.

It was quite a sight to see their commanders unable to even attempt to reprimand them for such a display.

It was a complete mess, or rather, already beyond that.

Dalten snickered.

"Those bastards have completely lost their nerve. But why does looking at them remind you of the old days?"
"It reminded me of when I first fought with a spear under your command, Captain. When we fought against that Schmitz fellow or whatever his name was. Our mercenary company wasn't such a mess back then."

Of the comrades who fought alongside me back then, only Karin remains by my side, along with Dalten who was our captain at the time, and Deputy Commander Heintz...

All together, there might be about 30 of us left.

We should gather for drinks sometime, just us men.

But thinking about this suddenly makes me feel like an old man who's lived a long life.

*Am I getting old?*

Dalten slapped my back just like he used to do.

In the past, a slap like that would have made my whole body scream in pain, but now I barely felt anything.

"Of course. Back then, neither our side nor the enemy had any fools. But look over there—that Matthias or whatever his name is, he's a complete idiot. How could he fail to counter our surprise attacks three times in a row?"
"Still, he's smarter than Lord Otto."
"Ah, that crazy bastard whose brain was in his lower half! But there's someone even dumber than him. Ah, there's Baron Pappenheim, the former lord of my territory. That man's head worked in such an incredibly stupid way."

He was the kind of person who would suggest taking obvious bait, or attacking a fortress defended by 250 men with only 500 of our own.

That bastard who tried to steal others' achievements whenever he could, and then treated me poorly while pretending to be generous when he saw I was competent, asking me to serve under him.

I really don't want to remember him again.

Ah, once we win this war safely, I'll need to release some of this tension built up in my body.

*My side is starting to feel cold.*

Dalten sighed, then grinned and pointed at the enemy troops ahead.

"So what do you want to do? Should we give those bastards one last hard hit?"

As much as I'd like to launch a surprise attack right now, even they have eyes and ears on their heads and can learn...

If we attack them while they're forming their battle lines, we'll definitely be stopped.

Being stopped during a surprise attack means not just my death, but the death of everyone under my command.

"It would be like hitting a rock with an egg. Are you crazy? Besides, we need to return to our respective units before the real battle begins. We can't expect them to fight without their commanders."

For this surprise attack, both Dalten and I had brought all our elite troops.

And when I say elite, I mean people who are truly skilled in the army, which naturally includes me and the commanders under me.

"Don't get too greedy, Captain, or you'll burst."

Hearing this, Dalten immediately turned his horse in the opposite direction.

"I can't leave my men to fight alone. I'm heading back."

Before I could even say "see you alive," Dalten had already galloped off toward his unit.

"Well, that's rather cold between us."

But then again, there's a superstition that wishing someone well before battle actually brings bad luck.

If we win this war and both Dalten and I survive, we'll meet again.

I spurred my horse and began riding toward the banner of House Koln visible in the distance.

"Let's hurry back to our unit. I know you've been through hell carrying out these surprise attacks, but endure the hardship with grit!"

Despite my words, we had rested for half a day after completing the last surprise attack.

Everyone might be a bit tired, but not so exhausted that they can't hold their swords.

Besides, everyone under my command has survived battles far more intense and brutal than this, so they'll manage well.

One of them asked in a playful voice:

"My lord, will there be generous rewards for us?"
"Rewards? That's not for me to give."

In truth, I had accumulated enough money and goods to reward them generously.

When everyone's mood suddenly dampened at my cold response:

"We'll have to perform so well that Lady Maria can't help but reward us. Don't you know her hands are much more generous than mine? What kind of man has such a small heart, right, Otto?"

If we return victorious from this battle, massive rewards await us.

We've lowered the enemy's morale through preliminary operations, successfully executed three surprise attacks, and the battle plan itself was my design.

After hearing my words, Otto shouted loudly enough for everyone following us to hear:

"Did you all hear that? Our lord says we need to extract rewards directly from Lady Maria herself!"

Everyone giggled as if they found it amusing.

"Isn't that a bit much, my lord?"
"Ha, it seems it's time for me to give my all. Otherwise, I'll return home with an empty wallet."
"I need to fight like a dog if I don't want a beating from my wife."

With that, we galloped back to rejoin our main force.

**

When I returned, Ox, the most senior knight of our house who had remained with the main force, came out to greet us.

"Loyalty, sir! All is well!"

If we were farther from enemy lines, I would have responded with a joke to encourage him.

But right now, though neither side is directly attacking, both armies have formed their battle lines.

The enemy is just a kilometer away, with both sides in combat formation.

*This is no time for jokes.*

"Good work, Ox."
"Not at all, my lord. In preparation for your return, I ordered the soldiers to form a defensive formation."

I had already seen that on my way here.

Unlike Matthias's soldiers who looked like they were about to die, our men all had life in their eyes and moved confidently, which was good to see.

"The soldiers' morale seems high. I suppose you used the treasury funds to feed them well. Well done."

Ox shook his head at my words.

"Actually, Lady Maria ordered last night that the soldiers must be well-fed, commanding that each soldier be given a whole chicken. She said to bill all expenses to her..."

I had occasionally told Maria stories from my mercenary days, including how grateful we were when a high-ranking person provided meat before battle.

She remembered and made the significant decision to distribute chicken to over 100,000 soldiers.

Indeed, she's worlds apart from that Otto bastard I served before, whose only talent was groping women.

*Leaving Otto was one of the best decisions of my life.*

At that moment, unit flags rose to signal that those who had joined me in the surprise attack had returned to their respective units.

"Looks like everything is ready now. Good job, Ox."
"Thank you, sir."

Not long after, the magnificent sound of trumpets ordering the entire army to charge echoed across the battlefield.

The final battle of the civil war had officially begun.

"We will return victorious, no matter what."
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With the sound of trumpets, Maria's army began to advance in unison.

Our soldiers, well-fed if not exactly imposing, marched forward with reasonable vigor, taking one step, then another toward the enemy.

The commanders shouted loudly to boost the troops' morale.

"Kill those bastards and this damned war will finally be over!"

With bad luck, even if we managed to kill Matthias and end the civil war, we might still face evil attackers from outside, forcing us into an exhausting defensive battle.

But there's no need to consider such distant futures while fighting now.

After all, if we lose this battle, whether the civil war ends or not, my family, retainers, and I will all either lose our heads or end up on the streets.

*I'll win by any means necessary.*

With that determination, I advanced step by step alongside the soldiers until the enemy troops came into view.

I'd seen them when returning from our surprise attack, but those bastards all looked like they were about to die.

Their faces were hollow, likely from days without proper sleep, and instead of maintaining a tight formation with synchronized movements, they were staggering about...

*Wow, all that havoc we wreaked really paid off!*

Dalten probably thinks the same, right?

"Everyone keep your heads down! Anyone who raises their head, I'll personally smash it!"
"Don't even think about watching for arrows, you can't dodge them anyway!"
"If you want to live, follow orders!"

As those commands were given, arrows flew from our side with a whooshing sound.

Soon after, the mages behind us began launching spells that arced toward the enemy lines.

The enemy side similarly unleashed a barrage of arrows and spells in our direction.

Throughout our ranks, soldiers hit by spells and arrows let out death cries.

"Aaaaargh! Shit!"
"My leg! Aaaaargh!"

Those who screamed either died immediately or collapsed with severe injuries.

We continued forward without hesitation, stepping over them as we'd been trained. Or rather, we had no choice but to advance.

We had to cross over our comrades' bodies to kill those evil enemies ahead if we wanted to achieve victory.

Only by winning could we protect the families of those dying soldiers, as well as our own lives and families.

"Keep advancing! This is the final battle!"

We continued forward under the enemy's barrage of arrows and spells without breaking formation, but the enemies rushing toward us were in complete disarray.

When in formation, you're supposed to keep advancing regardless of whether your comrades die or not...

Looking toward their side, I could see idiots standing still at "spots where their comrades had died."

And it wasn't just one or two—in some cases, entire platoons had stopped moving.

"I don't want to die... save me."
"Damn it, send me home... we don't care about promotions or anything anymore."
"Aaaaargh, Riel!"

If you want to go home, either desert when you get the chance or fight like hell to survive and return—that's the most realistic approach.

If you stop because of dying soldiers, you'll either get stabbed by the rear guard or...

"Aaaaargh! My eye!"

...end up like that idiot soldier who just got hit by an arrow—everyone will die from arrows and spells.

*War hates those who stand still the most.*

When the distance between the two forces narrowed to about 20 meters, the barrage of arrows and spells from both sides suddenly stopped.

Both armies halted as if by mutual agreement.

"Lower spears!"

We adjusted our spears from their vertical 90-degree position to a 30-degree angle, perfect for piercing enemy throats.

Not that aiming like this guarantees hitting the throat...

With long spears, what matters is landing one good strike out of a hundred attempts, not using them as one-hit killing techniques.

"Form square formations!"

With that command, our soldiers formed up much faster than the enemy troops.

Is this the difference morale makes?

Either way, it's good—what matters is pushing the enemy before they can fully establish their damned formation.

There's a huge difference between facing an enemy before and after they've formed up.

*Like the difference between ramming soft cheese versus a stone wall, I suppose?*

So I ordered while marching in step with the soldiers:

"Charge as fast as possible while maintaining formation! Don't give those idiots time to gather their wits!"

Other friendly units were issuing similar orders.

"Before they form up! We must attack before then!"
"We need to strike faster!"
"If you want to return alive, you must be faster than them!"

The battle was proceeding so favorably for our side that I wondered if it could really be this easy, even considering how we'd lowered the enemy's morale.

*Could this be a trap?*

The thought crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

Becoming overly cautious without clear evidence would only endanger our troops.

So for now, I needed to focus on defeating the enemies right in front of us.

"Charge!"

Our Cologne Barony soldiers charged toward the enemy lines with spears raised.

The enemy hurriedly tried to form up, but...

"Spears! Aim your spears! Point them forward, you idiots!"

There's a saying that when people are in a hurry, they should slow down—but ignoring this wisdom and rushing even more...

Their already tangled formation became even more chaotic.

Spear shafts that should have been pointed straight ahead suddenly went upward without any action on our part.

"Huh? Oh, shit? Aaaaargh!"

I even saw idiots hitting their own comrades with spear shafts.

"Damn it, why are you hitting my face!"

The enemy troops, displaying incompetence that would be unimaginable under normal circumstances, quickly became human skewers.

"Argh!"
"Shit, retreat! Retreat!!"
"Fall back, ack!"

Among the dying soldiers, the veterans suggested what was probably the best course of action, but...

Before I could give instructions, the men who had been with me since my mercenary days issued additional orders.

"They can't get their wits about them! Now's the time! Pull out your spears and stab again!"
"The more we kill, the better our chances of survival!"
"If you don't want to die, use every ounce of strength you have!"

In any endeavor, when momentum is on your side, you should push as hard as possible to make the next phase easier.

In war, when your troops have the upper hand, pouring all your strength into beating the enemy is the most effective and straightforward approach.

Now it was time for me to draw my sword and plunge into the enemy ranks.

As always, those in my path were cut in two, their bodies scattered as they met their deaths.

The standard-bearer following me shouted loudly:

"Baron Cologne himself is going to take Matthias's head! Only fools with a death wish would block his path!"

No real idiot would actually clear the way because of such words.

If they did, they'd be killed by their own officers behind them.

But such declarations are made because nothing is more terrifying to hear on the battlefield.

Proving this, the enemy soldiers' faces turned deathly pale.

"Monster! A monster, an Expert!"
"Why is a baron fighting like this?"
"Help me, oh Deus!"

Paralyzed with fear, they couldn't even offer minimal resistance as they were cut down.

After cutting through dozens of them, I spotted a large flag in the distance.

"Protect Baron Schnier! Protect him!!"

But only the baron's knights gathered there, while the regular soldiers seemed too intimidated to approach quickly.

I kicked them aside and cut them down with my sword as I continued to advance.

Finally, the baron himself drew his sword against me.

"You piece of shit who raped your own lord!"

What? I only kissed her, why is this bastard saying such things?

I don't need more nasty rumors spreading.

"You son of a bitch, even your words are filthy!"

I cut his throat to stop him from speaking further.

"I, Martin von Cologne, have taken Baron Schnier's head!"

After that boastful announcement, my troops and I charged toward the enemy lines with even greater momentum.

*If things continue like this, everything will work out well.*

Just as I felt that reassurance, a thought occurred to me:

Whenever things seem to be going perfectly, something always goes wrong, doesn't it?

And thinking about it... what was the terrain here like again?

A vast plain with forests around the edges.

Of course, we'd placed scouts near the forests, so we'd quickly notice if a large enemy force approached, but...

*Right now, our forces are focused entirely on the front, riding our momentum, aren't they?*

"The rear is in danger! Hilde, Lucia, Karin! We're heading to the rear now! The remaining troops will temporarily be under Otto's command! Let's go!"

With that, I immediately started running toward the rear.
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Count Apo, under the command of the third prince Matthias, was leading thousands of elite troops through a detour in the forest.

"Surely the enemy hasn't spotted us?"

A knight wearing orichalcum armor replied, "Count Apo, you worry too much."

It was unacceptable for a mere knight to address a count without proper honorifics, but Apo paid no mind to this rudeness. After all, the man before him, though not a noble with territory, was Swordmaster Richen who served under Matthias.

"Lord Richen, but..."

Swordmaster Richen replied calmly, "We should be careful not to be discovered. But even if we are, we cannot stop. His Highness has personally volunteered to risk his life as bait."

As Richen said, Matthias had been suffering from the hit-and-run attacks of Viscount Koln for days. Because of this, army morale had plummeted beyond rock bottom to hell itself, and the soldiers had lost both the will and strength to fight.

Since a direct confrontation would obviously lead to defeat...

Matthias had argued, 'If our forces are defeated here, we'll all lose our heads anyway. So I will be the bait, and while the enemy is off guard, lead the strike force to behead Maria.'

The nobles who heard this knew it was their only option and agreed to follow Matthias's plan.

Count Apo naturally found the fate of Matthias's army resting on his shoulders.

'If I fail, we all die.'

But if he succeeded, he would surely be elevated from count to at least marquis, and be granted vast territories and immense wealth.

"You're right. Your words are true. This is no time to worry about success or failure. Such needless concerns could lead to the annihilation of our forces."

Count Apo and Richen could hear the screams and death throes of their dying comrades.

"Aaaagh, save me!"
"We're finished!"
"Your Highness, please escape!"

The members of the strike force gritted their teeth as they heard these sounds.

Despite being on a mission, hearing their fellow soldiers suffering made them acutely aware of their dire situation.

"Damn it, that Viscount Koln bastard deserves to be sliced thin like salami..."
"Because of that son of a bitch, my family's soldiers..."

Some knights clenched their fists so hard that their nails dug into their palms, drawing blood.

Now they could hear the cheers of Princess Maria's soldiers.

"Behead Matthias!"
"We've won this war!"
"Hail Deus! Hail Princess Maria!"

Each time they heard these shouts, they felt like they would go mad with rage.

If their side lost, they would lose everything.

Of course, there were serfs among them who didn't care who won, but they had been promised enormous rewards and life-changing opportunities if they were victorious in this battle... so at this moment, they were all of one mind.

'We will behead that woman Maria.'

And their wish seemed to be coming true, as Maria and the nobles of the first princess faction failed to notice the strike force moving alongside them...

As Count Apo, having almost completely emerged from the forest, inwardly cheered.

'That woman with big breasts but nothing in her head.'

The enemy had left only a minimal number of soldiers guarding Maria.

About 6,000 in total.

Slightly more than the strike force, but with Swordmaster Richen on their side, they had a good chance of victory.

"Lord Richen. It seems Deus is watching over us."

Even the taciturn Richen nodded at these words.

"It seems even God wishes for that woman Maria to die."

And when all forces had emerged from the forest, Count Apo shouted loudly.

"Deus has granted us permission to behead that woman Maria. If you take her head, you will be the greatest contributors to this civil war, and even the lowest soldier will have his fortune made!"

At this, everyone cheered loudly.

"Hail Deus! Kill the worthless whore!"
"Long live Prince Matthias!"

Count Apo shouted in a short, powerful voice.

"Whoever takes her head will be personally appointed by His Highness as an imperial guard knight! Fight without fear of death!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the ambush force sounded their trumpets in unison.

When the deep, majestic trumpet sound came from the nearby forest, the soldiers guarding Maria were greatly disturbed.

The mages and archers of Count Apo's strike force attacked the confused enemy soldiers, punching a hole through their lines and charging relentlessly toward Maria.

"Enemy! Where is the enemy?"
"The enemy has appeared!"
"Protect Her Highness! Argh, damn it!"

Even though Maria had been careless, the soldiers protecting her were all elites, so despite being suddenly ambushed, they didn't flee or fail in their duties.

However, the nobles and knights in Maria's main camp began to panic and speak incoherently.

"Your Highness, what should we do? If this continues, we'll all die!"
"If Your Highness falls, all is lost."

What they said was true.

If Maria died here, regardless of who fought better, their side would be defeated.

"We must call back the army to protect Your Highness!"

This advice was correct, but following it would raise the morale of the losing enemy and lower the morale of their winning soldiers.

If that happened, the tide of war would inevitably turn in Matthias's favor...

"We still have Marquis Schweik's reserve force of 2,000. Call them to protect the main camp. Hold out until then. The enemy surprise attack force cannot be large."

As she said, the number of those attacking Maria was only about 4,000, but...

Under Count Apo's command were many elite knights and Swordmaster Richen, a god of close combat.

Holding his sword and emitting lightning, he broke through soldiers and knights as if drilling through soft earth.

With each swing of his sword, he cut down one to three soldiers and knights.

"Behead Maria! I, Richen, captain of the guard, will lead the way!"

Richen continued to cut down countless soldiers as he pushed forward, and the advisors remaining with Maria kept saying:

"You must flee! We cannot defeat a Swordmaster!"
"Our own Swordmaster, Lord Bauer, has gone to behead Matthias!"
"If Your Highness falls, we are finished!"

But Maria instinctively knew.

The moment she fled and the main camp was abandoned, this war would surely lead to their defeat.

Then she would inevitably be beheaded on the execution platform, and even her beloved Martin, who had risked his life to save her from assassination, would die.

'Even if I die here...'

Having made her decision, Maria stood up and took her sword.

Her swordsmanship was only slightly better than that of serfs, so she would not be much help, but...

The meaning of this action was clear.

"The fate of the empire will be decided here and now! As the future emperor, I will fight to the death here, but I will never flee! Take up your weapons and fight with determination!"

At these words, the advisors who had not expected to participate directly in battle reluctantly took up swords.

"Long live the Rheinpfalz Empire!"
"Long live Princess Maria!"

As news of Maria's direct participation spread, the soldiers began to fight more fiercely to stop Count Apo's strike force...

"The crazy woman is having a fit before she dies! Show no mercy! Kill her!"

The strike force charged more vigorously toward Maria's position.

When even the advisors began fighting with swords...

Unexpectedly, Viscount Koln and his small elite unit appeared where Maria was.

"I will protect Your Highness!"

Seeing this, Richen, thinking he needed to kill Maria as quickly as possible, swung his sword faster while simultaneously exploding his Aura with all his might.

Silver lightning erupted from his entire body, electrocuting both allies and enemies around him, turning them into black charcoal.

Truly, the terrifying power of a Swordmaster.

'I must kill that woman by any means necessary.'

Either she dies, or he dies.

With this desperate resolve, he swung his sword fiercely.

Each time his sword swung, soldiers or knights directly in front of him were torn apart or blown away by the sonic boom, the shockwave that occurs when exceeding the speed of sound.

"Aaaagh!"

Some of the imperial guards were so terrified they couldn't move.

As the distance between him and Maria grew shorter, and he was about to reach and kill her, he saw Maria trying to resist with a sword despite her lack of skill.

'She has better qualities to be emperor than my lord.'

But that didn't stop his sword.

Richen's sword swung mercilessly.

And at that moment, Martin, who had somehow reached Maria's side, blocked the sword.

"Don't touch Her Highness! You bastard!"
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The man in orichalcum armor standing before me momentarily withdrew his sword.

"Oh, so you're that Viscount of Cologne? I've heard many rumors about you—they say you're the bastard who seduced his own lord."

Looking at the big picture, that wasn't entirely wrong.

After all, Maria and I would be getting married once this civil war ended.

However, I had never directly said this to Dalten or anyone else.

*The kind of guy who talks like this always seems to die first.*

As a veteran Mercenary and lord, I don't want to die because of this immutable law.

Besides, if I acknowledged his mocking words, I'd become the villain in everyone's eyes, and our already precarious military situation—maintained only by morale—would worsen.

So, even if it made me look petty, I showed him my middle finger to express just how much his words annoyed me.

"Go eat shit. I'd rather believe in the gods of heretics than listen to such nonsense."
"Having a mouth seems to have blessed you with an abundance of bullshit."
"If you feel wronged, then cut off my head and take it. You tin-can moron."

Though I spoke boldly, I was actually terrified.

My whole body was trembling, and cold sweat poured from every inch of my skin.

That incredible spirit, the insane strength and agility that could launch a slash breaking the sound barrier.

And on top of that, he possessed an Aura Blade that could cut through solid stone as if it were ice cream.

*I never said it out loud, but aren't I basically a knight risking his life to save the woman he loves?*

Still, there are times when a man must take up his sword to protect the woman he loves and his family, even knowing he might die.

I gripped my sword firmly with both hands and steeled myself to face him.

"My name is Richen von Horti. I am the captain of Prince Matthias III's royal guard and a Sword Master. I will cut you down here and kill that abominable woman."

Richen immediately raised his sword and brought it down directly toward my head.

Though it was just the motion of swinging a sword, the power and force behind it reminded me of thunder and lightning.

White electricity formed around the sword, striking me like lightning, and the shock wave from breaking the sound barrier sounded like thunder.

When I blocked that attack, every bone and joint in my body began to scream.

"Aaaaargh!"

Just one exchange, blocking a single attack, and this was the result.

Is this the difference between an Expert-class and a Sword Master? Is this the wall that exists between us?

*How am I supposed to win against this?*

For a moment, I wanted to give up completely.

But Maria was watching from behind me.

I had to counter the next attack by any means necessary.

"You bastard!"
"Die, Cologne!"

I reinforced my bones that felt like they might shatter and my joints that could dislocate at any moment with as much Aura as possible.

Normally, using this much Aura would strengthen my body enough to punch through logs.

But now, my body felt as weak as a thin wooden stick.

With each exchange, each blocked attack, my entire body felt like it would break.

No, I wouldn't be surprised to hear a "crack" as something broke at any moment.

*There's no time to think about anything else.*

So for the first time while fighting, I prayed to God.

I asked for just one moment, just a little longer to hold on.

"Think you'll win?!"

My opponent was a monster who could carve marble statues with just one finger wrapped in an Aura Blade.

Managing my stamina was a luxury I couldn't afford.

I had to endure with all my might, determined to buy even one more moment of time.

When I say "endure," it might sound like I'm giving up, but I have no intention of surrendering.

I need to endure even one more second to look for an opening in his defense.

*Yes, like this, damn it!*

Aiming for a 0.1-second gap, I hooked my foot behind Richen's knee.

I shouted like a prayer to God.

"Fall, damn it!"

But Richen only faltered briefly—his sword wavered and struck elsewhere, but he didn't fall.

Still, that strike momentarily confused him.

"Young one, not bad."

After saying that, Richen began swinging his sword even faster.

Due to the overwhelming difference in skill that had existed between us from the start, I began to be pushed back.

My body grew increasingly heavy, and I didn't have the energy to move even a finger.

*This is beyond what willpower can overcome...*

But I couldn't collapse here.

Everyone was fighting to the death, and if I fell and died here, the outcome of this battle was obvious.

*Our side would lose.*

Because the center of this war, no matter what anyone says, is that guy Richen and me.

The moment one of us falls, the battle will be decided.

Like a dam bursting, everything would be determined.

And at that moment, Maria called for victory from behind me.

"Viscount Cologne, no, Martin! Don't die for me!"

Even in this chaotic battlefield, in this desperate moment fighting for our lives, Maria's heartfelt words reached my ears.

And though there was no strength left in my body, I somehow gripped my sword tightly.

If I died here, Maria would certainly be executed.

Just like Otto had done, her head would be severed by the executioner's axe.

The mere thought made my teeth grind involuntarily.

"Urgh..."

Maria, being a princess, might only face that fate, but Karin, Hilde, and Lucia, though married, were beautiful enough to be famous throughout the empire.

They would be raped by the trash soldiers who couldn't resist young women.

Or they would become sex slaves to those high-ranking officials.

*Normally, nobles' families aren't treated that way, but... those three participated in battle.*

If I died here, at least I wouldn't have to witness such a tragedy.

But just imagining such a disaster made it impossible for me to die.

"Damn it, you think I'll die?!"

I deflected Richen's sword as it flew toward my neck.

"You're worse than a dog!"

I succeeded in parrying the sword of a Sword Master, but I wasn't particularly happy about it.

After all, I had only managed to counter a single strike.

I had to win this battle by any means necessary.

Only then could I fulfill my promise to make Karin a countess someday, and reach the destination of my dreams that I had promised to show her.

With that determination, I swung my sword.

Perhaps it was the weight of my life, the weight of the years spent with Karin?

The heaviness of my sword felt a bit stronger than before.

"Not bad! Young one!"

This time, Richen thrust at my neck with wind-like speed.

I turned my body to avoid it and kicked his side.

"Die!"

Richen's body moved slightly.

Seeing that, I thought of Lucia.

When we first met, she couldn't properly use magic and was almost ostracized by the others.

But through constant effort, she became a magician recognized by everyone.

She must have overcome seemingly impossible obstacles many times, just like me.

*As it's always been, there's no tree that won't fall after being struck a hundred times.*

And with that, I was able to land my first, albeit weak, hit on him.

"Bastard, growing stronger during a fight?"

Here, it's extremely common for people to grow stronger while fighting, not just protagonists.

"What's wrong with that?"
"Die!"

Seeing me grow stronger, Richen now used a technique.

With incredible speed, he created the illusion of slashes coming at me from both sides simultaneously.

*In this case, go inside rather than away.*

I smashed the bottom of his helmet with my own.

"Kuk."

Richen took a step back.

"I commend your courage for not retreating, but die!"

Richen swung his sword with such tremendous speed that his arm was barely visible.

The power was so great that even soldiers standing nearby were sent flying.

"Aaaah, damn it!"
"We're flying! Kuhek!"

It was a strike difficult to withstand with my current strength, but...

When I had worked to earn Hilde's loyalty before, and even now as I strived to be a lord worthy of her respect...

I couldn't give up in the face of such an attack.

I had to overcome this wall before me.

"Aaaaargh!"

With a battle cry, I swung my sword toward where I predicted his blade would pass.

Then, a blue Aura shell formed around my sword.

There was no time to wonder what this was.

"Die!"
"Damn it!"

Our swords met with an enormous shock wave.

*Have I overcome the wall?*
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As if to prove that thought correct, I was still standing firm after blocking Richen's sword strike with all his might.

My legs were trembling slightly from the accumulated fatigue and impact, and every bone, muscle, and joint in my body ached, but...

"This is manageable."

Now that I had reached the level of Aura Master, this battle had transformed from one where I needed to endure and look for openings...

Into a fight where I could face him as an equal with a real chance of winning.

So even though our forces were in a dire situation, I could see a definite hope. If I could cut down that damned Richen and boost our morale, his cursed death squad would be crushed in an instant, and our forces would achieve complete victory.

*We've won.*

Meanwhile, the sword of Richen, who was crossing blades with me, was trembling.

"F-fuck. An awakening?!"

Of course, even though we were now at the same level, the battle wouldn't immediately tilt in my favor.

But even a Sword Master would find it difficult to maintain composure when faced with something completely unexpected.

Serves you right, you bastard.

Now it's time for a proper counterattack.

I deflected Richen's sword, stepped back, and took a new stance.

It was a stance far from orthodox, specialized for upward slashing attacks.

Richen mocked me when he saw this stance.

"Did reaching a new level make you crazy?"
"You won't know until you try."

As my sword was enveloped in a blue Aura Blade, I swung it from the lower right toward his waist.

"I can see that coming!"

Richen took a stance to block that attack, but...

*This is a trick I learned as a Mercenary! Bastard, eat this!*

I forcibly changed the trajectory of my sword aimed at his waist and tried to slash at his armpit instead.

Faced with this unexpected change in trajectory, Richen's stance was greatly disrupted, and he also had to forcibly adjust his sword's path to block mine.

A sound of dismay escaped from his mouth.

"Damn, shi..."

It's regrettable I couldn't kill him with the first strike, but at least I'd disrupted his stance, so I couldn't miss this opportunity.

I swung my right foot hard against his left shin with full force.

Richen's body, already off-balance, was lifted into the air from the shin attack and spun half a turn in midair.

In that position, with his head falling toward the ground first, if he were an ordinary person, his neck would break and he'd die instantly...

But since he was a Master, he wouldn't die from just this.

*Unless he was falling from a cliff.*

Thinking I needed a decisive blow, I thrust my sword at the back of his neck.

However, Richen somehow managed to bend his neck as much as possible while in midair, avoiding my blade and thus escaping a fatal wound.

But he couldn't avoid it completely, so blood began to spurt from the back of his neck.

My sword was stained with his blood.

Just one hit—I had finally landed my first effective strike.

But failing to kill him was still a failure, so I naturally clicked my tongue.

"Tsk, couldn't kill him."

Still, cheers began to erupt among the soldiers.

"Long live Count Köln!"
"My lord, please win!"
"Win! Aaaah!"

Richen, who had rolled once after hitting the ground, stood up and took a peculiar stance, pointing his sword at me.

The tip of his sword was aimed at my solar plexus, while his waist was bent in an awkward posture.

*If he weren't a Sword Master, I'd think he'd lost his mind.*

"Die!"

I clearly expected a thrust aimed at my solar plexus, but the attack that came was not a thrust but a sharp upward slash aimed at my chin from below.

"Ugh!"

To respond to such a sudden, unpredictable attack, I forcibly stopped my momentum by putting strength into my legs, then bent my body backward as far as possible, making my spine crack.

Otherwise, I would have been sliced from my chin up to my brain.

Still, I couldn't completely avoid his attack.

The bottom part of the helmet I was wearing was cleanly cut in half.

*Damn, that was close.*

But I found an opening as he attempted a new attack.

Now I could definitely kill that wretched bastard.

"Die, you dog!"

I gripped my sword in reverse and thrust it hard at the back of his neck again.

*Is he dead?*

Ah, whenever I have such doubts, they always survive...?

Fortunately, Richen's neck was properly pierced by my sword.

This would be 100% instant death unless the opponent was some kind of necromancer.

When I looked down, the sword in Richen's hand fell first, and shortly after, his body also fell to the ground with a thud.

Having his vocal cords pierced in one go, he met his death without making a sound.

*I won.*

With that thought, I wasted no time in raising my sword to behead Richen and held his head in my hand.

"Finally killed him."

Seeing this, the elite soldiers under Matthias and our allies who were nearby stopped fighting and stood with blank expressions, but since the news hadn't spread yet...

Those further back were still fighting hard, unaware of what had happened.

"Die! You rotten bastards!"
"You heretic scum!"
"Kill them all, don't leave a single one alive!"

To end this war, I spoke to a soldier behind me.

"Bring me a pike."

Hearing this, the soldier brought a pike, and I impaled Richen's head on its blade and raised it high.

I shouted with all my might, infusing my voice with Aura.

"I, Count Köln, have slain Richen, the captain of Matthias's royal guard and a Sword Master! Anyone who doesn't want to die, lay down your weapons and surrender immediately!"

At my shout, soldiers from both armies looked up at the pike I was holding.

Our soldiers stared blankly, wondering if it was really a Sword Master's head...

But from the enemy camp came wails that were close to lamentations.

"The Sword Master has fallen!"
"Lord Richen has been defeated! That's impossible, damn it!!"
"We're all dead now!"

Several enemy soldiers near me laid down their weapons and prostrated themselves as soon as our eyes met.

"Sp-spare us! We don't want to die."
"We surrender! We surrender!"
"What crime have people like us committed?"

There's no need to kill those who surrender.

After all, they'll all become Maria's subjects once the empire is unified, so I should spare them.

Instead, I enveloped my sword with an Aura Blade, the symbol of a Sword Master.

Seeing this, all the enemy soldiers around me froze in place.

"Only those who want to die should come at me."

Seeing this, the enemy soldiers and several knights around me laid down their swords and surrendered.

*Have they judged that they have no chance of winning?*

"Raise Lady Maria's banner high! Now we begin our full counterattack! Sound the trumpets!!"

With my command, the sound of trumpets signaling counterattack resounded magnificently from our camp.

Our troops' morale instantly boiled over like water coming to a boil.

"Long live Lady Maria!"
"Kill Matthias!"
"We've won! Victory is ours!"

At the same time, our soldiers gripped their weapons and charged toward the enemy camp.

With Richen, the core of the enemy army, gone, they began to die without properly counterattacking, just stammering in confusion.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Damn it, we're finished!"

I raised my sword and shouted.

"Long live Lady Maria! Victory to our lady!"

Then I plunged into the enemy camp and slaughtered those who had not yet surrendered.

One by one, they died screaming, and as I fully engaged, the enemies gradually began to retreat.

"Only those who want to die should come forward!"

When I bellowed, even the knights began to turn their backs and flee.

Knights fleeing before the enemy—truly a rare sight.

And at this moment, more good news was delivered to our forces.

"The main force led by Matthias is now being pushed back by Viscount Schweik! It's a great victory for our forces! The enemy is finished!"

The same news began to spread widely through other soldiers of our forces.

"They say Matthias is tucking his tail and running!"
"You may live like a dog, but you don't have to die like one! Surrender!"
"If you don't want to die following Matthias, throw down your weapons!"

Hearing this, those who realized there was no more hope began to lay down their weapons and surrender.

Like dominoes falling, there was no difference between soldiers, knights, or mages in the wave of surrender that had already begun.

"I surrender, please spare my life!"
"We didn't want to fight in the first place!"
"Aaaah, I surrender, damn it!"

As everyone began to surrender one after another, our soldiers took the surrendered ones and led them to the corner of the battlefield.

In the midst of this, there were also some impressive fellows who were openly fleeing...

"Don't chase after those who throw down their weapons and run. We don't have time for that."

If they want to live that badly, let them.

As numerous soldiers surrendered, eventually even the commander of this death squad raised both hands and surrendered.

"I am Count Vincent von Apo. I surrender."

With even a count surrendering, the entire death squad lost the will to resist, and the battle at the main camp was quickly concluded.

Just then, a knight came running with Matthias's banner.

"Viscount Schweik has captured Matthias! It's a great victory for our forces!!"

At those words, everyone let out a cheer in unison.

"Now it's really over!!"

Ch.297 - Maria's Confession (1)
"To the prosperity of the Cologne Viscounty and everyone's happiness, cheers!"

As I said this, the others seated around raised their glasses as well.

"Long live the Cologne Viscounty!"
"May we only walk on flower-strewn paths from now on!"
"Let only good things happen from now on!"

They gulped down their beer mugs, each filled with over 500ml, and emptied them completely.

In other noble houses, even when drinking beer, they would sip slowly to maintain dignity unless heavily intoxicated...

But among us, except for Hilde, no one had been trained in noble etiquette.

Which means none of us cared about such things.

Everyone grabbed lamb, pork, or chicken drumsticks in one hand while keeping their beer mugs firmly in the other, devouring everything at a terrifying pace like starving piglets.

*Good grief, looking at how these guys eat, no one would ever guess they're knights.*

"You guys never change. Elsewhere you clear your throats and act all noble, but put beer and meat in front of you and you're possessed by gluttony. Just look at yourselves."

Despite my words, I don't actually dislike seeing them like this.

It's nice that they've all kept their old ways even though their circumstances have changed.
It brings back memories.

Is that why I feel full just watching them?

*I wonder if other heads of households feel this way too?*

Lost in thought, I noticed Karin approaching with a bottle of wine.

Perhaps because the war was over, she deliberately brushed her chest against my arm in a position where others couldn't see.

It was just the fabric touching and a momentary sensation of her soft yet firm breasts, but...

I've learned that the most effective way to seduce a man is through these subtle gestures.

"Why are you trying to seduce me?"

Karin smiled playfully.

"Now that the war is over, surely we can slip away? Besides, I heard from Captain Dalten that at gatherings like this, it's better when the important people leave early."

In this era where food is scarce, everyone loves a feast when invited.

But it's always more comfortable to eat and chat freely without the higher-ups around.

She's certainly not wrong.

Karin held my gaze as she gently tugged at one of her shoulder straps.

It seemed like it might slip off, but stopped just short—driving me crazy...

"Lucia and Hilde are busy with the banquet, so let's slip away, just the two of us. The war is over, so shouldn't we start making children? For the prosperity of the Cologne Viscounty, of course."

While creating children for the family's sake makes sense, Karin's gaze suggests her personal desires come first, with family considerations a distant second.

Then she whispered in my ear like a love spell:

"My contraceptive magic expired today. I'll be the first to bear Martin's child."

Since no other nobles were expected to join us, I could probably leave with Karin now.

As she said, it's proper etiquette in any era for the highest-ranking person to leave a gathering first... so it should be fine, right?

"Shall we slip away then?"
"Let's go, Martin."

Just as we were about to leave, Lucia approached us.

"Sister, are you trying to sneak the Viscount away again?"

Karin averted her eyes at those words.

"Of course not, how could you think that?"

Lucia stared directly into Karin's eyes, her tail and fox ears standing straight up.

"Really?"
"I just came to pour Martin a congratulatory drink, right Martin?"

At gatherings like this once the alcohol starts flowing, everyone from Otto down there to the rest of them usually rushes over to pour me drinks.

Yet strangely, at this banquet, not a single person had approached me even after my toast.

Karin must have done something... but I'll pretend not to know.

"Thanks to you, I was spared drinking alone."

Lucia looked suspicious at my response.

Her fox ears twitched as she scrutinized me, but I decided to ignore it.

If I acknowledged her sulking, I'd have to work to appease her.

"By the way, Lucia, where's Hilde?"
"Hilde is over there having drinks with the other knights. I asked her to join us, but she said that as a knight, she needed to celebrate this honorable victory with her comrades... so..."

Lucia pointed to where Hilde was.

Over there, Hilde was completely dominating her surroundings.

"A knight shouldn't lose in battle or in drinking! Rigel! Bring a full bottle!"

The other knights cheered at her words.

"As expected, a knight is a knight regardless of gender! So impressive!"
"One more, one more!"
"How many liters of beer is that already?"

One fool was even praying while looking at Hilde.

"Lady Hilde, please drink it all in one go. I've bet money on it."

The man called Rigel brought an enormous bottle that must have held at least two liters, and Hilde grabbed it with one hand.

Then she started gulping it down.

"No, no! If you finish that, I'll lose the bet!"
"You should have bet more wisely!"

It's common for knights to bet on each other's drinking capacity or wager on their ability to finish large amounts of alcohol to demonstrate their courage.

But I never expected Hilde to participate in such activities.

*She's not even equipment.*

Shortly after, Hilde turned the bottle upside down and shook it above her head.

"Conquered."

After finishing her drink, Hilde left her seat and came over to where I was.

"I'll only drink like this until today, my lord."

In this world, pregnant women don't touch alcohol.

More precisely, women planning to have children avoid drinking as a custom.

So Hilde's statement means she wants to bear my child.

"The civil war is essentially over, so I won't need to wield a sword for a while. Therefore, I shall properly bear a child for my lord."

Hilde's face showed a smile that was both gallant and tender.

Then she began gently rubbing her lower abdomen.

"My father often told me how overjoyed he was when my mother was pregnant with me. So I'm sure I'll be happy when I carry your child, my lord."

Hearing those words, I imagined Hilde pregnant with my child, caressing her swollen belly.

We would seriously discuss what to name the child, and what gender we'd prefer...

Hilde would probably want a son, while I'd prefer an adorable daughter.

And since she couldn't train during pregnancy, would Hilde hold knitting needles instead of a spear? Would she knit clothes for the baby?

Just imagining it fills my heart with warmth.

"I will attain the greatest happiness as a woman."

Then, perhaps emboldened by the alcohol, Hilde kissed my cheek right there in front of everyone.
And whispered in my ear:

"I will be the one to bear your first child, my lord."

Hearing this, Karin clicked her tongue at Hilde.

"Hilde, I can't yield on that point."
"We're both unwilling to yield, aren't we, sister?"

Lucia, caught between them, quietly grabbed my arm.

"About that. I'm an elf, so it's not easy for me to have children with Martin. Hilde, couldn't you let me go first?"
"No, sister. I can't monopolize him, but I want to be the first to create a token of love with my lord."

They're arguing over me, but neither is crossing the line.

Still, it's intimidating.

On the battlefield, we fought life-or-death battles, but here they're engaged in a power struggle competing for me.

And if I make even a slightly wrong choice, I'll be sitting on pins and needles for quite some time...

*What should I do?*

"Viscount."

Lucia tugged at my sleeve.

"Choosing either of those two would cause trouble, so spend tonight with me instead."

Even if I choose Lucia over the other two, there will still be fallout.

But it's better than choosing one of those two fiery women...

*I can make it up to them with dates later, right?*

So choosing Lucia now seems like the best option.

"Let's do that."

Lucia and I quietly slipped out of the banquet hall, leaving those two behind with their sparks flying.

Ah! I had planned to eat and drink moderately tonight, then collapse into bed exhausted...

But it seems Lucia has no intention of letting me sleep peacefully.

"You're tired, aren't you?"

After saying this, she removed her robe, revealing underneath what could only be described as strings—extremely revealing undergarments.

No matter how exhausted I was, I couldn't resist such temptation.

So we spent a passionate night together, and when I woke up in the morning,
I received a message that Maria was looking for me.

Ch.298 - Maria's Confession (2)
The head maid spoke to me in a solemn voice.

"My Lord, His Highness is waiting for you inside."
"Thank you for guiding me, Head Maid. But I'm curious about something..."
"Ask anything. I'll answer whatever I can."

I swallowed and asked.

"Why exactly does His Highness want to meet me in such a secluded place? Isn't this too remote, being quite far from our camp?"

This place was a forest hundreds of meters away from our main camp.

I said this because it seemed like the kind of place where no one would know if something happened.

Wouldn't it have been better to meet at Maria's quarters?

The head maid heard my question and smirked.

"Won't the reason become clear soon enough? I'll keep it a secret. His Highness only ordered me to bring you here and permitted nothing else."

This is 100% some kind of surprise party preparation.

What scheme is she plotting?

"I understand."

The head maid exclaimed, deliberately emphasizing that she had just remembered something.

"Ah, from now on, there will be no one here except His Highness and yourself. I'm about to have a sudden stomach upset, you see. Whatever happens between you and His Highness, no one will know for certain."

Leaving those mysterious words behind, the head maid grimaced as if her stomach hurt and quickly left.

"What's going on, really?"

As I was bewildered about what was about to happen, Maria approached me wearing a dress.

There's an old saying that the most flirtatious women are those who pretend to be modest, and true to that saying, the usually modest Maria was wearing an incredibly provocative dress today.

A piece of fabric about as wide as a scarf barely covered both her breasts while openly displaying her cleavage.

Judging by the visible cleavage, she wasn't wearing any undergarments on top.

Yet the skirt was long and flowing, reaching her ankles.

The waist was slightly cinched, perfectly revealing the contours of her waist and hips.

While not quite naked, it seemed more provocative than wearing skimpy underwear.

*This must be what Dalten calls the attire of high-class courtesans.*

Maria blushed when she saw me.

"The head maid said unnecessary things, Martin. Saying no one would know whatever happens. Isn't that too vulgar?"

No, Maria, the dress you're wearing is far more provocative and explicit.

To put it more crudely, the moment you appeared before me in that dress, I became a walking embodiment of lust... and it's entirely because of your dress and the body concealed behind it.

If Lucia, Karin, or Hilde were to wear this outfit and seduce me, unless there was some truly urgent matter, I would postpone everything and immediately begin lovemaking.

However, though Maria and I are soon to be together, we aren't yet, so I shouldn't be swept away by rising desires.

*Though I probably wouldn't get slapped if I were to be swept away and pounce on her right now.*

Still, she is the Imperial Princess after all, so now is not the time.

"And this dress. Doesn't it look like it's deliberately meant to seduce a man? I only told the head maid I wanted to meet you. Then she made me wear this. Just wearing it makes me so embarrassed."

Maria kept blushing like an apple and averting her eyes whenever our gazes met.

Unlike her usual self, she stammered and carefully asked.

"I don't think this kind of outfit suits me, don't you agree?"

It's certainly a dress that only someone with a good figure could pull off, but Maria's figure is more beautiful than most works of art.

*My reason is trying to escape. This is dangerous.*

So I swallowed and answered.

"I-I can't take my eyes off you because it suits you so well. I'm too nervous to even say how perfectly it suits you."

Maria beamed with a bright smile after hearing my words.

"When the head maid recommended this outfit, she said you would like it... I barely managed to wear it despite my embarrassment... I should wear it more often from now on."

Then she came closer and whispered in my ear.

"Of course, only in front of you, Martin."

My reason is trying to escape even more. This is dangerous.

Should I honestly tell her it's too much and go cool off this burning desire?

No, should I just confess to Maria right now and go upstairs?

As I was engaged in an endless battle between desire and reason, Maria showed me a gentle smile.

"Before that, Martin. I called you here today because I have something important to discuss."

Seeing Maria's serious expression that belonged on a battlefield, my desire subsided somewhat.

"The civil war is practically over now. What remains are at most small-scale rebellions by nobles from Matthias's faction. There won't be many battles."

With no imperial family members left to oppose Maria, there's no focal point for the civil war.

As Maria said, it's reasonable to consider the war already over.

"And even those small rebellions will collapse on their own once I ascend to the throne. If those who resist surrender their territories willingly, I'll let them keep their wealth and go into exile. If they don't accept, they'll be killed by their vassals before I even move my army."

Except for rebellions born of survival—from hunger or oppression by corrupt officials—rebellions without a chance of victory naturally self-destruct. That's how the world works.

"So everything is over now. It's been a long journey, Martin."
"Yes, it really has been long."

At first, I fought under Margrave Estel, and then when Otto, whom I came to serve, turned out to be human garbage, I eventually persuaded Dalten to betray him.

It's been years since we eliminated Otto until our victory in the final civil war.

"But everything is over now, Martin."

"Yes, it's been a long journey."

Maria took a deep breath and looked at me.

"So I want you to marry me."

...Wait, isn't a proposal supposed to be made by the man rather than the woman?

Of course, given Maria's position and the political considerations involved, she would need to formally propose to me.

"Martin, you may not know this, but as an Imperial Princess, I was always alone. Until my father, the late Emperor, passed away, I was destined to be sold off in a political marriage to another country simply because I was born an Imperial Princess. The nobles didn't get close to me, and the late Emperor wasn't an affectionate father."

Noble lords have a lot of work to do, and at night they're busy with banquets and entertainment, so few of them love their children deeply.

Therefore, children of high nobility are generally raised with neglect from their parents.

Strictly speaking, they're raised by tutors and nannies.

"Other imperial princesses accepted that fate and focused solely on living gracefully as marriage tools. But I didn't want to live like that, so I tried my best to learn swordsmanship and military tactics. Father thought it was a small rebellion against him, but it wasn't just because of rebelliousness. And those efforts were rewarded, allowing me to become Emperor despite being a woman."

Noble ladies, especially those of high rank, spend their lives learning only how to please their husbands.

If they're sold off in political marriages and manage to capture their husband's heart, they might live relatively happy lives.

But typically, men tend to distance themselves from wives they married without love, for political interests.

*That's why nobles often joke about taking only their children and concubines when fleeing in times of crisis, right?*

When life's meaning becomes nothing more than wielding power as the mistress of some house, everyone becomes obsessed with petty power struggles.

Maria seems to have decided early on that she wouldn't live like that after seeing the previous empress living such a life.

"But what makes me happier than becoming Emperor as an individual is..."

Maria suddenly embraced me with both arms and pressed her face against my chest.

"Meeting you, Martin, who understands and accepts me as I am. From the moment you pledged your loyalty, rather than looking for opportunities to gain more rewards, you only cared about my happiness. Your words and attitude changed me."

I never thought the words I spoke to gain Maria's favor would lead to this.

"So from now on, I'll live for your happiness too, Martin. Everything I have is also yours. I give you the rest of my life. I want to live my future life with you. I've become someone who can live together with you."

Maria's love is quite—no, very—heavy.

How can any love confession be this intense?

Everything of mine is yours, and in return, you just need to stay by my side...

"But I'm a woman with stronger possessiveness than anyone, so if your eyes wander to other women and you don't look at me, I might become jealous. Just don't let that happen."

Then Maria pressed her lips against mine.

"This is my confession. Will you accept it, Martin?"

I nodded to her words and, looking into Maria's eyes, slowly approached and pressed my lips firmly against hers for a long time.

"Of course, I'll never let you go."
"If you break that promise, I'll lock you in my bedroom to keep you from leaving."

A chill ran down my spine for a moment.

Even in that situation, Maria blushed in front of me and said.

"If I could, I'd give you my first time right now, but I am the Emperor. So I must remain pure until our wedding. Please be patient a little longer. After that, I'll receive your love as much as you want."

After saying that, Maria immediately left.

And the head maid looked at me with a meaningful smile.

After receiving the Imperial Princess's heavy yet sweet proposal, every time I closed my eyes, the memory of her proposal and our deep kiss came to mind, leaving me unable to do anything that day.

Ch.299 - Maria's Coronation (1)
As the war cleanup was concluding, Maria moved to Verde, the capital of the Rheinpfalz Empire.

Since the civil war had completely ended, only the minimum necessary troops marched with Maria, while the rest of the soldiers were permitted to return to their homes.

Those of us who were ordered to accompany her to the capital are now all gathered in the Verde Castle plaza, eagerly awaiting Maria's coronation ceremony.

"Finally, Her Highness will ascend to the throne of the Rheinpfalz Empire. Seeing something I've longed for so desperately unfold before my eyes feels like a dream."

I've only been living in this world for 10 years, yet I've risen through the ranks at an insane pace to reach this position.

All the experiences I've had since coming here flash before my eyes like a kaleidoscope.

After being possessed, I was marked as a potential remarriage partner for a well-built widow, which led me to abandon my position as a knight without hesitation.

To avoid starving to death, I sought out Dalten and volunteered as a meat shield mercenary. Thanks to the synergy between my previous life's career and this world's profession, I excelled from the very first battle and kept climbing higher and higher.

Even under that rotten Baron Pappenheim, a feudal lord barely worth mentioning, I led our forces to victory.

Knowing civil war was coming, I worked hard to prepare for the opportunity to advance my position, doing everything possible to get ready.

In that process, I had to overcome several near-death experiences just to increase my value.

Truly, if someone asked me to go through all that again, I don't think I could.

*I've lived an incredibly intense life.*

As I was lost in thought, Dalten, standing beside me, smirked and teased me.

"What are you thinking so deeply about? Lord Baron—or should I call you 'Your Majesty' soon, as the husband of the Empress?"

In any country with an imperial throne, there's always an empress, and she receives the honorific "Your Majesty" equal to the emperor.

So if Maria becomes a female emperor—an empress—and I become her husband, I would indeed be called "Your Majesty"...

But Dalten asking this so directly is clearly just to tease me.

No, given his personality, he's 99.99% definitely mocking me.

"That's still a long way off. We haven't even had the wedding yet, so what 'Your Majesty'? You should address me by my current title for at least a few more months."
"Oh my, is that so?"

He's clearly determined to tease me because he's bored waiting for the coronation to begin.

Looking at that shameless smile on his face, so delighted at mocking me, I firmly resolve to get my revenge by making him drink strong alcohol until he suffers when the opportunity arises.

*Since he's an Expert, he won't die from a hangover, but I'll make him suffer like a dog.*

However, this is the center of politics, a place where cutting someone's throat with a smile is commonplace.

The other nobles around us listened to our conversation with serious expressions and began whispering among themselves.

"Baron Maurer is so fortunate. He's firmly grasping such a reliable lifeline."
"Well, Count, that's probably why he, a mere baron, doesn't even consider joining our faction."
"The world is so bitter. Perhaps I should occasionally send gifts to Baron Maurer in preparation for the future."
"They say a rolling stone displaces the existing ones—this seems exactly like that case."

Hearing all this really makes it sink in that the civil war is over.

*Before, everyone was too focused on external enemies to behave like this.*

With a cheerful trumpet sound, a path opened in the center of the plaza.

"The great, honorable, and merciful First Princess of the Rheinpfalz Empire, Her Highness Maria von Rheinpfalz!"

At those words, everyone stood at attention, showing respect until Maria sat on the imperial throne.

If anyone relaxed their posture here, they would face all kinds of criticism, so no one moved until Maria, who was deliberately walking slowly, took her seat.

It reminds me of how much scolding I received in the military and as a mercenary in Korea when I lowered my hand before a superior officer acknowledged my salute.

As I was lost in thought, the herald shouted in a loud voice.

"Raise your heads!"

With that command, everyone looked at Maria.

To meet their expectations, Maria began her speech in a loud voice.

"The civil war is now completely over, and the chaos in the empire has been calmed."

Everyone erupted in loud cheers at those words.

"Long live Your Majesty!"
"Thank you for giving us peace!"
"No more war!"

Just because Maria has ascended to the throne doesn't mean all problems are solved.

Montmartre and other countries will likely soon wage war against us, thinking they can easily take whatever they want from us while we're exhausted from the civil war.

War will probably break out again soon. They won't leave us alone.

*Still, it's better than the constant state of war during the civil conflict.*

"During this process, innocent citizens of the empire were forced to make painful sacrifices, and soldiers were driven to their deaths by traitors seeking power. The past five years of civil war have been like darkness for our Rheinpfalz Empire."

As Maria continued her speech, sobbing could be heard from various places.

Those must be people who lost family or friends in the civil war.

"However, noble aristocrats and mercenaries took up their swords, and brave soldiers carried on their will to restore order to the empire. From now on, everyone gathered here, as well as all citizens of the empire, will have only a hopeful future ahead."

When Maria paused, plants scattered throughout the crowd began to applaud and cheer loudly.

"Long live Empress Maria! Long live the Rheinpfalz Empire!"
"May the Empire be eternal!"
"God bless the Empress!"

Then everyone present joined in with thunderous cheers and applause.

Maria raised her hand to calm them and then gestured.

"And now, I will pass judgment on the foolish one who brought darkness to the empire. Bring forth the criminal, Third Prince Matthias!"

In truth, Matthias was simply someone who, tempted by the power of being emperor, took advantage of the opportunity to seize it—not exactly a heinous criminal...

But because his actions caused tens of thousands to lose their lives and property, he must be held accountable.

As Matthias was dragged to the center of the plaza, people around began throwing all sorts of objects at him.

"You human garbage!"
"Die, you dog worse than a royal!"
"You have no right to live!"

Rotten tomatoes, eggs, spoiled potatoes, and unidentifiable food items flew toward Matthias.

"Ugh."

Unlike Otto, Matthias seemed to have accepted his fate, walking forward without saying anything or showing any reaction.

When he reached the center of the plaza, the execution assistants forced him to kneel.

Maria, confirming this, began to recite Matthias's crimes.

"Matthias von Rheinpfalz, you took advantage of the chaos after the late emperor's death to privately incite nobles and cause a civil war that brought bloodshed to the empire. Because of this, countless citizens died, and villages burned. Do you admit your guilt?"

They say there are no "what ifs" in history, but if Maria had been defeated, it would be her kneeling in that spot instead of Matthias.

She would have been charged with the same crimes.

But history is written by the victors, so Maria will be forever praised as the empire's emperor, while the defeated will be recorded as a traitor to the empire for a long time.

*If you feel wronged, you should have won.*

Matthias neither struggled nor nodded in agreement.

"I admit my guilt. But am I the only one who drove citizens to their deaths? Didn't you do the same, Maria? My younger sister Maria!"

The intention behind those glaring eyes was clear.

There was no point in begging for his life since he wouldn't be spared anyway, and asking for better treatment for his family would be futile.

He just wanted to make Maria uncomfortable before his death.

"And then you have the audacity to speak as if you're some symbol of peace. How disgusting, you hypocritical fraud!"

Matthias spat on the ground after saying this.

The execution assistants rushed over, grabbed Matthias by the hair, and slammed his head to the ground.

The venue fell silent, and the atmosphere of the coronation died completely.

But an emperor is an emperor, and Maria calmly ordered with unwavering dignity.

"Viscount Cologne, carry out the execution."

Traditionally, at such occasions, the knight with the most excellent sword skills executes a royal family member, so it was natural for me, a Sword Master, to step forward.

I walked briskly toward Matthias with my sword.

Then I asked:

"Is there a mage here?"

At my words, a confused-looking mage rushed forward.

"Her Highness Maria is someone who understands honor. Even if this person has committed the crime of treason, he is still a noble prince of the royal family. We cannot let him die in such a disheveled state. Use water magic to wash his face and wind magic to dry his hair."

Following my order, the mage quickly cleaned Matthias's face and hair.

After showing this kindness of washing him before death, Matthias exploded with even greater anger toward me.

"Viscount Cologne, you evil bastard! How much more do you intend to humiliate me?"

From today, rumors about this soon-to-be-executed traitor will spread throughout the empire, and in this process, Maria's generosity will be highlighted as well.

The traitor insulted Maria until the end, but Maria ensured he was granted minimal honor—that's how the story will be told.

*A ruler who can show mercy even to enemies. How charming.*

I whispered in his ear:

"Well, you sent assassins and then lost the war, so this is why you're kneeling here now. Don't worry, I'll make sure the rest of your family joins you soon enough."

I said this, but Maria won't actually kill Matthias's wife and children.

There's no reason to.

But it's enough to twist the knife in Matthias's heart.

*I should inflict mental anguish before killing him.*

"Die!"

And with that, I beheaded Matthias.

Ch.300 - Maria's Coronation (2)
When Matthias's head flew off, a brief gasp escaped in that moment.

"Ah."

And shortly after, thunderous applause and cheers erupted as people clapped their hands forcefully.

"The filthy traitor is dead, praise Deus!"
"Peace to the Rheinpfalz Empire!"
"Long live Empress Maria!"

The sentiment of applauding someone's death still feels strange to me, but I suppose Matthias was essentially a war criminal by Korean standards.

So celebrating his death shouldn't feel that awkward.

"Silence."

When Maria spoke sharply, the heated atmosphere immediately subsided.

Is this the power of imperial authority?

She looked down at all of us nobles and everyone else gathered here as she declared:

"The war is already over, and those who caused it are now all dead. From now on, only peace shall exist in our Rheinpfalz Empire."

I hope that peaceful times without war will last long in our empire, just as Maria said.

"Those who took up swords and spears to protect their families will return to them with rewards for their dedication, and live as respected husbands and fathers in their villages. The achievements and sacrifices of the knights who protected the empire's peace will be recorded in history and commemorated by our Rheinpfalz Empire and its people. I, Maria von Rheinpfalz, solemnly declare and swear this."

Though I gained everything through war, now that the civil war has ended, I hope this peaceful state continues in the empire for a long time.

If I could wish for more, it would be that the sacrifices and dedication of the comrades who risked their lives fighting alongside me receive fair recognition.

A life enjoying prosperity and honor earned by fighting while taking risks.

And occasionally gathering to share drinks, arguing about who fought well, and competing with drinking capacity—that would be perfect.

"Upholding this shall be the duty of whoever ascends to the imperial throne. I willingly shoulder this responsibility."

At that moment, the cardinal of the Deus Church in the back began walking forward carrying the imperial crown.

Behind him followed bishops from across the country with strict, solemn, and serious expressions.

Finally, when the cardinal stood directly before Maria, she knelt on both knees and kissed his ring.

Though this is something everyone who becomes emperor must do, it made me uncomfortable to watch.

*Even if it's just for show, it's essentially a declaration that Maria is a mere servant and slave of Deus.*

Of course, the meaning of this ritual is similar to politicians telling citizens during election campaigns, "We are your servants and errand-runners."

Afterward, the cardinal began reciting prayers very seriously with an expressionless face.

I must have frowned, my emotions showing on my face.

Dalten, whose perceptiveness in these situations is Sword Master level, teased me in a very low voice.

"My, my, it seems our lord is burning with jealousy just because his wife is performing such a ritual. What a refreshing reaction. Wow, I wonder how many children will be born."

How dare he tease me, the emperor's husband, like this... I won't forgive him.

When that gentleman tries to retire and live comfortably in his old age, I'll do whatever it takes to create a suitable position at court and work him to the bone, truly.

Since he's an Expert, he'll stay healthy for a long time, so I'll make sure he's buried in paperwork until he's 70 or 80.

Though I made this resolution, what came out of my mouth was the complete opposite.

"Who would be jealous or upset over something so trivial?"
"It's written all over your face, my lord. Even this humble baron can see it. Your marital harmony is already so strong—it reassures me as a noble of the empire."

Other nobles watching this will grind their teeth thinking Dalten will become a power player in the empire, considering this some kind of high-level political maneuver.

But having experienced Dalten for a long time, I can tell from that expression, that look in his eyes that irritates me to my core.

*Right now, Dalten isn't making any political calculations whatsoever; if anything, the problem is that he's not paying attention to his surroundings at all.*

I could bet 100 gold coins on this right now. And I would win.

After the long prayer time finally ended, the cardinal placed the imperial crown on Maria's head.

"From this moment forward, First Imperial Princess Maria von Rheinpfalz has received the blessing of Deus and become the rightful Emperor of the Rheinpfalz Empire. I solemnly proclaim this before God Deus and all nobles and citizens of the empire."

When I heard those words, strangely, tears began pouring from my eyes.

I'm not usually someone with such weak tear ducts.

From the moment I was first possessed here, for almost ten years, I've been focused solely on the 'civil war,' risking my life countless times in battle...

That's how I got here, and finally the fruits of that labor have ripened.

Yes, I suppose it's okay to cry a little today.

Even so, Dalten standing nearby couldn't possibly miss my tears, and he'll mock and tease me about this for the rest of my life...

That's my only concern.

Maria received a scroll that would become the first imperial decree from the administrator standing beside her.

"I will now begin rewarding meritorious service. First, I elevate Viscount Schweik to Duke, and grant him three territories, including the Bellmeyer Duchy."

When a civil war ends, many territories become vacant because nobles have died or abandoned their lands to go into exile.

So there are many territories to bestow, but I didn't expect her to give so generously when he's already received so much.

Indeed, life truly comes down to one decisive moment.

Duke Schweik in particular has become the empire's only duke, so he'll enjoy a life of luxury while freely wielding the power now in his hands.

Being somewhat advanced in age, he'll likely gather his family and boast about his achievements quite frequently.

"To Count Sauer, I grant one county and one barony, and to Viscount Salz, I grant two baronies and elevate his rank by one level."

As the rewards continued to be distributed, my turn began to approach.

"And Viscount Köln shall be elevated one rank to Count, and in recognition of saving my life twice and thwarting Matthias's schemes, I grant him two counties."

When I first seduced Karin, I promised to make her a countess, and now that promise is finally being fulfilled?

Thinking about how terribly I struggled to get here, moisture began to fill my eyes.

I looked around to see if I was the only one...

Fortunately, other nobles were also struggling with tears welling in their eyes, so I avoided being the only one crying.

*I doubt anyone would criticize me for crying here, but still, a man has his pride.*

No, forget pride—my biggest concern is actually Commander Dalten teasing me.

"Baron Maurer shall also be elevated one rank to Viscount, and I grant him one viscounty."

Upon hearing those words, Dalten too seemed to realize everything was finally over, as thick tears began streaming from his eyes.

I'll have to tease him about this if he teases me.

If you dish it out, you should be prepared to take it too.

After that, rewards were announced for others besides us over quite a long period.

After Dalten came the turn of Maria's direct senior knights, several of whom had earned promotions and become formal nobles of the empire for their achievements.

"This concludes the distribution of rewards. You shall all continue to devote yourselves to the peace of the Rheinpfalz Empire and the well-being of its people."

With those words, everyone exchanged knowing glances.

Though no one said anything, everyone knew what to do.

"Long live the Emperor! Long live the Rheinpfalz Empire!"

Everyone shouted at the top of their lungs, making the square resound with cheers, sincerely celebrating that their hard work had finally been rewarded.

At that moment, the newly-made Duke Schweik carefully spoke up.

"Your Majesty, forgive me, but how can the empire's emperor remain unmarried? You must find a suitable groom."

As this political issue, potentially more important than the rewards, came from the duke's mouth, everyone present, including the nobles, perked up their ears.

However, while everyone was listening intently, no one seemed to be expecting anything new.

They all already knew who the partner would be.

*I am the victor, you bastards!*

As I stood tall with my chest out looking at Maria, she also turned her gaze toward me and gave me a dazzlingly elegant and beautiful smile.

"Maria von Rheinpfalz, Emperor of the Empire, will propose to Count Köln here and now. I have held him in my heart for some time, but circumstances prevented our marriage."

At those words, most nobles' faces soured, and Count Sauer looked as if he'd seen the end of the world.

"But now that peace has returned to the empire, I may marry the one I love... so I take this opportunity to propose to Count Köln."

Maria didn't wait for my answer.

There are several reasons for this, but mainly because an emperor's proposal is essentially a command that doesn't require an 'answer.'

*That's why Maria proposed to me in advance.*

"Everyone has worked hard. Rest well."

Ch.301 - Maria's Coronation (3)
After the coronation ceremony ended, the Grand Chamberlain made an announcement to us.

"In two hours, a grand banquet celebrating the coronation will be held in the imperial palace's grand banquet hall. All nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire are required to attend."

It only takes about 30 minutes to walk from this square to the banquet hall.

That leaves an hour and a half of empty time. What am I supposed to do during that gap?

If there were 3-4 hours to spare, I could at least find a vacant room at an inn...

*Why did they have to schedule it so awkwardly?*

While I was pondering this, Hilde and Karin approached me.

"I thought an imperial coronation ceremony would take half a day, but it ended much quicker than expected. It almost feels anticlimactic."

In this world, it's common sense that the more important an event is, the longer and more magnificent it should be.

That's because the distinguished individuals want to emphasize to the common people that they are different through such distinct displays.

*It's actually funny how they think that creates authority.*

"As Karin said, I've heard that even a regular noble's succession ceremony typically takes half a day. So a coronation would normally last an entire day. However, I believe Her Majesty Maria felt that such a lengthy ceremony would be meaningless and decided to shorten it as much as possible."

Karin frowned at those words.

"Even just the coronation ceremony had us standing and watching for nearly two hours. An entire day? That would have been exhausting. Just thinking about it gives me a headache."
"That's why you should be grateful to Her Majesty Maria, or rather, Her Imperial Majesty."
"Hilde, you're the model Knight even at times like this. Saying we should be grateful because she made the coronation ceremony shorter."

Hearing this, Hilde straightened her back and chest.

"That's because I am my lord's Knight. True loyalty means being grateful for even the smallest things and sincerely repaying them."

Karin put her hand to her forehead and sighed.

Then, with one corner of her mouth curling up, she said:

"So that's why you're trying to be the first to bear Martin's child."
"How did we get to that topic?"
"I've heard you say it many times when we're together—that you want to have a child for the sake of the family."

In this world, women typically enter loveless marriages, and the only role they believe they can fulfill is "having children for the family."

But in Hilde's case, unlike Karin and Lucia, she cherishes the Cologne Viscount—no, Count family—second only to her love for me.

So she must be saying she wants to have children for the sake of the Count family and me.

"Now that the civil war has been resolved, as an imperial noble, I must create children for all our sakes."

Karin gave a playful smile and pulled me toward her.

Then she kissed me on the cheek.

"Then why can't I be the first to do that?"
"I object to that."

Just as I was about to intervene in Karin's teasing of Hilde, Dalten greeted me with apparent delight.

"Oh my, Count Cologne. No, I should call you Your Majesty now. This humble Viscount greets Your Majesty. Seeing Your Majesty today fills my heart with warm sunshine..."

Dalten must find teasing me incredibly amusing.

Otherwise, there's no reason he would repeat the same pattern two, three, or four times.

*No reaction is the best response in situations like this.*

"What nonsense are you spouting, Commander? Are you feeling unwell?"

When I responded coldly, Dalten clicked his tongue.

"You heartless bastard."
"What's heartless about it? Did you expect me to fall for the same trick four times? I'm not that much of an idiot, Commander, sorry to disappoint."

Despite being over 50 years old, Dalten's face reddened after his attempt to tease me backfired.

Of course, any hard feelings between us would disappear in less than a minute.

Rather than worrying about such things, it would be a more efficient use of time to wonder if the sun might rise from the west today.

As if proving my point, Dalten's expression immediately returned to normal.

"Anyway, take this. I didn't just pick it up on the way—I bought it as a wedding gift for you."

Dalten handed me a wooden box.

"Open it, kid."

Inside were several pairs of silver spoons and forks.

The nobles of the Rheinpfalz Empire have a tradition of giving silver tableware when someone gets married, wishing for the children to live well for generations to come.

Is he giving this to us in accordance with that custom?

This guy has learned to be considerate after getting married.

"Since you'll soon be a father, give one to each child when they're born. Make sure to tell them it's from Uncle Dalten."

I was very grateful, but in moments like this, I couldn't resist teasing him back.

"I don't want to."
"You little..."
"I'm joking. I'll tell them when they're old enough to understand."
"Good, make sure you do. I'll be going now."

As soon as Dalten waved goodbye and left, other nobles approached me and began flattering me.

"Aren't you Count Cologne? What an honor to meet you here by chance. After witnessing such a moving coronation ceremony, to even meet the Count..."

Until the end of the recent war, this man would show discomfort when I greeted him.

Look how quickly he changed his attitude after hearing I would become Maria's husband.

Perhaps his behavior is similar to a working man flattering his boss for the sake of his wife and children...?

Thinking of it that way, I almost feel sorry for this shameless man.

"Ah, Viscount Durum, isn't it? I'm pleased to see you as well. Have you been well lately?"
"Yes, I've been doing well."
"Of course, with the civil war over and peace returned to the empire, there's no reason you wouldn't be. That was a needless question."

The Viscount shook his head dramatically at my words.

"Not at all. I'm deeply honored that the Count would concern himself with my wellbeing. I'm truly grateful."

Is this what happens everywhere when one gains power—people start wagging their tails around you?

After saying this, the Viscount handed me a pouch.

"Here's a small gift from me. It's nothing special, but please accept my sincerity."

It couldn't be a pouch of gold coins as a bribe, so what could it be?

Curious, I peeked inside and saw it was filled with various processed gemstones.

These gems could build a fairly large mansion here in the capital...

He's already going to such lengths to curry favor with me.

*Well, I can't exactly refuse this.*

I'd like to reject it like those incorruptible knights, but refusing this would mean turning my back on Viscount Durum for life.

I never expected such political maneuvering to unfold so soon.

"Thank you. You didn't have to bring something like this."

As I tucked the pouch of gems into my chest, Viscount Durum waved both hands in denial.

"I wanted to give you much more, but since the war ended not long ago, I could only prepare this much. I apologize. I will devote myself more to the Count in the future."

Now that the civil war is over, politics are flowing in directions I didn't expect.

This is maddening.

I was just saying something people typically say when receiving a bribe, but why is he interpreting it as me threatening him to give more?

Still, now that the civil war is over, I should focus not just on warfare but also on politics in earnest.

"No, that's not necessary. I hope we continue to get along well. I'll come find you at the banquet."

Durum, pleased that his bribe had worked, displayed a bright smile.

"It would be an honor, Count!"
"No, no. Just take care of yourself."

With that, Durum bowed to me several times, swallowing his pride, and left.

Karin watched this and snickered.

"Power is truly frightening. Someone who used to treat you so coldly, Martin, is suddenly bowing and scraping."

I find it somewhat amusing myself.

"At least I'm not in a position where my head might roll regardless of how power shifts. So I don't need to go around wagging my tail like that Viscount."

I'm the husband of the Imperial Empress—there's no need for me to engage in political squabbles like those lowly nobles.

That would completely destroy the country and eventually trigger another civil war.

"That's fortunate. I wouldn't want to see my husband unnecessarily bowing to others."

At this moment, Lucia joined us.

"I'm sorry I'm late, Count."
"It's fine to be late, but why were you delayed?"
"I got lost..."

With so many people around, it's understandable she might have lost her way.

"Well then, let's go attend the banquet. We'll just make an appearance and leave."

Ch.302 - Dream's Conclusion (1)
While I'm happy to receive the rewards for all the hard work after the coronation, it's just as mentally exhausting.

"No, seriously. The civil war only ended completely a month ago, and now this? Really?"

The same people who looked down on me just because I was a mercenary captain are suddenly doing a complete 180 and sucking up to me.

Some of the more shameless ones are begging me to let them bribe me, saying they want to be friends from now on and asking what I want.

Count Jauer at the banquet, as soon as he saw me. Ha.

"That guy with absolutely no pride or dignity."

Count Jauer, the moment he saw me, pleaded that he had finished all his duties and would now return to his territory to live quietly like a mouse in its hole.

When I told him it was fine, he must have thought that wasn't enough.

Next, looking like he was about to fall to his knees, he said that because he was "getting old," he couldn't handle any responsibilities anymore, so within the next six months, he would pass his title to his son and live like a forgotten elder.

Thinking about it now, honestly, more than feeling satisfied, I'm just dumbfounded.

"Should I grab Dalten on my way home—no, to my mansion—and drag him over to vent about all this?"

Since I don't feel like I can do much today anyway, I should gather Karin, Lucia, Hilde... no, I'll invite all my old comrades who've become retainers of the Maurer barony and drink all night.

Isn't this the kind of thing the most successful person is supposed to pay for...

As I was thinking this, the head maid appeared before me.

"Ah, Head Maid. How are you?"

The head maid acknowledged my greeting but gently scolded me.

"You shouldn't use such formal language with a woman like me when you're about to become Her Majesty Maria's official consort. That's not humility—it could be seen as disrespecting Her Majesty."

In 21st century Korea, it was considered virtuous for a boss to set aside their authority as much as possible, but here it's better to maintain some distance while avoiding tyrannical behavior.

Otherwise, those serving under you actually feel uncomfortable.

Once when I set aside all formality as a baron in front of my administrator, he thought he'd done something wrong and came with a resignation letter.

"I apologize. It's become a habit."
"Not at all."
"But shouldn't you be busy? The banquet isn't over yet. Don't you need to get back?"

Today's banquet—or rather, the barely controlled chaos of a drinking party that's only somewhat restrained because Maria is a woman—is crucial. How it's managed will determine the dignity and authority of the Empire.

Any mistake here would cast doubt on Maria's capabilities as Emperor.

For the head maid, this is practically a war zone, so shouldn't she be using every moment efficiently rather than chatting with me?

"Thank you for your consideration. However, Her Majesty Maria has ordered me to secretly bring her beloved husband to her chambers. Please follow me."

Ah, if Maria secretly called for me, I have no choice.

I can guess why she called, so there's no need to ask such an obvious question.

*Maria is being quite forward.*

"Let's hurry then."
"Her Majesty is waiting in her bedchamber. This way, please."

After that, we walked in silence without any conversation between us.

Usually in this situation, the head maid, who has served Maria for many years, would tell me about Maria's difficult life or passionate nature...

And I would listen to her story and swear to cherish Maria even more, but that's not how it went.

After walking for about five minutes, the head maid stopped in front of a room with a massive wooden door.

"This is Her Majesty's bedchamber, which will also be where you, Count Köln, will reside after the wedding. Her Majesty Maria is waiting inside."
"I understand. Then I'll go in..."

Women usually need time to prepare, but knowing Maria's personality, she wouldn't call me if she wasn't ready.

So I should just go in.

"Please wait a moment."

The head maid knocked on the door a few times and then looked at me.

Unlike before, she wore a kind smile that even conveyed a hint of maternal affection.

"Before meeting you, Her Majesty lived more lonely than anyone. Until the civil war began, at least Duke Schwaik showed her some affection..."

The "affection" she's talking about must be genuine goodwill in the purest sense.

After all, women have been so excluded from power that none of the other imperial princesses besides Maria could even think about forming a faction to participate in the civil war.

*A noble woman can only gain power after marriage. And then for survival.*

This is a universal truth in this world, including the Empire.

So Duke Schwaik must have shown kindness to Maria out of pity for her isolation.

"After Her Majesty entered the civil war, he treated her strictly as a professional relationship. Of course, Her Majesty was never disappointed in the Duke for this. But she was very lonely."

Maria is a woman who understands how power works and what it takes to seize and maintain it.

So she's not the type to be disappointed or resentful when Duke Schwaik changed his attitude like that.

If she were the type to be swayed by such emotions, I wouldn't have betrayed Otto either.

What would have happened to me then?

I don't know—it's too horrible to think about and not worth considering.

What's important is that Maria has never once stepped outside the bounds of "reason" when making decisions involving power.

"I've heard about that."
"However, unlike other imperial princesses, Her Majesty understood the weight of power so well that she never shared this loneliness with anyone, no matter the circumstances. She gave precise directions to all those nobles over there. She lived her entire life lonely and solitary, like an eagle."

The head maid put her hand on the door handle and continued.

"I don't like to speak in hypotheticals, but if Her Majesty had never met you, Count, she would probably have locked away her heart forever. But now, unlike before, she smiles often and is happy. She tries not to show it in front of you, but she's always working hard to look beautiful for you and worrying about how to be loved by you."

Just as my heart began to feel touched, the head maid slowly started opening the door.

"So please cherish her. As someone who has served Her Majesty for over twenty years, I can assure you: as long as you don't abandon her first, Her Majesty will spend her lifetime doing her best to be loved by you."

Until now she kept telling me to speak informally to her, but in this situation, speaking casually about the genuine maternal affection she feels after a lifetime of service wouldn't be right.

"I will never disappoint Maria. She's too good for me."

After saying that, I entered the room without waiting for a response.

At that moment, I faintly heard the head maid sniffling.

I pretended not to hear it and was about to greet Maria, but...

Maria wore a serious expression, the kind of bitter look she might have during a war.

"You've come, Martin. Sit down first."

Caught off guard by this unexpected situation, I was quite confused when Maria spoke to me.

"We are soon to be husband and wife. Of course, you have many women to love besides me, so you cannot be entirely mine. But I am entirely yours. My purity, my life until now, and my future life as well—I give it all to you by my own choice."

Her words carried tremendous weight.

"So there should be no secrets between us. Martin, let me ask you honestly. Is there something you're hiding from me?"

Maria, using her full imperial dignity, momentarily frightened me.

Even the Emperor of Montmartre wasn't this intimidating.

Seeing this side of her, I understand why Duke Schwaik wanted to serve her as Emperor even though she's a woman.

I felt both impressed and anxious at the same time.

Then, realizing I could no longer hide it, I said:

"Maria, you're talking about how when I first defected to you, I wasn't sincerely pledging my loyalty but was looking for an opportunity to betray you."
"I thought you would try to hide it, but you're being honest."
"Well, I thought not hiding it now would be the best option."
"If I wanted to get rid of you, I could use this as justification to strip you of your title and have you killed."

Even though in this world, theoretically, a vassal with territory can serve two lords without major issues...

Once those two start fighting, you must take one side—straddling both is treated as treason.

So Maria is right.

But I know Maria has absolutely no intention of getting rid of me now.

*If she had such thoughts, she would have brought this up at the banquet hall or somewhere else.*

Even though I'm unarmed right now, I could still take down Maria and about twenty knights.

"I won't deceive you."

Hearing this, Maria smiled with satisfaction.

"I will never deceive you either. And this fact was reported to me yesterday by some rat informants who served nobles formerly in Otto's faction. I had everyone who reported this information killed. How dare they slander you, who has risked your life for me multiple times—they were truly brazen."

Maria pointed to a pile of documents on her desk.

"These are the evidence those rats brought to me. They contain all the orders Otto gave you and various pieces of evidence, with no copies existing. Of course, besides me, no one knows about these documents, not even Duke Schwaik..."

Maria smiled confidently and said:

"Martin, burn them with your Aura. But before that, I want you to make one promise."

She handed me a box containing a ring.

"I will love you forever. Not just in life, but in death as well."

Then Maria took out a ring and held it out to me.

"So you are my half—no, perhaps promising such a distant future is too harsh. Love me until your death."

Ch.303 - Dream's Conclusion (2)
Maria's confession was honestly heavy.

Of course, it's not that I dislike her, but how should I put it...

It feels like she's directly warning me that if I abandon her or treat her carelessly, I'll face serious trouble.

I truly don't have even the slightest intention of neglecting her.

*I should shower her with as much love as possible. Otherwise, who knows when she might turn dark.*

She probably wouldn't draw a sword against me if she turned dark, but hidden in that heavy confession seems to be this message.

A warning that if I don't cherish and love her, she'll lock me up in this bedroom.

A chill ran down my spine for a moment, but I slipped the ring Maria offered onto the ring finger of my left hand.

Then I gave her a light kiss.

As much as I'd like to do it right away, the wedding is in a few days, so it's better to wait a bit, right?

Maria smiled with satisfaction and sat down, stretching her body.

As her back straightened, her voluptuous breasts swayed.

I'm a man too, and since we were alone in this room, my eyes naturally went there.

*She's a nobly raised princess, but why is she so bold?*

It's not that it's bad, but Maria often breaks my expectations, which surprises me frequently.

As I approached to touch her lightly, she suddenly began to stammer.

"I thought I had prepared myself after the coronation."

Maria's face gradually turned as red as an apple.

"I was somehow able to confess by steeling my resolve. But now that the important moment has come, I'm getting nervous."

Back when Karin and I had our first experience together, I just pushed forward thinking the day I decided was the right day.

But thinking about it later, rushing things like that...

*Wasn't it our mercenary guys who said that? That it could leave a bad memory for women.*

So now I should set the mood first.

Men tend to be driven by sexual excitement and stimulation, while women are more influenced by atmosphere.

No, according to my experience so far, that's been largely true.

"You've been so confident in your confession until now, I thought you wouldn't be nervous at all."

Maria showed signs of being upset.

"Well, Martin, you don't know how much mental preparation I had to do before confessing to you. When I first confessed, I spent days worrying and fretting."

When I first confessed to Karin, honestly, I had calculated and designed everything, thinking it was worth taking a chance.

So even though I was extremely nervous while proceeding through each step of my plan, I wasn't actually nervous during the confession itself.

*The reason confessions make you nervous is because you worry about what happens if you mess up, right?*

"I've liked you since you first swore loyalty to me, but from you, Martin, I could only sense pure goodwill toward me. So I worried about being rejected, like in those books I often read."

Before being reincarnated as Martin, I had experienced that several times.

After making a bad confession, a woman I had been on friendly terms with until then would distance herself from me, which was quite shocking.

Because of that, I took a break from university and escaped to the military.

Thinking about it now, why did I do that?

No, if I hadn't escaped to the military then, I wouldn't have become a mercenary.

Looking back, it seems like the best decision I ever made in my life.

"If I failed in that confession, I might have been able to face you with thick skin and get along with you like before... but wouldn't you, Martin, feel uncomfortable every time you saw me? That's what scared me. I was afraid of becoming lonely again like back then."

These are worries that men usually have more often.

If you don't confess, you'll never get the chance to date, but if you fail, you fear the relationship with that person will be severed.

And people around you say things like "just go for it and regret it later" or "unless you work at the same place, it's no big deal to be alone at university."

It's been over 20 years including the time I've lived here, but I still remember it?

"So I was secretly waiting for you to confess, Martin, hoping you would get closer by calling us friends and such. But the head lady-in-waiting told me something."

"What did she say?"

"That if you, Martin, a noble under the Imperial Princess, arrogantly proposed to me, you could become politically isolated and attacked by other nobles."

The word "confession" naturally changed to "proposal," but in this world, among the high-ranking people, the formula "dating = marriage" applies.

So when Maria first showed me favor, my first thought was that we would have to get married.

"So I confessed. And now we've become lovers like this."

Having shared her inner thoughts, Maria seemed completely relaxed.

"I feel better after talking about it. Martin, could you massage my neck a bit?"

The crowns used in coronation ceremonies are really heavy.

So after wearing one for about an hour, her neck muscles must be stiff.

I relaxed my hands and slowly massaged Maria's neck and collarbone area.

"It feels like all my fatigue from the day is melting away. Ah, since I became Emperor, the nobles have been making all sorts of unnecessary flattery. I was tired of listening to it. I don't understand how they all say exactly the same things."

Maria started complaining to me, but her grumbling words weren't registering in my ears.

Perhaps because her dress had a design that exposed the front of her chest...

*Is this slightly smaller than Lucia's?*

As I massaged her neck and she breathed, her voluptuous breasts moved slightly up and down.

My gaze moved in sync with that movement.

Besides, humans are creatures of imagination, aren't they?

I could imagine how warm and elastic those breasts would feel if I touched them...

Since Maria and I are about to get married, it should be okay to touch them, right?

In that agony and deliberation, I went back and forth between suffering and pleasure for quite a long time.

"......"

As I was massaging her neck in that trance-like state, Maria expressed her dissatisfaction.

"Martin, Martin."

"What?"

"Are you properly listening to what I'm saying?"

Honestly, I hadn't heard a word she said.

No, in this situation, only some kind of clergyman could focus on conversation.

"Sorry, I didn't hear you."

Hearing that, Maria made a displeased face and tilted her head back to look into my eyes.

"When someone is talking, shouldn't you listen..."

However, when she realized where my gaze was directed, Maria's anger quickly subsided.

"I suppose since you're a man, Martin, you can't help but look at my breasts."

Saying that, she cupped her breasts with both arms.

"I used to think they were just inconveniently large, but since you like them, Martin, I guess they're not so bad. You can stop massaging my neck now, Martin."

Then she sat me down in a chair and sat on my lap.

"I've always wanted to sit on someone's lap like this. When I was young, my father, the late Emperor, never indulged his children's whims, and my mother was too focused on power struggles at court to pay much attention to her children."

I couldn't see Maria's expression directly, but she was surely wearing a bitter smile.

"So I tried sitting on your lap, and it's indeed warm."

I stroked her head as gently as possible.

After stroking her head for several minutes, Maria took my hand and changed her position.

She sat on my lap in a position where she could face me.

Her breasts were close enough to directly touch my body.

Her breasts, slightly pressed against my body, were incredibly seductive.

Without asking me, Maria hugged me and said,

"It feels like my heart is warming up. When I have children, I'll hug them like this often. Otherwise, they'll feel lonely like I did."

They say the loneliness you feel as a child stays with you for life.

"You should."

Then I stroked Maria's thigh for the first time.

She didn't reject my touch, of course.

"Martin."

After briefly calling my name, Maria turned her back to me.

"If you pull the strings in the back..."

Having undressed such clothes thousands of times, I know very well how to remove them.

I pulled the strings of Maria's dress, and she shed one layer of her clothing.

Underneath was a nightgown made of fabric that didn't reveal her figure well, and a corset.

Maria removed the corset that was constricting her waist and chest.

While her waist remained the same, her breasts seemed to grow a cup size without the constraint.

*What's this?*

Then Maria lay down on the bed and stammered in a small voice,

"Be... be gentle with me."

Ch.304 - Maria's First Experience (1)
Even though she was still wearing pajamas that covered her entire body and were quite loose for underwear, Maria was acting as if she were only wearing a bra and panties.

Her face had already turned as red as an apple, with her left hand covering her nipples and breasts, and her right hand covering her pussy.

When our eyes met, she turned her head away as if embarrassed.

"Ugh, hurry up. This is embarrassing."

At times like this, a man who rushes is third-rate, while one who says "I love you" and caresses while lying down is second-rate.

I helped Maria sit up from her lying position and kissed her.

At first, it was a very light kiss, the kind elementary school couples might share.

Then I slowly moved my tongue.

Instead of reaching for her breasts, I caressed from the back of her neck down her back, gradually acclimating her to sexual stimulation.

*If I touch her breasts or pussy from the beginning, she'll get startled and scared.*

Taking things step by step is the best way to give a woman sexual pleasure.

For us men, it's over once we thrust, but women need to be continuously stimulated to secrete enough fluid from their pussies to enjoy sex.

"Mmm, ah..."

When a moan escaped from Maria's mouth, I immediately pulled my lips away.

"M-Martin... m-more..."

Her face was flushed like a pale pink cherry blossom petal, with a bit of saliva dripping from her mouth, and her moist eyes were begging me for more stimulation.

For a moment, I wanted to ask her to kiss me herself, but making such a demand so early would cool things down quickly.

*A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.*

Before kissing Maria again, I whispered in her ear.

"I love you."

Then I kissed her more aggressively this time.

I stimulated her entire mouth by gently licking every corner, above and below her tongue, like sucking on candy, while closing the physical distance between us.

Until now, I had maintained just enough distance so that her chest and mine were barely not touching...

Now we were close enough that I could feel the firmness and softness of Maria's voluptuous breasts against my body.

As I continued giving her pleasure with my tongue, Maria began to tremble a few times.

"M-Martin..."

Maria, experiencing sensations she had never felt before, breathed heavily and pleaded desperately.

"M-Martin... s-stop, I feel like I'm going c-crazy..."

In the past, I would have wondered what to do when hearing such moans.

No, there were times when I thought I was doing something wrong and should stop, but if Maria truly disliked it, instead of saying she felt strange, she would instinctively push me away as hard as she could.

"Should I stop then?"

Maria shook her head at my words.

Since she hoped for more stimulation, it would only be natural to grant her wish.

I pressed my body closer to Maria's.

If our chests were barely touching before, now our entire bodies were in contact.

Now the only things separating us were the clothes we were wearing.

Then I continued to explore Maria's mouth more intensely.

It might be nice to touch her breasts or pussy soon, but I wanted to make her yearn a bit more.

For now, nothing more and nothing less than continuously entwining our tongues, slowly like choking with cotton, like a snake very slowly coiling around a person.

Making her body ache with desire until she doesn't know what to do is important.

That way, the pleasure she'll feel later will be maximized.

"M-Martin..."

Then I pressed my cock, which would take Maria's first time and fully explore her pussy, against her stomach.

As if showing her what was to come.

When I rubbed from where her pussy, or rather her clitoris, was to her navel,

Maria's waist arched backward slightly.

When I removed my lips from hers, Maria stared blankly at my mouth, as if disappointed.

"Ah..."

Then she immediately looked toward that thing asserting its presence under my pants.

"It looks big and hard."

As soon as I took off my pants, my cock revealed itself.

If I had tried to just do it without preparation, the innocent Maria would have looked away at this point, but now that she was somewhat turned on...

She kept staring at my cock and gulped.

"Is this going to enter me?"

I nodded in affirmation.

"Take off your clothes now."

Maria removed even the pajamas she was wearing.

Then her large breasts, D, no, F or even G cups, revealed their magnificence.

Milk-white breasts with pink areolas and nipples in the center, displaying their dignity.

But what was most shocking was her pussy.

"There's no hair...?"

Although Karin, Lucia, and Hilde had shaved because I preferred it hairless, I generally don't touch pubic hair.

Why would the virgin Maria...?

Maria's face turned bright red as she stammered.

"W-well... in the imperial palace, princesses receive all kinds of sexual education. I've already learned several times from the head maid how to please a man, and in that process."

Setting aside Lucia and Karin who had no noble connections, even Hilde didn't have this aspect because she lived as a female knight...

So being a noble lady meant being an ideal of a virgin but with knowledge of erotic matters?

*This is absolutely insane, damn.*

Hearing her say she was a virgin but full of interest and knowledge about sex made my cock grow even larger.

To the point where it would hurt if I didn't release soon because of the blood rushing there.

Maria saw this and slowly began to stroke my cock with her hand.

Her awkward hand movements didn't provide much stimulation.

It was barely enough to tickle, but isn't sex a comprehensive art?

Despite her very awkward hand movements, her expression full of interest while looking at my cock, her slightly swaying breasts, and her gradually hardening nipples.

The sight of Maria seducing me with her entire body was enough to drive me crazy.

As the feeling of ejaculation began to rise, my cock started to tremble.

"Are you about to ejaculate now?"
"I'm about to come."

And thick semen came out of my cock, whitening Maria's hands, arms, breasts, and entire body.

She seems to have completely lost her wariness of a man's cock...

Is it okay to put it in now?

No, no matter how experienced I am, I can't hold back anymore.

Just as the words "I want to put it in" were about to come out of my mouth,

Maria laid me down and placed my cock between her breasts.

Even if a noble lady's, no, a princess's most important mission is to be loved by a man and bear children, I never thought they would teach this.

As her marshmallow-like firm and soft breasts wrapped around my cock, Maria's heartbeat and body temperature were transmitted directly through my cock.

"The head maid told me that any man would love my breasts, so they would definitely enjoy this."

Then Maria started moving her breasts, which were wrapped around my cock, using both hands.

She was trying her best in her own way, but paizuri is something that's difficult to succeed at without practiced experience.

So Maria's paizuri only lightly stimulated my cock...

But her slight smile and expression of studying how to please me,

Her breasts, works of art that no man had ever touched before, and her pink nipples revealing her excitement.

Her clumsy yet sincere movements excited me greatly.

"It's not working well."

After thinking for a moment, Maria lightly kissed my cock and began fellatio.

Without technique, she could only stimulate and suck the tip of my cock, but this serious clumsiness continued to stimulate me.

When semen was about to rise from my cock, I said,

"Maria."

Maria moved her breasts more quickly, and semen began to enter her mouth.

"Mmph, mmmph..."

Since Maria couldn't swallow the semen I ejaculated, my white fluid remained on her face and breasts.

Still, she smiled after tasting the semen.

"It's like drinking thick whipped cream. It's a bit fishy, but thinking it's Martin's..."

Maria trailed off without finishing her sentence.

"Maria, now let's..."

Hearing my words, Maria lay down completely on the bed.

With her legs spread so her pussy was clearly visible, Maria alternately looked at my eyes and my cock.

*She's very wet, this should be enough to put it in.*

It might hurt a bit at first, but she'll soon feel pleasure.

Then I looked at the already fully opened inside of her pussy.

Inside, as expected, was a pink hymen, proof that she had not been defiled by any man in this world.

The moment I put my cock in here, she becomes mine.

"Maria, I'm going to put it in."

Maria nodded in agreement.

Ch.305 - Maria's First Experience (2)
I slowly pushed my cock into Maria's vagina.

If I were to suddenly thrust hard into a virgin like in porn, it might not hurt me much...

But from the perspective of the person being penetrated, it would be incredibly painful.

However, despite all the foreplay and efforts to help her relax, Maria still let out a moan of discomfort.

"Ugh, ugh..."

I could feel the distinctive warmth of blood on my shaft, and looking at where we were joined...

A considerable amount of blood had flowed onto the bed sheets, soaking them.

"M-Martin, stop, stop."

Maria's words sounded like she was in pain and begging me to pull out, but her vagina was squeezing me from all sides as if refusing to let go.

The warmth inside her was so intense it almost felt like I might get burned, and the pleasant tightness from her being adequately wet...

I barely managed to hold back a moan that threatened to escape, despite being a man.

*Men moaning is pretty lame.*

Maria gradually adapted to my size while instinctively wrapping her legs around my waist, as if determined never to let me go.

She looked at me with moist eyes and spoke.

"You can move as you want... however Martin wants..."

Though Maria said this, she was clearly in more pain than pleasure. If I were to move now, it was obvious how much it would hurt her.

*It's cute how she's thinking only of me even while in pain...*

Instead of answering verbally, I reached for Maria's breasts.

Her F-cup breasts were impossible to hold in just one hand.

I began to slowly caress them, fondling and rubbing them, occasionally pinching her pink nipples between my fingers to savor the sensation.

With each new stimulation to her breasts, moans escaped from Maria's lips.

"M-Martin. S-stop... I feel strange."

Only a fool would stop when asked to stop in this situation.

Her mouth might say no or stop, but Maria's body was moving as if craving more of my touch.

Her legs were squeezing me, trying to get my cock deeper, all the way to her cervix.

I continued caressing her breasts, waiting for Maria to gradually adjust to my size.

As a man, I wanted to thrust my hips vigorously right now, explore her pussy, and ejaculate all the semen I'd been holding back to mark her as mine...

*But I need to put in the proper effort here...*

That way, Maria's first experience could remain a good memory.

As I suppressed my instincts with the power of reason based on past experiences, Maria's moans gradually changed.

If at first they contained just a hint of pleasure mixed with pain, now they clearly showed she was feeling good.

I kissed Maria while keeping my cock inside her.

Then I slowly pushed deeper into her pussy.

"Hah, ahh... g-good... it's good."

With each thrust in and out, lewd moans continuously escaped from Maria's mouth.

She was definitely feeling sexual pleasure now, so I could probably increase the pace a bit.

I gradually began to put more strength into my hips.

If I had barely used any force at first, now I was applying the techniques I'd learned, putting my body weight into my hips to thrust a little deeper each time.

The more I thrust, the tighter Maria's pussy became.

And though clumsy at first, she gradually began to match my movements...

She looked at me with moist eyes and demanded:

"Kiss me, Martin."

We immediately pressed our lips together, and Maria and I continued having more intense sex while invading each other's mouths and tongues.

Maria, kissing with her mouth while craving my cock with her lower lips, was now so lewd I could hardly believe she was the same shy virgin from before.

She didn't seem to care how disheveled she looked.

"Martin, Martin..."

She gripped my waist tightly with both legs to prevent my cock from leaving her pussy, and her vagina began to squeeze as if trying to suck out all my semen.

Moreover, each time I pushed my cock all the way in...

"G-good... ahh.."

Maria let out lewd moans, and her cervix touched my glans.

"Ahh, Martin... Martin... Martin..."

She continued making lewd sounds while demanding more.

"Harder, thrust into me harder... I-I'm only Martin's... however you want..."

Maria continued to murmur her love for me as she began moving toward her first climax.

"M-Martin. Hah... ahhng?!"

With an incomprehensible moan, Maria's pussy tightened intensely.

If it had felt like she was squeezing before, now it was tight enough to make my cock hurt.

Then Maria embraced me as tightly as she could with both arms.

"Martin, I won't let you go."

The sensation of Maria's entire body against mine, her pussy craving my semen.

When all these pleasures stimulated my cock...

Maria exhaled a lewd sigh into my ear and whispered:

"Make me pregnant."

It was just five syllables, but with those words, I could no longer hold back.

With incredible pleasure from deep in my waist to my cock, I ejaculated all the semen I had been saving into her pussy.

"M-Martin. Martin!"

Maria called my name while instinctively squeezing my waist even more powerfully.

And her pussy gushed love juices like a fountain.

When my ejaculation ended, Maria loosened her legs, and I was going to wait until she caught her breath.

I definitely wouldn't make the mistake of stupidly asking if it was good.

*I almost ruined the mood when I asked Lucia that question the first time.*

Instead, I moved closer to Maria, stroked her hair, and confessed my love.

"I love you, Maria."

Hearing those words, Maria smiled with a satisfied expression, then her face turned bright red.

"...... The head maid and other maids told me that the first experience is just painful and difficult, but my first experience—no, sex—with you, Martin, was really good..."

Many of the maids working in the imperial palace are married women, and there are quite a few noble ladies who have already had children.

So they can provide Maria with all kinds of sexual education.

The reason those women told Maria such things...

No matter how excellent the sex education might be for both men and women in noble families, what kind of love marriage would they have?

Moreover, most marry men whose faces they've never seen and whose personalities they don't know, immediately having their wedding night without any love.

If I were a woman, I'd feel repulsed too, so the body instinctively rejects it, making it extremely painful.

But of course, I didn't say any of this out loud.

"I want to do this kind of sex again and again."
"Me too, so tomorrow again."

With Maria's current stamina, it would be difficult to go again.

I'd have to exercise restraint, unfortunately.

But Maria, seeing my still-prominent member, smiled meaningfully.

"Martin's thing—no, your cock is still... lively."

Then Maria tasted my semen mixed with the blood from taking her virginity.

"It's rich and savory. Martin's semen, this is what will make me pregnant."

After saying that, Maria began eagerly licking and sucking my cock.

That greed, though clumsy, trying to get even one more drop of semen, her increasingly lewd gaze...

Her ass swaying as if begging for more mating, her white breasts and light pink nipples tempting me to touch them.

Then Maria took my glans in her mouth, sucked up all the remaining semen, and said:

"Martin, this much might not be enough to get pregnant, right?"

I heard from Dalten that even when both partners are young, having sex all year round might not result in pregnancy.

"Right?"

Maria, having learned from somewhere, now emphasized by lifting up her breasts.

"I will definitely bear your child."

Then she pushed the semen around her pussy back inside with her finger.

"And I want to give the love I never received to you and our children. For that, shouldn't I get pregnant as soon as possible?"

Momentarily taken aback, I couldn't say anything.
"......?"

Looking at me, Maria spread her legs wide open, showing me her pussy filled with my semen.

I unconsciously swallowed.

"Today I intend to get pregnant no matter what. Martin, so you too should have sex with me with the determination to definitely impregnate me."

Hearing those words, I lost all reason.

Ch.306 - Karin's First Night (1)
The word "first night" makes anyone's heart flutter, regardless of gender. And right now, my heart—Martin Meyer's heart—is pounding like crazy with excitement.

My heart is thumping so hard it's showing off like some turbo engine, making my chest vibrate with each beat.

Though it's not particularly hot today, sweat is streaming down my face—probably from the nervousness of facing my first experience.

*I'm going to go crazy from how hard my heart is pounding.*

Nevertheless, I managed to maintain my composure as I gazed at Karin's face.

My face must be quite flushed, red as a ripe persimmon...

Karin was just as nervous as I was, sweating and blushing.

In her eyes, I could see a mixture of anticipation, curiosity about something new, and a hint of fear.

After a moment of silence, Karin looked at me and stammered, "M-Martin, are we going to do it now? S-sex."

It was adorable how Karin, usually so straightforward, could be this shy only in front of me.

"I know you don't have experience either, Martin. But since you're the man, you need to do it properly, okay?"

At those words, I steeled my resolve.

I would give Karin a first night so satisfying—no, so blissful—that she would crave my body again and again in the future.

*Didn't someone on the internet say that if you mess up the first night, your partner might become sexless?*

That thought sent a chill down my spine.

I'd faced death several times on the battlefield, but I'd never experienced this kind of fear and trembling. Damn.

I took a deep breath, exhaling loudly, and recalled all the educational videos and knowledge I'd gathered from the internet during my time in Korea.

Plus all the crude tips my subordinates had shared about what to do with "whores."

"Yes, senior. Leave it to me."

It's now or never. I'll trust all the tissue strings I've accumulated so far, damn it.

Hearing my words, Karin blushed and carefully began to undress.

With each button she unfastened, her breasts—which looked to be at least E-cups by my estimation—gradually popped out.

Being a man, my gaze naturally drifted in that direction, and Karin didn't stop me...

"You're going to touch them all you want soon anyway. Do you like them that much?"

There's no man who doesn't like breasts.

Especially the breasts of a beauty who turns heads wherever she walks.

Karin gave a slight smile and took off her blouse, setting it aside.

Then she carefully removed her skirt, revealing a black camisole.

Her breasts and nipples were slightly visible through the fabric, and as if to prove it was made to stimulate male desire...

There was even a hole in the crotch area.

Damn, this is way sexier than being completely naked.

"...Alice from our mercenary group said men like this kind of underwear, so I tried it. What do you think?"

Karin blushed and turned her head away.

*...That must be Alice from another platoon, not mine. I'll have to treat her to beer and meat later.*

"It really suits you and looks sexy. Makes me want to pounce on you right now."

Karin chuckled at my honest answer.

"What's that? You brought me here, Martin. You should say something more sophisticated."

"Please cut me some slack. It's my first time too."

I immediately approached Karin and kissed her lips.

Gently, not inserting my tongue right away which might surprise her, but also not being too one-sided in my approach.

I barely managed to restrain my hand from moving toward her breasts.

"M-Martin..."

When I heard a hint of excitement in Karin's voice, I carefully moved my hand while thinking of an actor I respected.

My hand's destination was Karin's breast.

Not too rough at first as it might hurt her, but gently, like caressing a child, slowly and softly.

The softness and elasticity unique to breasts, the heavy weight that comes with a size over E-cup.

All of this stimulated my desire.

"Chu-rup, chu-rup... Martin, your hand movements are so lewd..."

My careful stimulation seemed successful; Karin's face was already flushed pink, and her breathing was becoming increasingly erotic.

"Ahh, Martin..."

At this point, I inserted my tongue into Karin's mouth and carefully teased the inside.

With each twist and turn of our tongues, I could feel Karin's body shiver and tremble.

*Don't rush, gradually stimulate Karin's desire.*

I slowly pressed my cock against Karin's lower abdomen.

The sensation of gently caressing her lower abdomen near her pussy, the ticklish pleasure that washed over my body with each light touch.

Naturally, I untied the ribbon in the center of Karin's camisole while pressing my body closer to hers.

When Karin's breasts touched my body, the slightly firm yet soft nipples and the shape of her breasts changing with my movements stimulated me.

Through her chest, I could feel her heartbeat and gauge how aroused she was.

*I think it's time to move on to the next step?*

I slowly pulled away from Karin.

Perhaps due to my one-sided lead, she looked at me with wet eyes and said in a slightly disappointed voice:

"Martin..."

To her, I pointed at my cock and said:

"Senior, could you perhaps use your mouth?"

It was an abrupt request, but perhaps due to her arousal?

Karin approached my cock, brought her face close, and began to touch and play with it using her hands.

Each movement of her slightly cold hands sent shivers of pleasure down my spine, and she began to lightly lick and smell my cock.

"Martin, I like your smell. I think I'm getting a little wet too..."

After a few minutes of careful touching and observing, Karin cautiously took me into her mouth.

I'd heard that first-timers might hurt with their teeth, but she began to lick my cock clumsily yet earnestly.

The warm, cozy temperature inside her mouth, the sense of achievement from having Karin lick my cock.

All of this began to drive me crazy.

As she continued to lick, albeit clumsily, I soon felt the urge to ejaculate.

"Senior, I think I'm about to cum..."

Despite my warning, Karin kept me in her mouth.

Soon, I felt the pleasure of ejaculation, and Karin swallowed it all, gulping.

"Mmph, mmph, mmph..."

After I finished, Karin glared at me slightly and complained:

"Isn't that too much? I thought I was going to suffocate."

Despite her words, there was a faint—no, quite pronounced—smile on her lips.

"It was a bit bitter, but still good... Martin. Now, put it in."

I laid Karin on the bed and immediately began to lick her completely hairless, white pussy as if tasting it.

"Ahh, Martin... not there..."

She made a gesture as if pushing me away, but there was no strength in it.

*I need to loosen her up a bit more.*

I started with the outer labia, taking my time.

Then I gradually worked my way inward, from the outer labia to the inner labia, and finally to the pretty pink inside of her vagina.

As I targeted increasingly narrower areas, Karin's moans became more and more erotic.

"Haa... haaah... M-Martin..."

Then, with the intention of making Karin climax once, I carefully licked her clitoris.

*If touched incorrectly, it only hurts, but if stimulated properly, it's an erogenous zone that makes her feel good quickly, right?*

I carefully peeled back the skin covering it and touched the inside.

After about a minute, Karin tightly squeezed her legs together...

"Ahh, Martin."

With those words, love juices gushed from Karin's pussy.

And as if ready to receive me, the pink entrance to her vagina was now fully open.

Inside was the hymen, evidence that she had never accepted any man.

The thin pink membrane intensely stimulated my desire.

The moment I break through it, Karin will truly become my woman, right?

I rubbed my cock against Karin's pussy.

With each back-and-forth motion, erotic moans escaped from Karin's lips.

"Ahh, Martin, stop teasing and put it in now."

At her words, I positioned myself at the entrance of her pussy, looked straight into her face, and said:

"Senior, I love you. I'll protect you until the end, no matter what happens."

Karin heard my confession and smiled brightly.

"Isn't confessing right before putting it in a bit much?"

"I just wanted to say it once more."

"...Hurry and put it in. I can't bear the longing anymore."

Ch.307 - Karin's First Night (2)
After steeling myself, I searched for where to insert my manhood.

I'd watched plenty of adult videos and thought I knew what to do—caressing her breasts and telling her I loved her seemed to get a good response. But now at the crucial moment, I was hesitating, unsure where to enter.

What a pathetic display.

While I fumbled around, Karin looked at me and smirked.

"You were so confident until just now. But when it really matters, you're completely clueless."

Laughing as if looking at a child, Karin reached out and took my manhood in her hand.

"Despite being recognized as an Expert by mercenaries and knights alike, you're struggling with this."

Then Karin moved my member and said:

"You put it in here."

I moved my hips and inserted myself into her womanhood.

In adult videos, I'd often heard it described as hot, soft, and tight. I theoretically knew it would feel good, but...

Just as they say seeing once is better than hearing a hundred times, and doing once is better than seeing a hundred times—actually experiencing sex was completely different.

Her virgin womanhood gripped me from all sides, and it was so hot inside I felt like I might get burned.

The tightness was almost painful.

An involuntary sound escaped my lips.

"Ugh."

Meanwhile, having lost her virginity, Karin instinctively embraced my upper body tightly, seemingly in pain from the first penetration.

In the process, she might have scratched my back with her nails.

"M-Martin. It hurts..."

Hearing that, I panicked and tried to pull out...

But Karin squeezed my waist with both legs and said:

"Don't pull out. This is good. Just slowly..."

As she spoke, Karin embraced me even more tightly.

Her womanhood gradually squeezed my manhood more firmly.

As if wanting me to finish faster, as if wanting to bear my child as quickly as possible.

The pleasure of being enveloped, the reactions Karin showed now that she was mine.

The sight of her, a virgin until moments ago, trying to satisfy me despite her pain, her snow-white breasts moving with each breath.

Her face flushed pink and her moist eyes.

"M-Martin... hurry..."

I can't remember who said it, but someone once told me that sex isn't just about inserting yourself into a woman.

It's a comprehensive art of watching and enjoying the woman's reactions, listening and taking pleasure in her responses.

That seems to be true.

The tightness is one thing, but Karin's reactions are so cute.

*That's what drives a person crazy.*

I tried to move my hips slowly, but my body wouldn't listen.

Whether my rational restraint had broken down in the face of this pleasure I'd never experienced before, I thrust with all my might toward her womb.

"Ah, Martin... so intense."

Though she still seemed to be in some pain, Karin's voice clearly indicated she was feeling pleasure too.

She must be enjoying this, right?

With that thought, I explored her womanhood passionately.

With each thrust, her hips moved up and down against the bed.

Her breasts bounced in rhythm, and erotic moans escaped her lips.

"Martin, more. Give me more... show me that I'm your woman..."

Hearing those words, I moved my hips with all my strength.

Soon I felt something blocking me when I went all the way in.

Is this her womb?

Each time I thrust and hit that spot, Karin's entire body trembled.

Her womanhood quivered and squeezed my manhood so tightly it sent shivers down my spine.

After several thrusts, I felt an unknown pleasure building from deep inside my pelvis.

The feeling of something rising through my manhood.

I was getting close.

"Senior, I'm about to..."

Hearing that, Karin raised her waist and embraced me tightly.

Her C-cup breasts, just barely on the larger side, pressed against me with their soft yet firm sensation.

"In-inside... come inside."

Hearing that, I immediately kissed Karin.

Shortly after, I climaxed with an incredible sensation in my manhood.

Unlike when I'd occasionally used my hand, I released what felt like a torrent.

Karin held me tightly at that moment, as if determined never to let me go.

"Martin..."

Her unconscious behavior, seemingly declaring that she was already my woman and I should never abandon her, was incredibly cute.

She had always shown such confidence and courage normally.

But now she was acting like a young girl.

Seeing that, my manhood immediately stood up again.

They say it takes quite a while to recover after finishing once, but Karin was just so erotic.

"Um, Senior, could we do it one more time?"

Karin smiled as if she couldn't help it.

"Just once more. Not twice."

Though she said that, I suspected she would continue until dawn if I asked again.

"Understood."

Then Karin changed positions, this time laying me down and climbing on top.

Thanks to that, I could see everything—her face, her white breasts stained with my fluid, her nipples, her slender waist and buttocks.

Even the connection between our bodies was visible.

"But you took the lead last time. Now it's my turn."

**

We ended up making love until dawn.

I felt like I could have continued for another day, but...

Karin couldn't handle my overflowing stamina.

"They say mercenaries who become Expert swordsmen gain incredible stamina. Aren't you too sturdy? We must have done it more than ten times."

Other mercenaries would be shocked if they heard how many times we did it.

Or would they tease me about being young and vigorous?

"Well, I am young."

Hearing that, Karin pouted and flicked my forehead.

"Right, and I'm an old hag at almost 60 years old? Sorry for being a grandmother already."

By elf standards, 60 is equivalent to about 20 in human years.

Besides, elves don't show noticeable signs of aging until they're near death, so Karin would probably look the same until I died.

So I kissed the forehead of the exhausted woman lying beside me.

"What are you saying? Where could I find a woman as beautiful as you, Senior? Every nobleman and merchant turns to look when you walk down the street."

This isn't flattery.

On our way here, I saw several married men get smacked on the back of their heads after gawking at Karin's face.

"Really?"

"Of course, Senior. Why else would I risk my life fighting that lecherous bastard?"

Karin's expression grew complicated.

"Didn't you fight because you loved me?"

"I love your bold and confident demeanor, your face, your appearance—everything about you."

When others talk about love, they claim to love only the person's inner self.

Frankly, that's nonsense. I believe we fall in love considering everything about a person.

Personality, appearance, habits, and sometimes even their financial status.

Especially excluding appearance is hard to understand...

*Saying you only fell for someone's personality is just a roundabout way of saying their looks aren't great.*

Karin tried to read my thoughts.

"You're honest. So Martin, are you really going to become a nobleman? Becoming a knight from a mercenary is already an incredible achievement. Shouldn't you be satisfied with that? I'll follow whatever path you choose."

Having reached the Expert level in my early twenties, I could receive proper knight treatment in any family.

So becoming a knight would be a good choice, but...

My dreams are too big for that.

"Becoming a knight from a mercenary is too small a dream. Someday I will become a true nobleman. If a man is born into this world, he should aim for the top."

Karin heard my words and smiled.

"If you weren't that kind of man, you would have accepted knighthood and left me long ago. For some other pretty woman."

Then Karin lightly kissed my lips.

"I love your ambition, Martin. Keep showing me that dream."

Karin embraced me immediately.

As I felt her breasts press against me again...

"Senior, want to go another round?"

Karin heard my words and replied with a stern expression.

"Not now."

Ch.308 - Lucia's First Night (1)
"Um, Captain, are you awake?"

Even though it was a day off and no one would have said anything if I slept all day, for some reason my eyes opened early without anyone waking me.

I felt a bit uneasy about it, but was this because my sixth sense had foreseen Lucia's arrival and woken me up?

*How strange.*

"Yes, come in."

Lucia carefully opened the tent flap and entered.

Her face was flushed pink like cherry blossoms, and she was unconsciously nibbling her lips while looking around.

Her tail, unlike usual, was standing straight up without wagging at all.

Any other time she would have greeted me with a bright smile, but seeing how shy she was now, she must be nervous.

"May I sit down?"

I patted the spot right next to me on the bed.

"Sit here."
"Okay."

Lucia's face turned as red as an apple, then she sat beside me while gently swishing her tail.

Whether intentional or not, she positioned herself so our shoulders barely touched.

Her mischievous tail tickled my back every time it swayed.

Her white fox ears perked up, as if expecting something from me.

Does she want me to pet her?

When I raised my right hand and stroked her head, Lucia's face immediately filled with a happy smile.

"I like how warm your hands are, Captain."
"I'm glad you like it."

Apart from any sexual desire, there's something about Lucia's head and tail that has a calming effect on the heart.

Just like how men can forget their worries by touching their girlfriend's chest when they're troubled, touching that warm, fluffy tail and fox ears relieves tension.

*If Lucia enjoys it, I can touch her every day.*

Her gaze soon drifted to the ring on the fourth finger of her left hand.

We're both still mercenaries, so we don't know what might happen, and since we haven't settled down, we couldn't have a formal wedding ceremony.

But wearing this ring means we intend to spend our lives together.

Lucia silently caressed the ring, looking at it with warm eyes.

"I was abandoned at birth and lived as an orphan all my life. I never had a family, so I always longed for one... I'm so happy to be with you now, Captain."

I immediately kissed her lips.

"I love you."

I explored her mouth with my tongue.

"Ah, mmm... Cap... Captain..."

Though startled by the sudden, intense kiss—her first—Lucia raised her tail straight up in surprise.

But she didn't push me away, suggesting she didn't dislike it.

Rather, she embraced me more tightly, as if asking for more, for me to continue.

They say Foxkin are naturally sensual—was that true?

Without anyone teaching her, Lucia naturally began rubbing her chest against my body.

The power and soft sensation of her H-cup breasts, literally the size of large watermelons, without exaggeration.

After several minutes of deep kissing, I pulled away.

Lucia, breathing heavily, kept giving me moist glances, unconsciously wagging her tail to entice me.

Then, as if someone had taught her, she pushed her chest forward and slowly crawled toward me.

Her breasts swayed dramatically with each small movement.

My gaze naturally turned in that direction.

My pants felt like they might burst from my raging member, which was demanding to thrust into the woman before me and fill her with my seed.

Noticing my heated gaze, Lucia moved her hands to remove her top.

"Since it's embarrassing, could you look somewhere else?"
"You'll be seeing a lot of each other anyway, right? And we're lovers."

Even as I said it, I realized how strange it sounded.

But it would be stranger to regain my senses while looking at those watermelon-sized, voluptuous breasts.

*I want to touch them.*

Though I'd never touched them before, those breasts looked like I could spend hours fondling them without getting bored.

As I stared intensely, Lucia swallowed and began removing her top.

With each button undone, her breasts became more prominent.

More precisely, her breasts, which had been somewhat concealed by the thin blouse, appeared even larger as they were revealed.

My eyes couldn't leave Lucia's chest.

Breasts whiter than milk, pink nipples.

The sight alone made my heart race—a situation any man would go crazy for.

*Would even a 70-year-old man get aroused seeing Lucia's breasts?*

Lucia shyly covered her chest with her arms.

"Don't stare so much. It's embarrassing. I'm really self-conscious about them."

Could she possibly believe that smaller breasts are better than larger ones?

Who put such a ridiculous idea in her head?

If it was one of my subordinates, I'd work him to death with every duty and task imaginable as revenge.

"No, Lucia. Every man prefers them large."

Of course, if they were too large and poorly shaped, even an erection might wilt.

But breasts that anyone would consider a work of art?

How could those not look good?

"I know that. Even at the orphanage, and later at the magic academy, men targeted me because of my large chest. I even received several propositions from high-ranking officials to become theirs."

Even I would understand if my handsome face had attracted men who teased me and nearly ruined my life.

"It's okay, I'll protect you."

With those words, I reached for Lucia's breasts.

The soft yet firm sensation spread throughout my hand.

While I could hold all of Karin's breast in one hand, Lucia's wouldn't fit completely.

Just lightly squeezing them, I could feel their heaviness and weight.

Lucia's fox ears and tail swayed enticingly, as if to seduce me.

"Captain, you shouldn't touch me like that... it makes me feel strange."

To think she would react this way just from having her breasts touched.

I can hardly imagine what would happen during actual sex...

It's almost beyond imagination.

After several minutes of fondling her breasts, Lucia straddled my legs.

Then, like a fox in heat, her body grew hot and she spoke in a loosened voice.

"More, touch me more. Just touching my breasts... my nipples are aching... it's strange... but I like it..."

Lucia supported both breasts with her arms as she pleaded with me.

Unlike Karin, she was actively seeking sex, which made me want to suck on her nipples right away...

But I felt a mischievous desire to leave her hanging a little longer.

"Really?"

Lucia spoke with a slightly relaxed voice.

"Yes, touch my breasts however you want... touch them harder."

Then Lucia continued rubbing her breasts against my body.

The sensation of her nipples brushing against me, the comfort of being surrounded by her breasts, the intense pheromones of a female in heat.

Her talent for stimulating a man's desires was so exceptional it seemed like she must have learned it from someone.

It was hard to believe this was purely instinctual.

Then Lucia began rubbing her own breasts.

"Ahh, it feels good... Captain, Captain..."

Unable to hold back any longer, I reached for Lucia's breasts.

As I rubbed my member against her womanhood while pinching and fondling her nipples, Lucia responded accordingly.

"My nipples and down there, they feel strange."

With each touch to her nipples, love juices dripped from Lucia's womanhood.

Clearly evidence she was feeling pleasure.

"I'm feeling strange... I've never felt this before..."

Lucia seemed to have lost even the presence of mind to wag her tail, as even her unconsciously moving tail stopped.

"Don't just touch my breasts. My groin keeps tingling and aching. Put it in quickly... I'm going to go crazy..."

Then Lucia lay down on my bed.

Her H-cup breasts moved up and down with each breath.

Her entire body was already flushed pink with arousal.

Her womanhood was soaking wet with love juices.

And her labia were spread wide open, signaling she was ready for penetration.

*She's much more sensual than Karin...*

Is this why there are false rumors about Foxkin like Lucia having mating seasons?

Lucia looked at me and spoke in a voice that seemed to have no fear of first-time intimacy.

Instead, she spoke as if thinking only of greater sexual pleasure.

"Put it in... make love to me."

Ch.309 - Lucia's First Night (2)
I swallowed hard.

Her gaze was moist, her face flushed pink, and her hips swayed, clearly showing how desperately she wanted me inside her as soon as possible.

Her breasts and nipples looked like they could easily feed four or five children if she ever had any.

The entire sight was so mesmerizing that I found myself staring blankly at Lucia's body before entering her.

Lucia looked at me with teary eyes.

"Aren't you going to put it in? Lucia feels strange down there. It's tingling and aching..."

Her womanhood was secreting fluids, showing she was completely ready.

Her eyes were fixed on the manhood that would take her virginity and make her a woman in the truest sense.

Not eating a meal that's already served is shameful for a man, so I needed to pull myself together.

Besides, from now on, I could touch and take that body whenever I wanted.

"I'm going to put it in."

Lucia spread her legs wide, exposing herself, and said:

"Come to me."

Then I pushed myself into Lucia.

Instead of thrusting in wildly like some animal in heat, I lowered my hips slowly, very slowly, entering her.

When I entered Karin, her tightness and heat were intense, but...

Lucia was incomparably hotter inside.

It was so hot that I couldn't help commenting on it.

"Hot..."

Lucia, enduring the pain, explained:

"We Foxkin get hot down there when we're in heat..."

Long ago, some crazy person on the internet spouted nonsense about female foxes being born essentially just for sex.

According to that fool, when foxes are in heat, they get hot inside just enough to feel good, have strong sexual desires, and even have mating seasons.

Despite her fox-like features, I never imagined she would share this trait of getting hot during heat.

It's quite shocking.

When I didn't respond, she asked in a slightly dejected voice:

"Do you dislike it?"

Her warmth made sex more pleasurable, and this was happening purely because of her body's instinct to mate with me.

It was her honest desire to carry my child.

How could I possibly dislike that?

"No, I was just surprised because it's unusual."
"I'm glad."

Even while in pain, Lucia smiled through it, which I found incredibly endearing.

"But there's one thing I want to teach you."

I carefully touched Lucia's sensitive spot.

Her hips lifted slightly, making her breasts bounce.

"It feels strange."

Then, pushing deeper inside her, I whispered:

"Don't call it 'down there.' Call it your pussy. And mine is a cock. Say it. Pussy."

Perhaps due to her inexperience, Lucia stumbled over her words.

"P-pussy. My pussy feels strange..."

Seeing her embarrassment made me want to tease her more.

Is this why elementary school boys who don't even realize they're in love tease the girls they like?

Her moist eyes, her confused expression, her tightening around me as if begging for my seed in her womb because she was already in heat.

I could tease her a little more.

"How does your pussy feel strange?"

Lucia swished her tail back and forth.

"Even though it hurts with your cock inside, my pussy keeps tingling like it's asking for more. And I want you to love me..."

With me still inside her, Lucia touched her own breasts.

"I want to have sex. I want you to fill me with proof that I'm your woman."

I'm not sure why she's so sensual for someone having sex for the first time... but that's certainly not a bad thing for me.

I slowly moved my hips.

Lucia's hips lifted, making her silver hair sway.

The wetness inside her made slick sounds, and she squeezed around me as if determined to extract every drop.

When I pushed in, she squeezed gently like wringing out a wet cloth.

When I pulled out, she tightened strongly as if trying to wring one more drop from a dry cloth.

Even before my first release, Lucia was already wearing an ecstatic expression, perhaps due to the sexual instincts ingrained in her species.

"More, please thrust into my pussy more."

I don't think Karin was this lewd when we did it.

Lucia is truly a virgin, but her species seems naturally inclined to enjoy sex.

Already forgetting the pain, Lucia began tightening in rhythm with my movements and moving her body.

"My pussy feels so good... thrust more."

At this point, I could probably do whatever I wanted.

I reached for both her breasts and kneaded them.

Following my hands' movements, her breasts shifted around, and lewd moans continuously escaped Lucia's lips.

The tightness of her womanhood changed slightly depending on how much I touched her breasts.

When I touched them less, she squeezed less as if pouting, and when I kneaded them enthusiastically, she tightened more as if praising me.

"I'm feeling strange..."

Is she already climaxing? I'm not there yet...

Men who finish too quickly are mocked as premature, but it's not a flaw for women to climax quickly.

From a man's perspective, it actually feels good because it makes me think my technique is good.

I quietly whispered in Lucia's ear:

"That means you're coming. Feel free to come as much as you want."

Since she was feeling this much pleasure, I didn't need to hold back for her sake anymore.

I could thrust more vigorously.

Of course, I couldn't use Aura.

I touched Lucia's breasts while thrusting as deeply as possible.

As I thrust, I eventually felt something blocking my advance.

A slightly soft yet hot wall.

Her eager womb had descended, wanting to be impregnated.

"I'm going strange, I'm coming!"

Lucia's tightness gradually increased.

"No..."

Unconsciously, Lucia wrapped both legs around my waist.

Then her inner walls began squeezing my manhood with an intensity incomparable to before.

The hot, textured tightness almost made me finish too early.

"Ugh."

Meanwhile, Lucia smiled as if satisfied.

Her womanhood gushed fluid onto me, proving she had climaxed.

"Heh, heh...."

If she had any presence of mind, she might have worried about wetting herself.

But she was too lost in pleasure to care.

Yet her walls continued squeezing, and her fox ears twitched as if asking for more...

'I should keep going, right?'

I pushed back into Lucia's already-satisfied womanhood.

She responded with a bewildered voice:

"N-no. I just came..."

But whether she didn't actually dislike it, or couldn't resist the pleasure I was giving her,

Lucia held me tightly with both arms despite her words.

Each time I thrust, her melon-sized breasts changed shape slightly, stimulating my body.

Each time, my manhood grew slightly larger, as if determined to impregnate this female.

Soon I felt close to finishing too.

If not for the contraceptive magic, I would have pulled out and marked her entire body with my seed to show she was mine.

But thanks to the great contraceptive magic, there was no problem leaving my mark inside her womb instead.

"Lucia, I'm going to come."

When I told her firmly, she stammered:

"Seed, please give me your seed. Lucia wants your seed in her pussy. Make me come with your seed."

I confirmed she was a virgin when I broke her hymen earlier, but she's surprisingly lewd.

It doesn't seem like she learned this from anyone.

When it comes to arousing men, it's like she learns a hundred things from being taught just one.

My manhood, of course, paid no attention to such thoughts and released inside Lucia.

As my seed began flowing into her with thick pulses...

"My pussy feels so good... I'm coming..."

Saying that, she reached another climax on top of her previous one.

As much as I wanted to take her again right away, if I did that to Lucia after two consecutive orgasms, she would truly collapse.

So I reluctantly withdrew from her.

We could always have sex again later.

As I was gently touching Lucia's breasts and ears while she rested...

"Wait a moment."

Lucia looked at my manhood and murmured:

"Your cock is still so big even when I look at it again. This is what made my pussy come so many times?"

Before I could even nod, Lucia licked my manhood with her tongue.

After licking every inch, she swallowed and said:

"It tastes good, probably because it's yours. I want to taste more in the future. After we rest a bit, you'll make my pussy come again, right?"

Hearing that, I finally couldn't hold back.

That day, I finished inside Lucia about six times.

Ch.310 - Hilde's First Night (1)
There was no reason to refuse Hilde.

After all, I had spent my entire fortune trying to get her after destroying Villa Hora castle.

Now the results of that investment were coming back to me.

"Shall we go into my tent for now?"

I've had so much sex that you could call me battle-hardened, but Hilde, despite being a physically trained knight...

She followed behind me, trembling like a squirrel, about to experience her first time as a woman.

Well begun is half done—the first step is always the hardest.

I reached out and stroked Hilde's head.

"It's okay, it's okay."

Hilde seemed to relax a little and smiled.

Once inside the tent, Hilde immediately looked at my face and began to fidget shyly.

She had been my guard knight, sleeping in my tent almost every day until now, and had often told me she would let me touch her whenever I wanted...

But now that we were actually about to have our first intimate relationship, she was hesitating.

When I first had sex with Karin, there were many ridiculously funny moments where I couldn't properly enter her.

I looked into Hilde's eyes and said:

"I love you, and you are mine."

It's not the most romantic confession, but Hilde tends to think of herself as my possession.

Far from disliking it, she proudly straightens her back and tells Dalten and the other Mercenaries that she belongs to me.

So hearing that she is mine would reassure her.

"My lord..."

I kissed Hilde on the lips.

Even with a light kiss, Hilde trembled and responded.

Though feeling some resistance to this new sensation, she gradually surrendered to the greater pleasure.

My cock was already excited, screaming to release its seed inside this woman.

The bastard gets all sulky and dies after ejaculating as if it had no thoughts, but I don't know why its desires are so intense.

After kissing her, I moved my tongue to tickle the inside of Hilde's mouth, and she embraced me more tightly.

She pressed her body closer to mine and moved as I wanted, entrusting everything to me.

When I started touching her buttocks, she lowered her waist to make it easier for me.

When I first did it with Lucia and Karin, neither of them was this devoted.

Hilde seemed to prioritize how I felt over her own satisfaction.

"My lord, how is it?"

While Lucia's species was so naturally sensual that I sometimes wondered if she was really a virgin, Hilde's devotion and love for me was so great...

She tried so hard to accommodate me that I wondered if she was really doing this for the first time.

*Not that I mind at all.*

I moved away from Hilde for a moment and started taking off my clothes one by one.

Hilde began to undress herself but stopped and asked:

"Would you like to undress me yourself, my lord? I heard other Mercenaries talking before. They said men like to undress women themselves."

Honestly, whether a woman undresses herself or not isn't that important...

But I really wanted to see Hilde shyly taking off her clothes one by one rather than me undressing her.

"No, Hilde, you undress yourself."

At those words, Hilde nodded slightly and began to undress.

From her shirt to her skirt, her bra supporting her breasts, to her panties...

She took off her shirt calmly, but from the moment she removed her skirt, Hilde's face grew increasingly red and the corners of her mouth began to quiver.

She had said she would offer her virginity whenever I wanted, but I didn't expect her to be this shy.

That's what I like about it.

"I'm completely undressed, my lord..."

Hilde couldn't meet my eyes and blushed.

Though she seemed like she would die of embarrassment, knowing that I wanted to see her unclothed body...

Hilde was barely restraining herself from covering her pink nipples and vagina with her arms.

Very slowly, her arms would move to cover herself, but then she would uncover herself again so I could see better.

"How is my body, my lord? If it doesn't please you..."

No man in this world would tell a woman her body looks bad when she asks right before sex.

Even if her figure was really not that good.

But in Hilde's case, she was beautiful enough to make my mouth water just looking at her.

A body with just the right amount of muscle, neither too thin nor too thick, without an ounce of excess fat; perfectly shaped, bouncy breasts with pink nipples.

A slender waist, apple-shaped, luscious buttocks gained from years of physical training.

Just looking at her made my cock start thrashing about, wanting to thrust inside her immediately.

"How could that be? You're beautiful, Hilde. So beautiful I want to lick your entire body."

At my sincere words, Hilde's face turned as red as heated iron.

"R-really? I've worked hard in many ways to shape this body for you, my lord, and I was worried you might not like it. Thank you for liking it."

I should be the one thanking her for working so hard for me.

I was grateful, but seeing her embarrassment made me want to tease her a little.

"How did you work hard?"

Hilde grabbed her breasts with both hands and started rotating them.

"I heard that touching breasts like this makes them bigger, so when you weren't looking, I would secretly touch them. And I heard from prostitutes that men like oral service, so I... practiced sucking on cucumbers, pretending it was your thing."

Hearing that, I naturally imagined it.

Hilde secretly calling my name while fondling her breasts, sucking on cucumbers while craving my cock.

"Really?"

"I wanted to become a more sensual woman for you, my lord. During the day, it's my duty to fight as your sword, but at night... I want to be a woman who can satisfy the man I love."

As soon as I heard those words, I immediately pushed Hilde down onto my bed.

Though surprised by my sudden action, Hilde soon accepted my touch.

"My lord, you're too hasty..."

"It's your fault, Hilde. You made me like this."

After pouncing on Hilde on the bed, I quickly threw off my clothes.

When my cock came into Hilde's view, she instinctively covered her mouth with her hand.

"It's bigger than I imagined, my lord."

Since this was Hilde's first time, it made sense she wouldn't say things like it's bigger than others or it's impressive.

Still, hearing her say it was bigger than she thought made me feel good.

I reached out to touch her breasts, and the marshmallow-like sensation and warmth spread throughout my body.

In a way, breasts are just lumps of fat, but touching them gave me an indescribable satisfaction.

Then I sat Hilde on top of me, facing me.

Without kissing her, I occasionally rubbed my cock against her vagina to help her gradually adapt.

"M-my lord..."

With each slow movement of my hand, Karin struggled to match my gestures.

As my cock and her vagina rubbed together, and my hands explored her breasts, love juices flowed from Hilde's vagina.

"It feels strange, my whole body is tingling and going numb..."

She should be ready by now, shall I put it in?

As I was about to lay Hilde down on the bed and penetrate her, she got up from on top of me and knelt on the floor.

After carefully observing my cock, she whispered in a small voice:

"So this will soon be inside me... but before that."

After steeling herself for a moment, Hilde kissed my cock.

"Let me serve you, my lord."

Hilde immediately opened her mouth and swallowed my cock.

Though she couldn't swallow all of it like in erotic manga, once she had taken it in, she diligently serviced my cock with her tongue and mouth.

Making slurping sounds as she licked, her technique was somewhat clumsy, but perhaps due to her practice...

A ticklish sensation gradually built up to the feeling of ejaculation in my cock.

"Hilde, I think I'm about to come."

Karin and Lucia now swallow my semen readily, but since this was Hilde's first time, she would probably find it repulsive...

But Hilde ignored my warning and continued sucking my cock.

My cock could no longer hold back and released its semen, which Hilde began to swallow.

The sound of her gulping was incredibly erotic.

"My lord... I'll swallow it all..."

Then Hilde opened her mouth wide to show me the remaining semen, swallowed the rest, and said:

"Hilde is yours, my lord, so please handle me as you wish."

After hearing those words, I picked Hilde up in a princess carry.

Then I gently laid her on the bed and inserted my cock into her vagina.

Ch.311 - Hilde's First Night (2)
As Martin pushed himself into Hilde, she momentarily grimaced.

"Ugh..."

It was bound to hurt when something that had been tightly closed suddenly opened for the first time.

Even though I've experienced this several times already, the tightness and heat of penetrating a virgin is something I can never get used to.

And perhaps because Hilde had developed strong lower body muscles from wielding a sword, she was tighter than the other two, making it difficult to enter her.

If Hilde had been my first sexual partner, I might have embarrassingly ejaculated before even fully entering her.

After overcoming this challenge, I eventually felt a barrier blocking my progress.

The membrane symbolizing a woman's first time—the hymen.

"Hilde, I'm going deeper."

Instead of nodding, Hilde asked:

"Kiss me, my lord. Give me proof that you love me, proof that my body excites you."

The grizzled male mercenaries say that during sex, love is nice to have, but not necessary as long as the woman is worth bedding.

Men tend to function on lust alone, but women demand love during sex.

Karin had told me that once.

*Women enjoy sex because they like confirming they're loved during the act.*

I caressed Hilde's cheek.

Should I be crude but honest and tell her she's attractive?

Or should I be more indirect and romantic?

Given Hilde's personality, she probably wouldn't appreciate crude words...

"I fell for you at first sight, enough to risk everything. I feel that way now, and I always will."

From the moment I first saw her at Villa Hora, I wanted to do whatever it took to make her mine.

Her noble demeanor, willing to sacrifice her life for chivalry, her dignified behavior and beautiful appearance.

The perfectly balanced white breasts and nipples now revealed before me, and her luscious bottom.

I risked my life and entire fortune to possess it all.

Even if I had failed, I would have felt regret but no remorse.

At my words, Hilde smiled instead of nodding.

I kissed her and lowered my hips, breaking through the hymen that blocked my way.

Hilde's hands moved to my back and unconsciously scratched me.

A groan mixed with pain escaped her.

"Ugh..."

After entering her completely, I waited for her to adjust instead of moving right away.

She couldn't say anything, but her insides initially clenched so tightly it felt like she might cut me off...

But soon, as if recognizing whose manhood she had accepted, she gradually began to accommodate my size.

I could feel her inner walls pulsing.

"My lord, please do as you wish with me."

When I moved my hips slightly after hearing those words, a moan escaped Hilde's lips.

Her white breasts swayed, and her body seemed to finally understand who its master was.

Her tightness gradually changed, as if considering how much pressure would please me.

Hilde's expression gradually softened.

"Please don't hold back. I am your knight, but I'm also your sex slave..."

Although I had written "slave" on the paperwork when I bought Hilde for ten thousand gold coins, I had never once treated her as one.

Hilde knew this well, so her saying such things meant...

She wanted me to focus solely on my satisfaction without worrying about her.

It would be wrong to refuse after she asked twice, so why not give her what she wants?

"Then I'll do as I please."

Hilde swallowed at my words.

I placed my arms near her shoulders and thrust my hips as hard as I could.

Being her first experience, it must have hurt quite a bit as pain-filled moans escaped her lips...

But Hilde's eyes told me to continue.

She seemed to prefer satisfying my desires over avoiding her own discomfort.

"My lord, more... more..."

Wait, is Hilde actually getting excited by the mere fact that I desire her?

Either way, it's good.

I can thrust into Hilde as much as I want, and her body enjoys it more with each thrust.

Whatever the cause-and-effect relationship, if we both enjoy it, that's what matters.

So giving her what she wants without reservation is the virtuous thing to do.

As I thrust without holding back, Hilde seemed to enjoy fulfilling my demands, and gradually her moans contained less pain and more pleasure.

"Ah... mmm... hah..."

Her face gradually turned as red as an apple, and her pink nipples grew harder.

"My lord, please touch my breasts too. The breasts that only you can touch are yearning..."

When I reached out to touch and gently knead her breasts, lewd moans escaped Hilde's lips.

It seems Hilde's sexual nature matches her everyday personality—devoted to me.

Otherwise, Hilde, who had never even experienced a man finishing inside her, wouldn't be feeling this way.

When I lightly sucked on her nipple and then bit it, her hips lifted off the bed.

"Don't bite."

Despite her words, her body was already flowing with arousal.

As I continued thrusting, I gradually felt my climax approaching.

As I grew slightly larger, Hilde's female instinct seemed to notice that I was about to release, even if she consciously didn't understand.

She tightly wrapped her legs around my waist.

Even as my manhood began to pulse like a heartbeat, Hilde, having never experienced a man finishing inside her, didn't know what was happening and continued to crave my love.

"My lord, a little more, thrust a little more. Give me proof inside that I'm your woman..."

When I heard the word "inside," I realized something.

I hadn't taught Hilde the proper words for our body parts.

That was the one flaw.

But it wasn't too late to teach her.

"My thing is called a cock, and what's being penetrated is your pussy. I'm about to come inside your pussy."

Hilde had been moaning and acting coquettishly until now, but when she heard the words "pussy" and "cock," she briefly averted her gaze.

Then, after chewing her lip thoughtfully for a moment, she said:

"Please give your seed to my pussy. Mark my pussy as yours. I, Hilde, belong only to you..."

They say men can have sex without love, but...

Honestly, the pleasure and thrill of penetrating my virgin woman and filling her with my seed to make her mine is indescribable.

Just thinking about it sent shivers of pleasure up my spine.

I thrust my hips to pour as much of my seed into Hilde's womb as possible.

Each time our bodies met, Hilde's face became more consumed by pleasure.

She would be colored only by me, knowing no man but me.

Knowing no pleasure except what I give her, trying to adapt only to me.

The more I thought about it, the more uncontrollably excited I became.

Lost in ecstasy, I thrust toward Hilde's womb until I felt my climax rising and my release beginning.

Hilde's back arched like a bow.

"Ah, aah! It's hot..."

Hilde's body squeezed tightly, as if trying to drink every last drop of my seed.

As her tightness suddenly increased, my body responded by drawing out every remaining drop to release.

After the lengthy climax ended, Hilde lay back against the bed.

"My lord, I love you... love..."

Her current state wasn't from exhaustion but from experiencing too much pleasure during her first time.

Proving this, her body continued to flow with arousal like a flood.

"It feels good..."

Each time Hilde breathed, her breasts moved slightly up and down.

Watching this, my desire rose again.

People say that after one round, men become tired and lose their arousal...

But just seeing the exquisite movement of those breasts...

As I was debating whether to take her again right away, Hilde suddenly touched her womanhood with her finger.

She scooped up some of the seed I had just released...

Without me teaching her, she licked it seductively and moaned.

"This is the symbol that I'm my lord's woman. Mild yet intense... not much taste, but thinking it's yours..."

Hilde's body began flowing with arousal again.

Then, lying down, she looked into my eyes and showed me her womanhood.

"M-my lord... if you're still unsatisfied, I'll receive you as many times as you wish."

It would be nice to do it right now, but...

"Really? Not because you want to do it with me?"

At those words, Hilde kneaded her breast with one hand and spread herself with the other while saying:

"...Please violate Hilde's pussy with your cock. My body is trembling and yearning. Give me more proof that I'm your female..."

And so I continued until all the strength had drained from my body.

Ch.BONUS - Afterword Upon Completion.
This concludes "I Quit Being a Knight and Became a Mercenary."

It was long if you think about it, yet incredibly short in other ways.

With this, I've successfully completed three works on Novelpia!

It's all thanks to you, my readers.

This might seem random, but each work I've published so far had its own motivation behind it.

"I Reincarnated as a Baron in Another World" started because I was frustrated with other territory management stories that completely butchered historical accuracy, so I decided to write one myself.

Though my writing was amateur, some readers told me I wrote well, and I tried my best to maintain the historical accuracy that I considered most important.

Thanks to that effort, one reader even commented, "This person must have majored in history."

You can find that comment in the featured reviews section if you're curious.

After writing that territory management story, I wanted to focus solely on battles, which led to "I Became a Genius Commander at the Academy," where I occasionally incorporated actual historical battles.

Then, wanting to write about mercenaries, I began "I Quit Being a Knight to Become a Mercenary."

If you noticed in the middle of the story how Martin, once a mercenary, becomes a nobleman instead of a mercenary king—that was inspired by real historical cases of mercenaries becoming nobility. During the Thirty Years' War, a mercenary captain named Wallenstein even became a duke in the Holy Roman Empire.

In this work, I focused on creating heroines that readers would enjoy and increased their prominence in the story.

I love heroines too and wanted to write them well.

So I put a lot of effort into the heroines, though I'm not sure if they turned out better than my previous attempts.

I also intended to write some adult content but couldn't find the courage, which is why the ending turned out this way...

I sincerely apologize for the delay after promising to write it.

And so, after completing the entire story, "I Quit Being a Knight to Become a Mercenary" has reached its conclusion.

It was long in some ways, short in others.

In three minutes, I'll be greeting you with my new work, "Liu Bei and Zhang Fei Are Obsessed With Me."

I ask for your continued love and support.

If you have any questions about the main story, or if there were things you were disappointed with or enjoyed, please leave a comment, and I'll respond to all of them.

From your serial novel peddler.

And now, I'll reveal the illustration (AI) of Liu Bei, a character from the new work.

Ch.BONUS - The Serialization Of The New Work "I Became A National Power-Level War Hero" Has Begun.
This is a story about a protagonist who becomes an officer of the empire and transforms into a war hero, similar to "Becoming the Academy's Genius Commander."

The setting is close to late 17th century Europe, where flintlock muskets are the main weapons.

Thanks to your support, I was able to apply for a Plus conversion.

I ask for your continued interest and love.
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