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I'm Going to Join a Family-like Knight Order
Not a Shitty Knight Order



* Cover illustration provided by Novelpia


Ch.0 - Prologue
"Fuck."

The curse slipped out naturally. Didn't I finish everything yesterday? Why are there twice as many documents piled up today compared to yesterday?

As I made a dumbfounded expression, Petra, who had arrived early, spoke while sweating profusely.

"Um, the Administrative Director said there were some documents she forgot to include yesterday..."
"That crazy bitch, seriously."

When my unfiltered emotions burst out, Petra flinched.

"No, wait. You know I wasn't talking about you, right?"
"O-Of course!"
"Anyway... alright, let's work hard today too."

I tossed my bag carelessly at my desk and plopped down in my chair.

Why does the title "Chief Administrative Officer" on my nameplate look so irritating today?

My name is Yun Si-yun, 25 years old.
Here, I'm known as Rubern Ailoy.

Once again today, I've reported for duty as an administrative officer of this shitty knighthood.

Ch.1 - I Will Live For Myself
In the Bolivar Empire's Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Even today, my name echoed constantly through the administrative office at the knights' headquarters.

"Administrative Chief Rubern! Here are documents that need your signature!"
"The Finance Department just requested a document review."
"Someone from the Antirock Duchy is here to inquire about dungeon management supervision."
"Chief?"
"Chief!!"
"Chieeeeef!!!!"

What's with that "Chieeef"? For fuck's sake.

It's been five years since I possessed a character in a novel I once read.

I was grinding away at some shitty company in Ansan, and just when I thought I might finally live an exciting, thrilling life...

Why does this "Imperial" knights order reek of the familiar stench of Ansan? I really can't understand it.

Just look at that.

Even though they clearly know I'm on break, they still shove documents right in my face.

They say even dogs aren't disturbed while eating, but in the Administrative Director's eyes, I must be lower than a dog.

I stuffed the remaining bread into my mouth, chewed thoroughly, swallowed, and then opened the door to the break room.

Ibona, the Administrative Director, smelled strongly of charcoal—she must have eaten meat for lunch.

"What is it?"
"Administrative Chief! How can you process work like this?!"

As Ibona waved the documents frantically, I snatched them from her hand. It was a certificate for a dungeon acquired from Count Kalstein's territory.

I quickly scanned the document for missing or incorrectly marked information, but couldn't find anything wrong.

"There's no problem here?"
"No problem? What do you mean no problem! Look right here, the date!"
"The date?"

Imperial Year 334, March 15th.
That's correct, isn't it?

When I gave her a confused look, Ibona let out a deep sigh. The charcoal smell intensified. This crazy woman definitely gorged on meat for lunch.

"Why did you put March 15th as the date? The document arrived yesterday."
"What?"
"Obviously, the date should be yesterday's date, March 18th!"

My head started throbbing.

Is she seriously making an issue of this?

"Director, I think there's some misunderstanding. Certificates should be dated based on when the initial contract was made. And yesterday's date is already written here in small print at the bottom, see?"

I pointed to the date written in the corner of the document, and Ibona's eyes widened.

"R-really?"
"Yes."
"But if you write the date this small, no one can see it."
"It's supposed to be small. It's a date that's only needed when filing, not otherwise."
"F-fine! So there's nothing wrong with it?"

When I nodded, Ibona snatched back the certificate and quickly turned away.

Seems like even she knows she's embarrassed herself. Idiot.

She's the Administrative Director, but her understanding of administration and paperwork is practically zero. A complete blockhead.

Even the trainee who joined last week probably understands administrative work better than she does.

After mentally cursing Ibona, I went back to the break room to finish my meal.

Of course, the soup I'd brought to eat with my bread had already gone cold.

***

"Petra, where did Ibona go?"
"Umm... I'm not sure. She was here until just a moment ago."

Deputy Petra, who was organizing documents, looked around. If Petra didn't know, then Ibona must have run off somewhere again.

She used to at least stay until the official end of the workday to make herself look good, but recently she rarely stayed until closing time.

Instead, she'd been leaving early a lot.

She must have found a boyfriend or something.

While I'm working my ass off here, the so-called Administrative Director is out gallivanting with some man.

Shouldn't I be pissed off?

But I maintained my composure. Today I was planning to leave work on time too.

I had plans to visit a new bar in the imperial capital with Rateon, the captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights and one of the few drinking buddies I had in this shitty workplace.

After all, what is life? Something to be enjoyed.

The title of Imperial Knights Administrative Officer might not get much respect here, but it's completely different outside.

When I go to bars, the owners greet me with "Oh, Administrative Officer~." I'm a person of importance.

Having a belly full of greasy food and some alcohol on my lips after so long—that's practically sex. Sex.

Plus, Rateon said he'd treat me to premium liquor he directly imported from overseas. My heart was already racing in anticipation.

"But why are you looking for the Director?"
"Oh, nothing important, just wanted to ask about vacation plans for next month."
"If that's all, I can tell her directly."
"That would be great, thanks."

That's Petra for you.
The only decent person in the Black Lion Knights.

As busy as I am, she, as the Chief Administrative Officer's assistant, was also incredibly busy... but she had nerves of steel and boundless generosity, never complaining once.

"By the way, Administrative Officer Rubern."
"Yes?"
"Are you planning to leave on time today?"
"Why?"
"Ah...."

Petra's expression stiffened. Oh no, this isn't good. Suddenly, I had a very bad feeling.

"N-no! It's nothing! Have a good evening!"
"Is something wrong?"
"Well, an imperial edict came directly from the Emperor about next month's expedition. The Strategic Planning Department requested our help..."
"And when's the deadline?"
"This week..."

Oh fuck.
This week means only three days left, and the deadline is this week?

And why am I only hearing about an imperial edict now?

"The Knight Commander forgot about it. He thought it was an edict that had already been handled."
"Oh, for fuck's sake..."

My hands trembled. How could the Knight Commander forget about an imperial edict, of all things?

I really wondered how this cursed knights order ever earned the unique modifier "Imperial."

Of course, they did achieve tremendous merit during the last great war. I know because I saw it firsthand.

However, competence during wartime and peacetime should be considered somewhat separately, in my opinion.

"I'll be fine, Administrative Officer! You worked late yesterday too. You should rest a bit today."

Petra smiled brightly. Look at that pure smile without a trace of malice. It's a smile that could restore even the most withered faith in humanity.

That's why I couldn't just leave it be.

"Sigh."
"No, no!! Administrative Officer! You really don't have to!!"
"If we don't pull an all-nighter tonight, we won't finish this in three days, will we?"
"Ugh..."
"I'll handle the review. Petra, please get the relevant documents from the Strategic Planning Department."

It seemed today wasn't a day for drinking after all.

"Fucking Commander."

Once Petra was out of sight, I spat on the portrait of the blonde woman hanging on the wall.

This is for my alcohol, you bitch.

***

Bang!

With the final stamp bearing my seal on the last document, the three-day marathon was finally over.

It took a bit longer than expected because the damn Knight Commander kept barging in with revision requests instead of offering any encouragement.

But we still managed to meet the deadline, just barely.

"Good work, Administrative Officer."
"You too, Petra. Great job."

As I was stretching, Petra, who had just showered in the knights' quarters, approached me.

Her hair was still damp, giving it a glossy sheen.

This was the ultimate battle plan, created by grinding the entire administrative department for three days straight.

When the Emperor sees this plan, he'll probably leap from his seat and do a triple somersault despite his aged body.

Dobby is free now.

Neither the Knight Commander nor even the Knight Commander's mother could stop me from leaving early today. If they want to stop me, they'd better bring the Emperor himself.

Just then, the office door opened, and a woman with golden hair appeared.

"Administrative Chief Rubern?"
"Commander. I was just about to see you."

Speak of the devil.

Knight Commander Levia flipped her elegant hair and strode toward Petra and me.

"The battle plan I requested?"
"Right here."

I handed her the documents, which she quickly flipped through, scanning the contents.

Petra looked hopeful, as if expecting some praise.

Fat chance.

The Knight Commander, who was just as much of a bitch as Administrative Director Ibona, wouldn't have such consideration.

In fact, Ibona—aside from having an inferiority complex toward me—at least felt some guilt about me handling all her work, which made her somewhat decent in comparison.

The Knight Commander in front of me didn't even have that basic concept.

Regardless of how much I was cursing her in my mind, the Knight Commander quickly checked the contents and closed the documents.

"Not bad."
"Thank you—"
"But Administrative Chief Rubern? Why do you look so terrible?"
"Excuse me?"

Levia's expression soured. Her gaze, blatantly dismissive, stabbed at my entire body. That look instantly ruined whatever good mood I had from completing the work.

"And I think there's a smell too. Don't you take care of yourself? No wonder you still don't have a girlfriend~ You might look better if you dressed up a bit."

Levia's words pierced my heart like a dagger.

What the hell is she saying?
Who does she think is responsible for my current state?

"Being such a workaholic isn't good either~ Don't you agree, Ibona?"
"Absolutely."

My fists trembled. Something that had been deeply compressed in my chest felt like it was about to explode.

No.
It had already exploded.

"A-Administrative Officer...? Are you okay?"
"..."

Petra tugged at my sleeve and asked, but I didn't answer. Instead, I approached the Knight Commander as she was casually walking away.

"Commander Levia."
"Yes?"

Slap!

With her blonde hair, Levia's face turned sideways. Oh, that felt good.

Seeing her shocked expression as she clutched her cheek, I realized how I'd been working under someone like this all this time.

Such a self-centered egotist.
She probably never thought I'd slap her across the face.

"R-Rubern...!! What is the meaning of...!!?"
"What do you think it means, you fucking bitch!"

Yes, how long had I been waiting for this day? I cursed as I threw the crumpled envelope I'd been carrying at Levia's face.

"I can't fucking take this anymore!"
"Y-you think you'll get away with this..."
"Get lost, you fucking idiot. Let's see how well things run without me, huh??"

I walked straight out of the knights' headquarters.
I could hear shouting behind me, but I really didn't care anymore.

Being tormented by superiors who know nothing about the actual work.

Them taking all the credit while the actual workers are thoroughly discarded.

Having my plans canceled because of suddenly added work.

I won't put up with it anymore.

From now on, I'm living only for myself.

Ch.2 - By Any Chance, Do You Need An Administrator?
It had been about two weeks since I left the knights.

I was living a rather satisfying life.

Endless green plains stretching out before me. Birdsong echoing from all around. Friendly travelers and villagers who cheerfully waved whenever we crossed paths.

After five years of being trapped in this novel-like world, I could finally enjoy such romance.

To be honest, the Imperial Black Lion Knights had guaranteed a steady income. Not everyone could hold the position of Chief Administrative Officer.

And with how overworked I was, when did I ever have time to spend money? At most, I'd drink with Rateon, but that happened maybe once a month—hardly worth calling it "consumption."

Thanks to that, my bank balance was practically infinite.

Now I understand why people who work at big corporations quit to travel abroad for years.

Of course, in the hellish reality of corporate Korea, there was no such thing.
Everyone knows, right?

In that world, it was hard enough to make ends meet day by day. Forget post-resignation travel—even calculating whether you could afford beef soup for lunch required serious consideration.

*At least the welfare benefits and salary were corporate-level, thank goodness. If those had been hellish too, I would've been contemplating suicide long ago.*

I shook my head, burying those unpleasant memories deep in the recesses of my mind.

"Anyway, where should I go today?"

Now money and time were all I had in life.

I had two options.

The north, with its beautiful snow-capped mountains and ranges, famous for excellently chilled beer. Or the south, filled with emerald seas and islands, renowned worldwide for its sweet wines.

Both were appealing, but which would be better?

As my ancestors said, when faced with indecision, just flip a coin. This is a long-standing Korean tradition, even recorded in Goguryeo's Subakdo.

I pulled a silver coin from my pocket and flipped it into the air. Heads for north. Tails for south.

Ping—!

As the coin spun through the air, I snatched it at just the right moment.

And the grand result was—.

"Ahhhh, perfect!"

Cool foam slid down my throat. Though it was chilly for March, being in the north, the beer was well worth shivering outside for.

"How did you know our establishment serves the best beer in the north?"
"I can tell these things at a glance."

I had at least eight years of experience entertaining clients, including my time as an administrative officer and as a manager at that hellish company. When important guests arrived, would I take them to a restaurant with bad food?

That would mean a failed contract and me getting verbally torn apart. Of course, in the 21st century, they wouldn't actually hit me, but they'd destroy my mental state with their sharp tongues.

That's how I developed this intuition.

Now I can tell whether a place is good just by looking at the sign and building structure.

I gulped down the rest of my refreshing beer. It was the real deal—maintaining its crisp taste even after several drinks.

If they had something like this in the capital, I would have bought it daily to ease my loneliness.

And though I expected the north to be barren and cold, this territory seemed to be an exception. The Rupel Territory, was it?

As a marginal northern earldom rarely mentioned in imperial reports, its importance was quite low.

Usually, such places were poorly managed, barren, and had rather closed-off residents.

But the Rupel Territory was warm and welcoming.

The innkeeper before me, with his bushy orange beard, looked like he might cheerfully shout, "Come closer to this warm fire!" at any moment.

"It's quite a nice city. Very friendly."
"Isn't it? We never leave travelers unattended. Everyone who visits Petaronto, the heart of Rupel, is an honored guest!"

The jovial innkeeper beamed at my positive assessment of his city, his beard twitching with his smile.

"Moreover, our lord who rules this territory is famous for his excellent character. We residents always love Count Rupel."

This was a rare sight.

I'd often heard people badmouthing their lords, but hearing someone speak with such admiration and respect for their ruler—especially to an outsider—was a first.

He must be a lord with considerable public support.

*As they say, clear water flows from a clean source. If such a lord had been my superior, I wouldn't have quit—I would have dedicated my life to the knights.*

It was surprising to hear about such a lord.

But it also left a bitter taste.

After all, I had suffered for years under terrible superiors. And every count I'd encountered until now had been a complete jerk.

*What the hell—that request asking if he could have just one female knight as his personal servant because of his fetish was truly legendary.*

I personally reported that central official with his count title to the Imperial Inspection Department.

He probably never imagined he'd be the one featured in the dungeon bondage photos he so desperately wanted.

"Welcome! This is the Balgrud Tavern!"

The innkeeper, who had been chattering about the city, turned his head sharply at the sound of the door opening.

I casually shifted my gaze to see a dignified man with black hair hanging down on both sides entering.

A neatly trimmed beard.
Sharp yet strong eyes.

I could immediately tell he wasn't an ordinary person. Given his somewhat rugged appearance, perhaps he was the leader of a successful mercenary group?

Or maybe he was one of the knights of this Rupel Territory.

There had been a few knights with similar appearances in the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

But my guess was completely off the mark.

"How have you been, Hakil?"
"Lord Rupel!"
"Pfft—!! *cough, cough*!!"

An identity I never expected.

"Oh my, sir! Here's a handkerchief! Sh-should I bring you some water?"
"N-no, I'm fine."

I wiped my mouth with the handkerchief the innkeeper offered and turned my head to cough. Why on earth was the lord here, of all places?

No wonder his presence felt different.

I quickly composed myself, stood up, and bowed respectfully to the count.

Though I didn't need to reveal my identity, it would be suspicious not to show proper courtesy to the count and ruler of this place.

"Greetings. As a traveler, I pay my respects to the rightful lord of this beautiful Rupel Territory."

After I delivered my perfectly formal greeting, the lord seemed somewhat surprised.

Did I make it too obvious that I'm from the capital?

"Wait. Could you be...?"
"??"
"Aren't you the Tactical Administrative Officer from the Rechanberg Plains?"

Huh?
How did he know?

As I stepped back slightly in confusion, Count Rupel smiled with certainty and offered his hand.

"Administrative Officer Rubern! I never dreamed I'd meet someone I've only heard about here!"

With the lord taking the initiative, now the tavern keeper was looking at me with a panicked expression.

"W-were you such an important person?"
"Don't you know? Three years ago, he achieved remarkable feats at the Battle of Rechanberg with his extraordinary intellect. I heard he's currently the Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights... Am I correct?"
"Ah, yes."

Though I answered reluctantly, the innkeeper was already gaping in amazement.

"Th-the Imperial Black Lion Knights!!!"

He hurriedly came out from behind the counter to refill my beer mug.

"Oh my, I failed to recognize you due to my limited knowledge!"
"There's no need to go this far."
"Please don't be modest! I know well about the Battle of Rechanberg. It's an honor to have someone like you in my establishment!!"

Truthfully, I wondered how meaningful the title of Chief Administrative Officer was, given that I'd left the knights on bad terms.

But I wasn't about to refuse free beer.

"I've heard you completely outwitted the monster army with brilliant tactics and deceptive strategies."
"Indeed. I witnessed it firsthand. I also led knights to participate in that battle."

Ah, was that so?
I feel like I might have seen him, but maybe not.

My memory was hazy.

And regardless, I couldn't help but blush at the unexpected praise. When was the last time I received such commendation...?

"I'm humbled by your words. Allow me to introduce myself properly: Rubern Ailoy, former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights."

I exchanged greetings again with the innkeeper and Count Rupel before sitting back down.

Soon the count naturally took the seat beside me.

Nervously, I felt tension creep up my spine. Even after stepping down from my administrative position, my body still reacted this way whenever I encountered someone of rank.

An occupational disease, for sure.

"Bring me a cold beer. And your most delicious side dish."
"Leave it to me!"
"You're drinking here with me?"
"Is there any reason I shouldn't? This is my regular tavern."

It was surprising enough that a lord who ruled an entire territory would come down to an ordinary tavern, but the fact that he casually drank there was completely beyond my understanding.

This would be unthinkable in the capital.

As I stared at him in wonder, Count Rupel took a swig of beer and spoke.

"But you mentioned 'former' earlier... Did you leave the knights?"
"Yes, well... due to various circumstances."

When I answered awkwardly, Count Rupel nodded.

"One can't stay in one place forever. After serving there for years, it's natural to need some rest."

Truly a magnanimous character.

It wasn't hard to understand why he was so beloved by his subjects—his personality was evident after just a few exchanges.

"However, I sincerely apologize for not being able to properly host you when you've honored our territory with your visit. Just a few days ago, a 'Frost Spirit' came down from the snow mountains and completely destroyed the count's residence."

The count's residence destroyed by a Frost Spirit?

I had noticed signs of recent repairs throughout the city—apparently that mischievous ice spirit had caused quite a commotion.

"Was the damage severe enough to destroy the count's residence?"
"Well... we don't have that many soldiers in our territory. We judged it better for the residence to be damaged than the city, so we lured it to the residence and defeated it there."

Damn.
I'm not lying—I almost burst into tears.

He allowed his own home to be destroyed to minimize damage to his subjects.

Though I've lived in this world for about five years, this was the first time I'd met a truly noble aristocrat.

Excellent in both appearance and character.

Though he wasn't the Grand Duke of the North, he was enough to stir a man's heart.

The Northern Count, fucking awesome.

Even his seaweed-like hanging hair reminded me of the Lord of Winterfell, Stark, from Game of Thrones.

Is this what noblesse oblige means?
What about all those nobles I've seen in the capital...?

Their image was instantly downgraded to that of sweet-talking frauds and aristocratic laborers.

"I'll pay for the food. I'm truly sorry I can't offer better hospitality to such an esteemed guest."
"No, please. I'm no longer a Chief Administrative Officer, just a wandering traveler."
"If you don't mind, I'll arrange for you to stay at the best inn in Petaronto. Please enjoy your stay there."

My heart, once tainted with contempt and malice toward the world, was being purified by this sincere goodwill.

"I don't know how to repay such kindness."
"There's no need for repayment. It's merely my selfish desire, hahaha."

Count Rupel waved his hands, insisting I shouldn't refuse, but a man can't just accept favors without giving something in return.

I couldn't become like those women who take what they want and then pretend ignorance.

Besides, for his residence to be destroyed by a mere Frost Spirit?

Clearly, the administrative capabilities of this remote earldom were in shambles, as tradition dictated.

Having been an administrative officer, seeing such poor management made something boil inside me.

It was like an experienced player looking at a newbie.

And shouldn't such newbies be properly guided? Show them the ropes, share some high-level know-how.

"Count."
"Yes, Rubern?"

I grabbed the count's hands, roughened by the northern air, and said:

"By any chance, do you need an administrative officer?"

Ch.3 - Is This All?
"Administrative officer, you say...?"
"Whether it's a knightly order or a military unit, I'd like to help in any way I can."

The world isn't all about brute force.

Perhaps in the past when monster influence swept across the entire continent, but now that things have stabilized, administration equals money and power.

Dungeons and mines scattered throughout the region.
Specialty products and all kinds of luxury goods.

People who've spent their entire lives swinging swords can hardly be expected to know how to handle money and merchandise.

How to efficiently manage a location, what kind of people to hire, what documents and certificates to prepare for unforeseen circumstances.

Without definite knowledge in these areas, even the Empire's emperor could be swindled in the blink of an eye.

If you think reasonable merchants will sell 100-gold items for 100 gold like in some K-MMORPG, you're sorely mistaken.

Those bastards would slap a 2,000 gold price tag on a 10-gold item, then act like they're doing you a huge favor by "discounting" it to 1,000 gold.

In the end, whether it's a knightly order or a military unit, they all need to manage money.

These days, administrative officers are welcomed with open arms in any organization. The age of the sword has passed, and the age of the pen has arrived.

"You mentioned earlier that you suffered some damage from Frost Spirits. Have you decided how to handle the recovery costs or methods?"
"Ah, no, we haven't."

Count Rupel admitted honestly.

"And what about countermeasures for the next incursion? Do you have enough soldiers to protect the territory from such attacks or disasters?"

I probed for weaknesses relentlessly, like interrogating a subcontractor. Count Rupel was truly a good person, but objectively speaking, he was closer to a terrible administrator.

Of course, I could understand why.

From his appearance and the aura he gave off, he was clearly built for combat rather than strategy.

Besides, he at least deserved credit for recognizing his own shortcomings.

Considering that our blockhead Ibona struts around as the administrative director of the Imperial Knights, Count Rupel was positively refined in comparison.

"Unfortunately... we don't have that prepared either."
"I could provide exactly the help this territory needs."

My proposal was clearly shocking, as Count Rupel seemed quite taken aback. He took a sip of the beer in front of him before continuing.

"If Rubern is offering such kindness, we would have no reason to refuse... but may I ask why you're doing this?"
"I'm a person without any official registration to begin with. I was planning to wander without any place to call home, so no one would object if I settled in your territory for a while."

For one thing, the food was delicious.
The city atmosphere was warm and familiar.

Above all, the count, who could be considered the territory's owner, was approachable, friendly, and properly respectful, which I really appreciated.

I've always been a workaholic.

Though I was overworked, I still felt a certain satisfaction, so I probably wouldn't be able to put down my pen as long as I lived in this world.

If I'm going to be employed anyway, better to work for a company I like, right?

And this isn't a lifetime contract. Once the territory reaches stability, I'll immediately set off on my travels again.

A life with freedom and romance, but not completely idle.
That might be quite nice, don't you think?

Count Rupel reluctantly accepted my strong proposal, and I clinked glasses with him as we drank our beer.

Season 1's first reemployment, successful.

***

The count's mansion that we arrived at together was quite a sight.

To be precise, the design was fine. It was appropriately dignified for a count, with red brick walls and a gray roof. A perfect northern-style mansion.

The problem was the garden and courtyard.

"Haha... the Frost Spirits caused all this chaos."
"I can see that without looking too closely."

Sharp ice protruded everywhere, and plants that had taken direct hits from the unseasonable cold had all frozen to death.

Honestly, it was a ruin that could rightfully be called a dungeon.

*These Frost Spirit bastards are known to be nasty, but this is too much. What was the knightly order doing while they were causing this much destruction?*

Just then, a woman with blonde hair came running from the distance. She was wearing silver armor with the emblem of Rupel Territory on her chest.

"Count Rupel! How many times have I told you not to go down to the village without an escort!?"

I could guess her identity just from her voice. Strong and forceful—anyone could tell she was a knight.

But why blonde hair?

Suddenly, the image of that crazy Levia flashed before my eyes. Just that thought alone made my facial muscles shrivel up like dried raisins.

"Oh? Who is this person?"
"Say hello, Sianne. This is the chief administrative officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights. Known as the Black Fox."
"Ugh, urk..."

Damn it.
My fingers curled up as much as my face at the sudden mention of that nickname.

How does he know that?

Count Rupel seemed to be not just familiar with me but almost a fan. Was it just because I participated in the Rechanberg battle?

Normally, a count-level lord wouldn't remember an administrative officer who just planned strategies and moved troops from the rear.

Anyway, I tried to stop the count before he could say anything stranger, but—

The blonde knight called Sianne opened her mouth wide and practically buried her head in the ground.

"Oh! It's an honor!! I am Sianne Erdian, captain of the White Rose Knights!!"

Not content with that, Sianne Erdian proceeded to fire off words like a machine gun that I could barely understand.

"It'ssuchanhonourtomeettheBlackFoxofRechanbergPlainsinperson!! I'veheardsomuchtalkaboutyouandI'msooverwhelmed!! MayIaskwhyyou'revisitingourRupelTerritory!?"

In my time as an administrative officer, I've met countless people who just said empty flattery without meaning it...

But Sianne was genuine. That kind of reaction could only come from deep, sincere respect.

Like a teenage fan meeting a world-class idol on the street.

*Well, it's not bad to have someone this favorably disposed toward me.*

I decided to mentally adjust my evaluation of Sianne upward.

Although her blonde hair reminded me of Levia every time I looked at her, I'm not the kind of morally bankrupt person who would reject a fan for such a trivial reason.

Plus one point, minus one point.
First impression score: zero in total.

"But with a knightly order present, how did the Frost Spirits manage to cause this much damage?"
"W-well... about that..."

Sianne slightly averted her gaze at my question.

"Well, never mind. Looking at it, they came down from that mountain, and it would be difficult to repel them easily with ordinary forces."

I looked at the tall mountain range that formed the backdrop beyond the mansion. Despite it being April with spring in the air, half the mountain was still covered in snow.

Definitely the northern hemisphere.

No wonder the Frost Spirits were causing trouble.

Frost Spirits.
Also known as cold elementals.

Generally harmless, but occasionally when their numbers grow too large, they come down to inhabited areas and play malicious pranks among themselves.

The problem is that these pranks aren't just about lowering the temperature.

Creating blizzards or causing heavy snowfall in seasons when winter has already passed is just the beginning.

In severe cases, like now, they suddenly unleash ice magic, which is why these spirits are frequently mentioned in reports from the northern hemisphere where they're abundant.

"Do you know how to drive away the cold elementals, Administrative Officer?"
"Of course. It doesn't require much manpower either. Deploying innocent soldiers would only provoke them unnecessarily, so it wouldn't be cost-effective."

I said with a shrug.

They're cold elementals. In other words, they prefer cold places.

That's why they come down to villages and cities, creating blizzards and heavy snowfall to artificially lower the temperature.

The common approach is to block their entry by lighting fires or, if they've already entered, to engage them in battle by mobilizing soldiers.

But I knew a much simpler method.

"Captain Sianne of the White Rose Knights?"
"Yes, Administrative Officer!!"
"I'll need knights for the preliminary work, so could you gather them now?"
"Ah..."

Sianne hesitated for a moment, then snapped to attention with a salute.

"U-understood!"

As Sianne disappeared, I surveyed the count's estate.

One main building where the count presumably resided, a separate building for servants, and a barracks for knights or soldiers.

Finally, a small cabin standing a bit apart between the barracks and the main building.

"Is that cabin a storehouse?"
"Ah, it used to be a brewery. It's completely unused now, just left abandoned."
"So nobody uses it. Perfect place to trap those creatures."

I smiled wickedly.

Count Rupel looked slightly worried, but I knew his opinion would change once he saw the results.

***

"...Is this everyone?"
"Yes..."
"Ah, I see~ I noticed parts of the city were destroyed too. I assume the other knights have been dispatched to help the citizens?"
"N-no... we are the only knightly order assigned to Rupel Territory."

Honestly, I thought she was joking.
No, I'd prefer if it were a joke. This number makes even less sense than the duke's territory having 20,000 knights.

"The count's knightly order has a total of five members?"

Are you kidding me?
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There was a mountain of work to do.

The Frost Spirits weren't the real problem.

Those creatures would naturally disappear by mid-May anyway.

They only come down to the city during the chilly months of March and April. From May onward, you'd have to climb into the mountains to see them. And not just any ridge—you'd need to go to high elevations where snow still accumulates.

Count Rupel knew this too, which is why he wasn't particularly enthusiastic about exterminating the Frost Spirits.

But the knights were a different story.

Hadn't he mentioned leading his knights into battle at Lechanberg? I couldn't remember exactly, but surely these five people couldn't have been his entire knightly order back then.

When I pressed him about what had happened, Count Rupel explained with a bitter expression.

"After the Battle of Lechanberg, our knights were redeployed to Palisto Canyon."

Palisto Canyon.

That's when I understood why Count Rupel's knights were essentially "extinct."

It was one of the top one or two most disastrous defeats among the expedition's many battles.

Of the 20,000 troops deployed in that battle, only 3,000 returned alive.

The remaining 17,000 were left behind, their bodies never recovered.

I had clearly warned that going there would result in heavy enemy ambushes and tremendous losses... but that idiot Duke Brandoneck insisted so strongly that there was nothing to be done.

Since he himself died in that battle, the blame for the defeat couldn't be pinned on anyone else.

Well, that's ancient history now, so let's set it aside.

If Count Rupel's knights had participated in that battle, it was perfectly understandable why his White Rose Knights or whatever they were called had been reduced to this sorry state.

I actually felt sorry for them.

His knightly order, once considered elite enough to be involved in imperial affairs, now existed in name only—worse off than some obscure baron's civilian militia.

"H-here are the remaining documents," Sianne said, placing a thick stack of papers on my desk.

The infrastructure of the knights' barracks set up in one section of Count Rupel's territory wasn't bad.

The barracks might be poorly maintained, but I quite liked that there was a separate, intact office for the administrator. Even if it was just a pretty shell at this point, it was better than nothing.

"B-but can you really review all these documents in just one day?"
"Yes, that won't be a problem. Just leave it to me. Captain Sianne and your knights should focus on completing the task I requested."

Sianne clearly didn't believe me. This is why people who've worked under good supervisors are problematic.

In the Black Lion Knights, I handled four times this volume in a day. This amount seems almost too little.

"Oh, and feel free to speak casually with me. I'm the administrative officer of the knights, which makes me your subordinate, Captain."
"I-I-I couldn't possibly do that! I'm in a position where I should be learning from you! It would be completely inappropriate!"

Hmm, good.
Character test passed.

I smiled at Sianne and waved my hand.

"Then, as I said, I'll leave the Frost Spirits to you."

***

"Captain... will this really work? I've never heard of luring cold spirits with cold energy before."
"If it's coming from Rubern himself, it can't be wrong."
"But even if he is the Black Fox... aren't you trusting him too much?"

Heintz, one of the five remaining knights of the White Rose Knights, spoke with a hint of concern in his voice.

Even if he was the former chief administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights and had Count Rupel's absolute trust, he'd only been in the territory for a few days from what they'd heard.

He was still an outsider.

No matter how good his background, wasn't there something strange about the position of knights' administrator being decided so suddenly?

"Besides, they're just Frost Spirits. Even if he gave us wrong information, it wouldn't be a big problem."

Deputy Captain Imen Rua, who had been silently listening to the conversation between Captain Sianne and Heintz, added her thoughts.

She had been on standby due to an injury when the White Rose Knights were completely annihilated at the Battle of Palisto Canyon.

At the time, she had considered it a shameful injury, but ironically, that injury had saved her life.

As a result, she was the most experienced and seasoned member of the knightly order.

Had Imen Rua not refused the position of captain herself, she would likely be sitting in Sianne's place.

With both the captain and deputy captain weighing in, Heintz, a regular knight, couldn't press his opinion any further.

Besides, they had already tried everything else.

In the midst of this, the outlandish suggestion that "cold energy can actually control cold spirits!" seemed surprisingly convincing.

"But why an abandoned brewery of all places?"
"The Count said there's nowhere else to herd the spirits."
"Ah..."
"Enough talk. Let's complete the mission quickly."

Their conversation was ultimately trivial. Sianne just wanted to try the method Rubern the administrator had suggested as soon as possible.

The five knights gathered in a circle inside the brewery, drew their swords, and concentrated their mana.

While they couldn't manifest auras at an advanced level, even the mediocre White Rose Knights could easily generate ice-attribute mana.

As dense mana manifested from the five knights' bodies and mixed with the still air...

The enclosed space, underground location, and stagnant air combined perfectly, causing the temperature to drop rapidly as soon as the ice-attribute mana was released.

Barbara, the youngest knight who was particularly vulnerable to cold, began shivering uncontrollably.

"C-c-cold..."
"Why did you wear such thin clothes?"
"I-I d-didn't know it w-would be th-this c-cold."
"Just bear with it a little longer, Barbara."

They hadn't yet reached the point Rubern the administrator had mentioned. He had said it needed to become as cold as the peak of the Ardaroce Mountains that stretched behind the territory.

When they exhaled, white vapor flowed from their mouths.

Even Sianne, bundled in winter gear, felt goosebumps rising as the cold penetrated her skin.

"Just a little more...!"
"I-I c-can't s-stand it a-anymore...!"

Finally, Barbara couldn't take it anymore and burst out through the basement door of the brewery.

The others, who had endured a bit longer, also quickly escaped the abandoned brewery as their toes began to lose sensation.

"Captain, come out now!"
"Not... yet! Just a little more...!"
"Damn it, I swear...!"

In the end, only Captain Sianne and Heintz remained.

Heintz wanted to rush outside just as badly, but as a regular knight, he couldn't leave his superior behind.

"Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch."

With their teeth chattering madly, the two pushed their mana emission to the limit.

The temperature had dropped so low that even the minute amount of moisture on the surface of their armor had frozen, making their metal armor appear white.

"Kuhack—!!!"

Finally, Heintz burst out of the brewery and rolled on the ground. His legs trembled uncontrollably. They say that when it's extremely cold, your feet feel like they're burning—and that description was exactly right.

Sianne followed him out of the brewery shortly after.

"Captain! The Frost Spirits have appeared!"

Glittering ethereal bodies appeared in the forest beyond the Count's mansion, not far away. They were the same ones they had barely managed to drive back into the forest yesterday.

*It's really working?*

Sianne quickly moved her knights back as she thought.

Generally, Frost Spirits didn't roam around during daylight hours like now. They disliked warmth and sunlight.

*They're really responding.*

The cold emanating from the brewery was powerful enough to lure the Frost Spirits out of the forest in broad daylight.

The cold was truly attracting the spirits.

They busily swam through the air before entering deep into the brewery, unaware it was a trap.

"Now!!"
"Yaaah!!"

BANG!!

After confirming that all the Frost Spirits had entered the brewery, Sianne gave the signal, and Ronz, a knight with a boulder-like build, threw himself against the door to close it.

"Hurry, hurry!!"

Not stopping there, they piled up the abandoned furniture they had prepared in advance to firmly block the entrance.

"We did it!"
"It really worked!?"

They had managed to trap the Frost Spirits with surprising ease.

These troublemakers, who would flee at the slightest attempt to catch them and then return to cause mischief when you gave up, had been successfully lured in.

There was no need to worry about potential ice magic attacks either.

"I can't believe it actually worked..."
"See! I told you the administrator was right!"

Sianne put her hands on her hips and shrugged her shoulders.

"Captain, anyone watching would think you came up with this."
"Ugh...! Well, I did do it, didn't I? The administrator may have devised the strategy, but..."
"Yes, yes, let's say that's how it was."
"Heintz!!"

All five knights burst into laughter together. They had easily eliminated the source of their headaches for the past few days.

It was actually tragicomic that knights would struggle with "mere" Frost Spirits.

But for now, they were simply grateful for the success.

*Amazing. How could he come up with such an idea just from seeing the situation once?*

While rejoicing in their long-awaited success, Sianne couldn't help but feel a vague admiration for the Black Lion Knights.

If they could recruit talent like Administrator Rubern, that knightly order must surely be operating much more systematically than her White Rose Knights.

*Someday, I'll definitely make the White Rose Knights as great as the Black Lion Knights...*

Sianne thought, clenching her fist firmly.

Of course, the reality she couldn't know was even more chaotic than she imagined.

***

"Administrative Director!! Do you know where you put last month's expedition report?!"
"Hey!! Why don't the expenditures match up? How are you people handling your work?!"
"Did you embezzle imperial funds?"
"No, this just seems like a calculation error..."
"Ugh, you're impossible!"

At the Imperial Black Lion Knights headquarters.
Hell had already descended there.

"Bring me Administrative Director Ibona. What kind of state is this administration department in...?"

Under the harsh criticism of the inspector sent directly from the imperial court, Administrative Director Ibona was truly miserable.

Was administrative work always this difficult and complicated?

Did Rubern Ailoy really manage all these tasks by himself?
How on earth?!

Ibona's head was filled with questions, but there was no one in the administrative department who could answer them.

They too were dealing with their own urgent problems.

"Seriously, the Administrative Director doesn't even know how her own department functions?"
"I'm sorry..."
"Sorry doesn't cut it! The knights' administrative work is in complete chaos!! I'll give you four days to normalize operations, understand?"

Four days.
Could they really do it?

Ibona desperately fought back the tears welling up in her eyes.

Rubern Ailoy.

This was the first time she had ever missed that annoying face.
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After a sudden change of heart, I found myself appointed as the "only" administrative officer of the White Rose Knights in Rupel Territory for three days now.

During this time, I've been able to perfectly grasp the overall administrative situation of the knights.

Personnel, administration, supplies, training—everything.

Understanding the situation of Rupel Territory as a whole came as a bonus.

As a result, I've reached one conclusion.

"The knights are a complete disaster."

To be precise, rather than just the knights being a disaster, the overall operational situation of Rupel Territory itself wasn't particularly good.

It's not like this is some magic squad made up of soldiers with loose screws.

The Rupel Count's knights gave the strong impression of being talents scraped together from throughout the territory, making them rather pitiful.

Though unintentional, I'm sure.

Given the current state of Rupel Territory, it was actually fortunate that the knights and security forces were small in scale.

Surprisingly, operating a "standard-sized" knightly order and security force requires a considerable amount of money.

Just the labor and food costs alone are enormous.

When you include equipment wear, military supplies, and other miscellaneous expenses...

The annual budget of a decent barony would typically be devoured just maintaining a knightly order.

That's why most nobles who maintain knight orders are typically counts or higher, barring unusual circumstances.

They're essentially money-eating hippos.

But Rupel Territory is practically a beggar's domain.

It's already a northern territory struggling to sustain its economy, and on top of that, it has no specialty products and no proper trading cities.

With an inactive market, how could the territory's economy possibly function properly?

If the knights were in proper shape on top of this?

The economy would certainly be in ruins. It would only be a matter of time before it became this world's Zimbabwe.

A snowy Zimbabwe.
Sounds romantic, but for the territory's residents, there could be no greater hell.

If that were truly the case, I would have immediately cracked Count Rupel's skull and started restructuring the knights.

In other words, to summarize the current state of Rupel Territory in three lines:

1. Financial ruin, uncertain potential for territorial development.
2. Security management forces are unreliable.
3. Yet, resident satisfaction is high.

This is totally Bangladesh.

Zimbabwe and Bangladesh. It was an administrative graveyard filled with all the terrible situations of various developing countries.

For someone who was a modern person living in a proper developed country until a few years ago, and who had been working in the imperial capital with overflowing gold coins even after arriving here, this was nothing short of culture shock.

"What have the vassals been doing all this time?"

When I asked seriously, Captain Sianne struggled to continue her answer.

"Well... you see, our county has many debts to the neighboring Barony of Kirten, so they've been trying to fill that gap without having the luxury to save in the treasury."

Barony of Kirten?

It was rare for a baron to independently possess territory. Most were counts.

When I looked at her with a puzzled expression, she slightly twisted her blonde hair with her finger.

"Baron Kirten was originally a vassal serving Count Rupel. During the last expedition, the Count left him in charge of a territory he had been managing separately..."
"So he bit the hand that fed him?"
"Ah, no! It's not quite like that... Due to the damage from the expedition, the county's influence weakened dramatically, and somehow the baron's voice became strangely stronger..."

Ah.
I think I understand.

Judging by Count Rupel's gentle personality, he likely didn't reclaim authority from a baron who was properly managing the territory.

After all, a local baron is merely a vassal.

If the barony prospered, it would ultimately benefit the county above it.

However, that's only the case when the county is "relatively functional."

Rupel County suffered enough damage to completely annihilate its knights. The tribute from the barony alone would have been insufficient to maintain the territory.

The Count's vassals probably suggested tax reductions or additional delegation of authority to Baron Kirten to fill the financial gap.

In other words, incurring debt.

In the end, the Count is the one giving orders, and the Barony of Kirten, merely an appendage, would be able to develop its territory much more by having its authority guaranteed.

"Not a bad choice. In the short term, there's nothing more certain to maintain the territory."

But it's only a short-term solution.

If Count Rupel and his vassals had used the funds drawn from the barony properly, there wouldn't have been any problem at all.

But according to the documents I've reviewed, that definitely wasn't the case.

Failed dungeon development.
Failed trade route establishment.

While the residents' lives might have stabilized, Rupel County was gradually being encroached upon by the influence of its appendage, the barony.

"This isn't just a knight problem."
"So, what should we do...?"
"Captain Sianne, do you know something?"
"Yes?"
"According to imperial law, a knight order's administrative officer can also hold the administrative position of the lord the knights serve."

I twirled the quill pen in my hand. The quill balanced precariously on my fingertip, as if it might fall at any moment.

"I'll have to rebuild the county from scratch."

If I'm going to do this, I should do it properly.

There's nothing more shameful than making grand declarations only to say "Wow, this territory is more hopeless than I thought" and giving up.

This is essentially a challenge given to my administrative skills that I've honed for eight years.

And Koreans are a people who go crazy with excitement at the word "challenge."

"As the first part of that activity, there's something our White Rose Knights need to do."
"W-what is it!?"

Sianne asked, clenching her fists. Her eyes were full of trust in me.

"Let's change the name first."
"Yes, understood! ...Huh? What? What did you say?"
"I said let's change the name. Something other than White Rose."

Sianne froze in place as if hit by a time-stop spell upon hearing my words.

"No matter how I think about it, White Rose isn't great. Even if there's history, the knight order was completely annihilated, wasn't it? Using the name of an annihilated knight order doesn't seem particularly good."

I'm sorry to Sianne and Count Rupel who probably had their own pride in it.

But it's important to start changing simple things like this.

White Rose Knights.
How pathetic does that sound?

If it were Black Rose, I might understand. Black Rose has a special forces feel to it.

But White Rose?

Knight orders with such naming typically appear in light novels as fodder knights who get wiped out to measure the protagonist's or villain's combat power.

Going even darker, it's the perfect naming for female knights to suffer terrible fates.

And the knight captain is a blonde beauty too?

A scene flashed through my mind of Sianne in chains, saying with a bitter face, "Kuk, kill me...!"

No, no.
It's really a name perfect for attracting misfortune.

"Then... what name does the Administrative Officer have in mind?"
"I come from the Black Lion Knights, don't I?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Something with a carnivorous animal sounds cool and strong. Image is important for knights, you know."

I fell into contemplation.

What powerful carnivorous animal could represent the characteristics of Rupel Territory?

At that moment, I recalled the towering snow-capped mountains I saw when I first set foot in Rupel Territory.

Snow mountains.
White snow.

"How about... Snow Leopard?"
"Snow Leopard Knights?"

Snow Leopard.
In Chinese characters, it would be 雪豹 (snow leopard).

Not bad, right?

***

When he met the Black Fox of the Leschanberg Battle at a tavern he had stopped by just to wet his throat,

Count Dionaos Rupel considered the meeting a mere coincidence.

Why would the chief administrative officer of the Black Lion Knights visit such a remote territory? As he said, their meeting was indeed pure coincidence.

But when Rubern Ailoy asked if he needed an administrative officer for his territory,

Count Rupel was overcome with an indescribable sensation.

They say that once-in-a-lifetime opportunities come to everyone.

Whether that opportunity is intangible like a simple "proposal," or tangible like a person, wealth, or place, no one can know.

But Count Rupel felt that Rubern's proposal was the first and last chance to revive his increasingly weakening territory.

Once upon a time, the House of Rupel had rivaled the House of Hebron, the only grand duchy in the north, both then and now.

But now it was on the verge of being completely overshadowed by Baron Kirten, who was once his own vassal.

No matter how much of a count Rupel was, he couldn't ignore the sense of defeat and loss stemming from this fact.

So he accepted without hesitation.
He would have paid extra to bring in the Black Fox.

But...
What is all this?

"Administrative Officer Rubern. What is this...?"
"We're cleaning the knights' building."
"I can see you're cleaning, but what are those ears sprouting from your head?"

Pointed cat ears.
Are they cat ears? Judging by the spots, they looked more like leopard ears.

"Ah, we're holding an event to raise the knights' morale as we change the knight order's name."

At the administrative officer's completely unembarrassed attitude, Count Rupel turned his head to look at Sianne, who was trembling beside him.

The knight captain had turned her pale face bright red and couldn't even meet his eyes.

"C-C-Count... s-sir, y-you've c-come...?"

On her head too were small cat ears standing upright. At first, he thought they were real ears, but looking closely, they were headbands.

It wasn't just Sianne.

The other knights were dressed the same way.

Everyone was blushing with shame.
Except for one person, Ronz.

He was so excited about becoming a snow leopard that he was jumping around like a wild beast. His already massive frame looked strangely terrifying as his ears flapped with each movement.

"What do you think? Doesn't it look like a powerful snow leopard? I modeled it after the snow leopard beastkin I occasionally saw during my active duty."

As the administrative officer raised his shoulders proudly,

Count Rupel had to seriously consider for the first time whether the man before him was truly the "Black Fox" of rumor.
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I felt a bit wronged.

It's not like I was forcing them to do national calisthenics at 9 AM or making unreasonable demands like wearing Snow Leopard maid uniforms.

It was just a simple morale-boosting event, wasn't it?

Even in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, new trainee knights and administrators would wear cute name tags to maximize their sense of belonging.

Even in that crappy knight order, I was personally quite satisfied with that particular event.

I couldn't understand why Sianne and the other knights were resisting so strongly.

*Back in my day... knights would participate in unit events without complaint.*

Kids these days just don't get it.

What I'm doing isn't even being old-fashioned.

If they can't handle this, what would they do if they had to face Commander Cain from the Black Lion Knights? His tirades would send them straight to heaven and back.

*Actually, that last thought was a bit old-fashioned. I should restrain myself.*

Anyway, since the White Rose Knights had been relaunched as the Snow Leopard Knights, I thoroughly reorganized the knight order's headquarters in Rupel Territory.

I disposed of all the unused junk, dusted off everything, and purchased new office supplies including desks.

Of course, I paid for everything out of my own pocket.

The other knights, who were slightly uncooperative at first, quickly became loyal subordinates when I started throwing money around like Nexon distributing game cash.

Capitalism truly is the best.

I have more than enough money anyway. There's even money left in the safe at the main house in the capital, and quite a bit stored at the temple too.

Though it's not as much as what Count Rupel would have at his disposal, it's still plenty.

The funds I brought with me are more than enough to provide equipment and conveniences for just five knights.

Especially since the Snow Leopard Knights are the only resource I can currently utilize, I planned to support them generously.

No matter how ragtag they might be, having something is fundamentally different from having nothing.

Shouldn't I make use of whatever resources are immediately available?

"Commander Sianne."
"Yes."

I looked at the blonde female knight standing nervously before me.

I still wondered why Sianne, who technically outranked me, was acting like my subordinate.

But if I thought of myself as an executive from a large corporation who had just joined a startup, it made sense that the CEO might feel a bit uncomfortable.

Putting those thoughts aside, I got straight to the point.

"According to this, there are six dungeons in Rupel Territory. Three are managed by the Barony of Kirten, but how are the other three being managed?"

I tapped my finger on the report detailing the resources and dungeons distributed throughout the territory.

The duties of knights and territorial soldiers extend beyond just maintaining public order.

In this world, there are nests of monsters called dungeons scattered throughout various regions. Knights and territorial soldiers typically take on the role of managing these dungeons.

They prevent monsters from escaping and attacking people, while also periodically entering the dungeons to subjugate monsters and recover valuable resources to sell for quite a tidy profit.

"Even with your own battalion and vigilante groups, it must be difficult for just five knights to manage three dungeons..."

In response to my question, Sianne bowed her head as usual and answered.

"Two locations are outsourced to mercenary groups, and the last one is a low-grade dungeon managed by the battalion stationed nearby."
"Outsourced management..."

I rested my forehead on my hand. Certainly, outsourcing is the best option when you can't manage something yourself.

This isn't unique to this world.

Many crappy companies in the real world did the same thing. They'd try to expand their business in all directions, then end up unable to handle it and outsource to external contractors.

"So the dungeon we currently control is this 'Rustling Cave'?"

A dungeon not far from Petaronto, where the Count's residence is located.

Rated as D-grade rather than C-grade, the monsters residing there probably weren't very strong.

Above all, even the name screamed "fodder."

"Both Commander Sianne and I, as the administrator, should check the skills of our knights."
"Y-yes, of course!"
"It's not like we have anything else to do anyway."

I stood up from my seat.

The knight order's condition was practically a blank slate with hardly any paperwork to process, so I figured we might as well go out on a dispatch and move around.

That way I could at least create some administrative work even if by force.

Honestly, with nothing to do, I wasn't sure what I should be doing either.

"Let's go then."

***

The battalion outpost near the D-grade dungeon "Rustling Cave."

It was only about a 30-minute ride on horseback from Petaronto. Perhaps these were forces meant to defend the city in case of emergency.

"Who are you?"
"I'm the newly appointed administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights. I'm here for a field inspection."

When I showed the official document to the soldier guarding the entrance, the young man who looked barely twenty was startled and saluted.

"I-I'm sorry for not recognizing you! I'll call the centurion right away!"

Centurion.

Judging by the size, this unit seemed to have about one to two hundred soldiers. If this was the battalion closest to the capital among the four...

*In an emergency, we could mobilize a minimum of 400 to a maximum of 1,000 troops including knights.*

Even considering this was a northern county, the forces were woefully inadequate.

Fortunately, the Bolivar Empire had achieved a degree of centralization, so territorial wars between lords didn't break out.

If they had, Rupel Territory would probably be called something else by now.

"Commander Sianne, what brings you here?"

Soon, a middle-aged man emerged from what appeared to be the best tent. The black eye patch over his left eye was quite striking.

His attire consisted of a sword at his waist and chain mail—standard for a garrison centurion—but the aura he exuded was definitely not that of an ordinary centurion.

"Mylo, it's been a while. This is Rubern Ailoy, the new administrator of our White Ro— I mean, Snow Leopard Knights."
"Pleased to meet you, Centurion Mylo."

I dismounted and approached him, offering a handshake. Up close, his formidable presence was unmistakable.

To be frank, he gave off a much stronger impression than Sianne. The eye patch alone suggested he was some kind of veteran warrior with a story.

He might even be a retired knight.

Generally, knights who could no longer wield a sword would retire and take up administrative positions in their lord's territory.

The position of centurion, being a kind of military administrator, was often filled by retired knights.

"I am Mylo Lapar. If you're Rubern Ailoy... are you perhaps the administrator from Lechanberg?"
"Yes, that's right."
"I saw you with Count Rupel back then. I'm not sure if you remember me."
"Then you must be..."
"Yes, as you can see, I'm a retired knight."

Just as I thought.

He chuckled and gently shook my hand. The injury hidden by that eye patch probably played a major role in his retirement.

"But what's this about the Snow Leopard Knights? What happened?"

His eye moved to the flag hanging on the horse we rode in on. It was the new flag we'd made when revamping the knight order.

"We changed the name. From White Rose to Snow Leopard."
"Snow Leopard. A spirit beast that occasionally appears in Rupel Territory. A good name."

Mylo accepted the name Snow Leopard Knights more coolly than I expected. Being a retired knight, I thought he might resist the changed name.

"You don't seem to mind much?"
"This is a time when change is needed. Besides, snow leopards are magnificent, aren't they?"

Nice!
He gets it!

"I think you and I are going to be good friends."

I looked at Centurion Mylo with a grin. I liked him as much as his appearance.

"So, is the reason for your visit simply to tour the territory with your newly refurbished knight order?"
"Not exactly."

If I just wanted to announce the rebranding, I could have simply sent an official document rather than coming all the way here.

As I shook my head, Sianne standing beside me picked up the conversation.

"We came to check on the status of the 'Rustling Cave' dungeon that your battalion is managing."
"If it's the Rustling Cave, you're welcome to see it right away."

Mylo guided us into the outpost with a friendly smile.

Did they set up the outpost right next to the dungeon?

Despite the risk of soldiers being attacked if they let their guard down, they chose this method, suggesting the dungeon was exceptionally weak.

*This is going to be disappointing...*

I had hoped for a dungeon that could at least generate some income. The probability that it was a worthless piece of trash increased even more.

"That cave over there is the dungeon in question, Administrator."

Looking in the direction Mylo pointed, I saw the entrance to a small cave that could fit about three people.

A small D-grade dungeon that posed no threat even with an outpost set up nearby.

*What a bust.*

I sighed deeply.

***

"So there was no data on it at all."
"Y-yes. As you can see, the entrance is narrow, so we haven't confirmed what kind of monsters exist inside."

Dungeon grades are determined by magicians dispatched directly from the imperial court.

They use their unique magical tools to measure the grade of the "mana core" that forms the dungeon.

Then they classify the dungeon's grade based on that measurement and the monsters that appear in it.

Of course, the magicians who mainly handle such tasks are mostly civil servants.

And what are civil servants like?

If they deem something unimportant, they'll cut corners and not bother with proper verification.

There's a 99.9% chance they simply slapped a D-grade label on this dungeon and disappeared without even checking what monsters lived inside.

Rustle, crackle.

"It certainly lives up to its name."

I perked up my ears at the sound coming from not far away. Rustling Cave. I've never seen such straightforward naming before.

"Ugh... this feels awful."

Heintz, who was covering the rear, shuddered. Since the entrance was only large enough for about three people, we couldn't bring all five knights.

If we were ambushed, there was a risk of not being able to secure enough space to maneuver.

The Black Lion Knights would have been disbanded long ago if they couldn't even consider such basic tactics.

"S-should we go deeper inside?"

Sianne tugged slightly at my sleeve. Like Heintz, she clearly didn't like this place.

"No? We're leaving now."
"Did you already figure out what kind of monster it is, Administrator?"
"Of course."

The rustling sound echoing throughout the dungeon.

Despite having gone quite deep, there was no counterattack, and the list of monsters that inhabit D-grade dungeons is very limited.

"It's obviously a Cave Roach dungeon."
"Cave Roach?"

Sianne's body stiffened.

When I waved the torch I was holding, antennae waving in the darkness beyond became clearly visible.

"Look."

Cave Roach.
An insect-type monster similar to a giant cockroach.

With both defense and attack power close to the lowest, it was nevertheless a monster widely avoided by people.

For one simple reason:
They look disgustingly creepy.

Sianne made eye contact with a Cave Roach clinging to the wall and...

"KYAAAAAAAH!!!!"

With an eardrum-shattering scream, she unleashed a sharp blade of energy toward the giant roach.
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The deafening sound echoed through the air as the sword energy pierced through the cave, causing Cave Roaches to fall in droves.

Green fluid splattered across the dungeon walls as the giant insects, their bodies sliced apart, flipped over and wriggled their six legs desperately.

Damn. Even I find this disgusting.

"Ugh, urrrgh!!"

Sianne fell into complete panic and immediately fled, while Heinkel rushed out of the dungeon with a face turned pale blue.

Of course, I made my exit slowly. Running like that is just asking for a back injury.

Not being blessed with the robust physique of knights, I had to be careful even of falling leaves.

My back had been feeling quite stiff lately anyway.

As I exited the dungeon, I found Sianne by the cave entrance, vomiting rainbows onto the ground.

I completely understand.
If you have a weak stomach, it's only natural.

"W-what kind of monster could make the Captain like that...?"
"Giant cockroaches, ma'am."

Mailo answered Barbara's question as she stared pale-faced at the Captain's miserable state. He stood with his hands behind his back.

"Giant cockroaches...?!"
"Ugh, urrrgh."

Except for Ronz, the rest of the knights trembled, wrapping their arms around themselves as they could probably imagine what Cave Roaches looked like.

"Centurion Mailo, how far did the dungeon exploration progress?"
"It's complete. We reached the deepest level where the magic core is located."
"Any anomalies?"
"The dungeon boss was just a giant species of Cave Roach. Nothing unusual."
"Hmm."

I fell into thought for a moment. Actually, if the rustling cave was a habitat for Cave Roaches, it wasn't necessarily a complete waste.

In fact, they were much better than C-grade monsters like goblins or ratmen that attack people and leave nothing valuable behind.

At least Cave Roaches don't attack humans first, and their body parts are consistently used as alchemical ingredients.

In other words.
They're worth decent money.

It was fortunate that the imperial mages hadn't conducted a proper investigation before leaving.

If the report had mentioned this was a Cave Roach dungeon, the vassals of Rupel Territory would certainly have recognized its usefulness.

In that case, like the other two dungeons, it might have been managed by mercenaries rather than the knights. It would have restricted our freedom to enter and exit the dungeon as we pleased.

It would have been complicated for the knights to make contracts with others independently. It would have been troublesome in many ways.

"Vice-Captain Imen."
"Yes, Administrator Rubern."
"Is there a decent alchemy shop or herb store in Petaronto?"
"There's just one... place."

The north is quite barren. While many alchemists and herbalists might come to gather materials, few would choose to put down roots and live here.

Still, it's fortunate there's at least one.

"Let's pay a visit there. Heintz, Barbara, Ronz, please wait here with Sianne. And, um, take good care of the Captain."
"Understood, Administrator!"

Ronz answered with a booming voice. With his build and demeanor reminiscent of a barbarian, he was clearly a formidable knight.

I might not know his skill level, but his physical strength was undoubtedly impressive.

"I'll be back soon."

I waved lightly to the knights and headed toward the garrison's stable with Vice-Captain Imen.

Now that we'd found a useful dungeon, we needed to act quickly.

That would give us something to work with.

This damned knight order needed money, more money.

***

Though Petaronto was supposedly the largest city in the count's territory, it hardly qualified as a metropolis.

With fewer than 5,000 urban residents, most of whom worked in hunting or logging, the infrastructure could hardly be called good, even as a polite lie.

If it weren't for the fact that this place produced exceptional beer, I wouldn't have given this territory a second glance.

Given the city's environment, "Blue-Eyed Lizard," Petaronto's only alchemy shop, was quite a respectable establishment.

*Ding-a-ling*

"Welcome!"

As we entered, a young man who appeared to be in his late twenties greeted us.

He was an alchemist whose gold-rimmed monocle matched well with the subtle, mysterious fragrance of potions wafting through the air.

"Vice-Captain Imen Lua, what brings you to our shop? And who might this be beside you...?"
"Pleased to meet you. I'm Rubern Ailoy, the newly appointed administrator of the knight order."

I quickly introduced myself. Just from first impressions, I could tell he was quite a skilled alchemist.

*After all, to open a shop in this backwater town, he must either be quite wealthy or have exceptional passion for alchemy.*

The big data I'd accumulated from meeting many alchemists during my time as administrator of the Black Lion Knights was still valid.

The very fact that he maintained such a well-kept shop in barren Petaronto was natural proof of his skill.

"Ah! You're the newly appointed administrator! Pleased to meet you! I'm Alchemist Campton."

Campton offered a friendly smile.

"So what brings the two of you to my Blue-Eyed Lizard?"
"Would you be interested in Cave Roach oil?"

I got straight to the point. There was no use wasting time with idle chatter.

"Cave Roach oil...?"
"Yes, we're looking for a merchant who can handle the byproducts from the dungeon managed by our knight order."
"There's a dungeon managed by the knight order where Cave Roaches live?!"

As expected, Campton reacted as if he'd never heard such a thing.

As I mentioned earlier, Cave Roaches, aside from their repulsive appearance, are surprisingly useful monsters.

First, their bodies make excellent feed for carnivorous livestock like ground dragons, and more importantly, if you properly extract the oil from their internal oil glands, it serves as a base ingredient for high-quality potions.

"If you're offering me exclusive rights to handle these byproducts... I have no reason to refuse. But how much of a commission should I pay you?"

Indeed, the proper attitude of a merchant.
Before finalizing a contract, one should always check the commission first, of course.

There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world. Even though I was extending goodwill to Count Rupel, I still intended to collect my salary without fail.

And after that, the next most important things were authority and work-life balance.

The Count had promised to grant almost complete authority over the knight order.
Thanks to that, I was quite satisfied with the fact that I wouldn't have to live like a zombie every day as I did at my previous workplace.

However, what I wanted from Campton wasn't simply money or work-life balance like in my arrangement with Count Rupel.

"There will be no commission."
"What?"
"Pardon?!"

Vice-Captain Imen and Campton exclaimed almost simultaneously as they watched from the side.

"We can't spare extra personnel, and since you'll be doing all the collection yourself, insisting on a commission would be rather absurd."
"But... wouldn't it be better to at least charge an entrance fee for the dungeon?"

I smiled gently at Imen, who spoke with a concerned voice, and replied.

"Since it will just be Mr. Campton, how much could we possibly make from entrance fees?"

Entrance fees only add up when many people are passing through. How much could we possibly extract from one alchemist who comes to collect materials once or twice a month?

That would be like gathering dust to make more dust.

"Mr. Campton, you just need to use the Cave Roach oil to make good quality potions. When the people of the territory prosper, so does the territory itself."
"I can't believe this..."
"But I do have one question. Do you have a merchant guild that handles your potion trade?"

It all comes down to supply and demand.

The medicinal ingredients and potions made by alchemists and herbalists were always products where demand exceeded supply.

Even the cheapest healing potion, which only enhanced recovery for minor cuts, cost at least 1 gold coin.

Given that a typical tenant farmer's monthly after-tax income was about 1 gold coin, you can imagine how valuable potions were.

If you were a tenant farmer, that single potion would cost you an entire month's living expenses.

Because of this, there were quite a few merchant guilds that dealt exclusively in "potions," excluding all other goods.

They traveled throughout the empire, buying potions from skilled alchemists and herbalists tucked away in backwater towns like this, and selling them at high prices.

"Yes, there is one. The Hamelin Merchant Guild visits Petaronto during the first week of every month."

Hamelin Merchant Guild.
A name I'd heard before.

I remember them participating in potion bidding competitions a few times when I was the administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

They weren't particularly large, and the products they handled weren't especially attractive, so they always lost in the competitions.

*Still, if they're participating in Imperial Knight Order bidding competitions, they must have some guaranteed financial backing. Not bad.*

"That sounds good. When someone from that guild comes next time, let's meet them together."
"You want to meet them with me, Administrator?"
"Of course."

What mattered now was revitalizing the territory's economy.

Although the north had a characteristically closed economic structure, if money only circulated internally, while circulation might be smooth in the short term, it would never be good in the long run.

"If they realize our territory has good products, they'll increase trade with us. As external capital naturally flows in, the city will become more vibrant."

What I wanted were the secondary effects. If we could increase the trading volume of the guild through Campton's potions, I wouldn't mind letting them use that D-grade dungeon for free forever.

"I agree with that. As expected of Administrator Rubern."

It seemed Vice-Captain Imen had finally grasped my true intentions.

"If that's really acceptable... I don't know how to express my gratitude...!"

Campton bowed his head to me, his eyes full of emotion.

"If you feel uncomfortable receiving something for nothing, how about providing our knight order with incomplete potions that aren't quite ready for market?"
"Of course! I can easily provide 3rd to 4th grade potions!"
"Then let's go with that."

I smiled and extended my hand to the young alchemist. He hastily wiped his hands on his clothes before quickly accepting my handshake.

This "public trade," the first one I'd established since being appointed as the administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights in Count Rupel's territory, was not a bad result at all.
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It was a clean transaction with no unnecessary complications. Imen Rua, the deputy commander of the White Rose—no, the Snow Leopard Knights—kept silently marveling as she watched the administrator walking ahead of her.

Without any prior information about the dungeon, he had instantly created a business connection.

His handling was so skillful and professional that it almost created the illusion that Rubern Ailoy had been an administrator in the Rupel Territory for years.

The knights certainly didn't have a single potion in stock at present.

Even the lowest grade 4 potions could mean the difference between life and death in actual combat.

Thinking about it again, Campten's proposal was quite beneficial, both in the short and long term.

*I was only looking at the monetary value...*

Since Sianne was a commander who excelled at developing strategies and managing personnel rather than administration.

As the deputy commander and the knight with the longest tenure, Imen Rua was responsible for handling all the minor administrative tasks.

Concluding deals like this was entirely her responsibility.

Yet Rubern had effortlessly managed a transaction that even she, with years of experience, hadn't thought of.

The rumors certainly weren't false.

The red-haired deputy commander gazed at the newly appointed administrator with curious eyes.

"Oh, Deputy Commander Imen."
"Yes, Administrator."
"Hmm, as I've mentioned before, there's no need to address me so formally. Aren't we equal in rank?"
"That's... true."
"Yes, please feel free to address me casually. I prefer it that way."
"Then, Administrator Rubern... what did you call me for?"

Imen still found it awkward to drop the formal address.

Even with Commander Sianne, who was much junior to Imen in terms of seniority, she had always used respectful terms since before Sianne became commander.

"Where are the other two dungeons that haven't been transferred to the Barony of Kirten and are currently managed by mercenary groups?"
"One is near the mountains, quite far from Petaronto, and the other is near Lake Melberen in the south."
"What are their grades?"

Imen Rua's mind worked quickly at the rapid question.

"They're C-grade and A-grade, respectively, as far as I know."
"Oh... so there's an A-grade."

Rubern smiled while stroking his chin. His black eyes sparkled as much as his black hair.

"If it's in the south, I suppose we'd take the same route as the 4th Battalion's station?"
"Ah... yes."
"Let's go quickly. We'll handle both today and then get some rest."

Rubern hummed a tune as he lightly stepped toward where the horses were kept.

Two deals in one day?
How much must he love work to go this far?

At first, Imen Rua couldn't understand why Rubern had suddenly accepted the administrator position during his travels, but now she was beginning to get it.

The man before her...
Perhaps he was truly in love with his work.

*I'm not sure if that's a good thing, but...*

Anyway, if it meant the knights and the territory could be revitalized, anyone doing whatever was welcome.

A comet of hope had suddenly appeared for the knights, who had only seen decline despite all their struggles.

Whether it would be a symbol of fortune or destruction remained to be seen.

For now, she had no choice but to trust this young administrator's vision completely.

***

"Is Commander Sianne alright?"
"Yes... she's fine now."

The blonde commander seemed to have suffered quite a psychological shock. Well, I'd probably be the same if I didn't have resistance to bugs.

Who would have thought that getting used to bugs while rolling around on the streets when I first arrived in this world would prove beneficial again?

"But why did you visit an alchemy shop?"

Corporal Milo, who was with the group, asked. He too knew this was a Cave Roach nest, but probably didn't think it had much value.

In truth, most knights weren't interested in anything outside their field.

It wasn't particularly strange for Milo, a retired knight and corporal, to react this way.

"I made a deal with an alchemist named Campten to supply byproducts from the Cave Roaches."
"A deal? In such a short time?!"

Is that really so surprising?

Deals are best concluded in a day. If you drag them out, competitors emerge, and outside companies that hear about it start to get involved...

Though no one would likely covet a dungeon in this backwater, it was always my policy as an Imperial Black Lion Knights administrator.

The moment you say, "I'll decide tomorrow," the chances of that merchant making a deal with someone else increase by 50%.

Once you have something in your grasp, you must hold onto it until the end.

"It wasn't much. I haven't provided the passage certificate yet, but I'll prepare it soon. When a young alchemist wearing a monocle arrives, please let him in immediately."

Milo nodded at my words.

With his experience as a knight, he should handle it well. Judging by how disciplined the soldiers were, Milo seemed quite reliable.

Now my business at the D-grade dungeon, the Rustling Cave, was finished. If any problems arose between Campten and Milo, they would report it.

"Also, if he asks for help with Cave Roach extermination or oil spring removal, you can charge about 5 silver coins per person."
"Pardon? What do you mean..."
"What I promised him was passage rights, not permission to freely use the 4th Battalion. If he says he's short-handed, you're entitled to fair compensation."

Sometimes if you don't specify this, alchemists assume it's their right and act brazenly.

Since battalions were considered subordinate to the knights, some would throw their weight around claiming they had the backing of the knights' administrator.

Such behavior needed to be nipped in the bud.

Campten didn't seem like that kind of rude person, but there was no harm in informing the corporal.

Conversely, if Milo raised strange objections, Campten would speak up first.

Mutual respect was essential.

Though I made the deal, Corporal Milo would likely interact with Campten more during the actual work.

How much they would benefit from each other depended on the depth of relationship they established from now on.

"Then let's continue our journey."
"Phew, we're heading back to the knights' headquarters, right?"
"Huh?"

Sianne asked in confusion when I frowned.

"Excuse me? Didn't we just finish?"
"What are you saying? We should visit the other two locations if possible."

How lazy can this commander be?

Now that I, Rubern Ailoy, have joined the knights, I absolutely cannot accept postponing tasks that are perfectly doable.

"Let's head to Lake Melberen first, since it's closer. Deputy Commander Imen mentioned there's an A-grade dungeon there, right?"

I mounted my horse again, leaving behind the despairing young knights who slumped their shoulders.

Sorry, horse, but you'll have to run a lot today.

***

Lake Melberen was about an hour away from the Rustling Cave.

Thanks to the territory being small, this was considered quite a short distance.

*Back then, one business trip meant traveling for three full days.*

Memories of my time with the Imperial Black Lion Knights came flooding back.

Even traveling in a comfortable car for three days straight is honestly exhausting.

But I used to ride in terrible carriages that made my backside ache after just an hour, so a mere hour's distance felt relatively close by comparison.

"Huff... huff, Administrator, c-couldn't we rest a little?!"
"We're practically there already."
"I don't even have the strength to walk!!"

Barbara, the youngest knight, said while breathing heavily. Her silver hair was drenched with beads of sweat.

*The horse did the running, so why is she exhausted?*

Though I could understand to some extent.

Despite appearances, horseback riding is quite difficult. After all, you're controlling a living being.

If you don't maintain your balance properly and manage your strength, you quickly become fatigued.

But isn't it a bit much for a knight to be this exhausted after just an hour of riding?

"Then I'll stay here and watch. Why don't you go with the commander this time?"
"Shall we?"
"I... don't mind."

Sianne accepted Imen's suggestion. After all, this dungeon was currently managed by a mercenary group under contract, so there was no need to bring all the knights along.

It might be better if just the commander and I went as representatives of the knights.

"The other knights can rest as well, not just Barbara."
"I'll stay here too."
"Have a safe trip!!!"

Once again, Ronz sent us off with his booming voice. I gave him a thumbs up and entered the village entrance with Sianne.

A village practically adjacent to Lake Melberen.

Typically, areas near dungeons would have battalions, mercenary groups, or adventurer camps set up to manage them.

But dungeons with decent accessibility sometimes had small villages like this one.

It was convenient for processing dungeon byproducts, and the place would be bustling with mercenaries, adventurers, and knights challenging the dungeon.

*Melberen Village*

Just as we passed through the entrance of the village named after the lake—

"This is different from what we agreed on!!!"

Someone's agitated voice came from not too far away.
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The commotion was coming from the trading post built on one side of the village. Most villages with dungeons had temporary trading posts installed at their entrances to facilitate smooth transactions with merchants.

"Let's go check it out."

I approached the trading post with Sianne. There, a rugged-looking man was arguing with someone dressed in expensive green silk clothes.

Could there be trouble between the mercenary group managing the dungeon and a merchant guild?

"Look, the agreement might be different, but we're suffering considerable losses too."
"What's going on here?"
"...? Who are you?"

As I approached, the bald man looked at me with displeasure.

"Lady Sianne, the Knight Commander?"

His expression changed immediately upon seeing the commander following behind me. That blonde hair really does catch the eye.

"This is the newly appointed administrator who arrived a few days ago. Today's visit is for inspection purposes."
"You're the administrator? Perfect timing! This fellow here is trying to force us to take a loss. Say something to him!"

The man shouted with a voice as thick as his bulging muscles.

In this world, the loudest person usually wins, but surprisingly, the merchant wasn't backing down either.

"What can I do about the poor quality? We're all trying to make a living here... Even the dungeons managed by the imperial capital are in terrible condition these days. We're already being generous by accepting goods of this quality."
"That's your problem!"
"If transactions continue like this, we won't be able to do business with you anymore."
"Huh... well... there's no need to go that far..."

Trade suspension.

When the merchant finally pulled out his strongest card, the aggressive man's intimidating demeanor visibly deflated.

Quality issues were understandably sensitive from a merchant guild's perspective.

*Without a reasonably skilled mercenary group, proper management of dungeon by-products is rare.*

While outsourcing to mercenaries was certainly helpful, it was something that needed serious consideration for A-rank dungeons and above.

By-products from A-rank dungeons were not only expensive but also extremely complicated to manage.

The grade varies dramatically depending on how collection tools are held and how long items are left at room temperature.

And from the perspective of an imperial knight administrator, the mercenary group managing this dungeon didn't seem particularly skilled.

"What exactly is the problem?"

When I showed my willingness to intervene, the merchant seemed to decide it was better to talk with me than the mercenary. He bowed his head respectfully.

"Greetings, Administrator. I am Jakob Polo from the Mist Flower Merchant Guild."

Mist Flower Merchant Guild?
I'd never heard of this guild before.

Judging by his attire, they weren't small-scale but probably mid-sized.

"We've been purchasing by-products from the Raspucha Swamp that has settled in Melberen Village. Our main purchases are swamp flowers and giant toad venom."
"Swamp flowers and giant toad venom..."

Compared to the dungeon's rank, the grade of by-products they were purchasing was significantly lower.

It felt somewhat disappointing.

Like ordering a simple soup at a five-star Michelin restaurant.

"So is there something wrong with the goods you're handling?"
"It's not just something wrong—these guys are trying to cancel this transaction for ridiculous reasons!"

As the mercenary shouted angrily, Jakob began explaining what he considered a reasonable excuse.

"We have our circumstances too! Normally when purchasing swamp flowers, there's a set quantity for each grade. But suddenly, our buyer for grade 1 and 2 mist flowers started providing grade 3 and 4 quantities..."

I could roughly understand what was happening.

Some idiot had failed to manage dungeon by-products properly and created a supply problem.

"But ultimately, isn't that your fault? I don't understand why our territory should bear the full burden of your problems."
"Ah, well, that's..."

Jakob showed a flustered expression for the first time.

After all, I was an administrator. A mere merchant, especially from an obscure mid-sized guild like Mist Flower, couldn't challenge a proper knight administrator of a territory.

"Exactly! That's what I've been saying, Administrator!"

The muscular mercenary nodded repeatedly, showing his agreement.

However, there were issues on this side as well.

*These bastards are running an A-rank dungeon, but the quality of their by-products is terrible.*

I looked at the pile of swamp flowers placed on the trading post counter. Even being generous, the quality couldn't be considered good.

The expression "pearls before swine" fits this situation perfectly.

I decided to properly address this issue later, but first, I needed to resolve the current trouble with the Mist Flower Merchant Guild.

I shifted my gaze back to Jakob and continued.

"Simply put, the party violating the contract is whoever manages that dungeon. Where exactly is it?"

When I asked pointedly, Jakob reluctantly answered.

"It's the 'Uleid Swamp Dungeon' managed by the Imperial Black Lion Knights."
"What?"

I couldn't help but react to that all-too-familiar name.

The Uleid Swamp Dungeon was one of the major revenue sources for the Black Lion Knights. In terms of pure importance, it ranked somewhere between high and upper-middle.

It was originally an A-rank dungeon, and with well-trained knights directly managing it—as Jakob mentioned, most by-products were grade 1 or 2, making it an exceptionally reliable dungeon.

"Are you familiar with the Uleid Swamp Dungeon?"
"Of course I am."

Moreover, it was the first dungeon I managed after being appointed as administrator for the Black Lion Knights. I had created manuals for resource collection methods and even spent my own money to treat the dispatched knights well.

So naturally, I had more attachment to this place than other dungeons.

"But why has the quality of swamp flowers suddenly dropped so much? It's not even particularly difficult to collect or manage compared to other by-products..."

I was genuinely curious.

"When I asked the porters stationed at that dungeon, they said the number of personnel directly dispatched from the knights has decreased significantly recently. I don't know if they're preparing for some grand expedition, but as a result, the condition of the by-products has been completely ruined."
"Grand expedition...? There should still be time before any expedition."
"Are you familiar with the Imperial Black Lion Knights?"

In response to Jakob's question, Sianne, who had been quiet all this time, shrugged and answered on my behalf.

"Our administrator used to be the chief administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights!"
"Is that true??"
"Well... yes, it is."

I hadn't particularly intended to reveal this, but now that it was out, hiding it would seem rather silly.

"Ah...! Could you possibly be... the Black Fox, Chief Administrator Rubern Ailoy...?!"

I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.

Since coming to Rupel Territory, everyone who learns my identity reacts this way, making my long-forgotten self-esteem grow.

"I never dreamed you would be in a place like this. Allow me to properly introduce myself again. I am Jakob Polo, northern branch manager of the Mist Flower Merchant Guild!!"

His introduction was much more formal and thorough than when he thought I was just a territory knight administrator.

There was nothing particularly bad about my past being revealed. If anything, I had clearly taken control of the situation from Jakob, who had been trying to dominate it.

Of course, the mercenary, who seemed completely unfamiliar with such matters, looked at me with an expression that said "Black Lion? Chief Administrator?" but that was beside the point.

"Anyway, let's proceed with the transaction as promised. It's a contract, after all."
"...Understood."

Jakob, who had been ready to argue vehemently just moments ago, quickly backed down after my identity was revealed.

Truly a merchant's survival instinct.

However, it felt somewhat unsatisfying to end things here. As with Campten's case, increased trade volume for any merchant guild directly correlates with the growth of the territory and its knights.

Moreover, to hear that the quality of purchased goods from 'that' Black Lion Knights had dropped so dramatically...

My mind began spinning rapidly.

"Mr. Jakob."
"Yes, Administrator. Please speak."
"What exactly was the condition of the swamp flowers collected from the Uleid Dungeon?"
"To be honest, it was even worse than these flowers here. At best, they were grade 3."

Tsk, I clicked my tongue lightly.

It was clearly a case of poor management. If the condition of swamp flowers, which are the easiest to manage, was worse than this garbage, then the knights' administrative operations must be completely paralyzed.

*Of course, that hardheaded Ibona wouldn't be capable of handling dungeon management.*

I hadn't expected such satisfying news to arrive so quickly.

Well then.
Let's try this approach.

"You, what's your name?"

When I suddenly pointed at him, the muscular man flinched and stepped back.

"Benflark of the Silver Fang Mercenary Group."
"Good, Benflark. Do you happen to have any spare 'swamp jelly'?"
"Swamp jelly... We probably have more than enough."

Typically, in such swamps, a monster called "Swamp Slime" appears with 100% probability.

Unlike other slimes, it doesn't contain poison, but because it attacks from beneath the sticky swamp, its difficulty to subjugate is quite high compared to its danger level.

Swamp jelly is one of the main by-products that can be collected from these Swamp Slimes.

"Try pouring some of that swamp jelly over these flowers. You don't have any buyers for it anyway, right?"
"That's not difficult."

Benflark strode into the large warehouse next to the trading post and emerged with a box covered in sticky mud.

"But if I pour swamp jelly on these, won't they become completely unusable as merchandise?"
"Honestly, they're already unusable as merchandise in their current state."
"Ahem!"

Benflark cleared his throat once, then unsealed the box and poured the jelly over the pile of flowers.

Miraculously, the wilted flowers began to regain their vitality.

"What...?!"
"It's a temporary measure, but this should barely qualify them as grade 2."

Jakob's eyes filled with surprise.

"How did you do that?"
"Swamp flowers should originally be stored wrapped in swamp jelly. That's how their quality is maintained for a long time. The collection method for these flowers was wrong from the start, but that's something we can fix going forward."

This is what you call experience-based knowledge.

It's a secret technique passed down like a legend only within the Black Lion Knights' administrative department.

"Most people think the quality deteriorates, but it's actually the opposite."
"At this level, there shouldn't be any issues with purchasing grade 2 items. I'll proceed with the purchase right away!"
"Hold on a moment. Let's wait."

I blocked Jakob, who was about to dash to his carriage before I could say anything else.

"Why, why are you stopping me?"
"Mr. Jakob Polo, we'll adjust the ratio properly for you. From now on, how about getting all your grade 1 and grade 2 swamp flowers exclusively from us?"

I smiled at him.
I couldn't miss such a golden opportunity.

"Having been with the Black Lion Knights for a long time, I know it will take a while before the quality of swamp flowers improves. You know this well too, don't you, Mr. Jakob?"
"...!!"

Just as knights carry a secret technique up their sleeves, I too have one of my own.

"As a condition for an exclusive contract with us, let's set the ratio at least 15% higher than what the Black Lion Knights offer."

This is what I call condition hammering.

Hey, Ibona.
How's your merchant guild doing?

Ch.10 - I'm Still Hungry.
Petaronto, Rupel County.

Edwon Carlton, the financial officer in charge of the "treasury" among the vassals of Count Dionaos Rupel, the ruler of the county, couldn't help but be surprised by the recent report from the knights.

"You've attracted additional new merchant groups?"
"Yes, Financial Officer. It seems the byproducts from the D-rank dungeon near Petaronto are more profitable than expected."
"To be precise, the potions made from those byproducts are receiving excellent reviews."

The administrative officers assisting under Edwon Carlton chattered excitedly.

Even they, whose faces had been shadowed while watching the treasury empty almost daily and reviewing the demand notices from central government, had been smiling brightly these past few days.

"And the mercenary group managing the Raspucha Swamp near Melbaren Village has also reported a sudden increase in revenue."
"Hmm...!"
"He truly is different, as expected of an administrative officer from the Black Lion Knights."

When had the ledgers last shown entries in black ink rather than red?

When they announced changing their name from White Rose Knights to Snow Leopard Knights, he thought another administrative officer with an empty title had arrived.

Now even Edwon Carlton had to admit it.

Rubern Ailoy.
He was truly capable.

"Has the Count been informed?"
"Yes, he's somewhat aware. He was noticeably pleased."
"Of course he would be... He loves this territory more than anyone. He's been through so much hardship."

The frozen riverbanks of winter had almost completely thawed. Flowers announcing spring's arrival had begun blooming on the gray plains.

Spring had finally come to Rupel County.

***

Spring.

Rupel County wasn't the only place where the season had changed.

Constina, the capital of the Bolivar Empire.

While the warm spring air had already enveloped the capital of the world's wealthiest and most expansive empire, the atmosphere emanating from the Imperial Black Lion Knights, one of the Emperor's sharpest swords, was anything but warm.

"Transaction volume has suddenly decreased."
"You call that an explanation? Of course it decreased, with the knights in such disarray. How can we manage dungeons properly?"

The administrative capabilities of the Black Lion Knights had met a terribly sudden end.

The logic of martial prowess and knighthood only applies in battle.

That logic was certainly valid when the Empire faced the great evil of the monster armies.

But now that the Great Expedition had ended in imperial victory...

In the current relatively stabilized political climate, the knight's logic no longer functioned properly.

Rather than a single knight,
This was a time when a single administrative officer was needed.

Yet these foolish leaders had completely forgotten that fact.

"Has the whereabouts of former Chief Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy been discovered?"
"Well... It appears he hasn't sold his house, but he told the caretaker he would be gone for quite some time."
"A wandering journey with no destination, then."

Pelcon Irmin, the inspection director of the Imperial Guard who had been urgently dispatched to normalize the Black Lion Knights, heaved a deep sigh.

"For now, continue searching for him, and please call in Ibona, that brainle— I mean, Administrative Department Head Ibona."
"Yes, Director."

His subordinate bowed his head and left the Chief Administrative Officer's office that Pelcon was using as his temporary office.

Shortly after, Ibona, the Administrative Department Head of the Black Lion Knights, awkwardly entered.

"Administrative Department Head Ibona."
"Y-yes!"
"What were you thinking, allowing Rubern Ailoy to resign? You should have grabbed his pant leg and begged him to stay!!"
"What?"

Surely grabbing someone's pant leg was too much to ask. She was the Administrative Department Head after all, and technically his superior in rank.

Of course, regardless of what she was thinking, Pelcon's face twisted into a scowl as he noticed Ibona's expression hardening.

"Do you still not understand the situation?"
"Umm..."
"Don't 'umm' me, you incompetent fool!!"

Bang! Pelcon slammed his fist on the desk. Startled by the sudden outburst, Ibona stepped back.

"The knights order that was functioning perfectly has been shattered in less than a month since Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy resigned. Don't you understand?"
"B-but... our administrative staff members are working hard!"
"Yes, they are. If it weren't for them, the Black Lion Knights would be completely beyond recovery."

A massive organization like the Black Lion Knights is like an intricate machine. A complex mechanism where gears interlock and turn together.

But the largest central gear that connected to all other gears had suddenly popped out.

It still turns, sure.
But it will never mesh perfectly as before.

"What have you been doing all this time? Not knowing where documents are, how to handle administrative transactions or processing."

"You don't even know how administrative staff roles are distributed, and you're completely dependent on Petra, who's serving as the temporary chief administrative officer!"

Ibona's lips grew parched under the barrage of criticism.

It was only natural.

Ibona was, when you got down to it, a parachute appointment. Administration? Personnel management? She had never done such pen-pushing work before and had absolutely no intention of doing it in the future.

She had accepted the position of Administrative Department Head only because she had been severely injured during the expedition and could no longer wield a sword as before.

It was a consideration from Levia, the commander of the Black Lion Knights and her close comrade.

That's how she ended up with the title of Administrative Department Head.

Of course, at first she tried to learn the job somewhat, but it simply didn't suit her temperament.

So she just left it alone.

The administrative department ran perfectly fine without her anyway.

Her only role was to stamp documents that Rubern Ailoy had summarized and brought to her.

Wasn't that simple enough?

And only now, after Rubern Ailoy had left, did she realize how badly she had misjudged.

Administrative work wasn't simple or easy.
It wasn't that the department ran fine without her.

Rather, Rubern Ailoy had been handling everything she should have been doing.

Dungeon management and attracting merchants.
Byproduct quality inspection and new product development support.
Knight supply and loss calculation.
Weapon repair and equipment procurement.

And so on.

Everything had been handled by Rubern Ailoy alone.

It wasn't that each administrative staff member was exceptionally capable; it was that everything proceeded efficiently just by following Rubern's orders.

"I'd like to fire you and replace the Administrative Department Head immediately, but I've decided to trust you for a few more weeks."
"Thank you..."

Ibona bowed repeatedly in a servile manner.

"Learn properly and make an effort. The Great Expedition has been canceled anyway, and with Rubern Ailoy gone, there's no one to cover for you."

It seems Knight Commander Levia keeps insisting on going on the Great Expedition, but if they left while the knights were in such disarray, the Imperial Black Lion Knights would crumble like a sandcastle on the beach.

The Imperial Court understood the severity of the situation.

Instead of the Great Expedition, they urgently dispatched Pelcon, the inspection director of the Imperial Guard, to the administrative department.

"Oh, and did you find the Uleid Swamp manual I mentioned last time?"

Befitting an Imperial Knights Order, they managed numerous dungeons, and as soon as the administrative vacuum appeared, problems began erupting from dungeons everywhere.

The knights' complaint office was already at its limit.

From major merchant groups to individual peddlers, the flood of complaints was overwhelming the receptionists, who were becoming mentally exhausted.

Even Pelcon, who normally had no connection to the Black Lion Knights, couldn't help but feel pity for them.

And among all the affected areas, Uleid Swamp suffered the most damage.

As a dungeon that former Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy had paid special attention to, the impact of his resignation couldn't be resolved simply by dispatching a few more knights.

In the midst of this, there was valuable information from the dungeon manager that the former administrative officer had created a separate manual.

Rubern Ailoy's manual was essential for normalizing the Uleid Dungeon.

"We're... still searching for it."
"If it's not in the administrative archives after turning the place upside down, where could it possibly be..."

Pelcon clicked his tongue and waved his hand dismissively.

"You may go now."
"Yes..."

Ibona glanced sideways at the black nameplate that hadn't yet been removed.

[Chief Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy]

Just a month ago, she wasn't the one being driven out of this office like this.

*Rubern, please come back...*

Ibona kept repeating that name in her heart as she left the room.

***

"Why would I go back?"

I scratched my strangely itchy ear as I spoke.

"You told the Count last time that you planned to leave once things were somewhat normalized..."
"Commander Sianne, this isn't normalization."

I smiled gently at the blonde knight commander who was fidgeting nervously as she asked.

"This is far from enough to save the knights. If they could be revived just by absorbing three merchant groups, why would other knight orders need administrative officers?"

The potions that Campten was newly producing were highly praised among merchants.

But that wasn't enough.

Since I won't be staying with the Snow Leopard Knights and Rupel County forever anyway.

I want to make sure the territory can function sufficiently with just the existing personnel even without me.

That way, when the day comes, I can leave without any worries.

The reason I couldn't submit my resignation from the Black Lion Knights despite being overworked was because I could clearly see the order would fall apart without me.

That consideration turned out to be useless now, but at least I don't want to leave the Snow Leopard Knights in the same state.

"But... we haven't been able to do anything for you, Administrative Officer Rubern."
"Oh my, just the fact that you think that way makes me very happy."

I stood up and patted Sianne's shoulder.

"Commander Sianne, you're much more capable and intelligent than Levia or Ibona. I look forward to working with you."
"Levia and Ibona?"
"Yes, such people exist."

I recalled the faces of those two women, which made my teeth clench just thinking about them.

"You've worked hard all this time. As you wish, Commander Sianne, I will make the Snow Leopard Knights the strongest order in the north. Only after that will I return to my wandering journey."
"Administrative Officer Rubern..."

Sianne looked deeply moved. Her blonde hair swayed each time she nodded her head enthusiastically like a puppy.

There was something slightly silly about her, like looking at a golden retriever.

*I feel bad for even briefly comparing her to Levia.*

Yes, since I've decided to stay,
I won't be satisfied until I've transformed this pathetic weakest knight order into the strongest in the north.

I'm still hungry, after all.

Ch.11 - Welcome To The Knights Of Strength Supremacy
"These are today's review documents."
"Ah, thank you."

I took a sip of tea while casually organizing the stack of documents that Sianne, the Knight Commander, had brought me.

Though calling it a "stack" was generous—there couldn't have been even twenty pages.

The potions made by Campten using byproducts from Cave Roaches found in D-rank dungeon, Rustling Cave, were receiving nothing but praise.

Indeed, befitting an alchemist stuck in this backwater, his skill was undeniable.

Thanks to this, Campten's "Blue-Eyed Lizard" had begun generating record profits.

Campten, wondering how to repay this favor, donated a whopping 20 gold coins to the knights' public development fund.

*Well, well~ He really didn't have to go this far.*

I accepted it calmly, but I was definitely pleased. Who in the world would refuse a donation?

Additionally, the quality of his fourth and third-grade potions had also improved, gradually filling the knights' supply warehouse with potions quite useful in actual combat.

Quite remarkable progress.

"Oh, Commander Sianne."
"Yes?"
"May I join today's physical training? I've been neglecting exercise lately and my back is starting to hurt."
"Y-you want to join us!?"
"...? Is there a problem?"
"No, it's just... I've never seen an administrative officer who voluntarily participates in physical training."

This young lady is saying something quite alarming.

Given my job characteristics—sitting at a desk all day—it's all too common to destroy one's health in the blink of an eye.

The saying that an administrator's three eternal friends are scoliosis, turtle neck, and carpal tunnel syndrome isn't just a joke.

Not to mention chronic fatigue, lack of exercise, and all sorts of adult diseases and complications stemming from obesity.

If you don't want to become a walking hospital ward just to earn a bit more money, regular exercise and physical management are essential.

Even during my busiest times, I always made sure to do bodyweight exercises on my own.

And spending time with those reckless knights meant I inevitably became somewhat familiar with martial arts and physical training.

*Besides, I was the one who designed the weight training in the first place...*

As if to prove this was a fantasy world in a novel, their exercise methods were incredibly crude.

Bodyweight exercises were one thing, but their main training method involved swinging swords and weapons.

In a way, it built practical, compressed muscle. However, the injury rate was high, and it wasn't a method that novice knights with limited understanding of martial arts could easily follow.

That's why I introduced weight training, one of my few hobbies from the modern world.

Thanks to that, I had turned all the Black Lion Knights' trainees into gym rats.

I wonder how those guys are doing now.

"Shall we go right away?"
"What?! You're already finished?"
"I skimmed through it and didn't see anything unusual. Did you hear something else?"
"No..."

I can tell what's important and what's not just by quickly looking through documents like these. I placed my quill in the inkwell and stood up.

Time to stretch my body after so long.

***

"Everyone, attention!"

In the training ground behind the barracks.

Though calling it a training ground was generous—it was just an open space with scarecrows and straw haphazardly piled in the corner—it was still one of the few facilities remaining for the Snow Leopard Knights.

Dressed in comfortable tunic, Sianne had a wooden sword at her side as she called out to the three knights who had gathered.

"Today, Administrator Rubern will be joining us for physical training."

What a strange person.
That's what Sianne thought.

After only seeing administrative officers who wouldn't even utter the word "training," this was the first person who volunteered to participate.

But the other members seemed surprisingly indifferent.

"Huh? Why are you all making those expressions...? Aren't you surprised?"
"We already knew, so what's the big deal?"
"Eh?"

Sianne made a dumbfounded sound.

"The administrator came earlier and told us... He went with Knight Ronz to get some equipment needed for training."

Barbara, the youngest knight, answered her.

He was already at the training ground while she was changing clothes?

She couldn't help but be surprised once again by Administrator Rubern, who was not just proactive but downright autonomous.

"Ah, here he comes."

Sianne turned her head in the direction Heintz was pointing and saw two men carrying stacks of long iron bars.

She immediately recognized what they were.

*Those are the iron levers we were going to use for expanding the barracks.*

They were expensive materials made from high-grade iron ore and blessed by the church to prevent rusting, so they had been left unused.

Since there were dozens of them, taking six or so wouldn't be a problem.

But she had no idea what they planned to do with those bars.

"Come on, everyone, take one each."

Rubern said as he dumped the bars he was carrying onto the training ground.

"Today we'll be doing some light exercise with these bars. Oh, and let's start with stretching."

The black-haired administrator, showing his white teeth in a grin, seemed to be in a good mood.

***

"One more, Barbara! Just one more!!"
"Nngh, nnnngh...!!"

Wobbling.

Seeing the youngest knight squeezing her thighs like a newborn fawn, I shouted even more forcefully.

"You can do it! You can do it!!!"
"Plus Ultra!!"

Beside me, Ronz also clenched his fist to encourage her, and Barbara squeezed her eyes shut as she stood up.

Last set completed successfully!

I sincerely applauded the young female knight who had finally reached her limit.

Clap clap clap clap clap.

"Haaah─!!!"

Thud!

Barbara dropped the bar and collapsed on the spot. Heintz quickly approached her as she gasped for breath and handed her some water.

"Are you okay?"
"Y-yeah... Thanks, senior."

Leaving Barbara gulping down water without pause, I checked on the other knights.

Most of them were sweating profusely but somehow looked satisfied. As expected of knights, they definitely had basic physical strength.

The exception might be Ronz.

True to his size, Ronz, who possessed exceptional athletic ability, easily followed the squat position despite it being his first time.

The empty bar, barely over 10kg, seemed like nothing to him.

"Ronz, let's visit the blacksmith together later. We'll need some heavier equipment."
"I'd be delighted!! It's wonderful to experience such a different kind of training!!"

He was clearly showing the qualities of a gym rat from the start.

A knight is ultimately a combatant. They say knights live and die by honor, but that belief is useless if you're not strong enough.

What honor is there if you die before you can even discuss honor with your opponent?

In the end, knights must be strong.

That fact wouldn't be different no matter which country's knights you visited.

But surprisingly, most knights didn't have particularly good basic physical strength.

To be more precise, there was an imbalance between their body's potential and the abilities they could actually use.

Originally, just swinging a sword, shooting a bow, and horseback riding could be considered sufficient physical training.

The problem was that they mostly used special energies called mana and "aura."

Knights don't swing weapons with simple brute force. If they did, it would be impossible for female knights with Sianne's build to freely wield one-handed swords.

Even Ibona from the Black Lion Knights primarily used a greatsword.

Though she had serious character flaws, her combat ability was undeniable.

Watching her swing a greatsword as big as herself like it was a broom sometimes made me wonder if she was really the administrative department head I knew.

However, this meant that when placed in an environment where they couldn't use aura or mana, their combat ability would be severely limited.

Whether it was the special energy of a dungeon, a unique effect possessed by a magical beast, or for whatever reason—if mana and aura were sealed...

Knights who relied solely on mana and aura would fall to the position of slightly stronger soldiers, nothing more.

That's why weight training is important. At the very least, they need to diligently train their basic physical strength.

Even if such a situation arises, they can cover with muscle power.

"Let's take a five-minute break and then move on to the next exercise."
"Huff, huff... Whaaaat?!"
"Did you think we were finished? We still have two more exercises left in the leg routine."
"Administrator...!!"

Barbara looked at me like she was about to die, but I deliberately ignored her gaze.

Wasn't she the one who got exhausted after riding a horse for just a few minutes last time? She was the one who needed physical training more than anyone else right now.

"No."
"Hiccup..."

When I firmly refused, Barbara made a tearful face.

Trying to appeal with cuteness won't work.

The weather has gotten warmer too.
Perfect weather for exercise.

Ch.12 - First Expedition (1)
Hello there! If you ask me who I am, I'm Ronz.

Today I came to the blacksmith with our new administrator to make exercise equipment!

I've been wanting to visit for a while but couldn't, and now I'm here at the blacksmith to work out!

Very good! Fresh!

I'm so happy that I'll be able to build more muscle from now on.

If he had tried to approach Count Rupel inappropriately, I would have folded the administrator in half at the waist.

But now I see he's a very good person!

The previous administrators were all either skinny or obese, which I didn't like, but this administrator has defined abs!

More muscles!
More training!

The ultimate man on earth that everyone dreams of becoming once in their life as a man.

A "knight" is someone who aims to be the strongest man on earth as their life goal!!

***

"...?"

Ronz was full of energy from the morning. No, more than full—he couldn't contain his energy and was even shadow boxing, throwing punches into the air.

When I saw him during the last training session, he definitely had the innate qualities of a gym rat.

I didn't expect him to follow me almost like a gang member just because we worked out together once.

Still, having more knights in the order who trust me isn't a bad thing. What I learned while working at the Imperial Black Lion Knights was that there's no need to keep knights at a distance.

In the end, no matter how important an administrator is, the core of a knight order is its knights. A knight order can survive without an administrator, but not without knights.

The reason the Black Lion Knights treated me like garbage was partly because they were idiots who didn't know their place, but also clearly because I lacked knights to back me up.

Building rapport is always important.
Especially if you don't want to get backstabbed.

I followed behind Ronz, whose footsteps were surprisingly light for his massive build.

Clang. Clang. Clang.
Soon, the clear sound of a hammer striking metal could be heard.

Before long, a modest blacksmith shop appeared. It seemed to have been set up adjacent to Petaronto's inner wall, probably because of the noise.

'They've got everything they need, huh?'

Not only did it have basic equipment like a forge and anvil, but it was also thoroughly equipped with production facilities for forging and casting.

Like the alchemist Campton, the citizens of Petaronto all seemed to be the type who didn't skimp on spending in their respective fields.

"Uncle Albert! I'm here!"
"Ronz? Haven't seen you in a while."

The man named Albert could rightfully be called the stereotype of a blacksmith.

A build that was by no means inferior to Ronz's, solid forearms, and an apron covered in grease.

Before Ronz could introduce me, I approached Albert first and greeted him.

"Pleased to meet you, Albert. I'm Rubern, the newly appointed administrator of the Rupel Territory Knight Order."

It hadn't even been a month since I settled in Rupel Territory. Except for people I needed to meet, my face wasn't well-known to the city's residents.

Albert, who initially didn't seem to recognize me, now nodded as if he understood.

"So you're the administrator everyone's talking about. There's a lot of buzz among the residents. Even the count's notoriously stingy officials have nothing but praise for you."
"Is that so?"
"I heard about you from Campton too."

Ah.
So he was close with Campton.

That explains the quick information flow.

"I see. Campton and I do have a close relationship."
"He's usually so gloomy, but I heard he made quite a bit of money recently and was buying drinks for everyone."

He must have secured additional supply contracts with other merchant groups.

With his excellent business skills and even better potion quality, it was understandable that merchants would throw money at him without thinking twice.

"But what brings you to my humble blacksmith shop? Doesn't the knight order and military have their own dedicated blacksmiths for weapons and armor?"

He was right.

In Petaronto, which could hardly be called a large city even as a courtesy, there were only about three establishments that could be called blacksmith shops.

One was Albert's shop.

Even then, the other two weren't like Albert's, capable of both casting and forging—they only made simple agricultural tools and basic iron implements.

"It's not about weapons or armor."
"Then why...?"
"I'd like to place a special order for equipment that can be used for strength training."

I handed him a simple design I had drawn. Drawing designs for barbells or dumbbells wasn't difficult at all.

I had already made them in the capital before.

I just needed to recall from memory and draw them, which didn't take even a few hours.

"What is this?"
"As I said, they're physical training tools to strengthen the knight order."
"From the structure, they look easy to grip?"
"Exactly."

Albert rubbed his chin and then gave a slightly troubled look.

"Administrator..."
"If it's about budget or time, don't worry. Just make a few of those dumbbells first."
"Ah, time and budget are issues too, but there's something more serious."
"What is it?"
"We're short on raw materials. The amount of iron coming into Petaronto has decreased significantly... We'll need to bring in iron from outside."

Iron supply is insufficient? Why?

Rupel County is in the north. And the north is famous for its abundant iron ore deposits.

The Ardaroce Mountains visible in the distance should have an enormous amount of iron deposits, right?

Seeing my confused expression, Albert kindly began to explain.

"I don't know the details myself, but a merchant responsible for iron supply came by recently and said there was some problem in the mining city of 'Zahed.'"

The mining city of Zahed.
I've heard of it.

It was mentioned several times even in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, and it was the mining city that was practically sustaining the declining Rupel Territory.

'If there's a problem with them causing iron supply issues, the territory's economy will be completely destroyed.'

Even though we've signed contracts with several merchant groups and dungeon by-products are being traded at higher prices, resulting in the territory's first surplus since the expedition, that's just a temporary measure.

The reason we could achieve a surplus in just one month was simply because Count Rupel and the leadership really tightened their belts.

I haven't seen anything in Rupel Territory that could be called "luxurious."

Even the mansion and knight barracks were still using structures from decades ago.

Though they weren't in bad enough condition to require rebuilding or emergency repairs, compared to the nobles in the capital who were constantly building new houses or expanding existing ones, they were living very frugally.

They were just barely sustaining the domestic economy by returning even the money meant for themselves to the territory's people.

Rupel Territory hasn't become wealthy by any means.

In the midst of this, if there's an issue with the supply of iron ore, one of their main exports, the impact will directly affect Rupel Territory's economy.

We had to prevent the patient who had just been resuscitated from falling back into a vegetative state.

"What's the name of the merchant group that supplies the iron ore?"
"Carlus Merchant Group."
"When did they come and go?"
"They were here the day before yesterday. They said they suffered quite a loss and were looking to see if there was anything worth buying in Petaronto..."

Then there was a high probability that the merchant group in question was still in the city.

In this situation, making exercise equipment wasn't important. After all, we need iron ore to make dumbbells or barbells.

"Ronz."
"Yes, Administrator!"
"Go back to the knight order now and ask around about the 'Carlus Merchant Group.' It's urgent."
"Understood!!"

Ronz didn't ask any more questions and immediately started running toward the count's mansion where the knight order headquarters was located.

He's simple, but that's what makes him reliable.

"Do you have any idea where the merchant group might be staying?"
"I know they usually stay at a three-story inn near the east gate of the city. But I'm not sure if they're staying there this time."
"That's enough information, thank you."
"Not at all. I'm also in trouble if the iron ore supply decreases, so I'm counting on you."

Albert bowed to me. The blacksmith shop is in just as much of a hurry as I am.

Well then, I should start my search too.

***

I was able to find the inn near the city's east gate that Albert mentioned in one go. In a small to medium-sized city like this, buildings with three or more floors were definitely rare.

Plus, it looks high-end at a glance.

Seeing that they use such an inn as their lodging, it seems the "Carlus Merchant Group" isn't small in scale.

'Well, if they're designated as the main buyer of iron ore from Zahed... it means they have some financial power.'

Merchant groups dealing with ores like iron, silver, or gold had to be of a certain size from the beginning.

Not only is the weight overwhelming compared to potions or other goods.

Iron is used in almost every field, so the amount purchased and sold can never be considered small.

A merchant group handling heavy, expensive, and large quantities of goods.

Naturally, they need the financial backing to support that.

However, differently put, the current situation in Zahed is so bad that even such a large merchant group can't handle it.

Whether it's an abnormal occurrence of magical beasts or severe internal strife in the city. Whatever it is, it's definitely not heading in a good direction.

'Maybe... I'll have to dispatch the knight order for the first time.'

Trying to ignore the ominous feeling.

I opened the door to the inn.

Ch.13 - First Expedition (2)
As I entered the inn, a spacious lobby opened up before me.

Typically, inns like this often had large dining areas on the first floor, so delicious aromas filled the space.

I quickly shifted my gaze and discreetly slipped in among a group that looked like merchants.

"Who are you?"
"I'm looking for the Carlus Merchant Group. Is that you?"

The men exchanged glances before speaking.

"We are merchants from Carlus. What business do you have with us?"
"I'm the administrative officer of Rupel Territory."

At the mention of "administrative officer," their slightly irritated expressions changed completely. They all stepped back in surprise.

One of them even knocked over his glass while retreating, spilling his drink.

"I'd like to meet the head of your merchant group."
"I am the head."

The man who had just spilled his drink spoke up. He had a "Kaiser mustache" that extended outward on both sides.

"Then you must be the new administrative officer who was recently appointed to Rupel Territory. I didn't expect to meet you like this."

It seemed my reputation had preceded me to some extent.

"I heard from Albert the blacksmith that the iron ore supply from Zahed has suddenly decreased."
"Ah... it seems that fellow has already spoken to you about it."

Carlus Aile.
The owner of the merchant group named after himself nodded and murmured.

"That's right. I heard that two mines in Zahed are currently closed."
"Closed?"
"It seems a 'Dungeon Break' occurred. The city was completely turned upside down, so I left without hearing the exact details."

Dungeon Break.

It refers to the phenomenon where monsters suddenly appear in areas where there was nothing before.

A phenomenon that even the renowned magicians of this era haven't properly explained.

*A mine, huh... It typically happens in places with few people, so it's entirely possible.*

If the monsters that emerge aren't dealt with promptly, the place permanently transforms into an irretrievable dungeon.

Of course, from a long-term perspective, the creation of a dungeon might not be a bad thing.

But if it's directly connected to a city or territory's economy, or threatens people's livelihoods, it becomes a very serious problem.

"Are you certain it's a Dungeon Break?"
"Before leaving the city, I heard talk about monsters appearing and such. I fled before getting caught up in it."

Carlus spoke with an annoyed tone.

He had originally planned to purchase iron ore from Zahed, but now that plan was ruined, causing him considerable loss.

From a merchant's perspective, this was certainly not a pleasant situation.

And the same went for me as an administrative officer.

The only thing that bothered me was that despite such a major event as a Dungeon Break occurring, there had still been no news from Zahed.

If the Carlus merchant group had arrived here the day before yesterday as Albert said, related news should have arrived by today at the latest.

I was about to ask, "Were there any other strange signs?" when—

"Administrative Officer! Are you here?"

The inn door burst open and a blonde knight appeared. It was Captain Sianne.

"Lord Rupel is urgently looking for you. It seems something has happened in Zahed, one of the territory's cities...!"

I knew it.
There was no way news wouldn't have arrived.

I'd have to find out why it was delivered so late, but for now, returning to Lord Rupel seemed to be the priority.

"Ah, why don't you come along too, Merchant Leader? Your testimony might be needed."
"If that's the case, I'd be happy to help."

After all, he was someone who had been there, so perhaps he might have noticed something.

***

"...So you're saying a landslide isolated the mine."
"That's right."
"And about thirty miners are trapped inside."

I carefully examined the map of Zahed that Lord Rupel had brought.

Oh, I'd already dropped formalities with the Count. At first, he was a bit uncomfortable with it, but after I addressed him casually once, it naturally settled in.

Anyway, since the map was created with magic, it wasn't much inferior to modern ones.

I could easily identify the location of the mine where the accident occurred.

It was in the northern part of the city, almost touching the mountain range. It seemed that the aftershocks of an earthquake had caused a landslide, burying the mine.

*At least it's not a Dungeon Break, which is fortunate.*

Though it was unfortunate for the victims, from my perspective, a mine collapse was far better than a Dungeon Break.

At least the damage was confined to the mine.

"The mayor of Zahed tried to handle it himself but failed and finally requested help..."

"It happened during peak working hours, so the workers couldn't evacuate in time, and all the mined iron ore remains inside the mine."
"Should we depart immediately?"
"Yes, I've already contacted the 4th Battalion stationed nearby. I'm entrusting this matter to you, Administrative Officer Rubern."

Count Rupel looked at me with eyes full of trust.

After resolving a series of incidents in the territory, he had begun to look at me as if I were some kind of deity in just a few days.

For someone who was merely an administrative officer like me, it felt like excessive treatment...

But if the lord himself was showing such concern, there was no need to decline.

"I'll return safely."

Given that the incident occurred just the day before yesterday, we needed to leave immediately. If any miners were still alive, every passing moment was reducing their chances of survival.

"Captain Sianne, prepare for departure."
"Understood."
"Mr. Carlus, what do you plan to do?"

When I addressed the merchant who was sitting with a troubled expression, he replied in a voice that sounded complicated in many ways.

"...You're going to normalize the mine situation, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"Sitting here would only result in enormous losses. Our merchant group will accompany you. At the very least, we can handle the baggage needed for the knights' expedition."

That's right, good thinking.

I wasn't sure how severe the collapse was, but if it was just a simple landslide, it shouldn't be too difficult to resolve.

*As long as the local administration hasn't broken down.*

"What do you think, Captain?"
"If the merchant group accompanies us, that would be perfect."

Sianne had no objections either.

As soon as we finished our preparations, we set out for Zahed where the accident had occurred.

It was quite a large group, including the Carlus merchant group and some troops from the 4th Battalion.

***

The prestige that knights hold in this era is quite substantial. Of course, someone like the Emperor of the Empire would have not just one, but several knight orders.

Not to mention personal guard organizations like the Imperial Guard.

But in a typical noble territory, the knight order was essentially the lord's hands and feet on the ground.

They boasted far more authority than battalions or civilian guards, and due to the status of being a "knight," their words carried a certain authority.

The Rupel Territory was no different.

When we hastily prepared and arrived at Zahed, the mayor, who had already heard the news and was waiting, came running.

"The Count's knights!! I've been waiting!"

The bald-headed mayor prostrated himself before Sianne, who was on horseback, and began to plead as if begging for mercy.

"Please help us! At this rate, the city's economy will be completely ruined!!"
"Mayor..."

Sianne slightly turned her head to look at me. I jumped off my horse and addressed the mayor, who still had his head to the ground.

"Mayor, please provide me with the blueprints of the collapsed mine and documents detailing the quantity of mining equipment the city currently possesses. Also, please urgently summon all magicians residing in the city."
"And you are...?"
"Rubern Ailoy, administrative officer of the knight order. I handled the 'Sepella Gold Mine Collapse Incident' a year ago."

The reason for my confidence was simple. Just a year ago, I had experienced a similar incident.

If the mayor of Zahed had paid more attention to the miners' safety—or at least adhered to the minimum regulations promulgated by the imperial decree—

As long as all thirty people weren't directly caught in the landslide, we should be able to rescue them safely.

"Wow! Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy!!!"

The mayor's eyes widened as he recognized me.

"We don't have time. Please show me the documents I mentioned immediately."

Unfortunately, now was not the time to be exclaiming in admiration as if he'd seen the Blue-Eyed Skeleton.

In collapse incidents like this, even if all safety facilities are operational, it's crucial to make contact with the trapped personnel as quickly as possible to increase the survival rate.

Snapping back to reality at my words, the mayor gave orders to the officials who were standing behind him, staring blankly.

I was able to obtain the relevant documents without much difficulty.

"That's fortunate."
"Have you figured out a solution?"

Sianne, who was standing beside me and reviewing the documents together, asked about my unconscious mutter.

To be honest, Sianne's administrative abilities were terribly lacking.

But at least she could clearly read what the documents were saying, which made her far better than Ibona, the head of administration.

"Look at the 'Triton Mine' and 'Nordic Mine' here, which were caught in the landslide. If you look at the entrance structure, they're not located at the bottom of the ridge but extend like tunnels along the ridge, right?"

I traced the blueprints of the two mines with my finger as I explained to Sianne.

"In this case, unless the ground itself collapsed, there's no way the landslide could have penetrated all the way inside."

"And here."

I pointed to a small space drawn inside the mine.

"It's a safety zone. Fortunately, both mines have them installed. Despite his appearance, the mayor seems to be a conscientious person."

All the bald-headed individuals I'd met in this world were either miserly Scrooges or had consciences as empty as their scalps.

It seemed like I'd met an exception for the first time.

"So we can rescue everyone?"

Sianne exclaimed with a hopeful voice. But reality is rarely so accommodating.

"How many are still alive remains to be seen, but we have to try."

As the administrative officer of the Black Lion Knights, I had accumulated knowledge and experience in various administrative fields.

Not just tactics, strategy, military supplies, and other war or combat administrative techniques.

But also urban planning, financial management, and disaster response management for handling such calamities.

Though it's a bit awkward to say it myself, I was essentially a walking administrative office.

"Have all the magicians gathered?"
"Ah, yes! They're all outside. Vice-Captain Imen is taking care of them."
"Good. Let's move without delay."

I dusted off my hands and stood up.

Whether this untimely disaster movie would have a happy ending or a bitter bad ending—

That was now in my hands.

Ch.14 - First Expedition (3)
At first, Heintz was slightly disappointed that his first mission wasn't about hunting monsters or conquering dungeons, but simply resolving a disaster in the city.

Though he was a full knight, he had almost no practical experience. He desperately wanted to gain real combat experience as quickly as possible.

However, after witnessing the complete chaos of the city, he had to sincerely repent to God for his foolish and misguided thoughts.

"Oh no, oh nooo!! What has happened?!"
"Father! Father!!"
"Please just let him return safely. If not, at least let us find his body...!!"

It was devastating.

The emotions of people whose families were buried beneath the ground stabbed at a corner of Heintz's heart.

Was it sympathy? Compassion?

No.

It was because he, an honorable knight who should prioritize the territory's people and their safety above all else, could do absolutely nothing to help.

"Damn it...!!"
"Senior Heintz..."

Barbara, the youngest knight, was equally troubled in many ways.

Knight Ronz was busy moving materials and heavy equipment used for mining exploration, while Deputy Commander Imen was accompanying mages from Zahed's Adventurer Guild.

Commander Sianne and Administrator Rubern Ailoy were busy checking all sorts of documents as soon as they arrived in the city.

As a result, the two remaining people, Heintz and Barbara, were left in charge of controlling the site.

Thanks to this, Heintz—who until now had believed that the sword was supreme and could solve any problem—was seriously shaken.

If a sword could solve everything, why couldn't he help those people digging through the earth with their bare hands while wailing?

A terrifying emptiness overwhelmed the young knights.

"Knights, please save my son!!"
"I-I can't do anything..."

At that moment.

"Barbara, Heintz! Move the citizens aside!"

In the distance, two carriages were approaching. Squeezed onto the driver's seat were the Order's administrator and commander.

"Step aside! It's dangerous!"

Hearing Sianne's voice, Heintz immediately came to his senses and, together with Barbara, quickly dispersed the citizens wandering around the accident site.

As the two dismounted from the driver's seat, Ronz, who had been riding in the cargo area, jumped down as well.

"I've brought all the equipment!! They're in good condition!"
"Well done, Ronz."

What was loaded on the back of the carriage wasn't shovels and pickaxes, but several layers of stacked sacks.

"What is that?"
"It's a special alchemical material called Netro. Usually used for making poisons."

Netro?

Heintz recalled something he had read in an old book. It was a byproduct produced in mines where naturally mana-infused "mana crystals" could be harvested.

Unlike crystals, it was thin and small like sand, black in color, and much cheaper than mana crystals. In fact, it was only used in alchemy, specifically in the very limited field of poisons.

What on earth did the administrator plan to do with such a substance?

Heintz felt both confusion and curiosity.

From the other carriage, Deputy Commander Imen and three or four mages disembarked.

Netro and mages.

Barbara tilted her head at the combination that showed no apparent connection.

"Heintz, Barbara. Help Ronz spread this Netro evenly at the mine entrance."

Sianne calmly gave instructions to the three knights. Even if they didn't understand, an order from the commander was still an order.

Heintz and Barbara immediately shed their knight uniforms and, along with Ronz, each shouldered a sack of Netro and began spreading it.

Surprisingly, the intense physical training they had undergone over the past few days proved helpful.

Even Barbara, who had the weakest physique, managed to lift one sack with ease.

After the black powder was evenly spread over the mine entrance, which was a mess of collapsed soil.

"Mages, if you please."
"This isn't difficult. We're just honored to be able to help."

The mages who had been waiting in the back approached the mine entrance at Rubern's direction.

"Hmmph!!"

They paired up, spread their arms, and with a shout, began releasing mana from their bodies.

Energy fundamentally different from what knights handle. While knights resonate with swords, mages' mana resonates with nature itself.

The blue light emitted by the mana filled the space.

Soon, translucent walls rose on both sides and in front of the entrance.

"Mana Shield?"

Why a defensive spell? Heintz couldn't understand at all. At first, he thought they would use magic to clear away the earth.

Why on earth would they need a defensive spell?

But that question would be answered before long.

An old man with impressive white whiskers approached. He looked like a mage whose skill matched his years of experience.

He extended his hand beyond the mana shield and concentrated. Heintz could clearly see smoke rising from his fingertips.

He was preparing a fire spell.

Inferno? Or Explosion?

Whatever it was, it would need to be at least a 6th circle spell to clear away such a landslide.

"The defensive magic was for this!"

Heintz felt like all the puzzle pieces were falling into place. The higher the circle of magic, the more powerful its firepower.

Even at the 6th circle, it could completely incinerate an ordinary house in one go.

If they were planning to unleash an even stronger spell, they would naturally need to surround it with a mana shield to prevent collateral damage.

Whoosh.

But contrary to Heintz's expectations, what the mage manifested was just a tiny spark. A minor flame that didn't even qualify as a 2nd circle Fireball.

"Is this enough?"
"It needs to be smaller. That size might barely be contained by the mana shield."

Despite being an incredibly weak flame, Administrator Rubern Ailoy said it was still too large. Heintz was increasingly lost.

Logically thinking, how could a flame that couldn't even start a campfire do anything to that massive pile of soil?

The flame, which could barely be called a "flame," soon diminished to the size of a candle.

"That's sufficient."
"Understood."

The elderly mage threw the spark toward the area where Netro and soil were mixed.

As soon as the flickering flame dropped—

BOOM!!!!

A tremendous explosion occurred, shaking the ground. The explosion was so powerful that it nearly cracked the mana shield on the left.

"...?!"

Finally, as the waves of flame that had been raging like hellfire subsided.

"Phew."

Rubern Ailoy exhaled before casually saying:

"Now, let's proceed with the search."

Just like the wide-open entrance to the mine, Heintz couldn't close his gaping mouth.

***

The Triton Mine and Nordic Mine were essentially the same mine with different names.

Their entrances weren't far apart, and both mines had internal passages that allowed movement between them.

After the landslide blocked the mine entrance, miners from both mines had joined together to wait for rescue.

Despite three days passing since the initial accident, most miners were in remarkably good health, partly due to this environment.

Since the mines were large, they had a decent amount of stored oxygen.

In total, thirty-seven miners were safely rescued.

A clean happy ending without any complications.

"How did you know Netro had such properties?"
"When you work as an administrator, you pick up various bits of information. This was one of them."
"...Maybe I should have become an administrator instead of a knight."

Sianne said with a dejected voice.

She seemed deeply impressed by how I handled not just simple dungeon management and merchant recruitment, but also major incidents like a mine collapse.

"I solved a similar case during the Sepella Gold Mine collapse. That's when I first learned about this too."

Back then, I had been searching for something like dynamite to clear the mine entrance when I discovered this substance.

In a world where magic exists, some areas had technology similar to modern levels, but because of that, items that should have been commercialized long ago were often neglected.

Netro was a similar case.

As a byproduct of mana crystal mines, it was extremely sensitive to mana.

It would explode upon contact with unstable, unrefined mana.

In the modern era where magic was commonplace, rather than being recognized as a valuable compound for making explosives, it was seen as a useless substance that hindered efficient mining.

Near mana crystal mines, it was often piled up in sacks like today.

Since there was nowhere to sell it after harvesting, it was just left alone.

Truly a white elephant.

However, it could be useful in special situations like this. Though its wide-ranging effect made it impractical for exploring caves or mine interiors.

"Now that I've shown this once, people will know how to use it if similar incidents occur."

I had considered refining Netro into dynamite, but ultimately decided against it.

It was less powerful than ordinary gunpowder, harder to process, and had more complex conditions.

It wouldn't explode just by bringing fire to it; it 'absolutely' required unrefined mana.

"Still, you're amazing..."
"You flatter me. More importantly, since we've brilliantly resolved this incident, we should get appropriate compensation from the mayor."
"Pardon?"
"Can't you smell the money?"

It was a worldly statement, but the situation had been resolved well. Since we had cleanly handled what could have been a terrible disaster, there should naturally be some give and take.

Money will multiply!!!

Since we showed such generosity, we should have some advantage in negotiations.

And as if to prove my point, when we opened the door to the mayor's office:

"Welcome!!! Truly, how can I ever repay this debt!"

The bald mayor jumped out with an expression of deep gratitude.

Ah, how dazzling.

Ch.15 - First Expedition (4)
The city hall meeting wasn't attended by just the mayor. The tiny room was packed with officials including the city's administrator and security officer.

Among them was the Carlus Merchant Group, who had been helping the knights and handling the purchase of Netro.

I exchanged a quick glance with him before taking a seat at one side of the round table.

"Thank you all for your hard work. If it weren't for the Snow Leopard Knights, there would have been a tremendous impact not only on innocent citizens but also on Zahed."

"When a city in the Rupel Territory faces difficulties, it's only natural for the lord's knights to provide assistance," Sianne replied calmly.

The mayor, once again without fail, clasped his hands to his chest as if deeply moved.

Why is he so easily impressed? Is he going through menopause?

Though Sianne could be careless at times, she always displayed the dignified appearance of a knight commander in formal settings like this.

I quite liked that about her. It made her seem more human.

Unlike a certain blonde knight commander whose personality was as flat as her figure.

With muscles for brains, she would blurt out inappropriate comments even at official events, leaving me and other innocent administrative staff to clean up her mess.

She was a genius. A genius knight.

Levia was born with the talent of a Sword Master that might appear once every hundred years. I guarantee you'd be hard-pressed to find someone of her caliber across the entire continent.

Even in the original novel, she was a formidable character who could rival the protagonist.

The problem was that God was too fair, blessing her with overwhelming combat prowess alongside overwhelming shortsightedness.

Levia didn't know how to see the forest.

She was a terrifyingly skilled warrior who would just keep cutting down the trees in front of her until she'd felled the entire forest.

Dull-witted geniuses are the most frightening.

Looking at everything from her own perspective, she was impossible to deal with using common sense.

Moreover, she didn't understand the weight that came with her position as the Imperial knight commander.

With her logic of "if it works, it works; if it doesn't, it doesn't," I, as a practical officer, felt suffocated whenever ridiculous inquiries came to the knights.

"The knight commander said this could be done?"
"What nonsense. We can't do such things."
"We've already finalized the contract! What are we supposed to do if you can't fulfill it?"
"How the hell are knights supposed to catch a Sea Serpent in the deep ocean? Go find some bored pirate princess in the south!!!"
"This is fraud! You deceived me!"
"Are you an idiot for believing that in the first place?! Does hunting sea dragons on horseback make any sense?! Do you think knights ride Pegasus or something?!"

Those days of constant headaches.

Looking back now, it's amazing I didn't collapse from acute myocardial infarction.

Perhaps the special ability I gained when possessing this cursed world was "stress reduction" or "absolute immunity to mental illness"?

At this rate, I'm just a hard-working ox. No matter how much of a workaholic I am, I'd rather not be treated like a bull.

"By the way, could you tell me more details about this incident? I need to write a report."
"Ah..."

As I pulled out the notebook I had brought, the mayor nodded and began explaining the "mine collapse" in detail.

"We weren't overworking the site. The reason only thirty-seven out of over a hundred workers were there was because they had just finished their break and were heading back in."
"Hmm..."

I tapped my notebook with my pen.

"So it really was an earthquake?"
"According to the residents living nearby, yes."
"But when I checked, no one in the 9th Avenue adjacent to the mine reported feeling vibrations or hearing strange noises?"

I had already secured testimonies from residents while rescuing Netro.

The officials seemed startled, not expecting I'd gone that far. However, they didn't look suspicious—just genuinely surprised at my thoroughness.

"We need to know the cause to prevent something like this from happening again."
"Of course, that's absolutely right. As expected of Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy."

The mayor immediately agreed, and an official shuffling through some papers added:

"It's true that 9th Avenue didn't feel the vibrations, but it's also true that vibrations did occur."
"Then the vibrations must have been very weak..."

Even such minor vibrations can cause landslides.

Plus, the Rupel Territory is currently enjoying spring.

There's a high probability that the ground had weakened as the frozen earth thawed.

"So it was just bad luck, I suppose."
"Indeed, Administrative Officer. Our Zahed strictly complies with imperial mining regulations."

Well, judging by the lack of complaints from the rescued miners, Zahed's mining operations seemed to be managed quite transparently.

"Is it really true that clean water at the top means clean water below?"

An honest, kind mayor who cares for his citizens. In most other cities with mines, the mining industry was constantly exploited.

It was truly remarkable that they were managing things honestly despite the territory's relatively poor conditions.

"Then I assume iron ore trading will resume normally starting tomorrow."
"Of course. I was extremely worried since these two mines produce the most iron, but now I can breathe easier!"

The finance officer with dark circles under his eyes replied with a bright smile.

He must have been through hell these past few days.

I couldn't tell what his face normally looked like, but he probably looked less like an undead than he did now.

Now that we'd exchanged pleasantries, it was time to get to the main point.

"Were there any merchant groups that had arrangements to receive iron from these two mines?"
"No... Most merchant groups waiting for shipments left the city when the mines collapsed. We had to pay quite a bit in contract penalties, and if we don't resolve this quickly, our finances will be strained."
"Then let us purchase it. But at 70% of the original price."
"What?!"

My bold statement caused a stir in the mayor's office.

"Our knights need a lot of iron. We need to redirect resources that would flow outward to internal use."

It wasn't just for the exercise equipment. How much more iron would that require?

The problem was that the resources in the knights' storage warehouse were nearly depleted.

There's a limit to how much equipment I can provide with my own money. A proper knight order should have its own forge dedicated solely to producing equipment for the knights.

At this rate, even if we recruit new knights, we won't be able to supply them with equipment in time.

Knights may be an elite few, but the city guard's equipment was also in terrible condition.

They too needed new equipment.

"The Rupel Territory is fortunate. Despite this mess, no bandits have attacked."

Usually in such situations, a territory could fall into chaos beyond mere confusion and into civil war.

When even the local lord's strongest sword and power—the military and knights—aren't properly equipped, it's strange they haven't been ambushed by bandits or monsters.

One solid hit from behind could shatter the territory itself.

If the first knight reform was changing the name and normalizing the territory's dungeons,

The second knight reform would be securing materials and providing proper equipment.

Whether for expeditions or training, they need weapons to wield, don't they?

"B-but... 70% is too low."
"70%."
"How can you reduce it by 30%? 90% would be..."
"70%."
"Fine! Let's make it 80%!"
"70%."

I channeled my inner yakuza boss negotiating with a US military commander, maintaining my strong position.

"Administrative Officer, even 20% is significant. The market price for iron ore is 1 gold coin per 10kg, so a 20% discount means you're gaining 20 silver coins!"
"In exchange, we won't charge additional fees for the knights' dispatch and excavation costs."
"...!"

Knights are clearly the lord's personal assets.

Why does the city have its own security force? Because the military and knights aren't personnel that the mayor can freely mobilize.

Therefore, as the knights were dispatched and resolved the incident, Zahed City needed to pay an appropriate fee to Lord Rupel.

Though it's said to be paid to the count, usually these matters were settled at the knight administrative officer level.

Apart from the annual budget allocated from the territory, the knights' operating costs had to be managed by the knights themselves.

Lords found it much more convenient for knights to manage their own assets rather than handling dispatch fees.

That's why these dispatch fees were one of the knights' lucrative side incomes.

It's also why administrative officers held important positions in any knight order.

"When you calculate everything, this benefits both parties. If you consider the value of 37 lives and the additional damages that would have occurred if the rescue had been delayed... isn't selling at a 30% discount morally better?"

I continued speaking smoothly. While I quickly took control of the atmosphere, the finance officer was busy working his abacus.

That's right.
Financial discussions aren't about emotions.

And the more he calculates, the more weight will be given to accepting my conditions.
The 70% figure was something I had calculated before coming here.

Click, click-click-click!

After working his abacus and scribbling some figures on paper, the finance officer nodded and said:

"...Your point is valid. We'll take a small loss, but as you said, when you include the compensation costs had the rescue been delayed and miners died, we actually come out ahead."

With the finance officer backing me up, the bald mayor reluctantly conceded.

"Very well."
"But how much iron do you want?"

I shifted my gaze to the head of the Carlus Merchant Group. Sensing my look, he presented his terms as if he'd been waiting.

"We want all the iron ore that was meant to be traded but remained due to this incident."
"A-all of it...!"
"Do you have enough capital to handle that?"
"Of course."

Carlus replied confidently.

Of course, I have a plan.

Eating all that food at once would certainly cause indigestion, but if I distribute it to hungry people at a premium...

The alchemy of turning iron into gold coins would unfold before my eyes.

"Short-term profit is best made through hoarding."

Carlus, who had already coordinated with me, had a faint smile in his eyes.

Ch.16 - You Guys, Why Are You Here (1)
Harkin Pixis, the leader of the "Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort," one of the merchant groups contracted with the Imperial Black Lion Knights, had been looking miserable the entire time.

"Damn it."
"What do we do now? If we return like this, we'll suffer tremendous losses."
"What can we do? We'll have to try breaking into another city. We're all merchants—if we beg and plead, they might listen somehow."
"So we're appealing to their sympathy in the end..."

It was nearly the worst option for a merchant, but clearly better than bankruptcy.

When you're about to drown in debt, you can't afford to be picky.

Recently, the Imperial Black Lion Knights had entered a dark period.

Rumors said that Administrator Rubern Ailoy, who had achieved great military accomplishments during the Great Expedition, had thrown down his resignation letter, unable to endure the tyranny any longer.

With just one person leaving, the knights had completely fallen apart.

The knights, who had been making a big fuss about the Great Expedition, suddenly canceled all schedules and began working to stabilize their administration.

However, they weren't just leaving all merchant groups associated with the knights idle.

Especially for the Blue Dragon Escort, a special order had come down from Knight Commander Levia.

It was an order to procure large quantities of iron ore.

The Knight Commander still hadn't given up on the Great Expedition and planned to depart as soon as administration stabilized.

And naturally, resources like iron were needed for an expedition.

It was only natural that an enormous amount of iron ore would be required to discard dulled weapons and replace them with newly crafted ones.

Thanks to this, the Blue Dragon Escort had received a contract to purchase iron ore at a price 20% higher than the market value.

But when a sudden mine collapse accident occurred in Zahed, their main iron ore supply source, trading iron ore became impossible.

If they failed to meet the contract deadline, they would have to pay a penalty far exceeding the amount they had received.

Escort Leader Harkin felt his throat getting drier with each passing minute.

"Let's move to the next city."
"Understood."

But there weren't many places in the Rupel Territory where iron ore could be obtained.

Even when they visited other mining cities, they had either already finished trading, or the quantity of high-quality iron ore suitable for the knights was woefully insufficient.

This wasn't just any organization, but the "Imperial" Black Lion Knights.

Though the Knight Commander might be a bit sloppy, they were still one of the finest knight orders officially recognized by the imperial court.

It wasn't as if they could casually run their mouths or betray such an organization.

Harkin still had many things he wanted to do in life.

He absolutely declined the option of being hanged in the capital square with a sign around his neck saying, "I am a dishonest merchant who lied to His Majesty's knights."

As each day passed,

The financial losses grew larger, to the point where they could no longer move the merchant group carelessly.

To begin with, a merchant group is a massive collective.

Just moving from one village to another typically costs the equivalent of a farmer's annual labor wages.

The wages for merchant group employees and hired mercenaries.

The food costs for feeding the horses and oxen pulling the wagons.

And other expenses.

Now they had reached the point where they would barely make a loss even including the inflated purchase price.

"We need to move to another region even if we take more losses. The penalty will be much higher."
"Hey, at this rate, the cost of moving each time will be as much as the trading costs!"

Moving from one territory to another was truly a gamble.

Despite the grand name of "Transcontinental Escort," merchants ultimately just continued trading through pre-established trade routes.

Even if they risked taking a loss, the probability of being rejected was higher.

"I just wish we could at least break even..."

Harkin's dream of making a big score this time had become increasingly modest, now reduced to hoping for just a small loss rather than breaking even.

Just as he was considering liquidating the merchant group and fleeing in the night,

One of his subordinates who had been searching for trading partners came running in breathlessly.

"Boss! An enormous quantity of iron ore has been released in Petaronto, the capital of Rupel Territory!!"
"What did you say!?"
"Just a few hours ago, another merchant group was heading to Petaronto?"
"Damn it, why are you telling me this now?!"
"I-I just heard about it myself!?"
"We're going to Petaronto right now!!"

It was a moment when a ray of hope poured into his life that had seemed to hold nothing but a miserable future.

***

Petaronto was the capital of Rupel Territory, but its atmosphere was completely different from typical territorial capitals.

Usually, a capital is often the city where the lord resides, and therefore tends to be the center of administration, commerce, and military affairs.

Naturally, the population would be much higher than other cities.

But Petaronto was different.

Rather, the commercially and industrially developed area was the northern mining city of Zahed.

Nor did it have good infrastructure for buying or selling goods in the surrounding area.

It was merely an "administrative center" with the count's residence and the knight headquarters attached.

Therefore, for merchants, Petaronto had value only as a transit point when coming and going to Zahed.

That's why I was focusing on restoring the prestige of this capital.

Zahed couldn't be helped. It was a city that had prospered through mining, and I couldn't just magically create mines in Petaronto.

I wasn't a Gold Dragon with the power to transform mountains into mineral veins with a single breath.

However,
Even if natural resources were lacking, that didn't mean merchants couldn't be attracted.

If that were the case, South Korea would have collapsed long ago.

The first method for this was to use Petaronto as a kind of resource storage facility.

"Iron ore will be sold at just 15% above market price per ton! For less than 1 ton, it's 20% above market price~~!!"

The Carlus merchant group had purchased about 20 tons of iron ore from the Triton and Nordic mines.

This was only natural.

Dozens of merchant groups pass through Zahed daily to purchase iron ore.

With such high traffic in Zahed, the two largest mines had been closed for three whole days.

The resulting surplus was substantial. The 20 tons was actually limited by the maximum weight the merchant group could carry.

In reality, the remaining stock of iron ore was at least twice what we had purchased.

20 tons was actually less than one-fifth of Zahed's daily total iron ore production.

Anyway, we started a "relief" business targeting merchant groups that couldn't obtain iron ore from Zahed.

Excluding 3 tons reserved for the knights' internal use, we were able to sell off all the remaining 27 tons.

With 1 ton selling for about 100 gold coins on the market, adding 20% made it 120 gold coins.

For merchant groups facing severe losses, they hastily concluded contracts without hesitation at just 20% markup.

Of course, there wasn't a complete lack of resistance.

"Isn't 20% too much of a markup?"
"Why do you think so?"
"Aren't the Triton and Nova mines open now? If I go there now, I could get iron ore at the original price?"
"Oh, is that so? Then go get it there. Don't criticize when we're busy doing business."
"Hey!!! If you're not buying, get lost! We're desperate for every minute and second right now!"

But from the perspective of merchant groups who had wasted too much time already, they were desperate to fill their quotas even with an 18% or 20% premium.

"Alright, alright! Just give me 3 tons for now!"
"3 tons of iron ore. That's 360 gold coins with the 20% market premium, cust... I mean, valued customer~!"

Even though the round trip from Zahed to Petaronto only took two days for a merchant caravan,

For "time attack" merchant groups that had to deliver goods within a set period, those two days could mean a difference in the first digit of their profits.

They had no luxury to haggle.

Thus, the Carlus merchant group and I sold iron ore purchased at 30% below market price in Zahed for 20% above market price.

Even with simple calculation, we made over 50% profit.

Kuhehe!
This is proper business, I tell you!

I lifted the heavy pouches of gold coins with satisfaction.

Novice knight Barbara, seeing so many gold coins for the first time, sparkled her golden eyes like the coins themselves and said:

"Is all this... ours?!"
"No, not exactly..."
"Only 10% belongs to us."

That was the condition I had agreed upon with Carlus.

With 100 gold coins at market price plus 20 gold coins added, the Carlus merchant group sold at a total of 120 gold coins per ton.

10% of that is 12 gold coins.
With 27 tons of iron ore sold, we made a profit of over 300 gold coins.

And that was in just one day.

Additionally, since we brought 3 tons of iron ore for decorative purposes at 30% of the original price,

It was an enormous gain for the knight order's finances, which had been virtually empty.

324 gold coins was enough to secure funding for operating the Snow Leopard Knights for at least a few months.

"You could take more than 10% if you wanted... I don't know how to repay you for accommodating us like this."

With gold coin pouches nearly filling an entire transport wagon with a few still remaining, merchant leader Carlus said in an almost floating voice:

"I think you should have been a merchant rather than an administrator."
"Haha, this is only possible because I'm wearing the hat of an administrator. If I were just a simple merchant, I might have been sold into slavery long ago, unable to pay my debts."
"Being too modest doesn't look good either, hahaha!!"

My face is going to split from smiling so much.

"Then please visit our Petaronto frequently in the future, if only for my sake."
"Of course. If you need any goods, please let our guild know anytime."

Carlus took out a piece of paper from his chest and handed it to me. The emblem showed a fierce eagle spreading its wings, with the words "Hispania Merchant Guild" written on it.

"You're affiliated with Hispania?"
"Yes."

An unexpected big shot.

Hispania was the merchant guild to which most trading caravans in the southwestern part of the empire and the Minerva Magic Kingdom, which bordered the empire, belonged.

"If there are any good specialty products from the southern region or items imported from the Magic Kingdom, I'll bring them even if it's difficult."
"That would be more than I could ask for."

I shook hands with Carlus.

"Are you planning to depart already?"
"Yes. We've wasted too much time as well. We need to return before the perennial ice from northernmost Hebron melts."

They were merchants after all.

They hadn't come to the Rupel Territory just for sightseeing.

"That's a shame. I look forward to seeing you again next time."
"With such an excellent administrator appointed to Rupel Territory, I'm quite excited as a merchant to see how the city will develop."
"Is that so?"
"By then, I hope there will be many products worth purchasing even at high prices."

Of course.

I'll definitely create specialty products unique to Rupel Territory.

Typically, for merchant groups that move across the continent like Carlus, they might visit the same city once every half year at most.

So it seemed I wouldn't see him again until quite some time had passed.

"Then our knight order will be heading back as well."
"It was a truly valuable meeting."

Our business was concluded.
The long day was almost over, and it was time to get some rest.

Just as Carlus and I were about to exchange farewells,

In the distance,
A group of merchants was rushing toward the city gate.

A fluttering blue dragon emblem.

I was unwittingly taken aback by that all-too-familiar flag.

'Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort?'

What are you doing here?????

Ch.17 - You Guys, Why Are You Here (2)
I had quite a history with the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort.

Since they were one of the merchant groups contracted with the Black Lion Knights, we had many occasions to meet face-to-face during my time as an administrator.

*If they're visiting Rupel Territory now... were they also stuck in Jahed?*

What an ironic twist of fate.

And if they were going to come, they should have arrived earlier. Everything's already sold.

I clicked my tongue as I watched the merchant caravan's lead wagon approaching.

Dozens of wagons that had been marching in a line came to a halt in front of the city gate, forming what looked like a wall.

A man in silk clothing jumped down from a wagon that was clearly more luxurious than the others.

Harkin Pixis. Another familiar face.

"Hey there!! I heard you're selling iron ore here!!"

The problem was that we had no iron ore left except for our knights' maintenance supplies.

As far as I knew, these people typically bought in quantities of not just one ton, but tens of tons.

And considering the normal demands of the Black Lion Knights, 3 tons of iron ore would clearly be insufficient compared to their usual purchase volume.

"What should we do?" Carlus asked with a troubled expression.

"We can't sell our maintenance supplies... but I should at least talk to him."

I slowly emerged from the makeshift tent and approached Harkin. He was pleading his case to a Carlus Company employee standing in front of him.

"Carlus? A Hispania merchant group! Then of course you must know me! The Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort!!"
"Oh, I certainly do. But what can I do? Everything's already sold."
"Come now! There's no need for us to be at odds! I'm Harkin Pixis! I'll add 5% above market price!"
"Even with 5% more, it's still difficult..."
"What?! These bastards are impossible! How much are you trying to gouge me?! Just sell it already! Get your boss out here!!"

He was stomping his feet and unleashing his emotions on the poor low-level employee.

It's amazing how he hasn't changed one bit.

Harkin Pixis was the most merchant-like man I'd ever known.

He reduced everything to the logic of money and managed matters related to wealth meticulously. As greedy as he was, his mind worked remarkably fast.

As a result, Harkin thoroughly embodied the tendency to be strong against the weak and weak against the strong.

Just look at him now.

Even though the Carlus Company was considered a major merchant group, they were simply a Hispania affiliate traveling trade routes between the Empire and the Minerva Kingdom.

They couldn't compare to the Transcontinental Escort in terms of recognition, scale, or economic power, as the latter operated across the entire continent.

That's why he was being so brazenly arrogant. And unfortunately, the employee responding to him looked like a rookie who reeked of inexperience.

If someone with better speaking skills or higher position in the company had dealt with him, he would have been less brazen.

I sighed deeply and said to the fuming Harkin:

"Why are you causing a scene here?"
"What? You people are trying to throw your weight around just because you happened to buy iron ore at the right ti— Gasp!!"

His expression, which had turned threateningly toward me, twisted into shock.

"Ru-Ru-Rubern! Administrator Rubern?!"
"It's been a while."
"What are you doing here?!"

Harkin Pixis immediately bent his waist like a rice stalk and started bowing repeatedly.

Look at this impressive change of attitude.

"I heard you left the Black Lion Knights...!"
"Ah, due to personal circumstances, I'm temporarily serving as the administrator for Count Rupel's knights."
"I never heard about this!"
"It's quite recent, haha."

Just light pleasantries. I casually shook hands with Harkin.

"So... I heard you purchased iron ore."
"Yes."
"Then could I buy it right away? We're not exactly stingy with each other, are we~?"
"I can't sell you any iron ore."

Typical merchant tactics. I firmly rejected his attempt to smooth-talk his way through.

"What?"
"How can I sell what I don't have? It's already gone."
"Is... is that really true...?"

Harkin genuinely seemed to think we were hiding iron ore somewhere.

Well, he would certainly do the same given the opportunity, so I suppose he naturally assumed we would too.

"This is terrible, oh no!! I'm ruined!!"

Having failed to get what he wanted, Harkin collapsed on the spot and began wailing dramatically.

The Snow Leopard Knights watching the scene exchanged slightly guilty glances.

Even Sianne, who understood the importance of maintenance supplies, showed clear signs of wavering.

"Um... Administrator Rubern, our—"

I quickly held out my hand to stop Sianne. Surprised, she closed her mouth.

"Let me handle this."

They all had such kind hearts that they easily fell for these tactics.

*This is why knight orders go bankrupt, isn't it?*

When dealing with merchants, you should never, ever, EVER show compassion.

They speak the language of money rather than appealing to emotions. If you show misplaced kindness, they'll treat it as an entitlement.

If you really want to show kindness, you need to see how far they're willing to go first.

If you don't want to help someone only to have them turn around and say "Thanks for the meal~" while screwing you over, you need to be especially careful.

As I looked down at Harkin with an expressionless gaze, he began clutching my pants and pleading desperately.

"Isn't there really any way? If we go back to the Black Lion Knights like this, our entire company could be in trouble!!"
"But why do you suddenly need iron ore?"
"Well... Knight Commander Levia said that unless the expedition was officially canceled, we should continue bringing in supplies..."

Heh.
You've messed up again, Levia.

I could easily guess the conversation that must have taken place between Harkin and Levia.

I'd heard a lot about the Black Lion Knights after my departure from merchant groups passing through.

Just from the Mist Flower Company's recent visit, I learned that the A-rank dungeon managed by the knights was in terrible shape.

Administration was paralyzed, and the systems they had maintained were collapsing day by day.

There was no reason to obsess over an expedition that the Imperial Court didn't care much about either way; they should be focusing on normalizing the knight order instead.

But in the midst of all this, Levia was preparing for an expedition?

Whether she was a war maniac, thick-headed, or had genuinely realized through her sixth sense that a new Demon King would emerge if they didn't go on the expedition, I couldn't say.

But unless it was the third case, it certainly wasn't a wise choice.

"But if that's all, couldn't you just return the money and terminate the contract?"

I hit the nail on the head.
Harkin Pixis deliberately avoided my gaze.

Aha, this bastard pocketed the deposit.

It was obvious.

"Well... you know, Administrator, a merchant's basic principle is to maximize profit with minimal capital..."
"It's called investment."
"Exactly! Investment! We have an obligation to provide excellent welfare to our employees while ensuring the prosperity of our company..."
"Why are you telling me things I already know?"

I chuckled.

"How much did you take?"
"...20%."
"Wow, that's quite a lot."

In truth, we had also taken 20%, but that was a special situation and only for 8 tons.

Taking 20% without any special circumstances is a bit excessive.

And in that situation, if you can't meet the promised deadline or secure the goods?

Even if it was due to an unavoidable accident caused by a natural disaster, the debt that would be placed on the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort would be far from small.

"Hmm..."

When I gave him a slightly annoyed look, Harkin quickly got up and hurried back to his wagon.

At this point, Harkin must have sensed that our knight order still had some iron ore left.

If we truly had none, he wouldn't have asked how much I had taken during all this pleading.

"Here, here!! Do you know what this is?!"

What he brought back was a gleaming, sharp sword.

To be honest, I was simply skilled in administration and not particularly knowledgeable about the quality of weapons like swords and armor.

It was then that Sianne, who had been quiet, jumped out from behind.

"Th-this!! This is a sword made of Damascus steel?!"

She grabbed the sword at a speed almost invisible to the eye, then opened her mouth wide with sapphire-like eyes sparkling.

"The quality of the blade, the hardness, this is no joke. 100% pure Damascus steel! And the craftsmanship is top-notch!!"
"Hahaha! To recognize the true value of this sword—you're absolutely right!"
"Ru-Rubern Administrator! This!! This!!"

Forgetting her dignity as a knight commander, Sianne started jumping up and down like a child in a toy store.

If she just lay down on the floor now, the image would be complete.

"These are weapons made from Damascus steel that I prepared for the upcoming expedition. Swords, spears, axes, hammers... and even armor. I've prepared various types."

Seeing Sianne's obvious interest, Harkin Pixis, who had been little better than a beggar moments ago, returned to being a merchant.

He had made a shameless comeback.
Ah, this is why I shouldn't have given him an opening.

This was becoming slightly troublesome.

"Anyway, I don't think I can properly sell these elsewhere. Administrator Rubern, what do you think are the chances of the grand expedition proceeding as planned?"
"Personally, I'd say 0%. With the same operation plan, it might be possible next year."
"I think so too."

Harkin grinned, showing his teeth. The gold tooth embedded among his white teeth was clearly visible.

"I'll sell them at 30% of market price. That's a 70% discount. Honestly, at this price, they're barely different from regular steel weapons."

30%?
What is this insane sale!

Even I, who had been trying to hold out as much as possible without agreeing to his terms, couldn't help but be surprised by this shocking offer.

"Under those conditions, how about selling us the iron ore you currently have?"

In an instant, a new negotiation table was set.

The stakes were our stockpiled iron ore maintenance supplies versus specially crafted Damascus steel weapons.

*We were planning to make weapons with the maintenance supplies anyway... but if these Damascus steel ones are of better quality, we could prioritize equipping the key personnel of the knights and troops...*

Moreover, we had just earned over 100 gold coins.

If these weapons were priced similarly to regular steel weapons as he claimed, we might be able to shop quite comfortably?

After a moment's consideration:

"Deal."
"Hehehe! No backing out now!"

I shook Harkin's hand.

Ch.18 - You Guys, Why Are You Here (3)
"Look at the detail on this Damascus steel sword!"
"Indeed, it's the sharpest blade I've ever seen!"
"Wait? This isn't Damascus mountain steel?"
"Haha! You know your alloy armor! It's. Really. Light. Weight."

Just like knights who worship weapons.

From their commander down to the newest recruit, the Snow Leopard Knights were completely absorbed in examining the equipment brought out by the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort.

The merchant who had brought the weapons for sale became possessed by the spirit of explanation, volunteering all sorts of unnecessary information that nobody had asked for.

"This engraving means it's shipped directly from Damascus. It's a premium product made entirely on-site."
"Ohhh!! Then, what about this alloy armor?"
"That's also directly from the source, of course."
"Deputy Commander Imen... I can die without regrets now..."

Sianne's eyes rolled back as she began throwing gold coins around.

Well, weapons made of Damascus steel were typically in much higher demand than supply.

I could completely understand that kind of reaction.

"By the way, how much iron ore does the knight order require?"
"About 18 tons, but..."
"I'll write you a verification document in the name of our Snow Leopard Knights. If a local knight order vouches for you, even the Imperial Black Lion Knights won't be able to find fault easily."
"I'd appreciate that. Anyway, they're objecting to us taking even 3 tons."

It was essentially no different from bartering the Damascus steel weapons and decorative supplies for the stored iron ore.

Since they were giving us a dramatic 70% discount, there was no reason for us to be stingy.

Thanks to this, we also agreed to price it at 80 gold coins per ton, much lower than the standard price of 100 gold coins.

We had purchased it in Zahed for only 70 gold coins anyway. It wasn't like we were taking a big loss.

"By the way, Administrator Rubern, why are you here? I knew you were being overworked by the Imperial Black Lion Knights, but why specifically Rupel Territory?"

In response to Harkin's question, I shook my head and answered.

"What other reason could there be? I simply wanted to rest somewhere quiet."
"Rupel Territory is certainly quiet."
"Though it's so quiet that even the capital is quiet..."

As I muttered with a sigh, Harkin Pixis burst into laughter.

"What can we do? It's the fate of a rural territory."
"I've been trying to increase trade volume by connecting with other merchant groups, but that alone hasn't brought any noticeable changes."
"Are you already expecting changes? What you've accomplished so far in bringing the city to this level is already impressive."

His words were sincere.

Harkin Pixis was a typical merchant, but his attitude toward me was quite friendly.

No matter how urgent the situation, offering a 70% discount on Damascus steel weapons worth anywhere from 30 to 100 gold coins each just to secure 2 tons of iron ore was too much of a loss.

So the merchant before me had essentially traded a kind of "credit" with me.

What would make a major merchant group like the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort offer credit to a remote territory like this?

In the end, Harkin Pixis had essentially staked his share on my reputation.
By establishing this kind of trade relationship, he could expect to receive at least some scraps if anything happened later.

"Among the prominent merchants operating in the capital, everyone knows who was responsible for the Imperial Black Lion Knights growing to their current size."
"Thank you for the compliment, even if it's just flattery."
"Oh no, it's not flattery, Administrator Rubern. With your abilities, you could probably turn even this backwater territory into the wealthiest in the north."

I glanced over at the knights who were busy shopping.

Honestly, apart from tactics and strategy, I didn't have any particular talent in swordsmanship or magic.

Just average, like everyone else.

My skills were similar to those of ordinary soldiers, so I couldn't dare to compete with knights.

I hadn't even properly awakened my mana... if I fought seriously, I would definitely lose even to Barbara.

I can guarantee that.

But when it comes to helping others grow, that's a different story. I was objectively confident in my abilities as an administrator.

If I hadn't seen a chance of success, I wouldn't have started in the first place.

"So I'd like to make another proposal..."
"What is it?"

I turned my attention back to Harkin. The look in his eyes had changed significantly. Something flickered behind his pupils.

*A merchant's eyes.*

I had seen it many times before. Merchants are inherently greedy investors.

The kind of people who manage to find gold nuggets in what appears to be a barren gravel field.

Harkin Pixis, the escort leader (guild master) of the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort, probably saw some potential in me.

"This iron ore deal is just Lady Levia's personal transaction. With the grand expedition temporarily suspended, our merchant group isn't bound by any contracts with the Imperial Black Lion Knights."
"...What are you saying?"

Suspecting what he meant, I asked again.
Harkin answered with an expression that suggested he was stating the obvious.

"Would you consider establishing an exclusive contract between our Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort and the Rupel Territory?"

***

I declined Harkin Pixis's proposal for now.

The reason was simple: Rupel Territory wasn't yet in a position to properly control a major player like the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort.

It was obvious that the knight order, or even the vassal families serving the lord, would be overwhelmed by the influence of such a merchant group without any preparation.

Just think about how Harkin Pixis got into trouble in the first place.

The Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort had skimmed 20% off an iron ore purchase from the "Knight Commander" of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

And they had spent that money on other goods before even using it for the agreed transaction.

That was a gamble that most mid-sized merchant groups wouldn't even attempt without extraordinary courage.

After all, the symbolic power of the "Imperial" prefix was immense in itself.

And not content with just doing that...

Now that things were somewhat resolved, they approached me saying, "We don't have any ties with the Imperial Black Lion Knights anymore, so can we establish connections with your territory?"

This was a merchant group with insane economic power and influence.

If they had bad intentions, they could easily devour a remote territory like this.

Even if he truly saw potential in me...

The moment I showed any weakness, who knows when they might bare their fangs?

I needed to remain cautious about the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort for now.

I hadn't even established an exclusive contract with the much smaller Carlus Merchant Group, with whom we'd already agreed on an iron ore deal before the Blue Dragon.

Right now, Rupel Territory was like a newborn.
Until the child grows up a bit, I needed to eliminate anything that could potentially harm it.

*Speaking of which...*

"Hyaaah! Ha!"
"It feels three times faster! Is this what a Damascus steel sword is like?! Terrifying!"

Our Snow Leopard Knights, who had invested nearly 30% of their hard-earned gold in weapons, were excitedly flying around the training ground.

Yes, that's right...
The silver color matches well with the snow leopard theme...

***

"Are you ready?"
"Yes."

At the entrance of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, two horses were snorting puffs of breath.

The harnesses attached to the horses weren't military-grade, and the stirrups and saddles didn't look like equipment used for official missions. Some parts were even worn out.

Honestly, they looked more like adventurers setting off on a journey than members of the Imperial Knights on official business.

But neither Ibona nor Petra could complain about this treatment. This wasn't just a sightseeing trip, after all.

"It's been so long since I rode, I'm not sure how it'll go."
"Y-You'll be fine, Department Head!"
"Even the saddle is a completely basic model..."

Still, Ibona muttered in a small voice, clearly dissatisfied.

That was understandable.

Previously, she would have ridden with a plush saddle that supported her bottom perfectly, coated with special enchantments to prevent falls.

But since this trip was essentially decided as an alternative to disciplinary action, demanding such luxuries would likely earn her a tongue-lashing from the Head of Inspection.

"Go find Administrator Rubern."
"Whaaaat?!"
"'What' my foot... Sigh, Department Head Ibona. Don't you understand the current situation?"
"B-But why me?"
"Do you really want to get fired? If I submit this report to the Emperor as is, you won't last a day as the Administrative Department Head!"

Numerous reports fluttered in the air.

They all contained accounts of incidents that the Imperial Black Lion Knights couldn't handle due to Rubern Ailoy's absence.

It was essentially exposing the terrible incompetence of Ibona as the Administrative Department Head.

"If you don't want to spend the rest of your life exiled to a backwater like Rupel Territory, find him immediately. Whether you apologize naked or promise him the position of Administrative Department Head, just bring him back somehow!"

Under the thunderous scolding from the Head of Inspection, Ibona could only flee the Administrative Department without saying a word.

"Well then, shall we depart?"
"Yes."

It was fortunate that Petra was with her. She had been quite close to Rubern within the knight order.

Petra said she had a good idea of where Administrator Rubern might be.

If she followed Petra's guidance, at least they wouldn't be wandering aimlessly.

As Ibona tried to mount her horse, however, her body wouldn't cooperate as well as expected after her injury.

"Neeeigh!!!"

When the rider failed to balance properly, the horse was startled by the sudden shift in weight and bolted.

"Kyaaaah!!"

With a crash, Ibona fell to the ground and rolled around.

The journey ahead was already frustrating enough without knowing how long it would take.

"A-Are you alright?!"
"Damn it..."

It was truly a miserable start.

Ch.19 - Hunting Season (1)
The spring warmth was spreading throughout the territory.

Green leaves sprouted on bare branches, and colorful flowers like azaleas and dandelions bloomed along the road.

And it wasn't just plants that moved with the spring air.

Swoosh, ping—!

The bowstring released to its limit, and an arrow cut through the air, racing between the emerging trees.

"Squeak!!"

It pierced a deer that had been peacefully grazing. A shot aimed precisely at a vital point.

"Oh, Heintz. Your archery skills are quite impressive."
"My father was a scout knight. An Imperial Ranger."
"Is that so? I'd like to meet him sometime."
"You wouldn't be able to meet him even if you wanted to."
"Pardon?"
"...He died in battle. At Retsanberg Plains."

Heintz blurted out those words and stood up. The atmosphere, which had been fine just moments ago, rapidly cooled.

Who would have thought such a dark story would suddenly emerge?

*He had such a past.*

Come to think of it, Heintz was the knight who showed particularly uncomfortable expressions among the Snow Leopard Knights.

At first, I thought he was just shy or timid.

If his father died at Retsanberg Plains, it's only natural that he wouldn't view me favorably.

*People call it a great victory now, but the battlefield was horrific.*

Behind the news of driving away the monster army, there were naturally allied casualties as well.

In that battle, as many as two hundred knights died, and even more regular soldiers without aura or mana perished.

So I couldn't say anything.

No matter how I led the battle to victory, I couldn't be free from responsibility for Heintz's father's death.

"It's a big one. I think we can head back now."
"Y-yes, let's do that."

I followed Heintz, who was carrying the fallen deer, out of the forest.

Unlike when we came, my steps felt heavy, and not just because of the hunt.

***

"I'll prepare the game. Please go ahead, Administrator."
"Thank you for your hard work, Heintz."

Instead of heading straight to the knights' headquarters, I watched Heintz move the hunted animals to the workshop next door.

It was an awkward outing in many ways.

Nevertheless, Heintz's skills were quite impressive.

I scribbled a few short sentences in the notebook I had prepared.

[Archery skills: EX-grade, seems unfamiliar with handling aura or mana.]
[Suitable for tracking or reconnaissance.]
[Quite agile in movement.]

These were my brief assessments from hunting with Heintz.

It's a mistake to think that a knight order's administrator only pushes papers at a desk.

Of course, I needed to check the knights' combat effectiveness in the field and understand each knight's individual abilities.

An administrator not only manages finances but also creates tactics and strategies suitable for the knight order's character and personnel.

It was essential to know each knight's strengths and weaknesses.

Having been an administrator in this world for almost 5 years, I could pride myself on having a good eye for people.

*Actually, this is rather late, isn't it?*

The Snow Leopard Knights were in such disarray that I had to handle various matters first, and only now, two months after my appointment, could I assess all the knights' capabilities.

"Well, I guess their positions are roughly decided now."

Not all knights are the same.

Each knight's position varies depending on their weapon, fighting style, personality, and physical abilities.

Heintz, whom I just observed, was perfectly suited for the role of a "scout" or reconnaissance knight.

He could move stealthily and swiftly without being detected by enemies, and his excellent archery skills enabled long-range sniping.

Perfect characteristics for a reconnaissance knight.

Conversely, Ronz was suited for the role of a tanker or front-center.

A knight optimized for shattering enemy lines from the vanguard with overwhelming size and destructive power.

Others could be classified as bruisers, wings, nukers, and so on.

Except for those two with distinct personalities and fighting styles, the others—Knight Commander Sianne Erdian, Vice Commander Imen, and the youngest knight Barbara—all possessed versatile skills that could fit any position.

Especially Barbara.

Though she appeared physically weakest, I was honestly surprised by her complete transformation once she picked up a sword.

A beautiful waltz.

Many female knights in the Imperial Black Lion Knights used light swords like rapiers, but few moved as smoothly, quickly, and artistically as Barbara.

At first, I wondered why a kid who couldn't even ride a horse properly had been knighted, but she truly possessed overwhelming talent in swordsmanship.

In that sense, the Snow Leopard Knights were indeed talented individuals that Count Rupel had desperately gathered from across his territory, just as I initially thought.

*Should I be grateful that at least this much was salvaged?*

I closed my notebook with a click of my tongue.

I had fully assessed the knights' capabilities.

Now what remained was to see how the knights coordinated not in training but in actual combat...

"Perhaps I should plan a dungeon expedition."

Ideally, an expedition to the A-rank dungeon Raspucha Swamp would be good, but it might be slightly dangerous with our current strength.

It would be better to plan for the B-rank dungeon "Ice Crystal Gorge" located up north.

As the saying goes, "Pull out even a bull's horn in one breath," I was about to return to my office to draft a plan when—

"Administrator Rubern!"
"Knight Commander Sianne?"

The blonde knight commander appeared from the knights' barracks in full armor. Vice Commander Imen standing behind her was also fully armored.

Didn't they usually wear training clothes rather than armor for sparring?

"Perfect timing. Where's Heintz?"
"He went to the workshop to prepare the game."
"Vice Commander Imen, bring Heintz. Full armor, understood?"
"Yes."

It seemed a deployment order had been issued for the entire knight order. Otherwise, there would be no reason to summon the knights in full armor like this.

When I gave a look of understanding, Sianne nodded and added:

"A goblin horde has appeared on the road. Several merchants have already been harmed, and there's a village near the affected area. The Count has ordered us to deploy immediately and eliminate the horde."
"I'll prepare for deployment right away."

I bowed my head and went up to the administrator's office.

Goblins...

There's nothing better for gaining experience.

"No need to even draft a strategy now."

Assessing the knights' capabilities? This solved my concerns.

***

Goblin.

These small humanoid monsters, also called "little ears," have appearances similar to 10-year-old children.

Of course, not all goblins are the same species.

There are "hob goblins" with slightly larger bodies and gray skin, "red goblins" with reddish skin, and even yellow "golden goblins."

Despite their diversity, they possess minimal intelligence and typically live in groups.

Of course, having some intelligence, they often used tools similar to those used by humans.

For example, goblins armed with crude swords and shields were called "goblin knights."

As warriors of their tribe and their most powerful force, they demonstrated the danger of low-rank monsters to civilians.

Perhaps somewhere in the world, there might be extremely noble goblin knights who pursue justice and display perfect chivalry.

But the goblin knights that appeared now didn't seem to be that type.

"Y-you... you bastards!"
"Gruk! Gruruk!!"
"Y-you, can't, pass."

Five goblins armed with rusty swords and shields from who-knows-where were threatening a peddler.

When one swung its sword at the merchant, he hastily stepped back.

"Kuk, kukuk, this one, scared."

In truth, it wasn't just the goblin that frightened the merchant.

He feared that unknown rusty sword. It looked extremely old, and even a slight scratch might cause serious illness.

"G-gold! Give!"
"No, I told you this won't work! Get out of my way!"
"Hehe, no go!!"

The goblins were relentless.

If the peddler had even one more person with him, the goblins wouldn't have dared to attack so recklessly.

Despite wielding weapons, they were monsters only about 7-10 years old in height. They had neither hard shells nor tough, durable skin like orcs or ogres for protection.

They were so weak that a strong kick from a robust adult man could kill them in one blow.

But in groups, things changed.

Even if you beat two of them to death, a single scratch from their swords could cause serious injury.

That severely limited one's actions.

That was how these damned little ears robbed people.

They knew they would be completely annihilated if they recklessly attacked knight orders, mercenaries, or adventurers.

So they typically targeted lone peddlers, especially "relatively" weak-looking women, children, or scrawny men.

If someone looked even slightly strong, they would flee without looking back.

*Damn, I should have exercised more. This hurts my pride.*

That's why the peddler felt a bit upset. Being looked down upon by creatures that could control their anger when facing stronger opponents meant he appeared weak.

Someone in the capital once said he was at the level where exactly five goblins would target him.

How accurate that turned out to be.

"Now, calm down... I've suffered a lot of losses recently, you know? This uncle doesn't have any gold coins."
"Gold coin, none?"
"How about silver coins instead?"
"Silver coins..."

The goblins exchanged glances. The largest one, apparently the leader, nodded, and the other goblins lowered their weapons.

The peddler pretended to put down his bag and took out a pouch from inside his bundle.

It was a pouch of goblin-attracting marbles he had purchased just in case.

Since they had intelligence no greater than that of young children, they could be easily deceived with simple tricks.

"Here, take this."

Jingle.
As he placed the heavy-looking pouch on the ground, the goblins grinned and were about to grab it when—

"Stop right there."
"??"
"This... bottom, dealing."

The large goblin tilted its head.

"Earlier too. Got tricked. Check, it."

Having lost to the same trick just hours ago, the goblin leader wanted to be more thorough this time, and caught the peddler red-handed.

*I'm screwed!*

The peddler felt cold sweat running down his spine. Trying to cleverly navigate the situation, he was now likely to get stabbed somewhere.

What should I do? Should I run?

As his mind raced—

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud.
The sound of the ground trembling clearly reached his ears.

Reflexively turning his head, he saw six armored figures approaching from the distance.

The leopard emblem fluttering behind the formation.
Silver armor gleaming in the sunlight.

It was a knight order.

Ch.20 - Hunting Season (2)
"Orararararara!!!"

Ronz, who was charging at the front, spotted goblins in the distance and accelerated with a battle cry.

His horse was just as excited.

"Neeeeeigh!!"

They could easily be called the fantasy version of Lu Bu and Red Hare.

With his halberd as a weapon and his seaweed-like hair fluttering in the wind, the image was even more striking.

The group of goblins who had been robbing a merchant began to flee in panic, overwhelmed by the imposing presence, but—

Slash—!

A single swing of the halberd severed one's neck.

"Gaaah!! Gurgle!!"

The goblins scattered in terror. It was clear they were only used to robbing weak merchants.

Where did they even get those weapons from?

Except for the one that was beheaded instantly, the other four goblins were quickly slaughtered by our Snow Leopard Knights who had caught up.

That's when.

"Wait a moment, Heintz."
"Yes?"
"Let's let it go."

I stopped Heintz as he was aiming his bow at the goblin that had fled the farthest.

With his shooting skills, he could easily take down a goblin at this distance, but the fact that these creatures were carrying weapons and causing trouble on the road meant there must be a settlement or group nearby.

Monsters aren't born only in dungeons.

Though uncommon, there are definitely monsters living in the wild, and some escape from dungeons for various reasons to settle in nearby areas.

Like cockroaches or beetles, once they start multiplying, there's no stopping them.

"You understand what I mean, right?"
"Ah, yes..."

Heintz reluctantly lowered his bow with a slightly disgruntled expression. The ground around here was mostly muddy anyway.

Since the ground hadn't fully hardened yet, we could definitely find the goblin colony by following their tracks.

"Are you alright?"

Sianne, who had easily cut down an armed goblin, had already dismounted and was checking on the merchant's condition.

"Whew, you arrived just in time. I was trying to trick them and escape when they caught me."
"That was a close call."

Goblins are pure evil. Unlike ogres or orcs who can assess situations and respond flexibly, these creatures act without thinking.

Of course, they do clearly determine whether their opponent is stronger or weaker than themselves first.

There's a reason they're classified as typical "anger management issues" monsters.

"You were trying to trick them with that pouch of beads, weren't you?"
"Yes..."
"Next time, place about 10 silver coins on top of the pile of beads. Even if they check, they'll fall for it quickly."
"Oh! What a method!!"

I spoke while opening a small leather pouch that had fallen to the ground.

Just a pouch of beads is quite effective against low-intelligence monsters like goblins, but it's always better to be thorough, right?

Anyway, the merchant was able to continue on his way without much harm.

Now our remaining task was to find and deal with the goblin colony.

"Doesn't it seem rather large in scale?"

Vice-Captain Imen Rua asked while examining the goblins we had dispatched. Even though the rusty swords and shields had almost no value as weapons, a colony without some level of organization couldn't maintain combat forces like this.

I recalled a formula I had worked on with the administrators of the Dungeon Management Department during my time with the Black Lion Knights.

"Couldn't we roughly estimate the size of a colony based on the number of goblins wandering around roads and surrounding areas?"
"Oh, that's fresh thinking."
"Let me create a formula for it."

Everyone goes mad doing administrative work in the Imperial Knights.

And this "Goblin-Raider Equation" was the masterpiece created by the insane administrators of the knights.

First, multiply the number of raiding goblins, 5, by 3, and after plugging in various factors...

Roughly 80 goblins, I'd say.

That would make it a medium-sized colony.

Despite their ugly appearance, goblins reproduce quickly, so if they aren't exterminated promptly, they won't stop at just robbing merchants.

Oh, and of course.

They don't capture human women for rape or anything like that.

These creatures reproduce asexually.

Some higher intelligence monsters might do such things, but idiot goblins? Not a chance.

They might capture people for food or slaves... but sexual desire? Well.

How could they even rape without genitals in the first place?

"No reports from nearby villages yet, right?"
"No. Fortunately."

Sianne briefly skimmed through reports from her bag. Indeed, there were no reports of goblin damage. Just stories about wolf packs or bears settling in the forest.

For ordinary people, wolves and bears are actually more frightening than goblins that haven't formed proper colonies.

"Okay, by now they should have returned to their nest. Let's follow them."
"I've roughly tracked their route."

Heintz responded to my words. As expected of a proper knight, he knows what to do without being told.

The apprentice knights of the Black Lion Knights needed to be spoon-fed everything from start to finish...

People really do need to grow up in challenging environments.

"Please wait a moment."

I dusted off my hands and concentrated.

I drew out something like energy stirring deep within my body. Mana. The invisible energy unique to this world.

"Huh...?"
"What?!"

Sianne and the other knights' eyes widened, apparently not expecting me to use mana.

"Tracking."

I recalled the appropriate formula in my mind and reconstructed it into a tangible form.

With a flash, a faint smoke-like trail appeared, following the direction where the goblin had disappeared.

"Administrator Rubern... you can use magic?"
"It's auxiliary magic. Something you can use even without much magical aptitude."

I waved my hand dismissively at the knights who all wore surprised expressions.

How nice it would have been if I had talent in swordsmanship or magic.

Unfortunately, unlike common reincarnators, I didn't possess overwhelming combat talent.

The only things I could do were these miscellaneous spells and the amateur swordsmanship I'd picked up watching knights train.

"Still, it must have been difficult to learn... not just anyone can use auxiliary magic, even if it's called that!"
"As an administrator of the Black Lion Knights, I needed at least this much to keep my position. My lack of talent was so severe that even the court magician shook his head in disappointment."

A bitter memory.

I must have given that old man nearly a hundred gold coins to learn these trivial spells.

Damn, thinking about it again makes me angry. That was three months' salary from the Imperial Knights.

"Anyway, that's not important now. Let's move."

I clapped my hands together as I spoke.

***

"Northeast from here, right?"
"Yes..."
"And we passed that red grass?"
"That's correct."

Heintz was honestly surprised.

Is this for real? Even if he learned from a court magician, the quality of the tracking magic was incredibly high.

It's not that he didn't know about tracking magic.

However, no tracking magic he knew of could match his own tracking skills passed down from his father, who had been an imperial ranger.

Tracking is purely a matter of talent.

It's a skill that follows the enemy using only footprints, subtle traces, and scent. Without exceptionally sensitive senses, it's difficult to master.

To hone those senses, Heintz had trained in snowy mountains with his father since childhood.

Yet a mere tracking spell was matching his tracking skills?

Especially with goblins. In tracking, the smaller and weaker the creature, the higher the difficulty.

Because they leave fewer traces.

If a massive ogre over 2 meters tall had fled into this forest, anyone with a bit of sense could track it down, not just someone skilled in tracking like himself.

But these were goblins.

Wherever his gaze went, Administrator Rubern Ailoy's gaze was there too.

'He's not ordinary.'

Come to think of it, this morning when they went hunting, hadn't he consistently found traces of rabbits and foxes?

Back then, due to the uncomfortable atmosphere, he hadn't noticed, but...

Heintz was now realizing that Rubern Ailoy wasn't just an administrator with a sharp mind.

The Tactical Administrator of Leschanberg Plains.
The Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.

Perhaps.

He was far more extraordinary than Heintz had thought.

"—! Wait. Stop."

Sensing a sudden increase in scent, Heintz signaled. It was the colony. The people following behind slowly all ducked down at his signal.

Heintz carefully raised his head above the bushes.

Beyond his field of vision, at the edge of the dense forest, was...

"A mine...?"

It was clearly an abandoned mine that hadn't been maintained for a long time.

***

"What should we do? Attack now?"
"If it's an abandoned mine, it could be dangerous. There might be holes everywhere or some kind of devices, so..."

The traps set by goblins were very crude, but that didn't mean they weren't threatening.

And given the nature of abandoned mines, causing a commotion as usual could lead to a collapse far more serious than what happened at the Triton or Nova mines in Zahed.

"Then should we report to the lord and request a formal extermination with the army...?"
"That would be the right answer."

If it were a colony formed in a simple cave, abandoned stockade fortress, or village, five knights would be enough to exterminate 80 goblins.

Moreover, they weren't wearing the poor equipment of the past, but armor made of Damascus steel.

A single swing could easily cut down two or three goblins.

However, an abandoned mine was dangerous in many ways.
Not because of the goblins, but due to the terrain.

"Then I'll ask the land supervisor. I should also check when the mine was developed."

Judging by the state of the Rupel Count's vassals, this territory didn't have good administrative power even before the knights were annihilated.

It wouldn't be strange for an abandoned mine to suddenly appear out of nowhere.

"Let's withdraw for now."

Just as Sianne was about to give the order, having judged that immediate extermination would be difficult...

"Kuk, sniff!"

A peculiar-looking goblin appeared from inside the mine entrance. It had yellow skin instead of green.

"That's a golden goblin."

And there wasn't just one. To be precise, there was only one golden goblin, but quite a number of green goblins appeared behind it.

"Put, it, down! Careful!"

When the golden goblin pointed to the clearing next to the mine, the other goblins hurriedly exited the mine.

The problem was that they had shiny gold ore on their backs.

"Is that...?"

Sianne was confused. I urgently tapped her back, signaling to retreat quickly.

After retracing our path out of the forest, I looked her straight in the eyes and said:

"Captain Sianne, we must not exterminate them."
"What?"
"You saw it, right? They're mining gold by themselves."
"Y-yes..."
"They're valuable friends who will mine gold for us. We need to help this colony develop further."
"W-what are you saying?!"

This is still an unripe fruit.

If we wait patiently for some time, it will ripen very nicely.

And fruit tastes best when picked at the right time.

When they're willing to do automatic mining by themselves, it would be stupid not to let them.

It's like a fantasy auto-macro, if you will.

"Let's leave them alone until they finish mining all the gold. We should also hire some merchants to throw silver coins and meat to the goblins."

Now.
The exciting Goblin Tycoon game begins.

Ch.21 - 15 Days Until The Goblin Subjugation (1)
"Is this right?"
"But it's not completely absurd, is it......"

Heintz and Barbara were moving wooden materials brought from a nearby village.

After exercising for several weeks with equipment personally made by blacksmith Albert, they could now easily lift weights that would have made them struggle before.

Barbara too showed less strain as her slender wrists had developed a bit of muscle.

The issue was that these materials needed to be used to build a small watchtower and barracks that could accommodate five or six people.

In the Empire, this type of structure was often called a "Ranger Hunt."

Literally, it was a kind of shelter built throughout the forest for rangers or unfortunate lost travelers to rest.

Of course, the purpose of this particular structure being built now was absolutely not for use as a shelter.

"What's troubling you so much, Sir Knight?"

As he worked with a blank expression, one of the laborers recruited for the barracks construction approached and asked.

"Does it make any sense to leave the goblins alone instead of killing them?"
"Hmm, that's true, but... are you perhaps from Rupel Territory, Sir Knight?"
"Yes, I was born and raised here."
"Then you must know about the blind wolves."

Blind wolves.
They were predators his father, a former ranger, often talked about. One of the dangerous creatures inhabiting the Ardaroce Mountains bordering Rupel Territory.

But why on earth were blind wolves suddenly being mentioned here?

While Heintz was confused, Barbara jumped in as if she knew about them.

"I know about them too! They can't see but have excellent smell and hearing, and they roam at night...!"
"This lady knight knows her stuff too."

The laborer nodded and continued.

"Generally, blind wolves are famous for hunting their prey in extremely cruel ways, but there's exactly one time when they voluntarily stop hunting."
"Wolves voluntarily stop hunting?"
"What do you think the reason is?"

Barbara was instantly captivated by the laborer's words. At her curious age, she couldn't resist such interesting stories.

"Hmm... let me see? Compassion?"
"Ahaha! An answer as pure as your youthful appearance."
"It's when the prey is pregnant, right?"
"Correct!"

Blind wolves never touch pregnant prey.

Of course, it's not out of respect for new life.

They wait until the pregnant prey gives birth to all its young, and when the offspring have grown somewhat, they attack the nest and devour both mother and young.

"In a way, it's clever. In the wild where surviving day to day is difficult, they boldly give up today's food."
"...Indeed."
"The current situation is similar, wouldn't you say?"
"That's right. Besides, your commander has provided plenty of money, so this much effort is nothing!"

The laborer laughed heartily, showing off his bulging biceps.

In fact, Commander Sianne and Administrator Rubern had already informed the nearby village about the goblin settlement.

They promised to pay a portion of the gold produced there as a village development fund, separate from labor costs.

At first, the villagers demanded immediate removal of the goblins, but they were quickly captivated by Administrator Rubern's eloquent logic.

-Are you trying to buy us with money! Are you insulting our village!

That's what they might have said, but the amount of gold offered was simply too much.

"He really is an amazing person."

For Heintz, it was something he couldn't understand no matter how much he thought about it, but now he had no choice but to follow orders.

"Well then! Let's get back to work!! Sir Knights!"
"Yes..."

Heintz drooped his arms and picked up a log that was rolling around in the corner.

***

Another day of tremendous harvest. The gold goblin burst into satisfied laughter as he looked at the meat brought by the warriors.

"Gelgelgelgel."
"Humans just give. No weapons needed."

Originally, humans would only give scraps after being thoroughly threatened, but recently, for some reason, they started offering meat regularly without any intimidation.

At first, they thought it was just a coincidence, but as it happened more frequently, the goblins began to practically worship the gold goblin, believing it was all thanks to him.

"Mine gold! More, faster!!"

These monsters had nothing else to do anyway. If they weren't doing this, they would just be an idle species that only ate, slept, and defecated.

So they continuously followed the gold goblin's orders to mine more gold.

The feast of meat that happened almost every day began precisely when the gold goblin arrived at this mine.

And so the goblins abandoned their weapons.

When humans threw meat and silver coins just by seeing them, why bother carrying heavy weapons?

The gold goblin who led the colony.
The goblin knights who assisted him.
The common goblins below them.

They were all becoming increasingly accustomed to the provisions given by humans.

During times when they weren't mining gold, instead of going hunting, they focused on filling their bellies with stored meat and sleeping.

Like fattening pigs.

The goblins became increasingly dull, weak, and slow.

None of them possessed the wisdom to realize this was all part of some human's scheme to devour them all at once.

***

"I gave them a few dead chickens. They took them with big smiles."
"And the frequency of attacks has definitely decreased. They seem to think we'll offer tributes on our own without them threatening us."
"That's good."

I smiled with satisfaction as I heard the reports from the gold goblin mine.

The operation seemed to be progressing smoothly.

Goblins have personalities as ugly as their appearance, but they're also timid creatures. The reason they don't attack humans until their colony has grown to a certain size.

That's why lone goblins are actually more dangerous.

They know they're extremely strong. And they actually are much stronger compared to other goblins.

Unlike them, goblins in colonies are all similar in strength, but they form a hierarchical society.

Usually, special individuals like gold goblins, red goblins, or hobgoblins rise to the ruling class, and the colony's character changes significantly depending on which type becomes the leader.

In the case of red goblins, the colony becomes much more ferocious and starts attacking people even before growing large.

With gold goblins like now, the colony becomes relatively docile, but more intelligent, preferring to collect shiny and valuable items rather than killing.

It's already a mine, and now a colony led by a gold goblin has been established there.

They're mining gold like that even though they have no use for it.

All they can do is grind stones to make something like pickaxes to mine with.

They really are pitiful creatures.

Wait.
Pickaxes?

If their efficiency drops, we could subtly provide them with tools like pickaxes.

With this sudden thought, I quickly scribbled on a document, and Sianne, who was also organizing paperwork beside me, glanced at the content.

"...You're going to give them pickaxes too?"
"Wouldn't that make them mine gold faster? I noticed that Albert's smithy has many unsellable quality pickaxes. What about providing those?"
"Even disposing of bad inventory... you're really something."
"They're excellent monsters."

The administrator needs slaves.
They want quick profits from immediate labor.

However, Sianne, experiencing this kind of approach for the first time, still seemed uncomfortable.

"But I'm still worried they might attack the village if the colony grows larger."
"We've stationed two knights at a time in preparation for any situation, so it should be fine."

Not only that, but I also deployed forces from the 3rd Battalion, which was closest, to forward positions. With this level of preparation, they wouldn't dare attack even if they grew somewhat larger.

Besides, the goblin colony was becoming accustomed to human aid much faster than expected.

According to Heintz, who was currently on reconnaissance duty at the site, the goblins had buried large quantities of rusty weapons.

This was essentially equivalent to voluntary disarmament.

What good would it do them to reproduce more because they're well-fed? They'll just be mining gold every day without even knowing how to fight.

"Commander Sianne."
"Yes?"
"Trust me on this one. It's a win-win situation."
"How can you be so confident?"
"When I get involved, even normal monster battalions can be turned completely around. Goblins are a piece of cake."

Since I'm not a villain, I can't train beautiful women.

But I'm exceptionally good at training monsters.
Yes, absolutely.

Ch.22 - 15 Days Until The Goblin Subjugation (2)
"I-it's too big! It won't fit!!"
"You need to pull your body back more."
"Ugh... nngh!! Hnngg!! Mmph!!"

Shove!

"Haaaaaah...!!"
"Ahem! What do you mean it won't fit? It went in just fine."

I dusted off my hands. With that, the loading was finally complete.

Eight boxes filled with mining tools including pickaxes.

Since they were all incredibly heavy items, the task of moving them fell to Sianne, the only one who could use aura.

But even for her, moving all the boxes seemed quite strenuous.

"Haa... haa..."

The blonde knight commander sat down on the ground, breathing heavily. She seemed to be glaring at me strangely, but I casually pretended not to notice.

I can't risk her injuring her wrist lifting heavy things—that would destroy the knight order.

Usually, physical labor like this would be handled by other regular knights like Ronz or Heintz.

Currently, Heintz and Barbara were dispatched to Tipen Village to monitor the golden goblin colony.

Ronz was on city patrol, and Deputy Commander Imen had gone to report to Count Rupel, the lord, about the golden goblin colony.

So only Sianne and I remained.

"Still, with this much equipment, we should have enough until all the gold is mined."

We had sent official notices not only to Albert's smithy but to other blacksmiths and civilians, collecting mining tools that were slightly deficient or too worn out for further use.

Even after removing the completely unusable ones, we still ended up with eight boxes worth.

It seems that hoarding things because they're too precious to throw away, only to eventually dispose of them as bad inventory, is universal.

"Whew... I never dreamed the residents of Tipen Village would agree so readily."
"What's impossible when money is involved?"

In the end, capital decides everything in this world.

Money creates problems, and money solves them.

As the economy of Rupel Territory gradually recovers, rather than just hoarding money, we need to distribute some to the surrounding villages to stimulate domestic consumption.

People might think they'd save an unexpected windfall, but that's often not the case.

By now, the village chief and residents of Tipen Village are probably already thinking about what to buy.

That leads to consumption, and consumption naturally stimulates the economy.

Of course, if too much money circulates in the territory, "inflation" would inevitably occur.

The Rupel Territory had been stuck in extreme "stagflation," where prices of goods from the empire kept rising despite the lack of money in the territory.

It was necessary to appropriately stimulate the flow of money. Besides, gold is a representative safe asset that rarely loses its value.

"The administrator knows so much."
"It's nothing compared to Commander Sianne. You're exceptionally capable."
"N-no, I'm still lacking in many ways."

Sianne hastily averted her gaze at my words.
She was particularly weak to compliments. Her immediate reactions made her quite fun to tease.

But saying Sianne is capable is just stating facts.

Having worked in the Black Lion Knights, I can guarantee this.

Compared to Levia, another blonde knight commander, Sianne was beyond an angel—she was at the level of a goddess.

I can't say for certain about her combat abilities since I haven't seen her in action, but the fact that she awakened her aura alone would qualify her as at least a battalion commander in the Black Lion Knights.

Her way of handling tasks and understanding of work is incomparably higher than Levia or Ibona.

When I told her not to exterminate the goblin village last time, she immediately understood and withdrew after just a brief explanation.

If it had been Levia, with her muscle-brain, she would have slaughtered the goblins before I could even speak.

If it had been Ibona, I would have had to give a grueling three-hour lecture on why they shouldn't be exterminated. And even then, she probably wouldn't have understood and would have just asked, "Why should we do that?" making a complete mess of things.

"I mean it. Having worked in the Black Lion Knights, I can vouch for that with certainty."
"That's... too generous a compliment."
"You're perfect as the commander protecting the knight order of the growing Rupel Territory."

Sianne, who had been nearly dying from exhaustion just moments ago, started twirling her hair with her finger. She must have been quite embarrassed.

*A female knight should have this side too. That crazy Levia was way too rough.*

It still makes me angry thinking about it.
I told her to bathe more often.

That crazy woman once wore the same clothes for two weeks during an expedition because she found changing clothes bothersome.

Even after washing them multiple times, the smell wouldn't go away, so I eventually threw them out.

Such a hypocrite.

I shook my head vigorously to dispel these unpleasant memories.

"Shall we get going now?"

I jumped up onto the coachman's seat.

***

It had been ten days since we started periodically throwing pickaxes, shovels, and other miscellaneous tools to the goblins.

According to Heintz's reports, the rate at which gold nuggets were accumulating had increased tremendously.

The creatures were no longer simply placing gold nuggets outside the mine; they had now cut down surrounding trees to build something like a warehouse for storage.

"Goblins can do that too?"
"Of course. Not all monsters sleep on the ground."

The inexperienced knights seemed quite surprised, as if they had never seen monsters doing anything resembling construction before.

"Even orcs know how to make tents. They can also smelt."
"Succubi and incubi aren't fools. They're very clever and can naturally infiltrate human society."

As I mentioned before.

The monsters in this world don't just spawn in dungeons. Strictly speaking, monsters that naturally occur in dungeons can't even be called true monsters.

They are creatures created by the demonic energy generated from "Dungeon Breaks" or "Dungeon Cores."

So rather than being naturally generated, it would be more accurate to say they were copied. That's why dungeon monsters are generally weaker, more naive, and more standardized than monsters encountered in the wild.

Just as humans left caves and developed civilization by creating fire, monsters too can only develop after escaping dungeons.

Of course, that's not to say exceptional intelligence or powerful monsters don't appear in dungeons.

While not dragons, there are certainly dungeons housing draconic monsters.

The "Blue Hole" in the south, a representative restricted area, is a massive underwater dungeon said to be home to merfolk monsters who have achieved an advanced civilization.

But that's only for high-ranked ones.
For C to D-rank monsters like goblins, there are no exceptions.

So this goblin colony, presumed to be naturally occurring, possesses a far more advanced civilization than other goblin groups living in dungeons.

That was evident just from looking at the well-managed gold ore. They even wove leaves together to prevent rainwater from mixing with the gold.

Honestly, it would be a shame to kill them.

"That must be the mine over there."
"Yes."

Putting aside the decision of whether to kill them or not for later, I focused on listening to the mineralogist dispatched directly from Zahed.

A valuable guest sent by the Zahed market after we requested someone to assess the condition and quantity of the gold ore.

"Roughly estimating, there must be hundreds of kilograms. Even after refining to remove impurities, it would still be an enormous amount. This is at least an A-grade gold mine."
"Hmm."

I quickly wrote down every word without missing a single detail.

"By the way, are there any records of this mine?"
"No, there aren't. I heard that many records were lost when a fire broke out in the archives of the Rupel Count's family. This seems to be one of those lost records."

Records? Of course I looked.

If this mine had an owner, it would be difficult to claim ownership even as a lord.

But I couldn't find any records.

The residents of Tipen Village weren't even aware of the mine's existence, and searching through the records of the village chief's family, who had held the position for three generations, yielded no clues.

That's actually better.
First come, first served.

This mine is now mine. I can do whatever I want with it.

"But something is strange."
"What do you mean?"
"It's rare to find this much gold in an abandoned mine. Judging by the entrance, it seems to have been built about 50 years ago..."

True to his profession as a scholar, he adjusted his glasses and added:

"An abandoned mine implies it was developed to some extent, right? Unless all the workers and managers suddenly died, there's no way an abandoned mine would still have that much gold left."
"...You're right."

I hadn't thought about it at first, but after hearing the scholar's words, I definitely felt something was off.

*Did something happen here?*

My administrator's intuition started working sharply.

To figure out the reason, we'd need to go inside the abandoned mine...

I could only stroke my chin and fall into contemplation.

It's not like we're gas inspectors who can just walk into the mine saying "Excuse me~"

However, the golden goblins didn't seem to have mined all the gold in the mine yet.

How much is still buried there? I can't get a sense of it... so I can't make a hasty judgment.

If there's still a lot of gold vein left? Then we could take hundreds more kilograms of gold for free.

"Hmmmm...!!"

Should I take it now, or not?

Ch.23 - 15 Days Until The Goblin Subjugation (3)
The first thing I thought was that this wasn't a decision I could make alone.

So I gathered the knights who were providing civilian support in Tipen Village.

But neither Sianne nor Imen, nor any of the other knights could narrow down their differences of opinion.

"Don't we already have quite a bit of gold ore collected anyway?"
"It's probably enough to sustain the Rupel Territory for half a year."
"Then perhaps we should just leave..."

Even if we eliminated the goblins that had settled there, the mine wouldn't just disappear afterward.

What I regretted losing was the free labor, not that I felt any pity for the goblins.

Still, it might become a useful source of income for the village. A gold mine would naturally make any village salivate with anticipation.

"I think it's better to eliminate them, as Commander Sianne suggested."
"I wholeheartedly agree!!"

At my words, Ronz shouted while rolling up his sleeves as if he'd been waiting for this day.

He'd been whining about wanting to beat up goblins every other day, and now it seemed his wish would finally come true.

"Should we mobilize the 4th Battalion as well?"
"Just ask them to form a perimeter around the area to prevent any stragglers from escaping."
"Understood."

It had been 15 days since we discovered the goblin colony.

The fruit had ripened nicely, and now it was time for the harvest.

***

"Kueeeh..."

A goblin yawned lazily while wandering around the gold. He was the sentry guarding the gold.

Though called a sentry, he had no weapons—he simply sat still around the gold.

So the goblin was bored to death. He couldn't understand why the golden goblin bothered to post sentries like this.

Especially since humans hadn't threatened them recently, and had even actively brought tools necessary for food.

Was there really any reason for him to sit here guarding the gold?

The goblin, filled with deep-seated discontent, kicked a stone that had been rolling on the ground.

The pebble flew toward the bushes.

Thwack!

"Ouch!"

That's when he heard something out of place.

"?"

It was definitely a voice. He also heard a dull sound of something being hit. He hadn't sensed anyone's presence...

Could there be talking grass?

The goblin, suddenly curious, moved toward the bushes where he had thrown the stone.

As the goblin pushed through the bushes with his small hands,

What appeared before his eyes was a mountain-like human with massive muscles.

"Gek!?!"
"You disrespectful creature!!!"

With a face contorted like a demon's, a massive hand chop fell directly onto the goblin's skull.

Crunch.

As his skull was crushed, the unfortunate goblin breathed his last.

***

"Are you alright?! Commander."
"Ugh, I'm fine... It's just throbbing a bit."

A bump had formed on Sianne's blonde hair.

So even knights who've awakened their aura can get bumps? That's new to me.

I first applied some ointment known to be effective for bumps from the backpack I was carrying. Sianne flinched every time I touched the swollen area.

"I've done some first aid. Fortunately, there's no open wound."

Why did you have to throw a stone right then?

It was just when Heintz was about to shoot his bow, and the timing couldn't have been worse.

"Huff... I took care of that vicious goblin. How dare it harm the noble body of our esteemed commander."

Ronz, who had personally crushed the goblin's skull, said. His hand chop was covered with what appeared to be the goblin's translucent green bodily fluid.

*Did he break its head with his bare hands?*

I couldn't help but be genuinely impressed.

His raw strength alone was truly at the level of the Black Lion Knights.

"And did you see? Even the sentries they posted are just one goblin, and even he had no weapons."
"Did they really think we wouldn't attack...?"

Barbara said in disbelief.

"That's how it is once they get comfortable. Shall we begin now?"

As I drew my sword, the other knights likewise raised their respective weapons.

Sianne also stroked her head a couple of times, then calmly issued instructions.

"Ronz will take the vanguard, with a triangular formation around him. Heintz will handle reconnaissance, and Deputy Commander Imen will guard the rear."

Since we didn't know how narrow the mine interior would be, it made sense for Ronz, the largest, to take the lead.

So we aligned our formation and descended into the mine.

Before long, we discovered a group of goblins snoring in their sleep.

"..."

About twelve of them, I'd guess.
Since they were sleeping near the entrance, they were likely goblin knights.

The goblin knights, who patrolled in pairs of two or three, typically rested near the entrance.

Of course, partly to repel intruders early.

But how would they repel anyone without weapons?

*Each of us takes one and deals with it. I'll handle the rest.*
*Confirmed.*

The knights exchanged glances and quickly communicated with hand signals.

Since I had also lived in the knighthood, I understood their signals well and could carry out the operation without any issues.

*Three... two... one...*

As Sianne's fingers slowly folded to give the signal.

Thwack!!

"Guherk!?!"
"Kak!!"

The goblins writhed in pain, letting out agonized groans.

"Geureuk!?"
"Intruders? Intruders!!"

Other goblins woke up at the clear sound of their comrades' groans nearby, but Sianne's sword flashed even faster.

"Eren First Sword. Forget-me-not."

A sudden gust of wind swept through the underground space. The aura overlaid on Sianne's sword resonated, reversing the flow of air.

Following its trajectory, a faintly shimmering blue flash of light emanated.

"Keaak─!!"

The goblins who had raised their heads all collapsed in their places, spewing blood from a single sword strike.

It was remarkable swordsmanship that accurately targeted only the marks even in a dark, narrow passage.

*Wow? She's pretty good?*

I never thought she would display such sharp swordsmanship when I only saw her practicing with training swords.

The movement she just showed was far superior even to the battalion commanders of the Black Lion Knights.

She's the real deal.
I've observed her swordsmanship hundreds of times from the sidelines.

While I may not have talent in swordsmanship myself, I do have an eye for it.

Sianne was clearly much more skilled than I had thought.

However, after using her aura, it was only a matter of time before other goblins would notice.

"Everyone maintain formation!"
"Understood!"

The knights all formed ranks at Sianne's shout. I, not being a knight, retreated slightly to the rear.

There's no point in flailing around with mediocre skills and becoming a troll that holds back allies.

But since we'd swept away all the goblins at the front, now we just needed to catch them as they came out.

At this rate, we wouldn't even need to go inside.

"Everyone be prepared. We shouldn't underestimate them just because they're goblins."
"Even pickaxes can be weapons."

Gulp.

At Deputy Commander Imen's reminder, Heintz and Barbara, who were essentially on their first deployment, swallowed dryly.

Soon came the murmuring noise from beyond the pitch-black darkness.

Footsteps. The phlegmy voices characteristic of goblins. The sound of pickaxes dragging along the ground.

As everyone was on high alert,

"He-he-help! Help!!"
"...Huh?"

Just as Sianne was about to swing her sword, a golden goblin rushed out and collapsed in front of her.

***

Golden goblin.

This nickname was given purely because, unlike other goblins who had skin closer to green, they had yellow skin like gold.

And they actually loved gold and similar precious metals.

How they detected where gold or silver was located remained a subject of debate in academic circles.

Golden goblins were one of the monsters not difficult to find near silver and gold mines.

Because of this, some eccentric mine owners would be delighted when golden goblins appeared, saying it was a good omen that the mine would strike it rich.

The reason the problematic golden goblin appeared near Tipen Village was precisely because of this ability to track gold.

But the golden goblin had never once thought about 'why' there was gold remaining here.

It just entered the mine and found goblins who had already settled there.

Naturally, the golden goblin, being of higher rank, gladly ruled as their leader.

Where the gold they mined came from.

Why such a gold-rich place had been abandoned.

It had no interest in these questions whatsoever.

And only today.
The golden goblin finally realized where it had settled, without any fear.

It wasn't just the golden goblin.

Rubern, the administrative officer of the Snow Leopard Knights, was also increasingly gripped by the feeling that something was off the deeper they went into the mine.

Of course, there were questions, as the mineralogist had said, about why there were no records of a mine producing so much gold.

But upon entering the problematic mine, that sense of discomfort grew even stronger.

The most disturbing thing was the form of the gold vein.

Gold ore doesn't mean there's a huge chunk of gold embedded in the wall. Various rock components also adhere to pure gold crystals.

But the gold veins in this mine were unusually clear and rich.

The rocks attached to the gold ore that the goblins had mined were there because their mining methods were extremely crude.

It wasn't simply that the gold ore was of low purity.

And that intuition became reality when they encountered human-shaped statues that gleamed like gold.

"Good heavens..."
"What is this?"

Even Sianne and Imen, the most experienced, couldn't find words for the scene unfolding before them.

In what appeared to be the central cavity of the mine, dozens of human-shaped golden statues were scattered about.
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A person holding a pickaxe.
Someone with arms crossed, staring off somewhere.
A person loading gold ore onto a cart.
And a cart made of gold.

The plaza was filled with such things.

"These aren't statues!"

Heintz screamed in dismay as he witnessed the horrific scene. Not to inform us of something we didn't know.

It was a mixture of fear and terror, even though he knew everyone was thinking the same thing.

I quickly scanned our surroundings.

Panicking here would only make the situation worse.

*Judging by the pile of waste, it seems goblins were living here and mining gold.*

However, I couldn't understand why the gold goblins, who had been living perfectly fine until now, suddenly fled in terror.

They must have considered these gold figures as mere decorations or cave formations.

The idea that they would lure us in and then ambush us didn't make sense either.

They were clearly terrified right now.

Despite being with heavily armed knights, they weren't even wary of us, unable to take their eyes off the passage leading beyond the plaza.

"...Everyone, prepare for battle."

I wasn't the only one making a cool-headed assessment. Sianne and Imen Rua had already released their killing intent and prepared for combat.

Sianne glanced back and met my eyes.

I nodded silently in response, and the Snow Leopard Knights maintained their formation as they descended.

The deeper we went into the mine, the more gold we found. There was now more gold than ordinary stones typically found in mines.

*How much is all this worth?*

Such thoughts crossed my mind briefly, but I couldn't relax as the expressions on the increasingly bizarre statues became more disturbing the further down we went.

Finally, we reached the end of the mine.

"Gold! Turned to gold! My subordinates!"

The gold goblin who had been following us jumped up in alarm.

True to his words, there were goblins at the mine's depths who had hardened into gold statues just like the others.

"What on earth happened here?"

Goblins don't have the ability to turn people into gold. At first, I thought it might be a curse, but curses that affect monsters are quite rare.

Curses primarily use "magi," which is the opposite of magic in nature.

They generally don't affect monsters, which are life forms born from magi.

"Hey, you're the leader here, right?"

I turned to glare at the trembling gold goblin.

Gold goblins are considered to have higher intelligence among goblins, who typically have the intelligence of 7-10 year olds.

He probably had the intelligence of a 12-year-old.
Communication shouldn't be a problem.

He nodded his head vigorously.

"Yes. I am leader."
"Explain what happened."

They had lowered their guard against us considerably thanks to the food and tools humans had provided.

Even though we had killed some of their kind at the entrance, they wouldn't attack first unless we suddenly turned on them with our swords.

Despite living in groups, they surprisingly didn't exhibit strong tribal characteristics.

"Mined gold. Work hard. Then suddenly, goblin became gold..."

The gold goblin explained, waving his hands. The other goblins clustered behind him nodded, confirming his story.

"Did you touch anything strange?"
"No!"
"Was there any sudden ground tremor?"
"No!!"
"Hmm..."

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't think of anything that could turn perfectly normal people or goblins into solid gold.

If they had been petrified, it would have been easier to deduce, but metallization—and gold at that—was much more difficult to explain.

*I don't think there was anything like this in the imperial records...*

Just as that thought crossed my mind.

One possibility flashed through my head.

"Wait, Captain Sianne!!"
"What is it?"
"Could you please check if there's a small hole around here?"
"A hole?"

Two possibilities came to mind.

First was a "calamity," a kind of unknown phenomenon. Literally a disaster—unexplainable specific phenomena with no known cause or reason.

For example, snow falling in midsummer.

A massive forest fire during the rainy season when downpours are common.

A perfectly fine city suddenly disappearing.

Events that couldn't be explained by magic or logic. People simply called them "calamities."

Of course, when later revealed, most turned out to be the result of magi outbursts or powerful monsters.

Anyway, this certainly qualified as a "calamity" in scale.

The second possibility was something similar in scale to a calamity, but with one cause that could be clearly identified.

"There's a hole here!"

True to his reputation as a scout, Heintz quickly surveyed the terrain even with only flickering torches as our light source.

"Wait here."

I held back the knights and slowly approached the hole.

It was small enough that a child—or a goblin—could crawl through.

*Everything around is covered in gold, but this area is just normal rock... 100% certain.*

What had been mere conjecture was gradually becoming fact.

If this was true, it was an incident that would need to be reported at least to Count Rupel... no, even to the Emperor.

"Captain Sianne, I think we need to get out of the mine..."
"Administrator!! Danger!!"

Just as I was about to stand up.

Sianne leaped forward and pushed me away forcefully. At the same time, her sword emitted a brilliant white light.

"Daffodil!!"

Flash!

A six-petaled wall of mana opened like a flower bud. Just as the blinding flash occurred, an enormous amount of energy erupted from the hole.

"Captain!!"
"Ugh...!"

The defensive barrier Sianne had deployed instantly cracked. It was a tremendous force that could crack even a barrier reinforced with aura from an excellent knight in a single blow.

The energy that threatened to engulf the entire space finally subsided after breaking through four layers of the barrier.

"Haa, haaah...!!"

If Sianne hadn't reacted in time, it could have been disastrous.

Stagger.
Perhaps because she had expended too much aura at once, her legs seemed to give out, and her body spun around.

"Captain Sianne!"

I quickly ran to support her, and the knight captain asked in a trembling voice:

"What... just happened?"
"This confirms it even more."

I handed Sianne over to the knights who had also rushed over and said:

"At the end of the mine, I believe there's a Gold Dragon's lair."

***

Dragons.

That noble, arrogant, and powerful race was typically revered in any fantasy setting.

The same was true in this cursed world I had fallen into.

With goblins and orcs wandering around, it would be strange if dragons didn't exist.

After nearly five years of assimilation, I sometimes forgot that this was, after all, a world from a novel.

Anyway, we couldn't stay in a space that was emitting energy capable of turning people into gold.

We had to escape the mine immediately.

The clean, cool air had never felt so sweet. Even though we had only been inside for a few minutes, the freshness filling my lungs felt completely different.

After catching our breath for a while.

"Did you say dragon?"

Sianne asked with a dazed expression.

The cool knight captain from earlier had completely reverted to her usual scatterbrained self.

"Yes, a Gold Dragon at that."
"That's impossible... The last Gold Dragon was known to have disappeared 200 years ago."

The person who countered was Deputy Captain Imen.

As the most senior and experienced member of the Snow Leopard Knights, she was exceptionally knowledgeable in such matters.

"That's what's commonly believed, but it's not true."

How did I know?

I was a reader of this novel, so of course I knew.

Though I only remembered bits and pieces of the novel I had read quite some time ago, I did recall certain key events.

The Great Expedition three years ago was something the original protagonist was supposed to handle, but I had forcibly taken over.

It was a mystery where the perfectly capable original protagonist had disappeared to.

Even after defeating the monster army, the protagonist was nowhere to be seen.

I had initially taken the administrative position in the Black Lion Knights hoping to hear news about him in the empire's most famous and powerful knight order.

But two years had passed since then, and far from making contact with the protagonist to return to my original world, I was working like livestock in a black company.

However, because of this, I knew many things that Sianne and the other knights didn't.

Gold Dragons had never gone extinct.

They were merely sleeping.

One of the Black Lion Knights' achievements—the defeat of the evil dragon "Liric" in the southern sea—had received crucial help from a Gold Dragon.

"And you all must have felt it earlier. The Dragon's Roar."
"So that's what it was."

Ronz muttered, rubbing his thick forearm. Goosebumps had risen on the arms of the muscle warrior who had seemed fearless.

"A being that releases its roar randomly like this is neither an adult nor a hatchling. At least they know what their breath means."
"Then..."
"Yes, it's a Gold Dragon egg. And it's very much alive."

Rupel Territory borders the Ardaroce Mountains, the second highest mountain range in the empire.

And typically, mysterious beings with little contact with humans dwell in such mountain ranges.

Given how vast the Ardaroce Mountains are, it's not impossible that a dragon's nest extending from there happened to connect with the gold mine near Tipen Village.

"Gack..."

At the mention of a Gold Dragon, the goblins sitting quietly at the entrance listening to our conversation trembled.

Dragons are revered by both humans and monsters. For goblins, who belong to the lowest tier of monsters, feeling fear is natural.

"But what are we going to do with them?"

Right.
What should we do with these creatures?

I had planned to kill them all and take everything...

If it weren't for them, we might never have known about the Gold Dragon's lair inside the mine.

"The only good goblin is a dead goblin!"

True to his berserker nature, Ronz blurted out harsh words despite the goblins watching.

"Kruruk!? No, no!"
"Yes!"

Ronz stood up and pointed his halberd at the gold goblin.

With his threatening posture suggesting he might swing at any moment, the goblins finally realized who they had been with all this time.

"Geruk, geruruk!!"

The gold goblin prostrated himself on the ground once more, and dozens of goblins behind him simultaneously pressed their heads to the ground.

"They're pitiful..."
"Looking at them like this, I feel bad..."

Barbara and Heintz commented as they watched the desperate scene.

"What do you think, Captain Sianne?"
"Honestly, they're monsters so dealing with them would be right, but seeing them now, they don't seem particularly hostile..."
"Captain!!"
"Perhaps we could make some kind of agreement with them?"

Making an agreement with monsters.
It couldn't be a more novel idea.

I didn't particularly harbor any special hostility toward monsters either.

Well, with succubi openly running businesses in the empire's back alleys.

I had long abandoned the notion that all monsters must be killed.

"Let's do this then. Does anyone have paper?"
"Ah... I have a notebook I use for reconnaissance records."
"Your sense is impeccable, Heintz."

I took the notebook and pen Heintz handed over and quickly began scribbling on the white paper.

"What are you doing?"
"Just verbal agreements feel a bit off. Ah, done."

I showed the notebook with a few lines written on it to the gold goblin, then drew a dagger from my chest.

The creature backed away in terror at the gleaming blade.

"Hey, goblin. Are you going to rob humans anymore or not?!"
"No rob! No rob anymore!!"

The gold goblin waved his hands frantically, expressing his will to survive somehow.

"Really? Then put your fingerprint here."
"Fingerprint?"
"It'll sting a little."

I placed the notebook on the ground, then pricked the gold goblin's finger with the tip of my dagger. Green blood trickled out.

"Kek!! No, rob!! Really!"
"I'm not trying to kill you, so don't worry. See the notebook here? Press your finger on it."

The gold goblin obediently followed my instructions and pressed his finger on the notebook.

[Rupel Territory Goblin Standard Labor Contract]

As the goblin's fingerprint clearly appeared on the paper, I used a drying spell to dry the blood-inscribed signature and said:

"Okay. From now on, your name is Chunsik."

Ch.25 - Goblin Hired After 15 Days
# [Rupel Territory Goblin Standard Employment Contract]

Between Rubern Ailoy (hereinafter referred to as "Party A") and Chunsik and 80 goblins (hereinafter referred to as "Party B"), the following employment contract is concluded:

1) Contract Period: Undetermined, subject to future negotiation

2) Workplace: Tipen Village, Gold Dragon's Lair

3) Job Description: Mine management, exploration and maintenance. Mining of produced gold

4) Standard Working Hours: 8 hours per day, 6 days per week. Sunday off

Article 1 (Provisions regarding wages and welfare)

"Party A" shall have ownership of the gold ore mined by "Party B" and provide 1 silver coin per hour.

"Party A" shall provide adequate food and housing to preserve the lives of "Party B".

......
..........
......

Henceforth, "Party A" and "Party B" pledge to faithfully and honestly abide by the terms agreed upon below.

(Party A)
Administrator "Rubern Ailoy"

(Party B) *Representative
Golden Goblin "Kim Chunsik"

==============================

"Are you out of your mind?"

As soon as they heard news that a Gold Dragon's Lair had been discovered in the territory, Count Rupel and his vassals came running.

An unreported gold mine would be surprising enough, but for it to be a Gold Dragon's nest?

However, what they found upon arrival was a group of goblins huddled together in one corner of the village, munching on bread.

"Not exterminating these monsters!! This is a serious issue! What if they attack us?!"

The security officer in charge of managing the territory's military forces and security shouted at me.

Despite this being nearly our first meeting, his appearance was unmistakable with that scar running down the middle of his face. His bellowing was even more intense, as if he'd been boiling with rage.

But if he thought he could establish dominance with this, he was a century too early.

Compared to 'Cain', the nitpicky bald staff officer of our Black Lion Knights, this was nothing.

That bastard would have definitely added about eight curses in the middle of that speech. With some personal attacks thrown in too.

So instead, I looked straight at the security officer and asked:

"Do those creatures look threatening to you, Security Officer?"
"...Even if they don't look threatening!! What's the point of keeping them alive?!"

Seeing me not backing down even in front of the security officer, Deputy Commander Imen nervously tapped my arm.

"Ad-Administrator, let's stop now."
"Um... with the lord and residents present, this doesn't seem like a good scene, Security Officer."

Conversely, the security officer's assistant also started trying to calm him down, reading the room.

"Still, I need to be clear about this. Even if you are an administrator of the Black Lion Knights, you've crossed a serious line in this situation."
"Haha... what difference would killing those goblins make?"
"What difference would keeping them alive make?!"

Tsk tsk.
This man knows one thing but not the other.

Poor, pitiful fellow.

"There are many tasks we could assign to these goblins if we keep them alive."
"Tasks...?"

I pointed to the gold statue I had brought from the mine before Count Rupel's party arrived.

"It's a Gold Dragon's nest where random roars turn both humans and goblins into gold. What person would willingly enter such a place?"

Without promising a substantial amount of money, no one would. And that money would likely come straight out of Rupel Territory's treasury.

"This territory is already short on people, and we won't find this kind of labor force elsewhere. Not just for mine exploration, but they can be used for farming and land reclamation too."

While a goblin's intelligence and size are comparable to that of a 7 to 10-year-old child, their physical strength is no less than that of an adult man.

If they were physically weak too, they wouldn't be able to freely wield weapons.

"That's assuming these monsters would actually listen to us!"
"They will listen. Especially because they're goblins."

The good thing about lower intelligence is that once tamed, they never think about betraying you.

And because they already have a strict hierarchical society, they're actually easier to manage.

Goblins inherently have a vertical structure descending from a leader to goblin knights to common goblins.

As long as the ruling class—the leader and goblin knights—remain friendly toward humans, common goblins can never rebel against humans.

"When I was with the Black Lion Knights, we once received a request to subjugate merfolk and went to an island in the south with other knights."

I told the still visibly uncomfortable security officer a somewhat old story.

"When we arrived, we were shocked. The local residents were living with the merfolk, who are classified as monsters, as if they were fellow villagers."

It was a fishing village. The merfolk would drive fish toward where the villagers were, and the villagers would catch large quantities of fish with nets.

It was quite a fascinating sight, and I remember watching them fish for quite some time.

"Are you suggesting we do the same in our territory?"
"Why not?"
"I've never heard such...!"
"Enough!!"

The argument between me and the security officer was settled by Count Rupel's command.

"Raising your voices like this in front of the territory's residents—you should both be ashamed!"
"I apologize."
"I apologize... Count."

I bowed my head and backed down. When it's time to yield, you should yield to avoid breaking. After I apologized first, the security officer followed suit.

"I too think it's dangerous, but Administrator Rubern's point isn't entirely without merit."
"Hmm...!"
"Besides, if there really is a Gold Dragon's Lair, it would be better not to report to the Imperial Court for now. We'll need to investigate ourselves, and we can't force our residents into such a dangerous place."

Count Rupel slowly turned his head to look at the view of Tipen Village.

As expected, his mindset is truly that of a proper lord.

"But I wonder if Administrator Rubern has thought of a way to keep these goblins in check."
"It's simple. Carrot and stick. And on top of that, a crown. Hey, Kim Chunsik!"

I called out to Chunsik, who was curiously peering from a distance, wondering what we were discussing.

"Geuruk!"

The golden goblin came running like a puppy as soon as I called him.

Perhaps from eating three pieces of bread, his belly seemed more protruding than before.

"This one is a golden goblin. The leader of that group."
"It certainly looks that way."

Even the security officer who had been opposing me finally responded in a voice of resignation.

"By placing a crown on this one, guaranteeing clear authority, and giving sufficient rewards, he will manage his kind even more diligently to preserve his position."

Why would one risk dangerous adventures when one's back is warm and belly is full?

Goblins are timid creatures.

As long as they're in a stable environment, they never take reckless challenges.

Of course, there's no guarantee that Chunsik won't suddenly awaken and call himself 'Karta-Chunsik' like some orc chieftain, developing revolutionary ideas.

But that would only happen if they were treated poorly.

For goblins who had been living day-to-day in the wild, a life where they could stay in a safe place without getting rained on, eating bread and fruit brought by humans, would clearly be preferable.

Even now, they're overjoyed just from being given one piece of bread each.

"So you're suggesting we appoint a manager. But we can't just let them roam freely in the wild or the village."
"We have a barracks that we used to monitor the goblin colony. If we build two similar buildings, we can accommodate all the goblins."

Count Rupel slowly nodded at my words.

"...Administrator Rubern's words have never been wrong. Let's proceed that way for now. I'll inform Commander Sianne myself."
"Thank you for your trust."
"And we'll need a thorough investigation of the Dragon's Lair. I'll inquire about nearby magicians and ecologists."

That's only natural.

Since I hadn't personally seen the dragon's egg either, it would be right to bring in a definite expert on this matter.

"I completely agree, but I don't think you need to personally search for others, Count."
"...?"
"I've already sent a letter. To the Empire's foremost dragon expert."

The great adventurer 'Pirhak'.

When it comes to the person who knows dragons best in the Empire, he's always mentioned.

***

"Then let's keep this confidential until it's clearly resolved."
"I would appreciate that."

I bowed deeply to Count Rupel as he mounted his horse.

"Oh, and my lord."
"Hmm?"
"That carriage you see will follow you."

I pointed to the carriage loaded with gold, which was now covered with cloth to avoid attracting attention.

"Ha. You truly are an unpredictable man."

While income coming from the knights rightfully belonged to Count Rupel as the lord,

Materials like gold ore, which weren't 'currency', were exceptions. Like when we purchased iron ore from Jahed before, the knights had ownership rights to ores and spoils.

Of course, almost all profits after selling them should go to the lord.

That's just how it's said, but in reality, the money directly going to the lord wasn't that much.

It was a kind of convention.

Something they know about but let slide.

But I had essentially given the lord gold ore weighing at least 100kg without any hesitation.

"Being greedy for such things leads to trouble. It would be better for you to use it wisely, Count."
"If you need any items or facilities, just let me know right away. I'll have the financial officer allocate a budget immediately."
"Understood."
"I'm always indebted to you. Thank you sincerely. Since you arrived, the territory seems to be becoming more vibrant."

Count Rupel left with those words, departing with his entourage.

"I love you, Administrator Rubeeeern─!!!"

Including the middle-aged financial officer who was passionately courting me.

Anyway.
I guess that wraps up the business with the Count.

"Geuruk?"

I patted the shiny head of Chunsik, who was now tilting his head beside me, and said:

"You'll have to work hard from now on."

Because you guys are going to be our territory's source of income.

Ch.26 - A Village Of Unknown Origin (1)
When I first suggested not killing the goblins and living together with them, the opinions of the Tipen Village residents were surprisingly split down the middle.

Those in favor were mostly people who had directly interacted with the goblins during barracks construction and food distribution.

"They're actually kind of cute when you watch them quietly."
"Just like the administrator said, they'd be perfect for helping with our farming...!"

From their experience, the goblins weren't particularly threatening.

Now that they were completely disarmed, they were even less dangerous, according to this theory.

However, the opposition's arguments were equally valid.

"They're still monsters. Even if there are examples of coexistence in the south, there are more villages that don't allow it!"
"Why our village specifically? Can't we just drive them away?"
"What if they kidnap and eat our young daughters!"

Goblins did indeed eat humans.

If they eat deer, rabbits, or any meat they can get their hands on, why would they make an exception for humans?

But if goblins started recognizing humans not as food but as "companions" or "masters," that would definitely change things.

In the end, the conclusion reached by me and the Snow Leopard Knights was that the knights would stay here for a while to manage the goblins.

However, with only six people including myself as the administrator...

Deputy Commander Imen, Barbara, and Heinz would return to the headquarters to handle knight business.

In reality, with Count Rupel essentially being the lord, and the enormous revelation about the Gold Dragon's lair, the knights' main duty would likely be stabilizing the situation here.

It had already been a week since the uncomfortable coexistence between goblins and villagers began.

The initially cold atmosphere in the village had noticeably changed.

"Chunsik! Come eat your snack~!"
"Food, food time!"

The golden goblin raised its head from the wheat field at the villager's friendly call.

A golden goblin in the golden wheat field that covered one side of the village.

It was a strangely fitting sight, but soon other goblins popped their heads up and came running from various places.

"Bread!"
"Fruit!"
"That's right, chew slowly and thoroughly!"

The owner of the wheat field looked at the goblins taking bread and fruit from the basket with satisfaction and said to me:

"The harvesting speed is incomparably faster! I think I can expand the fields for the next harvest season."
"The Rupel Territory doesn't lack farmland anyway. If we want to develop further, we need to keep increasing crop yields."
"Don't you worry about that! Hahaha!"

He had been a prominent opponent of the goblins, but after witnessing their incredible wheat harvesting speed over the past week, he quickly switched to the supporting side.

"And, um... don't overwork the goblins. You understand, right?"
"Of course! Even if they're monsters, if they help us, they deserve proper compensation! We're humans, not beasts, aren't we?"

Of course, goblins didn't only excel at farming and mining.

"It's Youngsik! Youngsik!"
"Try to catch me!!"
"Kyahaha!!!"

True to their reputation as monsters with exceptional adaptability, the goblins integrated into village society at a frightening pace as soon as they settled in.

The most surprising thing was that the goblins played remarkably well with the children.

"Geureuk, caught you, you're it!"
"Now I'm searching~~!"

Perhaps it was because their mental and physical age was between 7 and 10 years old.

It felt strange watching children—who would normally be the most vulnerable targets of goblin attacks—playing together with these goblins.

Was this what they called friendship transcending species?

Even parents who initially told their children to stay away from the goblins began to open their hearts as they saw how well the goblins got along with the kids.

Honestly, from a parent's perspective, there's nothing more appealing than someone who plays well with their children.

It's no wonder that Korea's greatest export, the K-childcare system of taekwondo academies, is taking the world by storm.

"I can't believe this actually worked."
"I told you so, Sianne?"

Even our knight commander, who was initially skeptical, now seemed to have completely judged the goblins as "harmless."

Well, the idea that all monsters are inherently evil is purely dichotomous thinking.

Just as not all humans are evil just because there are robbers or humans belonging to some necromancy organization.

As long as they don't belong to the armies of "chaos" that rule over monsters, they could naturally become friendly like this.

"By the way, have there been any letters for me?"
"Hmm... there was a message from Jakob Polo, the leader of the Mist Flower Merchant Group."
"That's not what I meant, but what did it say?"
"He wants to buy some gold ore from Tipen Village..."
"That's welcome news. Since things have turned out this way, please tell him to come."
"I will."

Sianne nodded.

Rumors about Tipen Village's unlimited gold ore were gradually spreading.

Even now, goblins and some miners were continuously extracting gold ore from the mine.

While Count Rupel had instructed us to keep quiet about the Gold Dragon, the gold ore production was a completely different matter.

Why leave a facility that creates tremendous value untouched, except for the danger factor?

Besides, the dangerous areas were clearly marked, so it should be fine as long as no one gets too curious.

From the villagers' perspective, having a decent gold mine suddenly appear in their remote rural village made them extremely enthusiastic about gold mining.

As a result, they were producing at least 20kg of gold ore daily.

"The Mist Flower Merchant Group may be small in scale, but they've been trading with our territory consistently, so they deserve this much of a merit."
"I agree. But if it's not about the merchant group, what news is the administrator waiting for..."

As Sianne continued speaking—

"PIYOOOOOO─!!"

A noise like dozens of eagles screeching simultaneously echoed throughout the village.

A massive shadow blocked the brightly shining sun.

"Geureuk?! Gereureuruek!!"

The goblins ducked in surprise at the noise that would make anyone hearing it for the first time extremely nervous.

"I knew it. That guy would never simply send a letter first."

Even after a year, seeing that unchanged appearance made me smile involuntarily.

"Is that...?"
"You've probably heard of him, Commander—the great adventurer Pirhark."

When I said that, Sianne's expression froze momentarily before her mouth fell open and she exclaimed:

"Dragon Rider Pirhark?!"
"Well, that's one of his nicknames. I usually call him the sexual deviant."
"Sexual deviant?"

As I waved my hand, the massive creature that had been circling above the village swooped down rapidly and landed before us.

"PIYOOOO!!"
"Whoa, whoa, I know you're excited after a long-distance flight... but calm down a bit?"

A wyvern.

With sky-blue hair as bright as the blue wyvern's color.
A man with his hair tied in a single ponytail jumped down from the wyvern's back.

"Hey~ Long time no see, Rubern! You're looking radiant!"

He dusted off his trouser legs and spoke with a slick voice.

The great adventurer Pirhark.

Also known by other names like Dragon Rider or Wyvern Warrior, but to me, he'll forever be remembered as the sexual deviant.

Why, you ask?

Because this bastard's wife is a polymorphed dragon.

***

The villagers rushed out with farming tools at the sudden appearance of the wyvern, but upon seeing the blue-haired man and the blue wyvern, they immediately recognized who it was.

"It's Pirhark!?"
"Why is the legendary adventurer here...?"
"Now, now, calm down everyone! I'll be staying here for a few days, so I'll give autographs later~."

The way he casually waved to the gathered villagers was as disgusting as ever.

*Sigh* He thinks he's a celebrity.

"Anyway, is that story true? If you just called me because you missed me, I'll have to charge you a hefty travel fee."
"Of course it's true. Why else would I call you?"
"I'm hurt, my friend~. Weren't we super close?"

What an annoying bastard.

Despite his words, he was one of my companions during the Great Expedition, so I could say we were quite close.

He was one of the few "friends" I could immediately call upon, and the one with the highest name value.

With his face like a handsome gigolo, he swept up all kinds of popularity, but if it weren't for that, he might have been somewhat likable.

"By the way, who's this beautiful lady next to you? Are you finally looking for a marriage partner?"
"M-marriage...!?"
"No, you idiot. She's my new boss, so show some respect."
"Boss? What happened to the Black Lion Knights?"
"It's a long story. Let's talk somewhere more private..."

I formally introduced Pirhark to the commander.

"Commander Sianne, this is Pirhark. Pirhark, this is Commander Sianne of the Snow Leopard Knights."
"Pleased to meet you."
"Ah, y-yes!! Nice to meet you! I was actually a fan!"
"?? I thought you said you were my fan last time."
"Well... that's true too. But Pirhark and Administrator Rubern are a bit different..."

Hearing that, Pirhark narrowed his eyes slightly and gave me a sidelong glance. His eyebrow twitched in a way that really irritated me.

I raised my fist to punch him, but he laughed and continued shaking hands with Sianne.

"Thank you for your kindness. You must have a hard time managing our Rubern."
"On the contrary, I receive a lot of help from him... Oh, Administrator! Was Pirhark the dragon expert you mentioned before?"
"Yes, I guarantee there's no one in the empire more knowledgeable about dragons than this guy."

That's only natural.
No matter how many scholars study dragons, none could match someone who's actually been with a dragon.

"Then is the wyvern next to him the rumored...!"
"Yes, the only wyvern personally granted the title 'Heaven's Messenger' by the Emperor himself—Lucius."
"Wow!!"

Sianne jumped up and down like when she first saw the Damascus steel sword. Her blue eyes sparkled like sapphires.

"Would you like to ride him?"
"Can I really?!"
"There's no reason why not."

As Pirhark gently stroked the wyvern's wing, she approached the wyvern as if entranced.

Hmm, something doesn't feel right.

I suddenly felt the urge to tease Sianne.

"By the way, Commander, did you know?"
"Know what?"
"Lucius is male, so he only lets people he acknowledges ride him."
"Eh?"

I secretly signaled to Pirhark, who caught my meaning and winked his left eye slightly.

"Oh, that's right. I've been riding him so much I forgot."
"How do I get his acknowledgment? Do I pour aura over him or something...?"
"Nothing like that. You just need to dance."
"Dance???"

Sianne looked at me incredulously.

"You know, like a courtship dance. Wyverns communicate with each other through such dances."

It was a complete lie.
There's no way dragons communicate like that.

But when not only I but also Pirhark nodded in agreement, Sianne seemed to fall for it completely.

"If you want to ride, now is the perfect time. Lucius just finished flying and he has quite the mood swings."

That part was actually true.

Wyvern riding wasn't something just anyone could do without Pirhark's level of expertise.

The limited-time event aspect really drives people crazy.

After all, riding on a wyvern's back isn't something you get to do every day.

"...I'll do it! How should I dance?"

In the end, she seemed to have decided to set aside her pride as a knight commander.

"First, raise both arms up like this..."
"Raise both arms up..."

Her white armpits were fully exposed. Sianne shivered slightly, clearly embarrassed.

"I-is this right!?"
"Yes, yes, that's perfect."

I desperately tried to hold back my laughter as I began instructing Sianne.

"Next, while maintaining that position, gently sway your hips from side to side..."
"What is this!! It's so embarrassing!"
"Come now~ Are you dismissing the wyvern's nature? Lucius will be sad."
"Ugh...!!"

Urged by my words, Sianne reluctantly began moving her hips slightly.

"L-like thiiis...?"

Her voice cracked, showing how genuinely embarrassed she was.

The knight uniform, made of a material similar to tights, revealed her streamlined curves every time she moved.

"Yes, that's it! More smoothly and slowly, as if you're seducing your partner!"
"Uuugh...!"
"In the East, they call this Zero-Two. It means 'the path to becoming an emperor.' Isn't it fitting for a dance of the wyvern, the king of the skies?"

Sianne continued rotating her hips.

Her initially jerky movements had now evolved into proper hip swaying.

But with the increasing shame proportional to her dancing skill, tears were gradually welling up in Sianne's eyes.

"H-how much longer do I have to do thiiis!!!"
"Until Lucius says it's enough."

I signaled to Pirhark.

"Alright, Lucius. Show this pure lady the sky."
"PIYOOOO!!"

Flap!! The wyvern's wings spread wide, and it gently grabbed Sianne in its mouth before tossing her onto its back.

"Have a good trip, Commander!"
"Yes!? That easily... Wait, so that dance meant nothing!?!"
"Correct!"
"Administrator Rubern, you won't get away with th—KYAAAAAAAH─!!!"

The blue wyvern shot into the air as soon as she grabbed the reins.

I waved goodbye to Sianne as her screams faded into the distance.

Bye-bye, Sianne!

It's definitely not because she seemed to think Pirhark was cooler than me.
Definitely not!

Ch.27 - A Village Of Unknown Origin (2)
"It's a female."
"...What is? This egg?"
"Yeah. Definitely female."
"Ugh, when you say it like that, it sounds kind of weird."

The dragon expert was truly different.

Although a roar had echoed through the area, Pirhak calmly neutralized it and immediately made his assessment about the entity beyond the wall.

"What's weird about it? It's your mind that's weird."
"Anyway, it's definitely a Gold Dragon, right?"
"Yes. Seems like it's been abandoned for quite some time."
"Where did the mother go?"
"...I don't know. Gold Dragons are such rare creatures that even my wife wouldn't know."
"Eh? Your wife?"

Sianne, who was standing behind us, tilted her head and asked.

"This fellow's wife is a Red Dragon."
"What?!"
"Well... thanks to that, I earned the title of adventurer. I traveled all over looking for my wife."

Pirhak was someone I met in the "Polluted Sea on the Other Side" during the early days of the Great Expedition.

He wasn't exactly a main character in the novel, more like a named supporting character, so I immediately established a connection with him.
We had maintained that relationship ever since successfully completing the Great Expedition.

"So what do we do now?"
"What can we do? We wait patiently. Don't even think about expanding the mine. Judging by the form of the roar, it's threatening us."

Pirhak said, looking at the small hole.

If we stimulate the egg any further, the intensity of the roar might increase, and it might develop hostility toward humans when it eventually hatches.

"If we could find the direct entrance to the nest from the mountains..."
"That would be too dangerous."
"I agree."

At least it wasn't a Black Dragon stuck in that cave. It was also reassuring that there was no mother around.

Black Dragons are inherently hostile to life.

Even with other dragons, if the mother were present, she wouldn't have quietly watched us intrude on the nest protecting her egg.

"So what about these people?"
"They were unfortunate souls who accidentally came into contact with a lair."

At my answer, Sianne looked with pity at the statues standing throughout the area.

I could roughly guess what happened in this mine.

I don't know if this was originally a gold mine, but as they slowly developed it, they eventually came into contact with the Gold Dragon's lair at this end.

When they intruded on the nest, the protective dragon magic and the egg's roar turned everyone working in the mine into golden statues.

And then the workforce needed to manage the mine simply vanished.

*What a tragedy.*

But as I mentioned earlier, if the Gold Dragon mother had remained in the cave, and if the miners developing this mine had damaged more of the nest?

A catastrophe that even the Emperor would have known about, let alone the lord, would have occurred.

It's unfortunate for the nameless victims, but we can only be grateful that the incident was contained at this level.

"It's in an active period now. Probably in about two months, it'll enter a dormant phase again."
"What's the possibility of it hatching?"
"Well, I can't guarantee that either. Dragon hatching periods typically range from a minimum of 10 years to as much as 30 years."
"Complete luck of the draw, huh."
"That's right."

At any other time, this would have been a real headache.

But not now.
Because we have our great dragon expert, Pirhak.

"Is your sister-in-law sleeping?"

I asked him as we exited the mine together with the others.

"She's sleeping, so I'm out. I have freedom for the next three months."
"Sister-in-law? Freedom for three months...?"

Sianne looked completely dumbfounded seeing someone call a Red Dragon his sister-in-law, and watching her husband grinning about having freedom for three months because she entered her dormant phase.

It's understandable to be bewildered. Dragons are essentially legendary, fantastical creatures.

"Anyway, we should keep it with its own kind. It could be disastrous if we tried to take care of it ourselves."
"That's true. I'll talk to my wife when she wakes up."

As we chatted about future plans, we returned to the village.

Unlike when we first entered, the village atmosphere seemed bustling.

"Huh?"

A line of carriages at the village entrance.

At first, I thought it might be the Mist Flower Merchant Group that Sianne and I had discussed earlier, but the structure of the carriages was quite different.

Typical transport carriages should have their rear compartments covered with cloth, but these carriages not only lacked cloth covers, they had what looked like pillars sticking up.

It gave the impression that a roof could be placed on top without issue.

And the colors of the carriages varied. Red, yellow, green.

The carriages decorated in vibrant colors were clearly visible even from a distance.

There was only one group in this world that traveled in such conspicuous groups, drawing attention.

"Minstrels."

***

"Pleased to meet you. I am Wolfgang El Raiga, leader of the Sleepywood Troupe. We were guided to this small village by the spirits."

A man in a rugged robe bowed respectfully as he spoke.

From his communication with spirits and the "El" between his surname and first name, he was unmistakably an elf.

The elves made their home in the Western Great Forest, spending their lives nurturing nature there.

However, occasionally those with too much adventurous spirit or those fascinated by humans lived in human lands like this.

And most of them, due to their beautiful appearance, sweet voices, and wanderlust...

Rather than settling in one city, they often worked as traveling troupes, roaming from place to place.

They spread stories and brought vitality to mundane daily life as they wandered.

Moreover, there was a widespread superstition in the Empire that mistreating elves would incur the wrath of spirits, leading to great calamity.

Unlike other fantasy worlds, elves here received quite decent treatment.

"Welcome to Rupel Territory."

Despite her shabby appearance, Sianne received Wolfgang's greeting with the utmost respect.

Currently, the only one who could represent the lord in this village was Sianne, the captain of the lord's direct knight order.

After Sianne's greeting, Rubern and Pirhak, standing behind her, also exchanged brief introductions with Wolfgang.

"I am Rubern Ailoy."
"I'm Pirhak."

Wolfgang's eyes widened.

"Now I understand why the spirits guided us to this village. Two heroes of the expedition are here together."

Well, minstrels are people well-versed in rumors, so it makes sense that he would recognize us immediately.

But Wolfgang didn't stop there.

Suddenly, he pulled out a lute from somewhere inside his robe and began to play with a "diring" sound.

"There on the plains where the powers of darkness surrendered, the black fox digs a hole and hides—"
"Ah! P-please don't do that! Just rest comfortably here..."

I hastily interrupted Wolfgang's performance and fled.

There's a limit to how much flattery one can take.
This kind of thing is so embarrassing now!

***

Wolfgang and the minstrels were completely captivated by Tipen Village, where goblins mingled freely.

"Would you allow us to stay here for a while? We will set up our camp slightly away from the village."

At Wolfgang's request, Sianne thought for a moment before responding.

"Well... I don't see why not. The villagers seem to welcome it too."
"I'm all for it! Minstrels! Let's hear some tales of heroes!!"

Of course, Ronz, another knight who remained, also seemed to welcome the idea.

Although Ronz had been rather indifferent to the sight of goblins mingling with humans, he clearly had an interest in the heroic tales shared by minstrels.

There was nothing to gain from rejecting the elven troupe.

The troupe also held free concerts for the villagers and sold curious items from various regions at cheap prices.

So the knights decided to accept the proposal.

Thus, the Sleepywood Troupe set up camp on a hill slightly removed from Tipen Village.

The minstrels' camp naturally caught the attention of merchants and travelers passing by.

Like Wolfgang's group, they couldn't take their eyes off the village's unique way of life.

Some of them, like the Sleepywood Troupe, decided to stay in the village for a while.

And so, rumors about Tipen Village grew. They spread from peddlers to neighboring villages, from neighboring villages to neighboring cities, from neighboring cities to neighboring territories.

When combined with the fact that an incredible gold mine had been discovered in Tipen Village...

This rural village in the middle of nowhere became the talk of the region.

People naturally love unusual stories.

In the first week, there were only about a dozen outside visitors.

By the third week after the troupe settled, the number exceeded several dozen.

Wandering chefs, writers, adventurers, ecologists.

People of various professions and age groups.

And among them were some that Rubern couldn't casually overlook.

"Why bother bringing ore to sell? If you set up proper facilities here, I can refine it into gold of the highest purity right away!"

A dwarf craftsman with a bushy beard.

"With so many people here, just three knights and a small unit? Why not invest a little more and hire our mercenary group, excellent for any task?"

Beastkin mercenaries with fluffy tails.

"Hmm~ Interesting. The ecological system of goblins living in this village is fascinating."

Even a lizardman scholar.

It didn't take long for Tipen Village to bustle with all sorts of races—from humans and goblins to elves, dwarves, beastkin, and lizardmen.

It had truly become a melting pot of a village.

And the real cherry on top:

"...Honey?!"
"Who told you to leave the nest without cleaning up? I don't mind you going out, but I told you to always clean up after yourself!"
"S-sorry... I just forgot..."

The Red Dragon sister-in-law.
She was a 'dragonoid' (polymorphed dragon).

Ch.28 - Kidnapping A Hatchling (1)
Hair as red as a rose. Sparkling ruby eyes. A woman in a black sleeveless outfit that clung tightly to her body, though I couldn't tell what material it was made from.

At her appearance, Pirhak's usually confident face had completely shriveled up.

He was facing a true predator.

"H-hello..."

As Sianne, overwhelmed from the first impression, offered a hesitant greeting, the dragon sister-in-law widened her eyes.

"Ah, so it's this girl this time?"
"N-no!! That's not it...! This person is my friend Rubern's boss at work! D-darling, you know Rubern..."

Just before a wave of murderous intent could surge forth, Pirhak frantically waved his hands in denial.

I stepped in front of Sianne before an innocent victim could be harmed, subtly shielding her.

"This woman has absolutely no relationship with Pirhak, Lady Percerscaron."

The Red Dragon turned her head slightly to look me up and down, then smiled brightly as if remembering who I was.

"Ah, Rubern Ailoy! It's been a while!"
"Indeed it has."

Dragons are noble, great, and powerful beings, but having lived for nearly an eternity, they surprisingly don't have the best memory.

Generally, when they wake up after falling into a dormant state that can last decades, they completely forget what they were doing before they fell asleep.

That's why dragons only retain five memories before entering dormancy.

I had to remind her like this each time. She remembered me as "Pirhak's friend."

"Knight Commander Sianne, this is Lady Percerscaron. I'm sure you've heard of her before."

After I introduced her, Sianne covered her mouth and responded.

"Goodness, the great adventurer's wife is the master of the eastern volcano!!"
"Ah, am I still called by such a strange name? Humans are truly irritating."
"Honey... I'm human too..."
"And you're certainly included in the 'irritating' part, yes."

Percerscaron swept back her hair with a sigh. Though it was just a breath, faint flames flickered around her mouth.

"I am Percerscaron. Simply 'Per' will do."

When she extended her hand, Sianne shook it while trembling.

"Why are you shaking so much?"
"How could I not! She's a dragon!"

I poked her playfully, and Sianne let out a yelp.

Ever since the Lucius Zero-Two incident, I'd been playing these kinds of mischievous pranks on Sianne.

What can I do if someone has such entertaining reactions? If she doesn't like being teased, she shouldn't react that way.

"Hehe, she's cute. I like her. Anyway..."

It seemed Lady Per found that endearing.

She stretched and then suddenly grabbed her husband's neck, pulling him into a headlock.

"Ah, aaah!! It hurts, honey! W-why are you suddenly doing this?!"
"Did you really think I wouldn't know this time?"

Flex.
Tendons visibly rose on her previously smooth arm muscles.

Caught in the terrible technique known as a dragon's headlock, Pirhak frantically tapped out in surrender within seconds.

"Which dragon are you fooling around with now? I was sleeping peacefully when I felt some strange energy around you. What... are you some dragon slayer? Can't control that great sword of yours whenever you see dragons?"
"W-what are you saying! I never did that!"
"What do you mean you never did that? Do you think I forgot about you fooling around with that ice dragon from the Northern Sea during my last dormancy?"
"Ah... t-that was because she approached me first..."

I shook my head.

That guy Pirhak is just too fond of women. The problem is his twisted fetish—that those women are invariably dragons.

I heard he lived like a playboy when he was much younger, and clearly that habit hadn't changed.

-Don't get married.
-Why?
-Just don't, you bastard!

See that?

Even Lucius wasn't trying to stop him but just watching. If anything, he looked like he was encouraging it.

The woes of a married man.
How pitiful.

Still, how fortunate that his partner being a dragon means he won't become a serial cheater.

There had been a lot of talk about the suddenly rising divorce rate when I was serving in the Black Knight Order, but dragons are known for their unwavering devotion—once they love someone, they look only at that person until death.

After being subjected to interrogation bordering on torture by his beloved wife who had his joints in her grip, Pirhak finally couldn't take it anymore and squealed.

"It's not true! I'm telling you it's not! The reason I came here in the first place was because of the Gold Dragon!!"

At the mention of the Gold Dragon, she paused her offensive.

"Gold Dragon...?"

***

"It's true."

We guided Percerscaron deeper into the mine.

As if dragons recognize their own kind, the dragon roar emitted by the egg fluctuated as soon as we entered the area in question.

But naturally, a roar from an egg that wasn't even a hatchling yet was nothing to a Red Dragon.

"Dov, Kodaav. Zu'u los Zeymah!"

After her simple roar that didn't even contain draconic power, the Gold Dragon egg stopped emitting its roar.
It had been completely overwhelmed.

"Wow...!!"
"It's nothing special."

When our reaction-bot commander inevitably let out an exclamation of admiration, Per shrugged lightly and punched the mine wall.

BOOM!!

Soon, the ground blocking our way collapsed with a rumble, completely revealing the hidden dragon's lair.

"Let's go in. The mother dragon... doesn't seem to be here."

Following her as she strode in fearlessly, we immediately discovered a golden egg surrounded by something like a soft membrane inside the nest.

And beyond that.
The remains of a massive dragon that could only be the mother of this egg.

Enormous ribs. Roughly estimating, they must have been at least 4 meters in size.

Percerscaron bowed her head briefly in respect for her fallen dragon kin. I, Sianne, and Pirhak followed suit, paying our respects to the departed sovereign.

"...How did this happen?"

After the moment of remembrance, Sianne asked in disbelief.

The legend of the Dragon Slayer had long been discontinued.

Though there was a time when humans and dragons were hostile to each other, with the rise of the Bolivar Empire, the relationship between humans and dragons became something close to "non-aggression."

Plus, this was a Gold Dragon.

I wasn't particularly knowledgeable about dragons, but I knew that Gold Dragons, unlike other dragons, had no "greed."

They possessed the power to turn everything into gold with just a simple roar.

Since treasure to them was no different from waste that came out of their mouths, Gold Dragon nests were famous for not having impressive treasures.

Of course, the dragon itself was also incredibly powerful, worthy of being called the king of all dragons.

A dragon that's terribly strong but offers little reward.
A wise, benevolent dragon that respects humans.
A dragon that never crosses the line unless the line is crossed first.

Because of this, even during the height of the war between dragons and humans, Gold Dragon lairs were never attacked.

In a world where non-aggression treaties with dragons had been established and some dragons were even worshipped as deities, what kind of madman would call himself a dragon hunter?

While Sianne, Pirhak, and I were all making baseless speculations about why she might have met her death...

"Loneliness. The only natural enemy of dragons."

The Red Dragon calmly uttered those words and pointed to an area near the dragon's remains.

"Look there."

In the direction she pointed, there was a small bone that couldn't compare to the dragon's.

The remains were surrounded by frost flowers, which supposedly only bloom at the summit of the Ardaroce Mountains.

Even those flowers, which are said to stay alive for decades, had completely withered, giving us a vague idea of how long this nest had been abandoned.

"Gold Dragons are unnecessarily sentimental..."

A sword stuck beside the remains.
And the curved remains of the dragon, as if embracing it.

I'm not stupid enough to not understand what this scene means.

She had been in pain because she couldn't forget. So much so that she chose death, leaving her offspring behind.

The atmosphere became solemn, and I swallowed bitterly.

However, Sianne approached the sword placed in front of the remains as if entranced, murmuring.

A silver sword that still gleamed brightly despite everything else having faded.

"This sword... is it Dragon Knight Orgius's Sky Sword?"
"Dragon Knight Orgius???"

As Sianne carefully grasped the scabbard, the sword embedded in the stone floor slid out as if by magic.

"Who is Dragon Knight Orgius?"
"Wait, you don't know about Dragon Knight Orgius?"

When I asked, Pirhak gave me a look of disbelief.
What's that, you nerd?

"He was a legendary hero who played a major role during the Dragon War. It's said he rode not a wyvern, but an actual dragon. A true Dragon Rider in every sense."
"That's... quite impactful."

In truth, the Dragon War wasn't extensively covered in the original novel, so it was natural that I didn't remember it.

I only vaguely recalled parts of the original story, and I had enough trouble leading the Great Expedition to victory.

"...Shit, come to think of it, in the original story, I thought Levia would be a decent person since she was the main heroine. But she turned out to be a complete psycho."

I recalled the unpleasant past and setting.

This is totally PTSD, I swear!

Sometimes when I see Sianne swinging her sword alone, I flinch in surprise.

Putting aside useless thoughts.

I looked at Sianne, who was examining the sword carefully, and spoke.

"But how do you know that's really Dragon Knight Orgius's sword? The Dragon War ended almost two hundred years ago."
"I couldn't possibly mistake this sword. We have a replica in my family."
"What? Why does the Commander's family have it?"

She answered.

"Because Dragon Knight Orgius was a distant ancestor of my family."
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"The Dragon Knight Orgius had a family? As far as I know, the Dragon Knight didn't have any descendants?"
"To be precise, I'm more like a distant relative..."

Sianne trailed off.

"My family name is 'Valeos.' Sianne Valeos. The family line is completely severed now, with only me remaining."
"I've heard of the Valeos family. So that's it."

Pirhak nodded. Having wandered here and there enjoying adventures, he was well-versed in matters concerning noble families and territories.

He added an explanation for me, who was struggling to follow the conversation, that Valeos was Orgius's brother.

"Hmm."

I had been somewhat curious about why Sianne didn't reveal her family name.

Her name in the knights' registry was clearly Sianne Valeos, but she rarely mentioned her family name.

Perhaps it was because revealing her surname made little difference anyway.

And if Pirhak reacted like that, it must have been a family with some recognition in society.

There's no benefit in revealing the name of a once-famous but now fallen house.

"The Eren Sword Style I use is actually a simplified version of the Orgius Sky Sword Style. Orgius taught it to the first head of the Valeos family, his brother."
"Ah, I see."
"According to tradition, he wandered his whole life without a loved one before disappearing. I never imagined he would have been in a place like this."

Sianne bowed her head solemnly, gazing at the gleaming sword.

Leaving Sianne to pay her respects to her distant ancestor, I looked around the Gold Dragon's lair.

The space was more than enough for one dragon and an egg to live in. Especially without a treasure hoard, the nest felt not just spacious but empty.

*What's that?*

As I moved along the wall, I noticed something made of a different material than the stone-carved nest walls.

A wooden door, almost completely rotted away. It was covered in a layer of white dust, making it difficult to spot from a distance.

When I grabbed the handle, the door crumbled and collapsed even though I hadn't applied much force.

The space revealed before my eyes was a small bedroom. A bedroom that seemed completely out of place in a massive dragon's nest.

The furniture consisted only of a bed large enough for two people, a desk, and a bookshelf filled with books.

The musty smell of mold typical of long-abandoned spaces came as a bonus.

"...Looks like this was Orgius's room. Even a Dragon Knight would find it difficult to sleep on bare stone for days."
"Ah, you startled me."

Before I could react to the sudden presence I felt, Pirhak and Sianne had already come up behind me.

"Could this be where Orgius lived?"
"It seems so. They were practically living together."
"That's right, once you get hooked on dragons, nothing else matters. That firmness is really something that can't be descri—"
"You crazy bastard!"

I smacked Pirhak hard on the back before Sianne could hear him.

There are things you can say and things you shouldn't.

I didn't even want to understand what he meant by "firmness," but it was definitely not something to blurt out in front of a knight captain who was discovering traces of her ancestor.

"Ow, why'd you hit me?!"
"You should be thankful Per isn't here. You got off easy with just a smack on the back."
"Damn... You're no fun."

Look at him.
The gentlemanly appearance he shows in front of others is all fake.

Watching one of the most vulgar people I know pretending to be normal in front of others makes me want to vomit.

While Pirhak and I were bickering, Sianne was carefully examining the bookshelf.

Since this was definitely a space used by Orgius, she might find something meaningful.

Of course, what Sianne discovered in that room was beyond merely "meaningful."

"...!!!! A-Administrator Rubern!"

She jumped in shock and dropped a book she had pulled from the shelf after checking its contents.

Thud! Dust that had accumulated inside the book suddenly rose into the air.

I picked up the fallen book, dusted it off, and checked what had startled her so much.

The first thing that caught my eye was an intricately drawn human figure.

Thin lines drawn over a person holding a sword. Even someone like me with little martial arts knowledge could immediately understand what this picture meant.

These were sword trajectories.

Not only that, but the notes written beside the illustration detailed exactly how the muscles should move and where the center of gravity should be maintained.

"Captain, could this be...?"
"The secret manual of the Orgius Sky Sword Style."

Sianne added in a voice of disbelief.

"The complete essence is all written here."

***

All five volumes of the Sky Sword Style's secret manual were left in the Gold Dragon's nest.

Moreover, after quickly skimming through the contents, Sianne said it was the complete and latest version that Orgius had been writing until just before his death.

*This is like something out of a martial arts novel.*

A secret manual hidden in a cave—isn't that a cliché we've seen many times?

But I couldn't make such jokes because she suddenly burst into tears while reading the book.

"With this... I might be able to complete the Eren Sword Saint Style that my father never finished."

Sianne had good reason to be moved.

Her mother had passed away early, and her father, her only remaining blood relative, never returned from the great expedition three years ago.

Yes, the one at that canyon.

All that was left to Sianne was her family's incomplete sword technique.

She must have suffered greatly in her own way.

After giving her some time to collect her emotions, Percerscaron, Pirhak, and I began discussing the most important matter—the Gold Dragon's egg.

"Can't my wife and I live here and take care of it...?"
"Would you want to live next to the corpse of one of your own kind?"

With a sharp glare, Pirhak shrank back.

So much for being a great adventurer who worships freedom.

People should know that his true self isn't just a dragon-obsessed weirdo, but one who gets scolded by his dragon wife every day.

"But we can't just leave it here either."
"...That's true."

After thinking for a moment, Percerscaron held up two fingers in front of me.

"There are two options."

First, she could take the egg to her nest.

However, this would only be possible in her dragon form, since it would be impossible with a human body.

And if the egg were to hatch during the journey, it could lead to disaster.

The altitude at which dragons typically fly could be fatal to a newly hatched hatchling.

The oxygen is thin, and the temperature is extremely low.

The saying that dragons can survive in lava and the deep sea only applies to adults.

And the second option was:

"Just raise it here. Take it to the village, I mean."
"That's not a bad idea, but there's one problem."
"What?"
"You've seen the situation in Tipen Village, haven't you? If we bring in a suspicious golden egg that anyone would notice, rumors will spread throughout the entire town."

Elves, dwarves, beastkin, lizardmen, humans, goblins.

Numerous merchants, adventurers chasing stories, and residents from neighboring villages.

The population of Tipen Village was probably still growing even at this moment.

Just last week, two more houses were built.

While Tipen Village was originally on the outskirts, geographically speaking, it wasn't such a bad location.

Some merchants and self-employed individuals had settled there.

The fact that it was a village where people lived alongside goblins made it worth settling in.

With rumors of the gold mine already having spread to the capital, what would happen if a Gold Dragon's egg appeared here as well?

The situation would become endlessly complicated.

We've already attracted significant attention from the capital's Papal Office and the Imperial Court just for living with monsters.

An inspection team might visit soon, and if a dragon were added to the mix, Count Rupel's position could become truly precarious.

After all, it's a dragon.
No matter the intention, dragons possess tremendous power just by existing.

In the worst-case scenario:

Once Count Rupel is branded, he could be charged with "treason"—a crime that would mean certain doom for his territory and everything else.

That would mean execution not only for the lord but also for his vassals, knights, and even citizens of the main town who were close to him.

Including me, of course.

*That can't happen. But I can't really start a rebellion against the Emperor either.*

From the beginning, I intended to make the Snow Leopard Knights the strongest in the north, not to establish a new country here.

Why would I do something so crazy?

The Empire is doing well enough right now. The Emperor is a good ruler.

I absolutely won't do something stupid like creating unnecessary problems and walking the path to my own destruction.

"For now... let's have our knights manage it here. The pretext of being dispatched to investigate unusual phenomena should be sufficient."

I tapped the egg with my palm as I spoke.
Just as I thought the Gold Dragon's egg felt rougher than expected.

Crack.
A sound that shouldn't come from an egg was heard.

"?????"
"Oh."

Tap, tap.
Crack—

"We're screwed."

The egg that had been perfectly fine moments ago was now developing cracks.

I hastily removed my hand from the shell, but the cracked portion crumbled helplessly and scattered below.

This couldn't be fixed with glue.
Not that we had any glue anyway.

Cold sweat ran down my spine.

The shell at my eye level also cracked loudly, and the egg split in half.

Inside the fully exposed Gold Dragon's egg sat a naked girl wrapped in long, flowing golden hair.

I was so shocked that I just stared blankly at the sight.

The girl's closed eyes suddenly opened wide, and I found myself staring directly into obsidian-like sparkling eyes. Her tightly closed lips slowly opened.

"Daddy?"
"???"

I thought I must have misheard.

But the girl looked straight at me, spread her arms wide, and smiled brightly.

"Daddy!!!!!!"

Rubern Ailoy, 25 years old.
Virgin.

Becomes a father.
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"Daddy!"
"Aaagh, aaaaargh!! Someone, someone get this kid off me!"
"Hey, hey, hey!! Put some clothes on her first, how long are you going to keep her naked!?"
"Damn it... oh my hair, it's all ruined!"
"Administrator Rubern!! You can't use language like that in front of a child!!"
"Commander!! Instead of just watching from a distance, come help me!!"

Complete chaos.

While I was stammering in confusion, the Gold Dragon hatchling had leaped out of its eggshell and pounced on me.

Since then, it had been clinging to my back and pulling my hair. If you want me to hold you, why are you yanking my hair!

I'm not Ratatouille, for crying out loud!

"L-let's get her dressed first!"

Since the baby Gold Dragon wasn't wearing a stitch of clothing, Pirhak and Percerscaron quickly returned to the village to bring back something suitable for the Gold Dragon to wear.

Meanwhile, as the child showed no signs of letting go of my back, Sianne eventually managed to dress her from head to toe.

"Nu, Qeth Dovah! Qiilaan!!"

The rambunctious Gold hatchling, startled by whatever Sister-in-law Per shouted, finally climbed down from my back.

"Ouch... ugh, Commander, is my hair okay?"
"...Hmm, there's a small bald spot, but it's not very noticeable."
"You've got to be kidding me."

I frantically ran my fingers over my scalp. The distinct feeling of an empty patch made my mood plummet.

Of course, I couldn't keep obsessing over my hair forever.

Hair grows back, but the real problem was the Gold Dragon hatchling staring blankly at me.

"But honey, shouldn't hatchlings be unable to polymorph from birth? And why is she so big? She looks at least 7 years old in human terms."

When Pirhak asked while looking at the girl, the Red Dragon clicked her tongue and answered.

"Because she's not a pureblooded dragon."
"Huh?"
"This child is a dragonkin. Not polymorphed like me. A true dragonkin. Half-human, half-dragon."

Half-human, half-dragon.

As Sianne and I stood dumbfounded at this unfamiliar term, Percerscaron let out a deep sigh.

"I don't know exactly how it happened, but it seems that dragon knight somehow impregnated a Gold Dragon."
"Is that even possible? You said it was impossible!"
"When the probability approaches 0%, that's practically impossible, isn't it? Besides, I don't want to give birth to dragonkin."

Pirhak's expression turned gloomy at her resolute attitude.

This guy clearly wanted to have a baby.

But what could he do? If his Red Dragon wife didn't want to, that was that. I'm not sure if this is the right way to put it, but with dragons, "giving birth" seems like the most accurate expression.

"Is a dragonkin different from other dragons?"

I carefully asked Per. It could be an offensive question.

She ran her fingers through her red hair, looked away, and answered.

"Being born a dragonkin is a curse."

It didn't seem like the right thing to say in front of the dragonkin herself, but the Gold Dragon didn't seem to understand, just tilting her head in confusion.

"Dragons live for eons. I told you our weakness is loneliness. That's why we choose long periods of dormancy and eternal oblivion. After a long sleep, all the relationships we've formed completely disappear from our memories."
"That... I know well."
"But dragonkin can't do that. They're born with a dragon's lifespan and human emotions and memories. They can't enter dormancy. They have to watch time pass while consumed by eternal loneliness. If that's not a curse, what is?"

Now I understood why Percerscaron had such a negative attitude toward half-dragon, half-humans.

As she said, if dragonkin live with memories they can never forget, if they can't even enter the dormant state that dragons use to cope with loneliness...

That would truly be nothing short of a curse.

"You, blonde knight girl."
"Yes? Y-yes!"
"You said you checked all the dragon knight's records, right? When do you think he died?"

Sianne fell into thought for a moment, then answered with an uncertain expression.

"Probably at least 120 years ago. The records end around then. He wouldn't have been writing right up until his death..."
"That sounds about right. So she survived. This child survived because she's dragonkin."

Percerscaron explained in detail how hatchlings grow.

Generally, it takes at least 30 to 50 years for a hatchling to be born from an egg.

During that time, the egg learns dragon language from its parent dragons and acquires knowledge needed to survive in the world as a hatchling.

Per added that continuous nutrition is also necessary. Growing a dragon consumes enormous energy.

After the appropriate time passes, the egg hatches into a hatchling, and that's when the noble dragon life truly begins.

"This child hasn't received nutrition for at least 70 years. Until then, the mother Gold Dragon probably took care of her, but after she died of loneliness, the egg was completely abandoned."

She loved a human so much that she gave birth to a half-dragon, half-human, considered a curse among dragons.

However, after Orgius left, she must have suffered from extreme depression and loneliness.

It was a sad story.

For both the mother Gold Dragon and her offspring, the hatchling before us.

"But being half-human, half-dragon, she naturally needed less nutrition than a pureblooded hatchling. That's why she survived until now."

I wasn't sure if that counted as good luck.

It was a complicated situation in many ways.

We couldn't just abandon the hatched child. And she wasn't an ordinary hatchling but a dragonkin, so if we left her alone, some lunatic might take her.

Even pureblooded dragons can be easily killed by mid-level magical beasts when they've just hatched.

Let alone a dragonkin...

"Being killed would be the better outcome. If she fell into the hands of evil humans or was sold into slavery..."

I didn't even want to imagine what this child might become after a few years.

So in the end...

Everyone's gaze turned to the polymorphed Red Dragon.

Percerscaron, disgusted by the attention, drew a firm line.

"No. If she were a pureblooded hatchling, maybe. But a dragonkin needs to live in human society. She'll never be welcomed in dragon society."

She was thorough in this aspect, truly dragon-like. Dragons always have their own standards and never make exceptions.

"Then for now, it seems right for our knight order to temporarily protect her."
"I agree. As Percerscaron said, with that appearance, she's better off among us. We'll need to educate her from a human perspective too."

I stared into the baby dragon's—no, the dragonkin's eyes. Just looking at them gave me the feeling of being pulled in.

She was incredibly beautiful, even at second glance.

Not for nothing was she the offspring of a Gold Dragon.

"I'd better keep her away from perverts like Pirhak."

"Hey, you were just thinking something weird."

When I shifted my gaze to Pirhak, he immediately noticed and frowned, like the seasoned adventurer he was.

"No, I wasn't."
"Don't lie to me, you—"
"But what should we name her?"

Right, a name!

Come to think of it, that was the most important part.

One way or another, we needed to take her to the village, and we couldn't just send her out without any connection.

A Gold Dragon isn't a stray cat—no one would simply accept "Oh, I just found her wandering around."

The most plausible story would be that we rescued a child held captive by bandits, or found a child wandering in the forest with amnesia.

"Hmmmm."

Sianne rested her chin on her hand and began to think seriously.

"Her hair looks like ripe wheat, and the feeling she gives off is cool rather than warm. How about simply 'Autumn'?"
"Rejected!"
"Eh, why?"
"It just doesn't feel right."

Besides, I had a feeling she'd get into trouble if she followed someone else's advice. She seemed like she'd have a fragile mentality.

And above all.

I had a feeling that hastily choosing that name would cause all sorts of problems.

"Her eyes look just like black olives, so combining with the gold of the Gold Dragon, how about Golden Olive, or Golive for short?"
"Are you insane?"
"Then how about Smaug, like the legendary Gold Dragon in—"
"That sounds terrible."

Various other candidates came up, but nothing really clicked.

"Geez! What's wrong with all your naming sense!"

Finally, Percerscaron stepped in, unable to bear it any longer.

"Just take 'Ru' from Rubern and 'si' from Sianne and call her Lucy. It sounds human and pretty."

Lucy.
The sound fits well and it's not bad.

And most importantly—

"Lucy, Lucy?!"

The hatchling, who had been quiet all this time, responded. I approached her, gently patted her head, and said:

"That's right. Your name is Lucy from now on. You need to listen to us well, okay?"
"Lucy! Lucy like!"
"Ah, aaagh!! Hey! Why are you clinging to me again!"

I had to deal with another commotion as she tried to pounce on me and pull my hair again.

But wait a minute.

"'Ru' from Rubern and 'si' from Sianne..."

Doesn't that make it sound like she was born between me and the Commander?

And her hair happens to be blonde like Sianne's, and her eyes are black like mine.

I felt a momentary chill, but then—

"Even an idiot wouldn't think a 7-year-old child that suddenly appeared is the child of me and Sianne."

With that complacent thought, I dismissed my concern.

So, holding Lucy's hand, we slowly made our way out of the mine.

A muscular knight was running toward us with several people, out of breath.

"Commander! Administrator! Where have you been?! Two guests have arrived in the village and are waiting—"
"Ah, Ronz. Sorry. We were just rescuing a child..."
"A child?"

Seeing Lucy holding my hand, confusion clearly spread across Ronz's face.

Ronz looked back and forth between me, Lucy, and Sianne, and then—

"Waaaah?! The Commander and the Administrator had a baby—!!!"

He screamed and started running down toward the village.
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It had been a month since Ibona, the administrative department head of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, and Petra, the acting chief administrative officer, began their journey to find the former administrative officer who had thrown in his resignation and fled.

The order to personally search for someone who might still be wandering around somewhere was absurd to begin with.

But what could they do?

Even as the administrative department head of the Imperial Knights, she had no choice but to cower before the inspection bureau chief who came directly from the Imperial Family.

Even to someone like her who had no talent for administration, the Black Lion Knights were clearly on the verge of collapse.

No, it wouldn't be wrong to say they had already collapsed.

Rubern Ailoy had been handling too many tasks alone.

Document management for the knights.
Processing confidential documents.
Writing and sending official letters.

And countless other administrative tasks.

The administrative staff that Ibona had thought of until now were merely hands and feet that moved according to Rubern Ailoy's orders.

His work was so perfect that the administrative department staff, from apprentice clerks to full-fledged administrators, hadn't built up any expertise to develop their own work styles.

"Officer! This is your job! Why don't you know how to do it?"
"Ah... I just worked according to the manual Administrative Officer Rubern created."
"Then just follow the manual!"
"He didn't write a manual for handling this kind of situation."

Ibona was about to go crazy after painfully realizing how the administrative department had been functioning until now.

And coupled with the widespread attitude of "only work as much as you're paid" within the administrative department, the worst results emerged as soon as Rubern Ailoy disappeared.

Was it just the administrative department?

From the neighboring strategy and tactics planning department to the finance department, dungeon management department, military supply department, and training and education department—there wasn't a single place untouched by Rubern Ailoy's hand.

It was fortunate that the department heads had more sense of responsibility than the administrative department head who had been close to dereliction of duty.

It wasn't far-fetched to say that if those departments had also depended on Rubern Ailoy, the Imperial Black Lion Knights would have disintegrated instantly.

That was the reality.

Even now, the dungeon management department, which had heavily relied on Rubern, was falling apart no less than Ibona's administrative department.

*If I can safely bring Rubern back, I'm going to retire. I can't live like this anymore...*

Just as Ibona was closing her eyes tightly, thinking about escaping this hell as soon as possible, Petra's voice brought her back to reality.

"Department Head."

"Y-Yes..."
"This territory is our last stop. If he's not here, it means he's either wandering around like us or has left the empire."
"Then what should we do?"
"If we can't find him, we'll have to go back. We should officially request the Imperial Family to send notices throughout the country..."
"Sigh."

Ibona let out a deep sigh. A whole month. After a month of aimless wandering, she was completely exhausted.

"Alright, if he's not here, let's go back. Maybe getting fired would be better at this point."
"Department Head... pull yourself together! We can't give up yet!"
"So? What territory is this? I can see snow-capped mountains in the distance, so it must be somewhere in the north..."

Petra answered her dispirited superior.

"It's Rupel Territory, on the northern frontier."

***

Rupel Territory was truly an unremarkable territory. Of course, it was only a count's domain, and above it was the Hebron Duchy, the largest territory in the north and one of the empire's three major duchies, so that was understandable.

Except for Jahed, a mining city famous for producing high-quality iron, Ibona had never heard the names of any cities or villages in this territory.

Even the capital, Petaronto!

She had never seen such a poor territorial capital before.

During their month-long journey, they had visited numerous cities and towns, always including the territorial capitals, but Rupel Territory's capital deserved to be called the smallest and poorest capital in the empire.

*How can someone with the rank of count manage their territory so poorly?*

However, contrary to its shabby appearance, a completely different atmosphere unfolded once they entered the city.

The streets were lively. Children ran around with bright faces, and shop owners chatted warmly with residents while cracking jokes.

Was the domestic economy strong because the northern region had difficulty trading with other cities and territories?

Just as Petra, who had some expertise in economics, was thinking this, a procession of a large merchant group with a familiar flag appeared from the other side of the street.

A flag with a blue dragon.

"That's the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort!"
"Oh, you're right!"

I thought that merchant group wasn't even contracting with the Black Lion Knights anymore?

Moreover, the one conducting business with a young merchant—who looked like an alchemist judging by his attire—was none other than the head of the escort company himself.

Why would such a big shot show his face in this backwater city? What could be the reason?

Petra was confused. This place was very different from the Rupel Territory she had imagined.

The reason she had come to Rupel Territory was simple.

Once, Rubern Ailoy had casually mentioned, "I heard they sell amazing beer in Rupel Territory in the north~"

With such a unique atmosphere in this territory...

She thought that Rubern Ailoy might really be staying here.

A place with delicious beer.
Where the residents are friendly.
With an inexplicable warmth.

After all, she had worked with him for over three years.

She prided herself on knowing Rubern Ailoy quite well.

And Petra's intuition...

"Rubern Ailoy? Oh! He's an amazing person! He completely turned this city around!"
"That person!! Where is he now!?"
"He's been in Tipen Village for the past few weeks. He should still be there."

Seemed to have hit the mark.

*I was hurt that you left without saying anything, but you're still within my expectations, Administrative Officer.*

***

"W-What is this place...? Why are there so many non-humans? The ratio seems even higher than in the imperial capital!"

As they had heard in Petaronto, the two women from the Black Lion Knights finally arrived at Tipen Village.

A insignificant village in a remote count's territory.

It was puzzling why Rubern Ailoy was staying here, but Petra could quickly figure out the reason.

Although the map showed it as a small village, the current Tipen Village was completely bustling with elven caravans, dwarven forges, and various small and medium-sized merchant groups coming and going.

And above all...

"Goblins living together with humans?"
"Gerk, guests, guests! New people come this way!"

Two small goblins standing guard at the entrance with wooden spears slowly approached Ibona and Petra.

The two women tensed up, fearing an attack, but the goblins very kindly gestured for them to follow them inside the village.

"Welcome. We welcome you to Tipen Village, where life and all races breathe together."

The goblins led them to a makeshift counter. A middle-aged man with a friendly impression greeted them, making Petra wonder if she was dreaming.

"Please write your name, occupation, and purpose of visit on this paper."
"Do we really need to go through all this just to enter a village?"
"Well, with so many different races here, our territory's knight commander ordered this as a protective measure... I apologize for the inconvenience."
"Knight commander? Who on earth is tha—"

Before Ibona, who was too exhausted to deal with such troublesome matters, could finish her curt response, Petra nudged her in the ribs.

"It might be Administrative Officer Rubern's order."
"Oh."
"I think it's better to avoid unnecessary commotion, Department Head."
"Alright..."

As Ibona's momentum deflated, Petra took out the emblem proving they were members of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

"Hello, we are Petra and Ibona from the Imperial Black Lion Knights. We heard that former Chief Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy is in this village."
"Ah! The Black Lion Knights! You're acquaintances of Administrative Officer Rubern! You should have said so earlier...!"

As soon as she revealed their identity, the middle-aged man jumped up from his seat and burst into laughter.

"As expected of people from the empire's finest knight order. Our village owes him so much!"
"R-Really...?"
"Of course! He helped develop this tiny rural village to this extent! Daesik, Samsik! Guide these honored guests to the village chief!"
"Yes sir!!"
"Follow us!"

The goblins called Daesik and Samsik marched in perfect step, leading Ibona and Petra deeper into the village.

If this sight alone was hard to fully comprehend, the interior of the village was even more extraordinary.

"In the northern season where fresh winds blow, in this tiny village under the sun goddess's rays, the goblins have descended—"

Elven bards gathered in the square, playing various instruments.

In front of them, goblins were dancing and playing with children.

Clang! Clang!

On the other side, a dwarven craftsman was processing mountains of gold ore.

Next to him, a lizardman scholar was enjoying a date with someone who appeared to be a cat-person mercenary.

What kind of terrible hybrid was this?

Even in the imperial capital with its multi-racial policies, Petra had never seen such a mix of races living together like this.

But her shock didn't last long.

"Nice to meet you! My name is Ronz! One who dreams of becoming the world's strongest knight!"

A muscular knight appeared, having heard that guests from the Black Lion Knights had arrived.

Without armor, wearing only shorts and exposing his upper body, it was hard to believe he was really a knight.

But he soon disappeared, saying he would bring Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy.

Ronz reappeared shortly after, shouting loudly.

"Breaking news! Breaking news!! The commander and the administrative officer are having a baby!!"
"Hey!! Ronz!! That's not true!!"
"This won't do, let's shoot!"

Several people appeared behind him.

"Magic Missile!!"
"Gah!!"

A stream of mana shot from the hand of a man with distinctive sky-blue hair, striking the muscular man's body.

"That was perfect suppressive fire."
"No need to state the obvious."
"Administrative Officer!! Sir Pirhak!! How could you use magic on our knight!?"
"It's fine, he won't die."

Petra immediately reacted to the familiar, even missed voice.

But.

The Rubern Ailoy she had known until now wasn't there.

There was a girl firmly holding the former chief administrative officer's hand, sticking close to his side.

Black eyes that looked just like Rubern's.

And a blonde woman who appeared to be his "wife" standing by the administrative officer's side.

"...Huh?"
"Petra? What brings you here so suddenly..."

The moment she witnessed that scene, something suddenly exploded in Petra's heart.

"A-Administrative Officer... you're married? And with such a grown child... So all those times you said you were going on vacation, you were visiting your daughter!?!?!"
"What? No, that's not—"

Though Rubern quickly tried to explain the obvious misunderstanding, she couldn't hear him at all.

In the end, Petra shouted at Rubern with tears welling in her eyes.

"You traitor!! I was the only one who was sincere all this time!!"

For a while, whenever she recalled this memory, her blankets would suffer the consequences.

Ch.32 - The Secret Visitor (2)
The sound of a head hitting the wall echoed through the room.
Thud.
Thud.
Thud.

On the third floor of an inn at the edge of town.
In the largest and most luxurious suite.

Petra was repeatedly banging her head against the wall.

Ibona tried to offer some words of comfort, but quickly closed her mouth, startled by the empty, unhinged look in Petra's eyes.

"I'mcrazy whatamIdoing ofcoursetheadministratorwouldn'tbemarried he'ssofarfromthecapital..."

Petra's muttering of incomprehensible words was truly terrifying.

Of course, it was an embarrassing situation.

"Was I the only one being serious?" What exactly was she serious about?

Ibona, who had a perfectly normal boyfriend until the knights order fell apart, clearly understood what Petra's words meant.

"I... I had no idea Petra felt that way about Administrator Rubern."
"Please be quiet, Lady Ibona."
"Y-yes."

This wasn't the way to speak to a department head, but right now, arguing over such trivial matters might actually get her killed.

Besides, they had become quite comfortable with each other during their month of traveling together.

Ibona deliberately looked away from the tragedy unfolding before her and lay down on the bed.

*Finally found him... Now we just need to bring him back safely.*

Their miserable journey was finally coming to an end.

She didn't even want the position of Administrative Department Head anymore. She would cleanly announce her retirement and hand the position over to Rubern, which would bring him back to the Imperial Knights.

What's so great about this backwater rural knights order anyway?

He must have just been curious. Now that his little adventure was over, it was time to return.

True, the territory had various races living together and the atmosphere was bright and comfortable.

But compared to the imperial capital, it was still a crude place.

Even this inn where she was staying would only qualify as a three-star establishment in the empire. The other inns were barely fit for sleeping.

She thought Rubern, who had enjoyed a comfortable life in the imperial capital, wouldn't easily give up those privileges.

However.

"I don't want to."

Ibona received a coldly indifferent response.

"Why, why?! I'm promising you the department head position!"
"Why would I want that position?"

Rubern Ailoy's expression soured. His rude attitude and informal speech left Ibona momentarily stunned.

"Hey, why aren't you showing respect to your superior?!"
"Superior? Are you my superior now?"
"Ah."
"You've already forgotten what I did when I left? I even slapped the knight commander, who outranks you by far, and walked out. What makes you think you can pull rank on me? Is this your knights order?"

The curses and facts hit her ears like bullets.

He was completely different from the Rubern who had always yielded to her before.

"Um... Administrator, they're still guests from the Imperial Knights..."

When the blonde knight commander (who resembled Levia but with a much larger chest) named Sianne nervously tried to intervene.

Rubern clicked his tongue and looked away.

Strangely, Ibona didn't feel bad about it. She was simply dumbfounded, not insulted.

In fact... that cold gaze and sharp tone, which she had never experienced during their time in the Black Lion Knights, gave Ibona an unexpected feeling of freshness.

"If you came to take me back, just go home."
"Chief Administrator..."
"I'm really sorry to Petra, but that's how it is. I have no intention of returning."
"No, I understand."

Petra, who had apparently recovered from her earlier shock, nodded and said:

"You've been through a lot. When I first came to this territory, I immediately felt it too. Ah, the atmosphere here is really nice."

Seeing her so naturally agreeing with him, Ibona, who had been listening quietly, jumped up.

Didn't you come with me to bring Rubern back?
How can you suddenly change sides like this?!

"W-wait! Petra! This is different from what we discussed!!"
"What other option do we have? He's already been appointed as this territory's administrator. Our knights order can't forcibly take him back. That would be extremely disrespectful to the Count who rules this territory."
"Ugh..."

She had a point.

He wasn't living as a wanderer; he had settled as an administrator of a knights order.

If they really wanted to, they could use the power of the Imperial Knights or even the imperial family to force his reinstatement, but...

Judging by Rubern's current attitude, it was questionable whether he would comply even then.

What would be the point of bringing him back?

He wouldn't do his work properly, and this time he might really disappear for good.

In the worst case, he might even defect to a country competing with the empire.

"Stay as comfortably as you like while you're here. You're guests from the capital, after all. But this discussion ends here. Don't come looking for me with this purpose again."
"I understand."
"Petra, let's have dinner together later. It's good to see your face after so long."
"Ah, y-yes! Of course!"

Rubern stood up, scraping his chair.

While Petra might accept this, Ibona, who had hoped to complete her mission and retire quietly, couldn't let Rubern leave like this.

"R-Rubern...!!"
"Enough. To be honest, I can't stand most people in the Black Lion Knights."

Ibona desperately rushed forward, grabbed Rubern's arm, knelt down, and apologized.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry!! I was wrong!!"

She no longer cared about the Administrative Department Head position.

But if she returned to the knights order without any results, the aftermath would be too terrifying.

She had already found him.
If she hadn't found him at all, she might have had an excuse, but returning now would confirm her doom.

Ibona was an incompetent person.

But intoxicated by her position as Administrative Department Head, she had sometimes abused her authority.

This was precisely why Inspection Department Head Pelcon Irmin had been particularly harsh with her.

While not quite embezzlement, it was a sensitive matter that could be twisted into a serious crime.

If she couldn't bring Rubern back—
No, if she couldn't at least find a solution to this situation, it wouldn't end with just dismissal.

As he had warned, she might truly lose her knight status, honor, and property, becoming a wanderer.

Moreover, people within the knights order were already moving to use her as a scapegoat.

Although it was Knight Commander Levia herself who played the decisive role in Rubern's resignation...

As soon as the situation deteriorated, she shifted all responsibility to Ibona.

"So in the end, it's Ibona's fault for not taking good care of Rubern? Isn't that the Administrative Department Head's job?"
"L-Levia... at least you shouldn't say that to me!"
"Oh my, what did I do? I just offered a position to a 'former' injured colleague who showed enthusiasm. It's you who failed to manage your department member as the head."

The illogical argument that the knights order's failure was all her fault.

*You're the one who gave him that position...! Who was it that said there would be nothing for him to do?!*

While she couldn't say she bore no responsibility, there was no reason to hold back after being so thoroughly betrayed by the knight commander she had considered a friend.

"Whether you apologize naked or promise him the Administrative Department Head position, just bring him back by any means necessary!"

Pelcon's voice echoed in her head.

Now there was only one answer.

If Rubern wanted her downfall so badly, she had to appease his resentment somehow.

Even if it meant doing something shameful both as a knight and as a woman!

Drowning slowly was surely worse than taking one big hit now and surviving.

Besides, this was supposedly the knight commander's temporary office, so no one else would unexpectedly walk in.

Her hand, which had been gripping his sleeve, fell away.
Then, slowly and calmly, she began to undo the front of her clothes.

"?????"

Rubern, Sianne, and Petra all stood dumbfounded, watching her.

Their brains temporarily shut down, unable to comprehend what she was doing.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry... please forgive me just this once... I'm begging you like this..."

Finally, as her shirt came undone, revealing the black undergarments beneath.

"W-what, what what, what what what, w-what...!!"

Sianne malfunctioned.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Petra's face hardened.

"This crazy woman."

Rubern cursed.

He quickly covered Ibona, who was tearfully trying to remove her remaining clothes, and shouted:

"Are you out of your mind?! No, if you were in your right mind, you wouldn't be doing this."
"Uuu, huuuk, sob..."

Anyone walking in would have witnessed quite the inappropriate scene, but thankfully this was the temporary office of the knight commander.

"Seriously..."
"*Sniff* You're all so mean... Everyone's just dying to be cruel to me..."

Finally, her pent-up frustration exploded as Ibona shed chicken-drop tears.

Despite whatever she might have done, people did seem particularly sensitive when it came to her.

She had once been a brave knight who advanced valiantly even after suffering an injury that permanently cost her her aura.

Now she was treated as less than a knight's assistant, less valuable than a scabbard stand.

"Hic, hic...!"
"Okay. Fine. Let's do this."

With her shirt still open, revealing her undergarments and large chest, she looked pathetic—so unsightly it was pitiful—which was enough to draw sympathy from Rubern's heart.

She was his former workplace superior, after all.
As they say, give an extra rice cake to the one you dislike—there was still some history between them.

"What's the problem exactly? Well, from what I hear from the contract merchants, there must be quite a few issues. If you need report formats or manual templates, I'll prepare new ones for you."
"R-really?! Really?!"
"Yes, but don't come looking for me again."
"Really! I truly won't come back! I'll never show my face again! I won't even pee in the direction of Rupel Territory!"

It was a moment when the god of administration once again looked after Ibona.

Ch.33 - The Secret Visitor (3)
It had been three days since Petra and Ibona visited the Rupel Territory looking for me.

I had reluctantly agreed to handle only the urgent matters due to Ibona's relentless physical pressure. But our thick-headed department head didn't even properly understand what was most urgent for the administration department.

People really never change, do they?

If I had just quietly retired after the Great Expedition, I could have been traveling around giving lectures or just enjoying trips while handling a decent amount of money.

What was so great about that administration department head position that she had to stubbornly cling to it and end up like this?

Still, thanks to Petra's meticulous organization—as if she had anticipated all this—the emergency rescue manual for the Black Lion Knights was steadily coming together.

Scratch, scratch.
As I scribbled with my pen, Petra, sitting beside me, quickly gathered the documents and bound them.

It had been several months since I left the Black Lion Knights.

The chemistry between Petra and me—the only administrative colleague I could trust and rely on—was still as efficient as ever.

Even Deputy Commander Imen, who was trying to keep up with our pace, was amazed by our formidable working speed.

Sianne too, whenever she visited the office with Lucy, would stick out her tongue at the piles of documents covering the desk.

"Wow... Do you really need this many manuals?"
"From basic administrative procedure manuals to guidelines for dealing with each merchant group, standards for sending confidential or official documents, and so on—I've included pretty much everything."

From my conversations with Petra so far, it was clear that the Black Lion Knights' administration department was already at zero.

I needed to make sure they could somehow survive on their own, based on the premise that "I'm not there."

It's like a predator that has been domesticated by human hands all its life needs to have its entire living mechanism completely overhauled to return to the wild.

The current situation was essentially the same.

"Petra, put all the A-class dungeon and byproduct management stuff over here."
"Already done. Administrator, please write the official document templates for each department now."
"Got it."

Man, Petra was truly reliable.

She understood things instantly, and when you taught her one thing, she'd do ten. Her administrative talent was incredible.

Perhaps if they had made her the administration department head instead of Ibona, the department wouldn't have fallen apart to this extent.

As we were working diligently...

Sianne smiled brightly and said, "Well then, work hard, Administrator Rubern. I'm sorry I can't help with anything."
"Not at all, Commander. I'm grateful just for you taking care of Lucy."
"Lucy, say hello to the Administrator."
"Hi, Daddy! Hi, big sister!"

The blonde girl waved her hand vigorously as she left the office with Sianne.

At first, I tried to change the "Daddy" title somehow, but it seemed the name had already become firmly established for Lucy.

In the end, both Sianne and I gave up on correcting her title and just accepted it as it was.

But cute is cute.

I could understand why everyone becomes a daughter-fool. Lucy's destructive power was fatally harmful to the heart.

Even Petra was smiling happily as she watched Lucy leaving the office while firmly holding Sianne's hand.

"She's such an adorable child. But... what are your plans going forward? Are you really not going to report to the Imperial Court at all?"
"That's what Count Rupel wants too."

Right after Lucy hatched and woke up, we sent another urgent telegram to Count Rupel.

After seeing the half-human, half-dragon girl with her beautiful blonde hair, and confirming the tragic end of the Gold Dragon and the ancient dragon knight's grave, he let out a sigh.

"This is serious... It seems the matter is bigger than I thought. How many people know that she's half-human, half-dragon?"
"Just Sianne and me, plus Petra, the administrative officer who has had a long-standing relationship of trust with the Black Lion Knights, and the Pirhak couple who explored this place with us."
"For now, let's keep this matter quiet. There's no need to create unnecessary problems."

Count Rupel was a wise man.

He understood, no less than I did, the numerous problems that could arise from the existence of such a unique case—a Gold Dragon, and a half-human, half-dragon at that.

A young dragonkin born with the blood of the Gold Dragon, the most prestigious among dragons, and the legendary hero Orgius.

Wouldn't she make a perfect mascot or puppet for the Empire?

While the Emperor of the Bolivar Empire was certainly a virtuous ruler, not everyone handling Imperial affairs was a "good" person.

And if not that, they might use her as a special weapon for the Bolivar Empire.

With the magic of the Imperial Mage Corps or the Tower Masters, it wouldn't be difficult to completely subjugate an incomplete dragonkin who hadn't yet developed a complete sense of self.

It was clear that the moment her existence became known to the world, Lucy would never be able to return to her current life.

"Put Lucy in as a Snow Leopard Knights apprentice knight candidate."

As the Count said, the best way to protect her was to make Lucy a member of our knightly order.

I could also adopt her as my daughter, but that could be done later when she was a bit older.

"Urrrgh—! Ugh, after working on paperwork for days, my body feels so stiff."
"But doesn't it remind you of the old days?"
"It does. I always worked overtime with you, Petra. You were truly a reliable colleague."
"Oh, come on... you don't have to say it like that."

Petra twirled her hair with her finger, seemingly embarrassed by my words.

"Petra."
"Yes?"

I paused for a moment before looking at her.

"You should start preparing to change jobs too."
"What?"
"I have no intention of just getting by with the Snow Leopard Knights. My goal is to make this place at least the strongest knightly order in the north."

I firmly grasped Petra's hand. Surprised by the sudden physical contact, she jerked her body backward.

"Last time, I asked if you were the only one being sincere, but I was sincere too."
"Ad-Administrator?! What are you talking about...?"

Petra was the perfect office mate who worked seamlessly with me.

It would be too wasteful to leave such a valuable talent in the potentially sinking Black Lion Knights.

I sincerely needed an administrator like Petra.

"Stay with me."
"Ugh...! How can you say something like that?!"
"So, you don't want to?"
"That's not it, but..."

She bowed her head deeply before continuing her answer.

"Alright... But as you know, I can't just leave right now...!"
"Ah, I know, I know. I understand that. Just start preparing for the job change slowly. When the time comes, I'll call for you."

To be honest, the administrative manual that Petra and I are creating is essentially just for emergency treatment.

Since it only covers the core parts, the Black Lion Knights' administration department will have to handle all the detailed content.

'If they specifically seek out someone who resigned and demand that much, it's basically like burying their conscience.'

The Black Lion Knights might be as big as a major corporation, but their obsession with people who quit was no different from a terrible company.

There were places that would call five times a day even two weeks after someone resigned.

I'm truly grateful that there are no telephones in this world.

And while I did help Ibona out of pity, I'm not just helping the Black Lion Knights out of compassion.

Again, my goal is to make this small Snow Leopard Knights the strongest in the north, and even the strongest in the Empire.

But to achieve that...

We need more funds to run the knightly order, more knights with excellent skills, and more dungeons to train those knights and raise funds.

So the Black Lion Knights needed to continue existing as they are now.

I plan to suck up all the resources they have.

What companies find most threatening is when a key employee who had some influence quits and takes all their clients with them.

They often know how dungeons are operated, all sorts of internal documents and conditions that are considered corporate secrets.

If you offer better or more favorable conditions, from the client's perspective, there's no reason to continue doing business with the company.

Even looking at the content about dungeon management or byproduct management now, there are several parts I deliberately omitted.

A prime example is the A-class dungeon in the north, "Uleid Swamp," which came up in our previous conversation.

As soon as the matter in Tipen Village is resolved, I plan to work on it and take it for myself.

'If they're upset, they shouldn't have let me go. There's nothing about leaks in the internal regulations, so what can they do?'

It would be a headache if the Black Lion Knights started managing the dungeon properly when I'm planning to take it.

There's a bit of guilt about slightly using Petra, who trusts me completely.

But once the Snow Leopard Knights stabilize to some extent, I can call her over and treat her to delicious food until she's stuffed.

Sorry, Petra!

Petra, unaware of my thoughts, fidgeted with her fingers before speaking.

"So, um, then I just take these manuals back as they are?"
"Yes. I've written down all the relevant content. Just distribute them to the administration department, and they'll handle everything. Of course, tell them to take care of the details themselves. This is the last time I'm helping."
"Everything, you say?"

Petra's previously calm eyes suddenly flashed.

"Yes, why? Is there a problem?"
"No... I just thought there were several parts 'deliberately' omitted in the A-class dungeon management manual you worked on earlier."

Oh.

"Huh? Uh...? Was there such a thing?"

Caught off guard by this sudden attack, I was flustered when Petra leaned her head slightly toward me and smiled.

"Did you really think I wouldn't know? I'm not sure if you underestimated me or if your instincts have dulled, but if it's the former, I might be a little disappointed?"

Petra's eyes curved slightly.

"For example, the Uleid Swamp? I was deliberately not mentioning it..."
"Ah, about that...! Petra! I don't have any other intentions~!"

I never dreamed she would pinpoint it so accurately, so I stammered out excuses.

But she patted my shoulder and said, "Don't worry. I will always, no matter what, be on Administrator Rubern's side. I know what you're thinking."
"R-Really...?"
"You owe me one, right? So you must keep your promise to call for me?"

Was Petra always like this?

She used to always feel gentle, comfortable, and soft.

The Petra smiling subtly in front of me now was somehow... different. Her atmosphere had definitely changed from when we worked together at the Black Lion Knights.

Had something happened in the meantime?

"Ah, I've finished everything you asked! Since all that's left is to complete the official document template, I'll take a short break!"

Petra stretched out her arms and then left the office.

"If the Administrator wants it, of course I should do it... since the Administrator called for me again... It's impossible for the Administrator to settle here alone without me... I thought you'd come back after traveling, but I didn't expect you to settle here without telling me... But now that we've met again..."

Of course, exactly what she muttered just before leaving the office...

Rubern Ailoy had no way of knowing.

Ch.34 - Knight Maker With A Smile (1)
Ibona and Petra returned to the Black Lion Knights with the manual I had written for them.

Ibona, in particular, bowed deeply three times just before leaving, almost like someone making a desperate plea.

"Thank you!! Thank you so much!! Rubern!!"

To think that Ibona would grovel like that.

If I hadn't left the knights, I would never have witnessed such a sight.

*Well, you live and learn.*

To be honest, I didn't feel particularly satisfied. Even though Ibona had been annoying, she wasn't fundamentally a bad person.

The administrative director was just stupid.

If I had been equally stupid, we might have happily run the Black Lion Knights into the ground together.

Unfortunately, that wasn't the case.

The one who really needs to be taught a lesson is Knight Commander Levia.

From what I've been hearing, that woman still hasn't come to her senses.

Well, it wouldn't make sense for an Imperial Knight Order to collapse overnight.

According to Petra, the Imperial Court has dispatched an advisory committee, so internal issues will likely stabilize faster than expected.

But that's only possible if there are no opposing forces, like before.

Even if they do normalize somehow, the Black Lion Knights will clearly never regain their former reputation as the "top" knight order.

They may still have the "Imperial" label, but just in the capital alone, how many knight orders are there?

While many are mediocre, there are quite a few that are genuinely on par with the Black Lion Knights.

It would be a mistake to think those hyenas would just sit back and watch the wounded lion.

Plus, the influence the Black Lion Knights "used to have" in the northern regions will be gradually consumed by our Snow Leopard Knights.

They'll enter into serious competition with the powerful knight orders in the capital and nearby regions.

After taking a few hits from me while they're distracted, the future of the Black Lions will become as dark as their color.

"Now that the business in Tipen Village is more or less wrapped up... it's time to focus on building up the knight order."

I twirled the pen in my hand.

First, I needed to train the current personnel. The founding members who would become the pillars of the Snow Leopard Knights needed to be skilled enough to attract others of similar caliber.

***

"Have you been well?"
"Yes! There wasn't much to do anyway!"
"Vice Commander Imen must have had a hard time..."
"It's fine. I've gotten somewhat used to this kind of work now..."

Vice Commander Imen Lua glanced at me as she spoke.

When she briefly visited Tipen Village last month to prepare the monthly budget, she seemed to have hit a wall after witnessing the insane work pace that Petra and I maintained.

Yet there was a strange sense of competitive spirit regarding administrative skills, which made it clear that our Vice Commander Imen would become a very reliable administrative staff member.

She had mentioned that she no longer felt confident in field work since the Great Expedition, so perhaps she was looking to change her career path entirely.

According to my built-in administrative power scouter, Vice Commander Imen possessed Piccolo-level administrative abilities.

That's honestly good enough to join the administrative Avengers.

Without any coaching from me, she's already at Piccolo level, so with proper management, she could potentially reach Saiyan level.

However, now was the time to focus on military power rather than administrative skills.

"The reason everyone has gathered again in Tipen Village today is at Commander Sianne's request."
"The Commander requested this?"
"Yes."

As I clapped my hands, Sianne and the Pirhak couple emerged from the surveillance hut that Heintz and Barbara had built before.

And as always, Lucy was holding Sianne's hand.

"Oh? That child is...?"
"From today, she will be observing as a knight apprentice candidate for our Snow Leopard Knights."

Since her personality wasn't fully formed yet, I thought it would be better for her to develop the mindset of a knight candidate from now.

Imen, who had visited once before and seen Lucy, seemed to take it as a natural development.

However, Heintz and Barbara, who had never seen her before, made a fuss over Lucy's appearance.

Of course, our Lucy is quite pretty. It's only natural that she would attract such attention.

"Wow! She looks exactly like Commander Sianne!"
"W-wait... Administrative Officer Rubern? Surely not...?"

Unlike Barbara, who was jumping around with excitement, Heintz's eyes showed a subtle mix of confusion and something close to contempt.

"It's not like that, Heintz. We simply took in a child who was wandering around the outskirts of the village with no memories."

I've heard the suggestion that she might be a daughter born between Sianne and me so many times that I've learned to preemptively shut it down before getting to the main topic.

"I suppose she is a bit too old for that anyway."

Heintz nodded in understanding.

"But who are those people behind you?"
"Pleased to meet you. I'm the adventurer Pirhak."

While Lucy had momentarily distracted everyone's attention, the main reason for gathering all the knights was that Pirhak and Percerscaron had offered to evaluate the knights' capabilities.

The saying "clear water flows from a clear source" is certainly true.

I myself was influenced by Count Rupel's character and ended up proposing the administrative officer position for some third-rate knight order called the White Rose or whatever.

But when it comes to military groups like knight orders, things are slightly different.

It's good if the members have good character, of course. They can be role models for the territory's residents.

However, a knight order with good character but no strength couldn't honestly be called proper.

The Black Lion Knights were established as the only Imperial Knight Order because Commander Levia and the knights under her had overwhelmingly superior skills.

While there has been a continuous outflow of talent since the Great Expedition, the prestige of the Imperial Knight Order hasn't changed much from then to now.

That's because the strength possessed by the commander and the main knights was beyond comparison.

That's how important the individual skills of knights are to a knight order.

"Pirhak...!! The great adventurer?"
"What?!"

Barbara and Heintz, who hadn't been introduced beforehand, shouted simultaneously at the appearance of the celebrity.

"Hahaha, I have a personal friendship with Administrative Officer Rubern. And this is my wife, 'Per'."

At Pirhak's introduction, the Red Dragon sister-in-law nodded slightly in greeting.

It could be seen as a rude gesture, but no one present dared to comment.

Everyone seemed to instinctively recognize her overwhelming power.

"Anyway, these two will be guiding your skills from now on. Neither of them are knights, but I've granted them instructor qualifications by my authority as administrative officer, so please respect their decisions and instructions unconditionally."
"Of course!"
"Wow!! To think I'd actually meet someone I've only heard about in stories!"

And so began the intensive training week for the Snow Leopard Knights.

At last.
It was time for everyone to level up.

***

The knights' training was proceeding splendidly.

They devoted themselves to training during the day, and in the late afternoon when the sun began to set, everyone gathered for a brief feedback session.

-Knight Ronz would be better suited to a battle axe rather than a greatsword for better body balance. Also, you should stretch more as your muscle flexibility is lacking.

-Heintz, was it? When moving for reconnaissance, you can't hide your presence just by lightening your footsteps. You need to practice controlling your breathing more slowly and quietly.

Since the training was centered around Pirhak and sister-in-law Per, Commander Sianne and I as the administrative officer didn't have much to do.

To be more precise, our priorities were different.

I had no reason to participate in Pirhak and Percerscaron's swordsmanship guidance since I wasn't a frontline combatant.

As for Sianne, she was focused on incorporating the Sky Sword Style of the dragon knight Orgius, which she had found in the Gold Dragon's nest, into the Eren Sword Style that her father had created and passed down.

Tonight too.
Sianne was still diligently swinging her sword in the training ground (or rather, the open space) under the risen moon.

"Hup, hyah!!"

With a swish—her sword cut through a straw dummy in one fluid motion. A clean strike.

"Phew..."
"Working hard again today, I see."

When I casually spoke to her, Sianne wiped away the beads of sweat and replied.

"I have to work hard. I can finally fulfill my father's long-cherished wish."
"You mean completing the Eren Sword Style?"
"Yes, but... it's a bit difficult. There are many contradictory elements between the Orgius Sky Sword Style and the Eren Sword Style."

Sianne planted her sword in the ground and smiled bitterly.

"Perhaps it's too much for someone like me."
"Why do you think that? I can guarantee that Commander Sianne ranks among the top ten knights I've ever seen in terms of skill."
"What?! No... there's no need to flatter me like that!"
"I'm not joking, I'm serious."

When she first demonstrated the Eren Sword Style in the goblin mine, I felt it clearly. Sianne was definitely skilled.

She lost her father at the age when she should have been growing and learning as a knight, and somehow managed to sustain a broken knight order.

The fact that she possessed such skill in that situation proved that Sianne's talent was overwhelming.

"Then why can't I complete my father's swordsmanship?"

Sianne looked at me intently as she asked.

"The administrative officer excels at everything, but I can't do that. That means you have talent as an administrative officer, right? But when it comes to talent as a knight, that probably suits Barbara better than me."

Barbara.

Yes, Sianne was right.

Barbara, the youngest member of the Snow Leopard Knights, truly possessed overwhelming talent.

Even Percerscaron had praised her talent.

-The last Dragon Slayer I saw was that guy they called the Eastern Sword Saint. To be honest, this girl's talent is similar to his. It's the first time I've been curious about how much stronger someone might become in the future.

She had compared Barbara to the Sword Saint who had nearly killed her.

Though still unrefined, once her talent truly blossoms, no one in the Snow Leopard Knights would be able to keep up with her.

With such a talented person right before her eyes, it was only natural that Commander Sianne's self-esteem would plummet.

Overwhelming talent tends to negate all the effort one has put in until now.

But that only applies when comparing a genius to an ordinary person.

Between geniuses, the story is a bit different.

In my eyes, Sianne was just as much a genius as Barbara.

Not every Sword Saint wins every battle or has the upper hand against every swordsman.

"Commander Sianne."
"Yes."
"Could you bring me a spare sword?"
"What? Suddenly?"
"Let me see this swordsmanship you're trying to complete."

I spoke to Sianne with a confident expression.

From what I could see, our blonde commander needed to take some pride in her abilities. Her self-esteem was far too low.

It seemed like the pressure of handling the tremendous legacy of dragon knight Orgius's Sky Sword Style, combined with the responsibility of completing the sword style her father left behind, had led to this stance...

"I think I might be able to help you with that."

It was time to return as Rubern the swordsman, the self-esteem healing machine of the Black Lion Knights.
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"Are you really going to do this...?"
"As opposed to doing it falsely?"

I grabbed the practice sword and swung it through the air a few times. The grip felt good, and the balance wasn't bad either.

It seemed the newly settled dwarf craftsman in Tipen Village had quite impressive skills.

I'd noticed adventurers often placing custom orders with him, and with this level of craftsmanship, I could see why.

The protective gear was also excellent—lightweight yet perfectly fitted to my body. It consisted of leather guards protecting my head, knees, and forearms.

"You're saying I can use the full Eren Sword Style, not just simple sparring!"
"It's fine, really fine, so don't worry. That's why I'm wearing protective gear, isn't it?"
"Protective gear won't necessarily protect you...!!"
"It's okay, I won't die~."

I spoke while loosening up my body, tapping my feet.

I understood what Sianne was worried about.

Even with practice swords, once aura is used, they become more threatening than most real swords.

While it wouldn't slice my arm clean off like a real sword might, it could still cause injuries.

Without protection, a direct hit to the bone would crush it.

*Actually, breaking bones during sparring isn't exactly new to me.*

There was a reason I was particularly obsessed with physical training in the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Strong muscles, flexible joints, and solid bones were the only things that could minimize injuries.

Even as an administrator, I couldn't escape the monthly friendly sparring matches.

It was all because of our damn Chief of Staff Kain Icarus's policy that "everyone in the Imperial Knights, from the lowliest janitor to the Knight Commander, must be battle-hardened."

-What would you guys do if assassins attacked the empty headquarters while all the knights were deployed?
-But... our regulations specifically state that at least one knight unit must remain to guard the headquarters, don't they?
-Don't make excuses, you little shit, huh? What does a Chief Administrator know to be talking back~?
-I apologize.
-So what would you do?!
-I, I suppose we'd have to fight?
-Exactly. And to fight, you need to maintain your combat sense through regular sparring like this.

That stubborn old bastard, always pushing his agenda with the most ridiculous examples.

Meanwhile, while other administrators paired up with apprentice knights, Chief Kain always singled me out. His reasoning was that as Chief Administrator, I should face someone of the Chief of Staff's caliber.

*Though that was really because he'd grown too old and soft to be a match for the other knights.*

Naturally, I couldn't possibly defeat a proper knight who had awakened his aura when I hadn't even properly awakened my mana.

To minimize injuries from these beatings, I had no choice but to train my body and learn techniques to deflect aura-infused attacks.

Ugh, it's frustrating just thinking about it again.

That bastard—toward the end, I might have actually been able to win a few times.

*Should I have challenged him to one last sparring match before quitting?*

Anyway, enough reminiscing. I gave Sianne a relaxed smile.

"While I may lack talent in swordsmanship and don't have deep experience, I'd like to think I'm not a bad sparring partner for Commander Sianne."
"I... I see..."

After my continued insistence that it was fine, she finally drew her practice sword and took her stance.

A perfect position without the slightest flaw.

It was a clean stance that seemed to perfectly embody the longsword standards taught in the knights' manual.

I could get a glimpse of how diligently Sianne had trained in swordsmanship.

"Hyaah─!!"

With a single shout, her golden hair fluttered. Her sword came down from above as she closed the distance in an instant.

She hadn't activated her aura.

Was this consideration on her part? Or was she trying to gauge my skill?

Clang!! I dove inside her striking arc and deflected the blade.

The impact of the blunt blades colliding traveled through my wrist, and I immediately twisted my shoulder to thrust my sword toward Sianne.

"...?!"
"Got you, Commander."

My practice sword grazed Sianne's stomach.

If it had been a real sword, Sianne would have been eliminated at this point.

Despite the disadvantage of using a short sword against her longsword with its greater reach and wider blade, I had managed to land an effective hit on her.

Sianne seemed quite surprised by this fact.

After all, diving into an opening without even a buckler for protection requires considerable skill.

But the fact remains that I have no real talent for swordsmanship.

Why?
Because this is all swordsmanship I learned while getting beaten up.

For self-esteem to be healed, the person doing the healing needs to have a certain level of skill.

If my self-esteem could be boosted by defeating someone who was clearly a pushover, I wouldn't have been so frustrated in the first place.

There's a huge difference between my golden goblin Chunsik saying "Human! Good sword!" and Percerscaron saying "You're pretty good with a sword, aren't you?"

Pushing around weaklings is nothing more than bullying.

The reason that old bastard Kain insisted on sparring with only me was because he wasn't skilled enough to face regular knights, but fighting the weaker administrative staff wasn't fun for him.

"If we're talking about swordsmanship without mana, you should approach this as if facing at least a regular knight."
"...I apologize."

Sianne lowered her sword and bowed her head respectfully.

"I was rude. Please forgive me."
"No... there's nothing to forgive."

As I thought, until just now, she had been holding back out of concern for my safety.

I could understand that completely.

Even with practice swords, this wasn't like taekwondo where you might just take a few kicks and be done with it.

"Then from now on, I'll be serious as you requested."

Woong─.
Woong woong woong─!

Sianne opened her aura. A white, rippling energy coated her practice sword.

Pure mana, bright enough to dazzle the eyes.

I swallowed hard and focused my mind.

From now on, I would need to be careful not to scream if I took even a single hit.

"Here I come!!"

Her sword accelerated simultaneously with her warning shout. Much faster than her previous strike.

While I could track the trajectory of her earlier attack, now I couldn't even see where she was aiming with my naked eye.

"Kuk!?"

Kagakang!!

I swung my sword in response to the killing intent I instinctively felt.

Inside my flank.

I barely managed to block the slashing attack that had slipped in, but Sianne didn't stop.

Swordsmanship isn't as simple as one might think.

Unless I had been reincarnated into this body with some sort of Swordmaster buff...

For someone like me, who was essentially a civilian, the idea of unleashing sword energy and delivering dozens of consecutive strikes like in novels and games was pure fantasy.

And Sianne, who was actually performing those consecutive strikes, was truly a master who had reached that realm of fantasy.

Her practice longsword dove in.

An upward strike following the crossed blades caught at my side.

I knew it was a trajectory aimed precisely at my head, but even knowing this, I couldn't react and allowed the hit.

WHACK!!!

"Kuhak!!!"

My head felt like it was spinning.

Wow, that's insane! It hurts like hell!!!

I thought I'd built up some toughness from getting beaten up in the knights' order, but if I hadn't been wearing protection or if Sianne had put just a little more strength into it, it would have been 100% a fracture.

"Administrator Rubern!!!"
"I'm, I'm fine. Let's continue."

But I can endure it.
This protective gear on my head is now my "belt of determination"—I'll stubbornly hold out until my HP reaches 1.

Hearing me say that, Sianne fidgeted, unsure what to do.

"Hurry up!"
"I, aaaah!!"

The next would be a diagonal follow-up strike. Sianne's sword attack as she charged forward with a shout.

I immediately jumped backward to create distance between us.

If I tried to maintain an impossible distance and counter, I'd be retired within seconds.

"Hup!!"

But even the distance I'd worked to create was closed in a single step.

Clang! Kachak!!
Two consecutive strikes.

It was already challenging just to block with all my might.

I somehow managed to deflect the blows, but the shockwave threw me off balance and I tumbled to the ground.

Thud!
Boom!

"Kuhit...!!"
"Administrator...!"
"One more time, just one more time!"

I kept provoking and urging her on. Sianne surely knew that I was clashing with her at full strength.

By now she must have started to understand what I was trying to say.

"This... will be the last one!"
"I'll try to endure one last time as well."

I'd always heard that knights were completely different when using aura versus when not using it.

But purely from my experience, Sianne's gap was much wider.

Just how potent is her aura?

Before I could finish marveling, her first attack came flying in.

I twisted my wrist to deflect the blade that came thrusting in. Sianne's sword barely grazed my ear as it passed by.

A chilling sensation ran down my spine.

But I didn't back down. Since I said I would try to endure this last time, I would give it my absolute all.

I looked straight into Sianne's eyes, burning with fighting spirit, and put more strength into my wrist to deflect her sword.

*This is my opening!!*

Her abdomen was wide open, just like before.

Was this some kind of weakness? I quickly recovered my stance and closed in on Sianne.

But Sianne blocked my penetrating attack far too easily.

Clang!!

Simply by twisting her hand a bit lower, she completely blocked the path of my sword.

A stance of iron defense that wouldn't allow even a momentary gap to exploit.

After taking an elbow to the shoulder, I placed my practice sword on the ground.

Clang─! Kakangkang!

A perfect defeat.

Thinking this should be enough, I lightly rubbed my throbbing shoulder and applauded Sianne.

"I couldn't keep up. You're amazing."
"...Administrator Rubern is the amazing one. Your sense is incredibly sharp."
"Even a dog that's spent three years in a Confucian school can recite poetry—spend three years in the Black Lion Knights and this is what happens."

The problem is that I didn't learn it in the way I would have wanted.

"Is this the average for the Black Lion Knights? It's... much higher than the level of regular knights in most orders."
"The same goes for Commander Sianne. The sheer weight of your aura rushing in... was almost too much to handle."

I said this while fidgeting with my still-throbbing wrist.

This is what I call mutual respect grooming.

Showering each other with praise to simultaneously boost each other's self-esteem—my secret technique.

I used it quite effectively in the Black Lion Knights to boost the self-esteem of apprentice knights and rookies who had just earned their knighthood.

"Now for the main point. Show me the Eren Sword Style you've been developing."

The exploratory phase is over.
We've enjoyed the appetizer, so it's about time for the main dish, isn't it?

If her drop in self-esteem is due to the completeness of her sword style, I need to experience that style directly to offer any advice.

That experience naturally includes getting hit.

I can't exactly take hits from a real sword, can I?

Besides, when I saw it in the dungeon last time, everything happened too quickly.

"Alright."

After going along with everything so far, it would be awkward to back out now.

Sianne looked at me with what seemed like determination in her eyes, then took her stance again.

Hoooooo.

Her eyes flashed as she took a deep breath.

"Eren Eighth Sword. Evening Primrose."

Flash.

A brilliance resembling moonlight poured down.
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The acceleration was added to his already swift movements. A strike sharp enough to cut through moonlight rushed before his eyes.

The moment I saw that stance.

I instinctively knew I couldn't block it. No matter how I tried to counter, this strike was absolutely unstoppable.

*Overwhelming...*

That's what I thought just seconds ago.

"?"

The sword strike came in a straight trajectory. But unlike before, when there wasn't even the slightest opening, now there were too many gaps to exploit.

Despite starting with a nearly perfect stance, it faltered just before the sword was swung.

Clang! Screeeech!

I twisted my body and pushed forward along the path of her longsword. Momentary confusion flashed in Sianne's eyes.

My sword was pointed precisely at her throat.

"What happened?"
"..."

Sianne dropped her sword weakly to the floor. Her face contorted with frustration.

"The Eren Sword Saint Style is only complete up to the seventh form. For forms eight through twelve, I only know the stances."
"Then that thrust just now..."
"I adapted a form from the Sky Sword Style that's most similar to the eighth form's preparatory stance. They call it 'Gathering Storm Clouds.'"

So that's what happened.

I withdrew my sword and looked at Sianne. Her expression suggested she might burst into tears at any moment.

"You see? I can't complete my father's... the Eren Sword Saint Style. If it were Barbara instead of me with such poor understanding of the original Orgius Sky Sword Style, she would surely have completed it by now!"
"No. You're wrong."

At my firm words, Sianne raised her head and met my eyes.

Tears pooled beneath her sapphire blue eyes, glistening in the moonlight.

"Captain, your approach itself is wrong. You shouldn't be trying to incorporate the Orgius Sky Sword Style into the Eren style. You're simply attaching them together."

They're fundamentally different sword arts.

I couldn't know why Sianne's father and the Dragon Knight Orgius each created their own sword techniques, but one thing I could say with certainty:

The Eren Sword Saint Style operates on a completely different mechanism from the Orgius Sky Sword Style.

Could you install MacOS on a Samsung laptop?

I've seen Windows OS applied to MacBooks, but even then, it's far less efficient than just buying a laptop optimized for Windows.

The current situation was similar.

No matter how legendary the Orgius Sky Sword Style might be as a martial art completed by a hero of legend, if her goal was to complete the Eren Sword Saint Style, simply transplanting techniques from the Sky Sword Style was the worst approach.

"Then... what am I supposed to do?!"
"The Orgius Sky Sword Style is a reference book, not a textbook."
"A reference book and a textbook?"

Oops, I misspoke.

"Um... a reference book is something you consult. What I mean is that it's not a manual you blindly follow to complete the Eren Sword Saint Style."

Back in my original world, I used many reference books when preparing for exams. Korea takes these things very seriously.

But teachers always said that reference books were truly just for reference, not to be treated like textbooks.

Depending on the curriculum and what kind of exam questions would be asked that year, there were definitely problems that couldn't be solved using only reference books.

"First, let's study the Orgius Sky Sword Style together. We need to analyze how to apply it properly to Captain Sianne."

I took her limp hands in both of mine as I spoke.

"What's certain is that you can complete the Eren Sword Saint Style, Captain Sianne. Don't lose heart. You're truly just one step away."
"Administrator Rubern..."
"While we're at it, could you teach me that 'Gathering Storm Clouds' stance from the Orgius Sky Sword Style you mentioned earlier? I'll help as much as I can."

Sianne wiped her eyes with her sleeve, then picked up her sword from the floor with a determined expression.

"Here, like this, in this stance."
"Ah, I see."
"Move your thigh backward and shift your center of gravity to your heel..."

Even after our sparring session ended, Sianne and I continued swinging our swords together for hours.

It felt quite good to properly hold and swing a sword after so long.

When was the last time I had enjoyed wielding a sword like this?

I suppose I could continue this kind of training with her until we somewhat complete Sianne's Eren Sword Saint Style.

The night was long.
The air was cool.

Not bad at all.

***

"Ah."

And inevitably, eternal agony arrived. After swinging a sword enthusiastically and waking up in the morning, what had seemed like a perfectly fine body had turned into a living corpse.

"Ugh, nnngh..."

Even lifting my arm was incredibly difficult.

With any exercise, isolation is important, but yesterday I must have overdone it while being distracted by Sianne's company.

And the source of this pain wasn't just muscle soreness.

"What the hell is this?"

My arms and legs were covered in dark bruises. My wrists ached too. Though no bones were damaged, they were swollen from repeatedly absorbing impacts.

I looked like I'd been thoroughly beaten—which, to be fair, was actually the case.

As I trembled like an undead creature, the door opened and the blonde knight captain entered.

"Administrator Rubern! I think I've somewhat completed the eighth form's stance!"

Beads of sweat dotted her face. Don't tell me she woke up early to train more after all that practice yesterday?

What incredible perseverance.

Is this what it takes to be a knight captain?

Why is she so completely different from our Levia, who's also blonde but always shows up late and scratches her belly?

"Huh? Administrator? What happened to you?!"

Of course, Sianne, who had entered the room with a fresh expression, was shocked when she saw my condition.

What do you mean what happened?
You're the one who made me like this.

"Bruises... there's not a single uninjured spot on you!"

Instead of answering, I just smiled at her. Realizing what that meant, Sianne flailed her hands in panic.

"Oh no! What should I do?!"
"It's fine. I was the one who suggested it, after all. I knew this would happen anyway. But it hurts quite a bit... could you perhaps apply some medicine for me?"
"Ah! Medicine! Yes! I'll bring it right away!"

Sianne dashed out of the room and quickly returned. She was carrying a potion bottle and some ointment.

"This is a new ointment made by Alchemist Compton. It's supposed to be excellent for bruises and such..."
"If it's from Mr. Compton, it must be reliable."

Thanks to the efficient use of byproducts from the D-rank Cave Roach dungeon, Compton's potions and medicines were trading at quite high prices in the market.

I heard that he had made a good deal with the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort and was planning to open a second shop in the mining city of Jahed with their backing.

Indeed, Jahed had more merchant distribution than Petaronto, true to its reputation.

"Please drink this potion first."

I tried to struggle into a sitting position, but no matter how much I tried, my muscles wouldn't cooperate.

As I trembled, Sianne rushed over and quickly supported my waist to raise my upper body.

"Why did you push yourself so hard?!"
"It's all because the captain was looking so gloomy. As an administrator who supports the captain, I couldn't just stand by and watch."
"Really, doing such foolish things! Open your mouth!"
"Aaah—"

Despite her scolding, Sianne carefully poured the potion into my mouth.

Gulp, gulp. It was strange how the red-colored potion had absolutely no taste.

After drinking the potion, Sianne opened the ointment jar and scooped a generous amount of gel onto her finger, then applied it to my thigh.

A cool sensation.
Followed by a burning feeling.

Wait, this is...?

"Is this a new product?"
"Yes, it's supposed to be good for inflammation and pain."
"What's it called?"
"He said he hasn't named it yet. For now, he's only supplied it to our knight order."

This is totally that red lotion that's strong against muscle pain. It even faithfully reproduces the characteristic warmth and the pungent herbal scent.

"He's developed another amazing product."
"Is it that good? I've never tried it myself."
"I guarantee it. If this goes on sale, he'll be sitting on a pile of money—ARGH!"
"I'm sorry!"

That almost killed me.
Why did she suddenly press on a bruise?

"Um... could you lie on your stomach now? I'll apply some to your back."

My back probably looks terrible too.

It kept aching whenever I moved earlier.

It's not surprising after rolling on the bare ground so many times.

But when even raising my upper body was difficult, I couldn't perform the level 99 difficulty move of turning over by myself.

After struggling and giving up, I asked Sianne for help.

"Could you help me a bit?"

She flipped my body over like a pancake.

"Should we remove your clothes?"
"Yes, they're in the way and the ointment will stain them."
"Then, please help me."

Sianne nodded and helped me remove my upper garments as well.

This is like being in a nursing home!

I was truly impressed by her spirit of service, always putting the patient first. If it were Levia, she would have complained about having to do such things despite being a knight captain.

No, she would have just told me to get the potion myself and drink it.

*That wench.*

Whenever I noticed these differences between Sianne and Levia, cursing came as a natural physiological response.

"But it's a bit awkward to apply it to your back. Just a moment... excuse me."

Perhaps because the bed was rather low, Sianne took off her shoes and climbed on top of me.

It became a somewhat strange position, but before I could even think about that, the bruises on my back throbbed with pain.

"ARGH!"
"Please bear with it a little!"

The fact that it hurt so much even without being properly touched showed it was more serious than I thought.

Sianne traced my back with the gentlest touch possible, slowly. The sensation of the gel on her fingertips stimulated my nerves.

"Ow, owww..."

Swish, swish.
Rub, rub.

At first, it hurt whenever she touched me, but as the medicine began to take effect, my back just felt warm.

It's definitely menthol.
No doubt about it.

After rapidly going back and forth between hell and heaven, I felt my muscles completely relax.

"Thank you, Captain Sianne."
"...Please don't overdo it next time. I don't think the administrator needs to damage his body like this."
"I understand. I did go a bit overboard yesterday. It was really enjoyable though."
"What was enjoyable?"
"The time spent (training) together with the captain."
"What?!"

Checking each other's bodies, correcting each other's postures. It felt like having a personal one-on-one training session.

Even though I got beaten up a bit beforehand, it was quite rare to have someone of Sianne's caliber right beside me, helping to control the pace.

"I genuinely enjoy (swinging swords), despite how I look."
"W-what are you saying? Are you teasing me again?! Like with the wyvern last time!"
"No. I'm serious."
"Ah, ugh..."

Sianne suddenly made a groaning sound and hurriedly jumped off the bed.

"I-I don't care! Stupid administrator!"

And then she ran out of the room.

"Wait, Sianne!"

I don't know why she suddenly acted that way when she seemed fine just a moment ago.

"Close the door when you leave!"

Close the door when you leave, for goodness' sake!
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"You've worked hard all this time."

After a series of events were wrapped up, the intensive training of the knights supervised by Pirhak and Percerscaron had more or less come to an end.

Our pervert dragon Pirhak, who once dreamed of becoming a Weapon Master, analyzed each knight's physique and taught them suitable weapon techniques. Meanwhile, Red Dragon Percerscaron passed down her know-how to the knights based on her centuries of experience.

Combat training directly from a man close to the pinnacle of adventurers and a living Red Dragon—even the Imperial Black Lion Knights would never receive such education. It was essentially priceless training that couldn't be bought even with a fortune.

Of course, nobody except me and Sianne knew she was a Red Dragon. If they ever found out her true identity, they'd surely gape in shock.

"I was able to correct most of their postures and habits. They all had good fundamentals, so it didn't take long."

Pirhak said to Sianne with a refreshing smile. She beamed proudly at the praise her knights received.

"Well, we should be heading back now. We've finished our business in this village."
"Come to think of it, why did you two come here in the first place?"

Originally, they had visited because of the dragon's lair buried beneath the gold mine, so they could have left right after bringing Lucy.

Yet they had stayed until now at my request to train the knights a little.

"We came to investigate something related to the gold mine. Now that the source of trouble is gone, it's time to return home."
"I see."
"So what was it in the end?"

At Barbara's question, I paused briefly before answering.

"An ancient curse. A terrible curse that turned people into gold."

My deliberately solemn answer made Barbara's face turn pale.

"Ahaha! Our youngest knight seems frightened! Don't worry too much. My wife is also an excellent magician. She took care of it right away."

Of course.
She's a magician more powerful than most ordinary ones.

Even a 6th circle magician, who would normally be considered quite powerful, would become crispy on the outside and juicy on the inside in an instant from one fire dragon breath.

To go one-on-one with her, you'd need at least a 7th circle magician.

"Well then... it's been fun these past few days."

Pirhak bowed politely to the knights to say goodbye.

"Thank you so much, Sir Pirhak. And Per, I really don't know how to express my gratitude..."
"It's fine. I came to find my husband and helped out along the way."

Percerscaron shrugged her shoulders.

"Please visit Rupel Territory anytime. Our Snow Leopard Knights will welcome you wholeheartedly."
"Sure~ If I get the chance."

She seemed to have genuinely liked them. She's not the type of person—no, dragon—who would say such things unless she meant it.

"Lucius!"

At Pirhak's call, the blue wyvern sitting quietly behind them spread its wings wide.

Sianne, who had been standing still, seemed to have developed trauma from wyvern riding after the previous Zero-Two incident, and jumped back in surprise.

When I burst into giggles at her reaction, she shot me a piercing glare.

"Administrator, if you want to spar again tonight, keep teasing me."
"I'm sorry!"

Hmm, she's gotten much better at firing back these days.

Pirhak and Percerscaron mounted the wyvern. It was a rare sight to see a wyvern carrying a dragon, but the others who didn't know this fact simply waved enthusiastically.

Meanwhile, Pirhak, who was slyly trying to slip his hand onto the inside of Per's thigh, quickly withdrew it after receiving a crisp slap.

That crazy bastard.
Now that they're alone, he's going wild.

"Safe travels!"
"Let's meet again! It was wonderful!"

They smiled at us and soared into the sky in an instant.

Truly a flying dragon.

I wish I had my own wyvern mount someday.

The blue wyvern disappeared from sight in the blink of an eye.

For a moment, I thought I saw the form of a red dragon beyond the clouds... but it was probably just my imagination.

"Should we be heading back now too?"

After the farewell that was as quick as the meeting, Vice-Captain Imen Rua asked me.

It had been almost a month since we left the capital Petaronto, so it was about time to return to headquarters.

We couldn't keep focusing solely on Tipen Village forever.

"From now on, it's entirely up to the village chief."
"Then when do you plan to depart..."
"We could leave as early as tomorrow without any problems."
"Understood. I'll prepare accordingly."

Still, there are some things left to do.

Although I said it's up to the village chief, I should at least discuss the general direction with him.

And I have various matters to talk about with the people I've connected with here.

"Administrator Rubern!! Captain Sianne!!"

It was then that the village chief's voice came from behind. Speak of the devil.

Maybe he came to get Pirhak's autograph. I heard last time that he was quite a fan.

Too bad.

However, as soon as I saw the chief's urgent expression, I immediately sensed that he wasn't looking for me for such a trivial matter.

"What's the matter?"
"Kirten Mexis! Baron Kirten is visiting the village!"

Ah, I see.
Finally, the inevitable has come.

***

Baron Kirten Mexis.

He was a vassal whose family had served the Rupel Count for generations, and currently governed part of the count's territory as a kind of regional lord.

Three years ago, when Count Rupel personally led his knights to participate in the Great Expedition.

He entrusted the southern region, which was the most fertile and valuable land in the territory, to Kirten because the baron was that competent.

"I entrust our territory and our people to you."
"I pray for your safe return."

Baron Kirten strove to make the southern Rupel region a territory no less impressive than any other, honoring his lord's wishes.

And his efforts bore fruit.

More than half of the crops produced in Rupel Territory came from Baron Kirten's domain.

He had built "Montelgo," a major city whose population rivaled that of the famous mining city Jahed or the capital Petaronto.

The residents, who initially showed antipathy toward the proxy ruler, soon followed Baron Kirten after he produced immediate visible results.

However, problems arose when Count Rupel returned from the expedition.

The knights were annihilated.

There was virtually no income from the expedition, and they were even in a tight situation with the cost of equipment used for the expedition.

Moreover, since they had suffered serious damage and were forced to return before the expedition was properly concluded.

When the Great Expedition ended, Count Rupel did not receive much recognition for his achievements.

In the end, the baron's plan to relinquish his position as a lord and return to being a direct vassal of the count upon Rupel's return went awry.

To save the declining territory, the Kirten Barony under his rule needed to grow even more.

Using the excuse that there was no other choice, he had been living as the lord of the Kirten Barony for two years now.

The situation in Rupel Territory continued to deteriorate, and dependence on the Kirten Barony increased.

No matter how unavoidable it was, the administrators and vassals who had built up the Kirten Barony couldn't help but resent the monthly increasing levies.

Discontent turned into anger, and anger was about to spread into "a dangerous form that should never happen."

Then the news from the Rupel Count's family changed.

Previously, it had been "we need to raise taxes a bit more this time too" or demands for various necessities.

Recently, however, they restored tax rates to their original levels and significantly reduced the frequency of additional demands for crops, minerals, weapons, and other supplementary items.

They even went so far as to commend Baron Kirten himself and his vassals with fine southern wine, saying they had worked hard all this time.

Since southern wine was treated as a very expensive luxury in the north, Baron Kirten himself wondered why they were doing this.

Moreover, rumors about a village where goblins and humans lived together naturally reached the ears of the adjacent Baron Kirten.

A place where elf bards frolicked, dwarf craftsmen's hammers rang out, and beastkin mercenaries sparred with human knights-errant.

It sounded like something out of a childhood fairy tale.

Already curious about the recent changes in news from the count's family, and also interested in the rumors about a famous administrator who had been appointed.

Baron Kirten Mexis arrived at Tipen Village, leading his "common" knights.

But...

"My lord! There are several children and goblins blocking the road!"
"What are you talking about?"

The baron opened the carriage door in disbelief at the coachman's words.

"Well, well."

Indeed, children along with goblins were blocking the road.

The child who stood out most to the baron was a girl with flowing golden hair.

"Hehe, you can't pass!!!"

What on earth is going on?
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It was still a bizarre sight no matter how many times he looked. Weren't goblins monsters that kidnapped and devoured children?

Of course, as far as he knew, some monsters could be tamed.

But it was such a difficult and dangerous task that few except real eccentrics would attempt it.

Besides, people usually tamed impressive and powerful creatures like manticores or basilisks.

It was peculiar that someone had tamed goblins—stupid, ferocious creatures whose only skill was robbing passersby.

No, "tamed" might not even be the right word.

No matter how he looked at it, they seemed like actual residents of this place.

"You brats! Move aside! Do you have any idea whose path you're blocking?!"

Finally, the coachman lost his patience and shouted while shaking his fist. His voice boiled with anger, making some of the children flinch.

"I'm... scared..."
"Let's just go back. These men don't look like they'll give us anything tasty."
"Geuruk! It's okay! We handle this!"

Strangely enough, it was the goblins who were comforting the children. Some goblins even stood protectively in front of them.

The Baron of Kirten had initially planned to order the coachman to stop and ask what the children wanted, but he was left speechless at this unexpected scene.

"No pass! Human! Give quickly!"
"W-what do you want me to give? These creatures..."
"Food!!"

"Ah! It seems these children block the road and travelers throw them food in response."

The baron had packed some snacks—sweet cookies he'd brought as gifts for the administrator and the knight commander.

As the baron smiled and was about to have the coachman pass the food to them...

"Franken," a folk knight who had been standing at the back of the procession, strode forward and kicked one of the goblins blocking the way.

"You fucking vermin! Who do you think you are to block the road?!"
"Keheuk?!"

The goblin's small body tumbled across the ground, coughing painfully.

"Jaesik!! Are you okay?!"
"W-waaah!! These men are bad people! Why are you hitting him! Why?!"

The children quickly surrounded the wheezing goblin, and the bigger kids who seemed to be the leaders of the group started yelling back angrily.

The blonde girl was among them.

"These little bastards... living with monsters must have taught them some bad habits... Hey, get out of the way now!!"
"Apologize! Apologize to Jaesik!!"
"Woooo, you're ugly! Your heart is as ugly as your face~~!!"

Perhaps the situation could have been resolved if he had just reasoned with them calmly. But these weren't the kind of children who would run away after seeing their friend get hit.

Far from being scared, they became even more defiant, which made Franken bark at them again with a phlegmy voice.

"Move it!! You little shits!"

The Folk Knights weren't a formal knightly order. Generally, they consisted of mercenaries or wanderers who joined to earn a living.

In territories with special circumstances like the Barony of Kirten, they functioned as an organization employed by local administrators under the concept of "officially contracted mercenaries."

He was the leader of such an organization.

He wasn't known for being kind to children, and he was infamous for his terrible personality.

If not for his overwhelming skill that compensated for everything else, even Baron Kirten would have reconsidered hiring him.

That was the kind of man Folk Knight Commander Franken was.

But the more he threatened, the more the children banded together.

And at their center was—
naturally, the blonde girl.

"You really have no fear, do you? What's with that look in your eyes, little girl?"

Deciding he needed to establish dominance, he approached the blonde girl. He looked ready to grab her by the collar and slap her face.

"Let's see if you can still look at me that way after getting hit and crying your eyes out. You don't know to fear adults, do you?"

Feeling that he really needed to intervene now, Baron Kirten quickly opened the carriage door and was about to shout when—

"GO! AWAY─!!!!"

The girl's scream echoed thunderously.

"Hiiiihinny!!!"

The previously calm horse suddenly neighed in fright, causing the carriage to shake violently.

The jolt was so sudden that Baron Kirten, who had just stood up holding the cookies, lost his balance and fell inside the carriage.

"Oof!"
"Baron! Are you alright?!"
"No, I'm fine... Never mind that, quickly tell Commander Franken to stop!"

Even Folk Knight Commander Franken couldn't bring down his raised hand and instinctively stepped back from that scream.

From head to toe,
an indescribable fear shot through him vertically, making his hair stand on end without him realizing it.

"Y-you crazy bitch...!!"

His shock lasted only a moment.

More annoyed at himself for being momentarily frightened, he was about to charge mercilessly at the girl when—

"What's going on here?!"
"Lucy...?! What are you doing here!"

The appearance of a man and woman rushing toward them finally made him back down.

Knight Commander Sianne Erdian and Rubern Ailoy, the newly appointed knight administrator of Rupel Territory.

They had arrived.

***

"I apologize. It's my fault for not managing my vassal properly."
"Not at all, Baron. The village children were indeed blocking the road. I'll make sure they're properly educated not to play such pranks again."

I bowed my head following Baron Kirten, who had bowed first.

Sianne and Imen, who were accompanying me, also bent their waists in apology.

"We're sorry."
"No need! The knights have nothing to apologize for. As a father with a son myself, I know how difficult it is to discipline children."

The baron nodded with a kind smile.

Indeed, based on what Sianne had told me beforehand, he seemed like a person of excellent character.

When I first heard about the Barony of Kirten from Count Rupel, I immediately thought of "rebellion" or "independence," but he quickly corrected me.

Even as the count's territory declined while his barony flourished, he remained a truly loyal vassal who hadn't lost his allegiance to his lord.

Of course, the same couldn't be said for "some" of his subordinates...

Since it was practically impossible for someone with a baron's title to form a proper knightly order,

It was common to operate mercenary groups under the name of "Folk Knights," so it was somewhat understandable.

The problem was his absolutely terrible personality.

"But it's truly amazing. So the rumored administrator is indeed you, Rubern Ailoy. When I heard about an administrator with black hair, I vaguely suspected it might be you."
"Hahaha... Like you, Baron, I was also moved by Count Rupel's character."
"Indeed...!! They say great men recognize other great men, and that seems exactly right to me."

Look at that.
A vassal who's delighted as if he's being praised when his lord is complimented.

Count Rupel is truly a blessed man.

Honestly, I was ready to teach him a lesson if the baron had acted even slightly suspicious or shown any strange signs.

But seeing his attitude now, that didn't seem necessary.

"And the atmosphere of the village is quite refreshing. When I first saw it, I thought it was like something out of a fairy tale."
"Do you think so?"
"It must all be thanks to Administrator Rubern's abilities!"

We continued to exchange trivial conversation after that.

How they were living.
What their future plans were.

And so on.

What I focused on most was how to potentially connect business with the Barony of Kirten.

What I was thinking of was a fantasy-style "highway"...

"Indeed, building a central road connecting Jahed, Petaronto, and our Montelgo would allow incredibly fast travel all the way to Jahed."
"Exactly. The mountainous terrain forces people to take detours to avoid bandits and beasts, which wastes too much time."
"If we station guards permanently and distribute military forces along the route, we could certainly eliminate the bandit problem."

Baron Kirten Mexis was very positive about my idea.

Something that had always bothered me since arriving in this world was why these people, with sufficient manpower and capital, didn't maintain their roads properly.

Near the capital of the Bolivar Empire, the roads were certainly well-maintained.

But just a little farther into the outlying territories, there were very few properly usable roads.

Even those weren't very wide, sometimes causing massive "carriage traffic jams."

And if you tried taking alternative routes, you'd face highway robbers, mountain bandits, and all sorts of monsters and beasts lurking about—who would want to travel such roads?

Yet why were these lords so stingy about road maintenance?

Even the journey from Petaronto to this Tipen Village, which should have taken only 2 hours in a straight line, took almost twice as long because there were no decent roads.

"Our free city of Montelgo was also able to develop significantly after first improving the city and its roads. If the entire count's territory is managed in this way, it wouldn't be difficult for Rupel Territory to regain its former prestige."

Baron, you really know your stuff.

If only you didn't have a title, you'd make an excellent clerk under me.

Just as I was savoring the thought of his evident administrative capabilities, a voice came from outside the hut that was being used as a temporary knight office.

"Um... Baron?"
"What is it?"
"I think you need to come see this."
"I'm asking what happened?"
"Well... it seems Commander Franken has gotten into another altercation."

Hearing those words, the baron let out a deep sigh.

This man Franken seemed to be a troublesome asset in many ways.

Well, it's obvious what kind of person would readily throw punches at children.

"I'm sorry. I'll go handle this quickly and return to meet with you again."

Kirten expressed his intention politely as he stood up. But I felt I shouldn't just sit by and watch.

He had tried to hit Lucy, and he had actually assaulted Jaesik, a valuable old... no, resident of our village, hadn't he?

That won't do~.
You can't just run wild like an untamed colt!

"Let's go together."
"Pardon?"

I gave a quick glance to Sianne and Imen before standing up with the baron.

A mad dog needs a stick.

That's how it's always been throughout history.
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"Did you see that elf earlier?"
"She was insanely beautiful, like a real elf. Want to try hitting on her?"
"You idiot! What charm do you have that would make those beautiful fairy folk fall for you?"
"Listen, you bastard. My face might be wrecked, but down here I've got the Imperial Emperor's sword! Those ladies who've spent their whole lives in the forest have never seen something this impressive."

In the tavern of Tipen Village.

The members of the People's Knights who had accompanied Baron Kirten were drinking since midday, letting loose.

Their crude language made it hard to believe they were knights—they were essentially mercenaries.

The villagers showed discomfort at their dominating presence, but the knights paid no attention, laughing crudely and making noise among themselves.

"Shut the fuck up and eat! You're not the only ones here, you know?"
"What did you just say?"
"If you've got a problem, let's settle it, you sons of bitches."

Finally, the beastfolk mercenary group "White Plains" spoke up from their corner, and the already tense atmosphere in the tavern completely froze.

"Oh no, oh no! This is terrible. Child, quickly go fetch Captain Sianne!"
"Y-yes, sir!"

The poor tavern owner grimaced and told his employee to call for the knights, but the two groups ignored him and stood up, facing each other.

"We were resting peacefully until you came in causing trouble. Just eat quietly and leave."

Chen, the leader of White Plains and a wolf beastfolk, growled as her mane bristled.

From birth, humans and beastfolk had different physical abilities.

Just as elves, who were in harmony with nature and could handle spirits, often worked as bards, beastfolk used their powerful physical abilities and senses—far superior to humans—to work as mercenaries.

The People's Knights certainly knew this obvious fact.

As Chen emanated killing intent that seemed ready to tear them apart, the previously confident knights stepped back slightly.

BANG!!!
From behind came a loud noise as an intact table split cleanly in half.

As the tavern owner staggered and collapsed at the sight of the table broken in two, Franken stood directly in front of Chen, grinding his teeth.

"Fuck, that's bad for my reputation."
"Captain!"
"Everyone back off. I've been irritated all day, and I think I need to see some blood."

With a build that wouldn't lose even to a beastfolk and an already fierce face now scowling, he looked no different from an enraged beast.

Chen, too, seemed to instinctively sense he was no ordinary opponent.

She raised her tail stiffly and went into a defensive stance.

And still, the only one truly suffering was the tavern owner.

"Please! I beg you not to fight in here! I won't be able to do business tonight!"
"Old man, shut up or I'll destroy everything. Don't push your luck or you'll lose more than you bargained for."
"All pride and no substance. Just another rootless mercenary."
"You calling us mercenaries?"

Chen's provocation made Franken let out a hollow laugh.

"Are you insulting Baron Kirten's People's Knights like this?"
"P-People's Knights?"

People's Knights.

Though they were essentially officially recognized contract mercenaries, the fact that they had an official contract as "knights" under a nobleman carried significant weight in the mercenary world.

As long as they were called knights, insulting them was essentially the same as insulting their lord.

For Chen, who had been through many significant mercenary jobs, these People's Knights were actually the most troublesome and annoying opponents.

Their authority was far greater than that of mere mercenary groups like hers.

"Try hitting me. I'll show you what happens. Our barony may be small, but its scale rivals the entire Rupel Territory."
"Ugh..."
"I could easily sell you as a slave. Wouldn't it be strange to leave a mercenary group that dared challenge nobility unscathed?"

Chen's expression twisted.

Seeing this, Franken grinned and grabbed her arm.

"Or on such a nice day, we could have some fun. If you satisfy me, I might even use my authority as captain to let you join our knights."
"Hahaha! Captain, that bitch is completely terrified!"
"Get off me!"

SMACK!

Chen forcefully knocked away Franken's hand and quietly led her subordinates out of the place.

Her pride had already been thoroughly trampled.

Knowing that fighting would only lead to more losses, they chose to retreat rather than confront.

"Here they are!"

That's when a group of goblins and a blonde girl appeared.

"It's Lucy and Chunsik! What are you doing here?"
"We came to get an apology from the bad person who hit Jaesik!"

The girl spoke in a confident voice. Though she had settled in Tipen Village under Sianne and Rubern's guidance just a few months ago, she had already become familiar with several people, roaming around with the goblins and other village children.

Chen turned to look at Franken after hearing Lucy's words.

"You... did you mess with our village's goblins?"
"They dared block our baron's path. I kicked one of them. So what?"
"You bastard...!!"

The grinding of Chen's molars could be heard. The other beastfolk also glared at Kirten's People's Knights with angry eyes.

Chen and White Plains weren't living in Tipen Village without reason.

They also served as vigilantes protecting the safety of Tipen Village's residents and travelers, who comprised various races.

If these knights had harmed a resident, they had already infringed upon their authority.

After all, they were Baron Kirten's People's Knights, not Tipen Village's vigilantes or Rupel's official knights.

"Human, if you don't apologize, we'll teach you a lesson!"
"Yeah! Apologize now!"

The golden goblin Chunsik threatened, wielding a club. Beside him, Lucy joined in, shouting loudly.

All of this seemed pathetic to Franken.

He wanted to pulverize that ugly goblin's face.

"Must be my unlucky day... why do these insignificant flies keep buzzing around?"

THUD.

Franken took a step forward. Just that was enough to make the floor rumble.

Realizing their captain was genuinely angry, his companions all shut their mouths and tensed up.

Franken had a tendency to charge at anyone, friend or foe, when he snapped.

"You all step back. I need to have a little adult conversation now."

Chen and the beastfolk mercenaries stood protectively in front of Lucy and the goblin group, blocking Franken.

CLANG! The beastfolk mercenaries revealed their hidden claws.

"These bastards are cowardly using weapons?!"

Not to be outdone, the People's Knights also drew their weapons and stood up.

In a matter of seconds, the situation became explosive, on the verge of bloodshed.

The tavern owner was now practically sitting on the floor, wanting to burst into tears.

Forget the evening business—the place was about to become a complete mess.

"Really? You won't regret this?"
"It's you or me. I have no mercy for human trash who shows such killing intent even toward a child."
"Ha, fuck~ Pretty face but a foul mouth. That mouth would be better put to use sucking me off."
"You son of a bitch!!"

He had crossed the line by far.

Just as Chen was about to lunge with her claws out, ready to kill—

"Stop!!"
"What...? Ah, it's that administrator again."

Once again, the black-haired administrator appeared right on time.

***

How he always managed to appear at such perfect timing was a mystery even to himself, but once trouble started, it needed to be resolved.

"Lucy! Why are you here again?"
"Daddy! Punish that bad man!"

As Lucy clung to me and pointed accusingly, I could roughly understand the situation.

*The mercenary group got into an argument, and then Chunsik's kids came for an apology and also got into a conflict. Well... our Lucy is quite righteous.*

Befitting a child with Gold Dragon blood, Lucy could clearly distinguish between good and evil despite being only 7 or 8 years old.

In this child's eyes, Baron Kirten's People's Knights were utterly evil.

*The baron didn't seem to think highly of them either... Wouldn't it be better to have a mercenary group connected to our side as People's Knights rather than these ruffians?*

After brief consideration, I decided to set the stage properly instead of just stopping them.

"You're Captain Franken, correct?"
"Yes."

Being a knight captain, Franken at least wasn't rude to me.

Of course, the fact that he tried to harm Lucy, who publicly appeared to be my daughter, already proved he didn't think through the consequences of his actions.

Come to think of it, I'm getting angry.
He dared to touch Lucy?

I need to teach this bastard a proper lesson.

"Honestly, ending things like this would be problematic for both sides, wouldn't it? It would be disappointing too."
"What do you mean?"
"It's simple."

I smiled at his frowning face and answered.

"Would you be willing to accept a friendly match with our Snow Leopard Knights?"
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"What do you mean by that?"
"I mean exactly what I said—a friendly match. Our knight order has been focusing on training lately, so I was thinking of requesting a match with another knight order or mercenary group."

I spoke smoothly to him.

"Are you saying you're going to intimidate us with force?"

Oh my, how frightening.

Just like a mercenary without proper standing, look at how he's ready to charge in the moment his pride gets scratched.

Might be useful as a hunting dog, but as a guard dog? I'm not so sure.

"Besides, it was those furry mercenaries who started the trouble, so why is a perfectly respectable count's knight order suddenly getting involved?"

But I had no intention of backing down either.

"Hahaha, we're actually doing you a favor. If word gets out that the Barony of Kirten's People's Knight Order got into a dispute with mercenaries, wouldn't that tarnish your reputation more than ours?"
"...Hmm."

Franken couldn't really argue with that.

Even though the People's Knight Order wasn't actually a group of formally appointed knights, as long as they bore the name of a knight order...

They held that much authority and reputation within their territory.

But suddenly going to Tipen Village and getting into trouble with some beast-kin mercenaries?

Even if they won, they'd barely break even, and if they happened to lose, not only would Franken's reputation as the commander of the People's Knight Order suffer, but even the Baron of Kirten's reputation would be damaged.

However, if the situation were reversed, that would be a different story.

I'm offering you an honorable death right now.

You're obviously nothing but chaff without substance, but if you lose to an official knight order of a count's territory, it wouldn't be that embarrassing, right?

In fact, if you win, you could gain that honor you're so crazy about—must be making your mouth water.

I decided to build Franken up a bit more. To catch a big fish, you need to put effort into casting the right bait.

"But I heard from Baron Kirten that the People's Knight Order, especially the commander, Sir Franken, is exceptionally skilled."

A move to back him into a corner.

He was already ready to fight with the beast-kin mercenaries, so if he backed down now because he was intimidated by our official knight order...

It would be essentially the same as losing without even fighting.

I know this type of person very well. This bastard will have no choice but to accept my proposal.

His pride is controlling his body.

"Well, I don't mind... but I'm not sure if our lord will allow it."

Franken glanced sideways at Baron Kirten.

Though they hadn't discussed it beforehand, the baron unexpectedly nodded in agreement, accepting my proposal.

"I've also been curious about the skills of our Barony of Kirten's People's Knight Order. It's been nearly two years since they started operating as a knight order, but they haven't had any friendly matches with other knight orders or mercenary groups yet, have they?"

You can make up any reason you want.

"If that's what the baron wishes."

Franken shrugged his shoulders.

I winked at Chen of the beast-kin mercenary group, who was standing dumbfounded behind me.

She sighed deeply and retracted her claws.

Judging by her lip movements, she seemed to be saying something like "I really can't deal with this" or something similar.

"Then please come this way. It's crude, but I'll take you to the open space we're using as a temporary arena."

I trudged toward the open space behind the knight order's temporary headquarters, accompanied by the baron.

The bite has been confirmed.

Now it's time for the fun public execution.

***

"Here we are."

As Rubern had previously informed Sianne and Imen, the knights of the Snow Leopard Knights were gathered in the open space, dressed in dueling attire.

"Huh? There are only five of you."
"Oh, I must not have explained properly. Our knight order has only five official knights in total."

Franken momentarily doubted his ears. He knew that the blonde female knight was the commander of the order.

By the time they were appointed as the People's Knight Order, rumors had already spread widely that the count's White Rose Knights had been annihilated during the Great Expedition.

"A count's knight order with only five knights? And two of them don't even look like they're twenty yet."

Though he was surprised.

He thought that accepting the proposal was the right decision after all.

If he could defeat even one official knight, it would still be his victory. Any subsequent defeats wouldn't matter much.

"But there must be ranks, so the knight commander probably won't come out right away."

Thinking this, Franken gave a slight nod to the blonde knight commander—a knightly greeting.

To be precise, it was closer to an equal greeting between commanders.

Though she wasn't the type to care about such details, Sianne didn't feel particularly good about it.

After all, they were just a baron's "People's Knight Order."

Wasn't it presumptuous for an unofficially appointed knight to suggest he was on equal footing with her?

No, to be more precise.

This feeling probably stemmed from how that man had tried to harm Lucy just moments ago.

After briefly returning the greeting, Sianne turned around and went back to where her knights were standing.

"Well, now that everyone's here. Unfortunately, since we have fewer people than your People's Knight Order, how about we proceed with matches for about three people?"

Baron Kirten nodded at Rubern's suggestion. Franken called over two more of his subordinates whom he considered quite skilled.

"We'll go with these three."
"Good. But isn't it a bit dull to just have matches like this?"
"Dull?"
"Let's set a condition. If even one person from your People's Knight Order manages to defeat one of our knights, we'll provide a substantial reward commensurate with that achievement!"

Reward.

At that word, the expressions of Franken and the other members of the People's Knight Order changed.

I heard there's a gold mine discovered in this village.

Perhaps that might be the reward?

While they had what could be called honor as members of the People's Knight Order, the pay wasn't as good as when they were mercenaries.

The People's Knight Order operated on a stable salary system, whereas mercenaries could make a big haul with a single job.

"Then what's the standard if we lose?"
"There isn't one."

Rubern drew a firm line.

From that point on, it was entirely Baron Kirten's domain.

If the baron decided to terminate the People's Knight Order's contract due to their defeat, that would be entirely the baron's decision, not Rubern's.

As a result, with the given conditions, it seemed like a no-loss deal from Franken's perspective.

"No backing out on this."
"Let's start right away. I'll even give you the chance to choose first."

Franken's gaze quickly scanned the knights. Even after becoming part of the People's Knight Order, he hadn't forgotten his habits from his mercenary days.

Mercenaries are skilled at measuring distances between people.

The distance they speak of refers to the difference between their own skills and their opponent's.

Skilled mercenaries never fight opponents they're certain to lose against.

That's why the White Plains beast-kin mercenary group had initially tried to withdraw.

In other words, since the knight commander and vice-commander had been official knights since the Great Expedition, their skills were undoubtedly exceptional.

Even Franken would find it hard to claim he had a chance against them.

That left the regular knights...

The muscular man standing next to the red-haired female knight.

He wanted to avoid the man with a build reminiscent of a barbarian from the eastern plains. Even for someone as strong as himself, that physique seemed overwhelmingly powerful.

In the end, the person Franken pointed to was...

The youngest, most delicate, almost girlish female knight who appeared to have been appointed not too long ago—the youngest knight, "Barbara."

"M-me?!"
"I apologize to the knight, but we make it a principle not to discriminate based on gender, age, or status."

Franken added with a vile smile.

There was an enormous difference in build, and the experience gap from age would be considerable.

To anyone watching, it couldn't be anything but a cowardly choice.

"Don't you have any pride?!"

Jeers came from the beast-kin mercenaries who had followed along, but Franken simply raised his middle finger as if telling them to eat shit.

After all, isn't the result what matters?

The condition was that they would receive a reward if even one knight achieved victory.

Choosing the person who seemed easiest to defeat was actually a strategic choice.

"Ah, uh, umm..."

How could this trembling girl knight, shocked at being selected, possibly overcome someone like him with his wealth of experience?

During his mercenary days, Franken had even defeated some knights.

It was clear that a young knight who had just been appointed would be no match for him.

"Are you really sure about this...?"

Of course, it looked the same to everyone else, so Baron Kirten asked Rubern in a concerned voice.

A young girl versus a mercenary who had been through thick and thin.

There might be a difference in status between an official knight and the People's Knight Order, but the physical difference was so overwhelming that it seemed meaningless to even discuss her chances.

But Rubern, the person directly involved, responded with a relaxed smile.

"It's fine~."
"Commander Franken is worse than you think. If he seriously injures that child...!"
"Oh come on~ I said it's fine~."
"????"

His attitude suggested it was actually a good thing. Kirten still didn't understand.

No.
It wasn't just Rubern.

From the knight commander Sianne to the young male knight who appeared to be around her age.

Everyone had a faint smile on their lips.

"Barbara, feel free to swing with all your might."
"I-is that really okay?! Really?!"
"Yes, yes. Don't hold back. In fact, holding back would tarnish your honor as a knight."
"O-okay!!"

At Rubern's words, Barbara clenched her fist and drew her sword.

A wooden rapier.

Though the tip was blunt, it was still enough to hurt someone.

Similarly, Franken picked up a wooden greatsword as big as himself and swung it through the air.

"The match condition is a single round. Victory is achieved by disarming your opponent or rendering them unable to fight! No auras allowed!"

With a snap, Barbara and Franken stepped forward to face each other.

"Then, begin the match!!"

With the command to start.

WHACK!!

"Guhk!!"

Franken let out a painful cry.

***

Franken, who had allowed the distance to close in an instant, took Barbara's sword directly to his abdomen.

I had to desperately hold back my laughter at the pathetic sight.

Did Barbara look weak?

Well, no~.
She's actually the strongest among us, you know?

You idiot.
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It was overwhelming.

There was no other way to describe this duel.

Baron Kirten finally understood why the members of the Snow Leopard Knights, including Administrator Rubern Ailoy, had been smiling when Barbara was chosen.

"Take this!!"

The heavy greatsword swung through the air. Barbara stared blankly at the blade, then precisely timed her steps to match its approach.

Tap tap.

With two light steps, she effortlessly avoided the attack.

Then her swift blade rushed forward once more.

This time, it accurately pierced Franken's side, causing him to cough and collapse where he stood.

While Baron Kirten wasn't particularly versed in martial arts, he had witnessed at least six successful strikes.

He couldn't even count all the rapid thrusts she had delivered in succession.

She must have landed at least ten successful attacks.

Meanwhile, Franken hadn't touched Barbara even once. Despite using both his fists and feet in combat-like attacks!

Barbara had simply reacted and avoided everything with ease.

Insane skill.
Talent that negated all effort and experience.

*She'll become a swordsman who leaves her name in history.*

Baron Kirten had to admit it.

After the knights were decimated, the Count of Rupel had traveled throughout his territory gathering skilled individuals.

They weren't just uncut gems—they were already polished diamonds.

He couldn't help but admire Count Rupel's foresight once again.

THWACK!!

"ARGHH!!"

Despite his broken stance, Franken refused to give up and charged forward, only to finally drop his weapon after Barbara's finishing blow precisely targeted his wrist joint.

At this pitiful sight, the faces of the other People's Knights darkened instantly.

"First match, winner! Barbara!! Next contestant, step forward!"

Of course, there were no surprises in the subsequent duels either.

Three matches, three losses.
A clean sweep defeat for the People's Knights.

***

I felt like a decade-old blockage was finally clearing from my chest.

Oh, how refreshing.
This level of satisfaction is just what I needed.

Just look at those so-called People's Knights sprawled on the ground, still writhing in pain.

They might have strutted around in the baron's territory, but did they really think they could pull that crap with regular knights watching?

Well, I suppose that's what happens when you don't know your place.

"A complete defeat."
"Isn't that obvious?"

Heintz shrugged in response to my comment.

He had been selected after Barbara, but there was no way these random People's Knights could match a scout knight, considered elite even among knights.

Next was Vice-Captain Imen.

Though she was injured in battle and practically a retired knight, she was still a knight who had awakened her aura.

Unlike Franken, who had at least managed to withstand a few blows due to his size advantage.

The People's Knight who challenged her predictably fell after just two or three sword strikes.

"ARGH! Why won't anyone choose me?!!!"

Only Ronz, who had been the most excited, howled with an aggrieved expression.

Of course they wouldn't pick him.

Even I wouldn't choose someone like Ronz.

If Franken had been a genuine 13-man who loved tests of strength rather than just being full of arrogance, he would have chosen Ronz.

But from the moment he picked Barbara, his honor fell to the ground, and his masculine pride was thoroughly trampled as he got thrashed.

Idiot.

If he had just chosen Ronz, he might have at least had a chance to talk big.

Why choose Barbara just to win one match?

*Life is about real battles, you moron.*

I looked at Franken, who was trembling with frustration.

He must be utterly humiliated.

Not only was he destroyed by a girl half his size, but his carefully selected comrades were also overwhelmingly defeated.

"That concludes our duels. Thank you to all participants for your hard work!"

I said while dusting off my hands.

At least for today, those People's Knights won't be able to cause any trouble.

Another fulfilling day protecting the peace of Tipen Village.

***

The meeting with Baron Kirten was quite valuable.

We were able to make good progress on the highway—or "Iron Road" as it's called here—development and expansion plans.

A trade route connecting Jahed, Petaronto, Tipen, and Mondelgo.

Of course, the detailed plans would need to be discussed with Count Rupel's vassals, but the baron's positive response was crucial.

That fact alone would be an important key to persuading the vassals.

Additionally, Baron Kirten expressed his intention to invite me to his territory soon.

"I will serve you with the utmost sincerity. Please come visit with Captain Sianne."
"Hahaha! I sincerely appreciate your kindness."

I was planning to visit anyway, so there was no reason to refuse when the baron himself extended the invitation.

As a commemorative gesture, I presented the baron and his wife with a gold ornament crafted by a dwarf artisan from our Tipen Village.

He promised to prepare the finest southern wine for me, knowing my fondness for alcohol.

And additionally.

The toothache I'd been suffering from was finally extracted.

"Haha!! Your People's Knights are finished! White Plains has taken over now!"

A cat beastkin mercenary raised his middle finger at Franken, as if to avenge what they had suffered.

Franken and his companions turned to the baron in disbelief.

"B-Baron! What is the meaning of this...?!"
"The duels just now made me realize something clearly. Our knights' combat strength is woefully inadequate."
"What...?"
"I've decided to additionally hire the White Plains mercenaries to join our Kirten Barony's People's Knights."

Apparently, Franken and his group had been causing quite a lot of trouble.

The baron had given them stern warnings whenever complaints came in, but he never imagined they would cause trouble outside their assigned territory.

I suggested he take our beastkin friends who were living idly in Tipen Village.

I had thoroughly verified both their character and skills over the past few weeks.

If Chen had seriously gone after Franken during that earlier confrontation, that bastard would have been slaughtered in four seconds.

So Baron Kirten decided to draw a clear line with Franken and his subordinates right here and now.

"I'm not terminating the contract, but the command structure needs to be adjusted. From this moment, the captain of the People's Knights is Captain Chen."
"What... did you say...?!"

Franken's eyes bulged, and his fists trembled.

"Are you telling us to work under these furry bastards?!"
"What's so difficult about that? Knights ultimately serve at their lord's discretion."
"Rubern...! Administrator...!!"

Even the Imperial Black Lion Knights, the pinnacle of imperial knights, would have to reorganize everything without a peep if the emperor commanded it.

Why do you think Ibona spent a month traveling throughout the empire?

When those above say jump, you ask how high.

We all know this fact, but Franken and some of the People's Knights seemed unwilling to accept it.

Well, what can they do?
Start a rebellion?

"Those who wish to stay may do so. However, those who don't accompany us will automatically have their contracts terminated."

Baron Kirten said in a cold voice.

Until now, he had been lenient out of necessity, but the baron wasn't soft enough to be swayed by personal feelings when a clear alternative was available.

"...I'll stay."
"What? Rookie, you traitor!"
"Rookie? Did you ever treat me like a proper rookie? Always giving me the dirty work, beating me if I didn't listen! That's slavery, not being a rookie!"
"I'm staying too. I'm sick of fighting with the villagers. I didn't join the People's Knights to do this kind of stuff!"

Surprisingly, Franken's group's cohesion was weak.

Well, with a captain like that, how could there be any bonds between members?

As soon as an escape route was offered, all the resentment that had built up against Franken burst forth like a broken dam.

Ten members who had been with them until just moments ago took their weapons and immediately stood with the White Plains.

"S...hit...!!!"

Franken gritted his teeth and rose from his seat, gripping his greatsword.

He had every right to be angry.

Not only had he suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of a young girl, but he had also instantly lost his position as captain of the People's Knights.

Moreover, that position was taken by none other than the beastkin mercenary leader whom he had been taunting and harassing.

He must have already realized that this was essentially telling him to leave the knights immediately.

It was remarkably simple how the once-swaggering People's Knights were transformed back into insignificant wandering mercenaries.

"Too bad, I could have sucked you off if you'd come with us."

At Chen's blatant mockery, Franken spat phlegm on the ground and glared at the baron.

"I hope you won't regret this."

Look at that bastard, not even showing proper knightly courtesy to someone who was his lord until just now.

This is why a person's character matters.

Anyway.

The minor incident that arose from Baron Kirten's visit seemed to be resolved that way.

"Where's Lucy?"
"Um... I don't really..."

It was around evening when we realized Lucy was missing.

I had thought she was with Jaesik the whole time, but when dinner time came and I went to look for her, she had vanished without a trace.

While Lucy usually wandered around during the day, she was always by my side or Captain Sianne's in the evening.

I quickly questioned the nearby goblins about Lucy's whereabouts.

"She went toward the mine!"
"We tried to stop her, but she said it was fine and disappeared quickly!!"

The goblins guarding the mine direction pointed anxiously toward the forest, which had already grown dark.

"What did she say before leaving?"
"That she would definitely get an apology, so wait for her..."
"Damn it."

Though still young, she was undeniably half-dragon, half-human.

No matter how well she got along with the goblins, there was no way these lowest-grade monsters could stop Lucy if she was determined.

And it seemed Lucy had disappeared to find the former People's Knights who were wandering around the area.

As I mentioned before, Gold Dragons excel at distinguishing between good and evil.

Once they decide to track someone, there is no evildoer they cannot find.

Just as Red Dragons instinctively find volcanoes to sleep in, and Blue Dragons naturally seek deep, dark, and quiet abysses.

Gold Dragons instinctively distinguish and track down the good and the evil.

Whether monster, dragon, human, or other species, Gold Dragons judge others solely by the concept of "good and evil."

Praise and trust for the righteous.
Judgment and punishment for the wicked.

That is what Gold Dragons are—the judges among dragons.

To be honest, I'm not just worried about Lucy's safety.

I'm deeply concerned that she might kill them.

Those guys aren't even worthy of making the young Lucy dirty her hands.

If Lucy were to throw a punch with genuine intent, those who haven't properly awakened their mana would literally explode.

No, it wouldn't even need to go that far.
If she used Dragon Roar, most ordinary people would lose their will to fight and collapse on the spot.

In other words, whether Lucy is in danger or not is a non-issue from the start.

But for me, who must thoroughly hide the fact that she is half-dragon, half-human, this had become quite a headache.

*Please... Lucy, stay put!*

I prayed desperately in my heart as I rushed through the undergrowth to find Lucy.

And not far away.

I discovered the former People's Knights confronting Lucy.
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Yun Si-yun found himself in a desperate situation. One of his companions cautiously spoke up around the campfire.

"Brother... is this really the end for us?"

Just hours ago, they had been enjoying good food and drink as members of the People's Knights. Now they were nothing but wanderers.

They couldn't return to the barony in this state. After all the trouble they'd caused, the residents wouldn't welcome them with open arms.

"Brother...!!"

But frustration remained frustration.

Not only had they been humiliated, but they had lost everything they owned overnight.

That cursed knight administrator had pretended to be generous while leading them to ruin.

They had fallen for the trap completely.

"Shut up, you fucking bastard. Before I kill you."

Franken spat out curses at his subordinate who kept getting on his nerves.

The subordinate shrank back at the overwhelming voice.

"I-I'm sorry."
"You think I'm not pissed off too? I'm trying to think here, so shut the fuck up."

In truth, Franken was the angriest among them.

He had challenged a young female knight to a duel to show off, only to be utterly defeated.

It had been a truly shameful outcome.

If they were in the Barony of Kirten, he might have grabbed some unlucky beggar off the street and beaten him half to death.

Or perhaps he would have caused trouble in the red-light district in the north of the city, groping the prostitutes.

But now he was completely powerless.

Until now, they had been able to use their power to suppress anyone who challenged them or expressed dissatisfaction, since they were influential in the barony.

The baron himself didn't interfere much when they fought with other mercenary groups or threw their weight around in the city streets, as long as they didn't directly harm the "free" territory residents.

But this place was a village beyond the direct influence of Baron Kirten.

Moreover, there was an official knight order stationed here, appointed by the count himself. This wasn't their jurisdiction.

And now they had even lost their status as People's Knights, which had offered them some protection.

If they caused trouble here, they would surely end up on the gallows with a miserable death.

Neither Franken nor any of his companions wanted such an end.

At most, they could have roughed up the goblins who had started all this, or intimidated that annoying blonde girl who was born with a silver spoon in her mouth.

"Damn it all!!!"

Unable to contain his anger any longer, Franken stood up and punched an innocent tree.

Bang! Crack!!

With the sound of splintering bark, the tree broke and fell backward.

"Huff... huff...!!"
"Found you!"

That's when he heard a voice that hit his ears with precision.

Standing not far from their temporary camp was that blonde girl.

Franken's companions rose one by one, picking up their weapons.

"What do you want?"
"I came for an apology. You still haven't apologized to Jaesik."

The girl spoke clearly about why she had come. Her audacious attitude only provoked Franken further.

I'll kill her.
No, she has a pretty face—I'll beat her up, kidnap her, and sell her to slave traders.

She would surely be a tempting product for those vermin who lust after young girls.

And with the premium of being a knight captain's daughter, they could earn enough money to start anew in a distant country.

As soon as that thought occurred to him, Franken decided to act.

"Little girl... you really have no fear, do you?"

Thump.
His face, red with anger, approached Lucy.

"Apologize. Or I'll punish you."
"Hahahahaha!!"

The girl absolutely refused to back down, even facing an adult man several times her size. Of course, to Franken, all of this seemed trivial.

"Mom told me never to forgive bad people. But if you apologize now, I can let it go."
"Your mother taught you wrong. You say things like that when you're stronger than this uncle."
"Apologize."

The girl showed no sign of fear despite the clear threat.

Another girl.

Franken's reason flew out the window as her face overlapped with that of the youngest knight who had inflicted a crushing defeat on him earlier.

Just as his fist, as large as Lucy's face, was about to fly at her—

Thwack!!!
Franken's arm stopped abruptly. Everyone who witnessed the scene was shocked.

"She... blocked it...?"

Franken's massive fist had been stopped by the small girl's palm. Trembling, Franken tried with all his might to extend his arm, but the girl's hand didn't budge.

How is this possible?

Even after witnessing it directly, Franken's mind went cold with incomprehension.

"You bastard!!"

Thud!
She had blocked his punch, but couldn't block his kick. With a dull impact like hitting a wall, the girl fell backward.

"Ugh!!"
"W-where do you get off, you little shit...!!"

Though he had managed to hit her, the unknown terror that pierced Franken's senses remained.

Not only had she blocked his punch with one hand, but the dull sensation he felt when he kicked her...

Even to Franken, who thought he had lived a rough life, it was clearly not the feeling of a normal girl.

If Barbara had exceptional talent as a swordswoman...

This girl felt like she wasn't even human.

"What's wrong with the girls in this village...?"

Come to think of it, when he first encountered this girl, hadn't the horses been startled by her sudden shout? Even Franken had been momentarily intimidated.

A voice that overwhelmed people.

As soon as he realized this fact, goosebumps rose on Franken's arms once more.

Finally, Franken hurried back to his position and picked up his greatsword.

It was an action driven by instinctive survival sense.

"W-why are you doing that?"

When his subordinates questioned his unsettling behavior, Franken screeched:

"She's a monster!! I thought it was strange how young her parents looked compared to her age. This girl isn't human!!"

Whether she was a magical beast or something else, it was clear she wasn't an opponent who could be easily defeated by swinging fists around.

"Die, you monster!"

As Franken charged toward Lucy, and as Lucy prepared to let out a roar—

Clang!!!

With a metallic sound that hurt the ears, someone blocked the space between Franken and Lucy.

Hair as black as the darkness settling in the forest.

"Hey, you've really crossed the line."

It was the administrator, his black eyes cold and flickering.

***

"Daddy!"
"Lucy, go home."

I spoke firmly while looking at Lucy's brightening face.

"B-but...!!"
"You need to listen to Daddy. It's okay. I'll handle this."

Being harsh won't help in this situation. Hearing my calm but firm voice, Lucy gulped and lowered her head.

"Go back to the village. We're having grilled eel tonight, your favorite."
"G-grilled eel...!?"
"Eat it deliciously with Mom, and I'll definitely get that apology for you. Okay?"

Only then did Lucy nod vigorously before darting off toward the village.

I watched to make sure Lucy was truly gone, then turned to look at Franken, whose expression was filled with fear.

"W-what the hell is that...! What kind of creature are you raising as your child?!"
"Creature? What creature. She's my child, who else would she be?"
"A-are you playing word games?! You bastard...! I'll report this to the Imperial Inspector! I'll tell them there's a monster living in this village that perfectly mimics humans!"
"Ha."

Though he was babbling in fear, I could immediately understand the situation.

"He noticed that Lucy isn't just human."

Not good.

Sianne has been thoroughly educating Lucy not to use her power recklessly, but controlling instinct through education requires tremendous effort.

As long as the Gold Dragon's instinct remains within her.

It was clear she wouldn't hesitate to use her power when her "comrades" or "family" were treated unfairly, like now.

As an apprentice knight of the Snow Leopard Knights on paper, it could be considered an admirable attitude in terms of chivalry.

The problem was that Lucy appeared to be only 7 or 8 years old.

If she had been Barbara's age, suspicion might have been avoided.

But now that they had experienced Lucy's power, they couldn't help but feel her existence was strange.

"Ha, haha...!! We've hit the nail on the head!"

Seeing my slightly perplexed expression, Franken and his men began to overstep their bounds.

"If you give us the fair compensation you promised earlier, we might keep this a secret forever."
"Keep it a secret?"
"Do you think you can stop all of us by yourself, even if you are an administrator? Come to think of it, why are you alone? Where are your lackeys?"

They giggled. I looked at them and replied bluntly.

"When I need to beat people up, I go alone."
"What?"
"Forget it... what's the point of explaining to you? There's a simpler solution than keeping secrets."

I threw a throwing knife from my waist, embedding it in the neck of one of the men who was standing there blankly.

"Kuhek... kahak!!"

As he collapsed, spewing blood, I drove the point home with words that boiled up from within me.

"All of you are going to die here today."

That's right.
Why did you have to crush our child's spirit instead of just sharing snacks peacefully?

Don't you agree?

***

"Argh!! It's in my arm!!"
"I can't see him! The bastard escaped into the bushes, I can't see him!!"
"Aaaagh!"

What am I witnessing right now?
Heintz of the Snow Leopard Knights couldn't close his mouth.

After searching the village for Lucy, he heard from the goblins that Rubern and Lucy had headed toward the mine, so he immediately followed.

Could it be that those who had been humiliated and driven away earlier were still lurking around the village?

If so, he had planned to handle it as a knight responsible for security management, using force if necessary.

But after finding Lucy midway, he realized the situation was taking a strange turn.

"It's knight brother!"
"Lucy! Where have you been?"
"Um, I went to get an apology... but Daddy said he'd handle it and told me to go back."
"Administrator Rubern?"

Based on Lucy mentioning an apology, Heintz's assessment of the situation seemed correct.

The problem was that Rubern had gone alone to confront those rough-looking men.

"O-okay! Then head back to the village first!"
"Are we having grilled eel tonight?"
"Y-yes... that's right, grilled eel."
"What about knight brother?"
"I-I'm fine! Lucy can eat my portion too!"
"Really!? Wow, okay!!"

After confirming that Lucy had excitedly run back to the village, Heintz planned to quickly join Rubern to repel those men.

But the moment he smelled the pungent scent of blood, he quickly concealed his presence.

And the scene before his eyes was one of massacre.

"Kuhek... kuhehek...!!"
"Spare me! I'm sorry!! I'll never set foot here again... kehek!!"

Administrator Rubern moved nimbly and cunningly in the darkness like a fox.

He would throw a knife to incapacitate one target first, then thrust his sword into another's heart while their attention was diverted by their comrade's injury.

"He's fast... and doesn't hesitate..."

Heintz already knew that Rubern was conducting sword training with Captain Sianne. But there's an enormous difference between training and actual combat.

Moreover, the movements Rubern was displaying now were closer to those of an assassin than formal swordsmanship taught to knights.

Clean and swift without excess.
But therefore crude and cowardly.

"That's not something learned from a manual... it's movement naturally ingrained through actual combat."

What kind of experience did Administrator Rubern have in the Black Lion Knights?
Or are all administrators of the Black Lion Knights such formidable fighters?
Is this the level required for even non-combat administrators to earn the Imperial prefix?

As numerous questions arose in Heintz's mind.

Rubern's sword moved in a trajectory that Heintz had never seen before. No, that's not it.

It was a movement that, as a knight, he knew should be impossible.

Rustle.

However, too absorbed, Heintz revealed his presence.

And in that moment, he made direct eye contact with Rubern.

"...!!"

Immediately, the black gleam in Rubern's eyes faded, and his movement stopped completely.

He forcibly halted his attack.
Even with an opponent right in front of him.

A scene incomprehensible to Heintz as a knight—prioritizing hiding that movement over cutting down the opponent before him.

Thud.
But Franken couldn't complete his greatsword swing.

His heavy body collapsed.

His eyes were rolled back, and foam filled his mouth. He had fainted from overwhelming fear.

As the situation was resolved in an instant, Heintz rose from his spot as if entranced.

The administrator in question slightly averted his gaze, merely shaking the blood off his sword.

"Administrator Rubern...?"
"Heintz."

The image of him brutally slaughtering the mercenaries just moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

"Haha... well, they threatened to harm Lucy and the Tipen Village residents, so I just..."

There was only the usual administrator, awkwardly scratching his head and smiling bitterly.

"Can you keep what you saw today a secret...?"
"Do you mean that movement just now? Or this current scene?"

To that unconsciously uttered question.

Rubern lightly answered:

"Both."

Ch.43 - Chicken And Spices (1)
After Heintz and I finished a series of "clean-ups."

"Lucy!!"
"Waaah!! I'm sorry!! I didn't mean to do it~~!!"

After hearing the whole story, Sianne grabbed Lucy, who was patting her belly after devouring two servings of grilled eel, and personally gave her a spanking.

Each slap on her bottom made quite a crisp sound.

*To think I'd live to see a blonde female knight disciplining a half-human, half-dragon with Gold Dragon blood!*

No matter how I looked at it, the situation was absurd.

Wait a minute.
Come to think of it, if Lucy is the daughter of the Dragon Knight Orgius...

Since Sianne's family founder was Orgius's younger brother, counting the generations, isn't she practically Lucy's great-great-grandmother?

A descendant from 200 years later disciplining the daughter of the founder's brother.

Talk about a twisted family tree.

But I didn't bother pointing this out to Sianne.

Lucy really deserved to be scolded today.

We were fortunate the opponent was a mercenary she could handle without much difficulty. Among skilled fighters, there are plenty with terrible personalities.

With Lucy's current strength, she can somewhat hold her own against mid-level demons.

But if she encounters someone stronger, even being half-dragon won't save her.

To prevent her from being exposed to danger in the future, she needed this stern lesson.

Besides, this isn't the Joseon Dynasty—why bother counting family generations?

Of course, comforting the daughter after being scolded by her mother fell to me.

"Daddy~!"
"Oh my, did our Lucy get hurt? But you must never do such things alone again, okay? Always tell Mommy or Daddy first!"
"Sniff, hiccup... I understand..."
"There, there. Was the grilled eel tasty?"
"Uh-huh..."

Lucy nestled in my arms, rubbing her face against me.

Ah, she's so cute.
Is this why people become daughter-obsessed?

I've never even properly dated before, but with a daughter like this, how could I not feel responsible?

Any man who wants to take Lucy away in the future will have to defeat all the Snow Leopard Knights in one-on-one combat before I give my permission.

Anyway, after all these incidents were resolved.

Our schedule in Tipen Village was also nearing its end.

"Count Rupel has decided to station the 4th Battalion in Tipen Village. He said Petaronto will bring in the 3rd Battalion from the west, and a new 5th Battalion will be established to manage the western region."

Milo, the centurion of the 4th Garrison Battalion, said with a hearty laugh.

The elderly retired knight with snow-white hair looked much more cheerful than when we met in the D-rank dungeon.

It was understandable that he'd be happier.

With the money I'd earned, Count Rupel had ordered thorough repairs for the battalion's equipment. For Milo, who was a knight through and through, nothing could be more pleasing.

Even apart from Tipen's gold mine, the number of merchant caravans entering Rupel Territory had increased, and the territory's economy was gradually recovering.

Judging by the affectionate letters from the financial officer arriving almost weekly, the financial situation was truly looking up.

"How fortunate we are that Administrator Rubern joined our territory's knights. The soldiers' morale is exceptionally high. They feel they could even defeat a dragon if one attacked."
"Ah... fighting and defeating a dragon might be a bit much."
"Pardon?"
"No, nothing. I'm glad to hear morale has improved so much."
"Hahaha!! Indeed it has!!"

And we weren't the only ones leaving Tipen Village after our stay.

The camp set up on the outskirts of Tipen Village was being dismantled, and several carriages were lined up at the entrance, just like when we first arrived.

The elves, adorned with the beautiful colors of nature, waved goodbye to the villagers.

Children wore garlands and flower crowns they had made themselves, smiling brightly.

"Our days here have been a truly beautiful experience. Even we who have lived as wanderers all our lives, traveling to the western great forest, would like to stay and live here."

Wolfgang, the leader of the Sleepywood Nomadic Troupe, said with a smile. It was the highest praise an elf like him could give to Tipen Village.

"The village's energy flows cleanly, and the children's spirits and vigor are remarkably upright. This village will soon become the center of development for this territory."
"Thank you for your kind words. I will certainly convey your message to Count Rupel."

I bowed respectfully to Wolfgang in gratitude.

"Of course, all of this is the fruit of your labor, Rubern Ailoy."
"To receive praise from an elf—it seems I've received all the blessings I could hope for today."
"The kindness and sincerity you've shown us will be passed down through generations in our songs. Glory to the beautiful countryside and the black fox!"

At Wolfgang's exclamation, the elves sitting in carriages or saying goodbye to villagers raised their arms high and echoed:

"Glory to the beautiful countryside and the black fox!!"

Not being used to such praise, I had to deliberately look away.

"Then, until we meet again, guided by the spirits."
"Safe travels."

Filiriliri—
Thump, thump, thump.

The Sleepywood Elf Nomadic Troupe continued their songs and music until the moment of departure.

Truly minstrels indeed.

Though Tipen Village would inevitably feel a bit lonely after the departure of these lively poets, the village would soon regain its vitality.

"Administrator Rubern, we've completed our preparations to return."
"Already? Though I'll need to visit again soon, let's depart."

I stretched out fully.

Now it was truly time to return to the knights' headquarters in Petaronto.

***

"Mmm~ This refreshing scent of the capital."

As the distant castle walls gradually came closer, I could feel the temperature change against my skin.

Unlike Tipen, which was relatively southern and quite hot during the day, the temperature near Petaronto was distinctly northern—dry and cool.

Considering it was just the beginning of summer in June, this was quite a pleasant temperature.

"Is this Lucy's first time here?"
"Yes!"

I gently stroked Lucy's hair as she sat on my lap, gazing at the snow-capped mountains.

"That city you see is where we'll be living now. The people there are kind too, so you must always behave politely."
"Of course!"

As I looked at her fondly, Vice-Captain Imen, sitting in the carriage opposite us, spoke up.

"By the way, Administrator, about that road we discussed with Baron Kirten."
"Ah, yes. You mean the Iron Road?"

Imen continued her question.

"Are you planning to use it exclusively for iron ore or metal-related trade?"
"I hadn't planned to make such distinctions, but metals are the main products of our Rupel Territory."
"That's true..."

I wondered if she had some other goods she wanted to trade.

To be honest, I'd been the administrative officer of Rupel Territory for less than half a year.

Vice-Captain Imen, who had been with the knights longer, might know of other distinctive trade goods besides metals.

"Do you know of any other potential exports?"
"Ah! Not exactly, but... I was thinking about importing certain specific goods rather than exporting."
"What?"
"I've recently taken up cooking as a hobby, and it's difficult to find spices in Rupel Territory..."

Spices.

In fantasy worlds with medieval-like settings, spices were always among the most prominent trade goods.

I recall they were even featured in the title of a masterpiece Japanese novel about medieval trade that I read long ago.

That's how significant spices were in general trade, apart from luxury goods and minerals.

"Spices... You're right. The food in Rupel Territory is a bit bland."

With the cool weather and long winters, there was less need for spices for preservation compared to the south.

For preserved food, they typically used salt from the salt rocks of the Ardaroce Mountains or preserved things in honey, which was more beneficial.

Moreover, the food storage in the count's mansion was treated with special magic for preservation.

Except for minimal seasoning, the demand for spices in Rupel Territory was very low.

But civilian demand for ingredients like spices could skyrocket depending on circumstances.

For example, if the Iron Road was completed as planned, more people would naturally enter the territory, bringing various foods and recipes.

Those recipes would likely use spices frequently.

Since the supply was already insufficient, the price and demand for spices produced in the south and east would soar.

Then merchants would naturally overcharge the unsuspecting locals for spices.

It would be like having your nose cut off right before your eyes.

The money flowing out of the territory for spices might exceed what they earned from minerals.

Spice racketeering was the same in this world as in the real world.

*We need to put some restrictions in place here.*

Rupel Territory didn't have many local specialties besides iron and beer.

Even the beer, while delicious in the generally cold Rupel Territory, lost its flavor when exported in regular containers, making it unsuitable as an export.

Just as Tipen Village attracted many tourists by being a village where goblins, humans, and other races lived together.

To continuously attract external workforce including tourists, rather than just temporary income.

Rupel Territory needed its own distinct characteristics.

Besides, how long could we keep feeding the knights just rye bread?

Now that the knights' coffers were gradually filling up, I wanted to eat something delicious too.

For example, waffles...
Or chicken...

Tipen Village actually had more delicious food than Petaronto!

"While we're increasing spice purchases, I'd like to develop unique and delicious foods that are made only in our region."
"Oh...! That, that's a great idea!"

She nodded enthusiastically, her eyes sparkling, apparently truly passionate about cooking as a hobby.

"When we return, let's promote a cooking competition for the territory's chefs, alongside the road construction plan."
"A cooking competition sounds great! What should the theme be?"
"Hmm..."

I fell into thought for a moment. What kind of food should be chosen as a theme to showcase good use of spices?

*Curry seems too exotic, and this isn't a rice-based culture. What about noodle dishes?*

In modern times, all kinds of foods use spices, but it's not like I could eat rosé pasta or rosé tteokbokki here.

*Wait, then chicken should be possible too, right?*

It was one of the dishes I missed most since arriving in this world.

Unfortunately, I must not be a true Korean since I craved chicken more than kimchi.

Actually, considering the status of Korean-style chicken these days, perhaps liking chicken makes me more of a true Korean.

While other claims of Korean superiority might be forced, Korean chicken was so good even black people gave it two thumbs up!

"Chicken dishes."

I blurted out as if entranced, and Imen asked with a puzzled voice.

"Chicken dishes? Aren't there already many chicken dishes?"
"I want fried chicken. Crispy, clean-tasting, and slightly spicy real fried food."

Just imagining it made my mouth water.
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In the Snow Leopard Knights, 6 PM is known as "when the chicken crows."

There's no special meaning behind it—it's just the time when people crave chicken the most.

*This is driving me crazy.*

The moment I recalled a food I'd practically forgotten about for years, I was overwhelmed by a feeling similar to finding a long-lost girlfriend.

Of course, I've never actually had a girlfriend, so I don't know exactly what that feels like.

It's like... probably similar to that feeling shown in those body-swap anime movies.

Anyway, I was desperately craving chicken.

I definitely talked about chicken with Deputy Commander Imen just yesterday, but this morning I woke up thinking about chicken, thought about it during lunch, and even thought about chicken while watching Lucy playing with butterflies in the count's garden near the knights' headquarters.

To make matters worse, I remembered how that bastard Pirhak once called Lucy a "golden brown," and now whenever I see Lucy, I think of crispy, golden-brown fried chicken.

Grrrrrumble—
As my stomach started acting up, the count's vassals gathered in the meeting hall burst into laughter.

"It seems even the great Black Fox Administrator can't resist hunger."
"Ah... well, I didn't eat a hearty lunch..."

I smoothly deflected while tapping the documents on the desk to organize them.

Hearing that I hadn't eaten well, Sianne, who was sitting next to me, looked at me with concerned eyes.

"Are you okay?"
"Yes, I'm not that hungry. I was just thinking about something delicious."
"That's good. Let's finish the meeting quickly and go get dinner."

Sianne whispered with a smile.

Though I appreciated her consideration, the truth was that no delicious food in the Rupel Territory could satisfy this craving.

This was an illness that could only be cured by eating chicken.

"By the way, Administrator Rubern, I understand the general intention behind the Iron Road construction, but what were you thinking when you included this 'Rupel Cooking Competition' proposal?"

The Judicial Officer said while flipping through the proposal I had submitted.

Arthur Tarantino, the top official among the seven officials who assisted Count Rupel and effectively the second-in-command of the Rupel Territory.

In terms of rank, he was technically outranked by the Regent who held a vice-count position, but considering that the Regent's role was honorary, he was the one who led the seven vassals.

I'd also heard that he came from a viscount family, not a commoner, baron, or knight family.

True to his role as Judicial Officer, I calmly continued my explanation as he looked at me with an interrogating gaze.

First, I'd drop some bait and put up a meat shield.

"It was a competition proposed by Deputy Commander Imen, and I found the intention innovative and beneficial for the territory's development, so I supplemented and submitted it."
"Deputy Commander Imen?"

The vassals of Count Rupel, except for the Finance Officer, didn't seem to trust me much yet.

If I had handled this alone, they might have opposed it.

When I mentioned Deputy Commander Imen Lua, who had long been acquainted with them, the small distrust that had been lingering dissipated.

"The Iron Road I mentioned is certainly meant to make iron ore exports much more efficient, but it's also intended to significantly increase the number of merchant groups entering the Rupel Territory."
"I agree with that. Since we're creating a massive road connecting Zahed to the free city of Monderto in the Barony of Kirten, we obviously can't be the only ones using it."

Antonio, the Tribune who would essentially be in charge of the road construction project, added.

True to his title of Tribune, which means "protector of the people," he was a native commoner born and raised in the Rupel Territory.
The mobilization of territory residents, essential for road construction, fell under the Tribune's jurisdiction.

"The report here also includes an item about maintaining the road clean and safe, and charging tolls to merchants who use it."
"That's right!! We can also earn additional income that way!!!"

Finance Officer Edwon Carlton started getting excited at the Tribune's words.

As he was in charge of both finance and taxation, he reacted sensitively to the keyword "toll."

"But you need to understand clearly. Although the Rupel Territory's economy has begun to recover, the previous decline was so severe that if external capital flows in as is, it might cause uncontrollable inflation."

I tapped the desk.

Meanwhile, our adorable Knight Commander Sianne looked at me and asked, "Infla... what does that mean?"

I explained that it's a phenomenon where currency value decreases and prices steadily rise as the money supply increases.

"In short, it means prices become so high that territory residents and local merchants can't afford to purchase goods."

Of course, the rest of the vassals, who as the count's officials certainly knew what inflation meant, mostly nodded in agreement with my opinion.

"Administrator Rubern is correct. Until now, the Rupel Territory has been overly dependent on aid from the Barony of Kirten and ore exports to Zahed. Even our revitalized economy has been primarily domestic."
"Inflation is already occurring. It's particularly evident in Petaronto, where merchant traffic has suddenly increased."

Hamon Balgrud, the City Mayor in charge of managing the capital Petaronto, added his opinion.

"The Rupel Territory residents have already begun to enjoy more economic freedom than before. According to the documents provided by the Finance Officer, the types of goods purchased in Petaronto are shifting from necessities to luxury items."

Accessories, fine clothing, tobacco, alcohol, and other indulgences.

And "spices."

Spices were both food items and luxury goods.

Oil, which had been in a similar position, had rapidly decreased in value after efficient extraction methods developed by the capital's alchemist guild became widely available to the public.

But in the case of spices, methods for efficient cultivation through alchemy or magic had not been developed.

However, as I just mentioned, they were still food items, so they were relatively cheaper than "high-value luxury items" like jewelry or silk clothing, and had the characteristic of being more accessible to the common people.

Naturally, their prices would fluctuate more noticeably.

Honestly, the residents of the Rupel Territory would probably prefer to buy plenty of spices for delicious food rather than useless jewelry.

"Hmmmm..."
"Therefore, I believe we need to establish an independent spice import route in cooperation with the merchant groups that have been trading with our territory, and prevent merchants from forming price agreements that would cause unnecessary capital outflow."
"And you're suggesting we do this under the guise of a cooking competition?"
"Yes. I thought it important to increase commoners' access to spices while establishing import lines for spices before the Iron Road is completed."

The Tribune chimed in to support my statement. I was surprised by his unexpectedly favorable view.

"I think it's a good idea. If commoners can enjoy a variety of foods, people's quality of life will improve significantly."
"It's also good that we aim to create unique dishes for the Rupel Territory that can continuously attract tourists and outsiders besides merchants. As expected of our Administrator! Ahaha!!"

The Finance Officer was already on my side, and with the addition of the Tribune's support, who could be seen as the representative of the common people.

Judicial Officer Arthur stamped my document with a thud.

"The blueprint for the Iron Road is mostly complete anyway, so from now on, successfully implementing this project is entirely within the Tribune's domain."
"I wouldn't have it any other way."
"I'm still not sure if a cooking competition is that important... but since this idea came from the knights in the first place, let's have the knights handle it."
"Ah, understood..."

Although Sianne was suddenly saddled with the responsibility, she wasn't particularly flustered since she knew I would be handling the actual work.

"Then we'll conclude the vassals' meeting here."

As the Judicial Officer rose from his seat, the other vassals also stood up and left the meeting hall.

"We should discuss the road expansion and construction once more between us. We'll need to summon the market managers and village chiefs of all the transit cities and towns."
"I have full confidence in Tribune Antonio, hahaha!"
"It's an honor to receive such praise from the Black Fox. I'll see you then."

Finally, after the Tribune left the meeting hall, only Sianne and I remained.

"But isn't a cooking competition too broad...?"
"Don't worry. I know the rules well."
"Did they have cooking competitions in the capital too?"
"Well, they had them as annual events... but that's not what I mean. I'm thinking of doing something proper here in our Rupel Territory."

Who am I?
Though I'm now known as Rubern Ailoy, I originally came from a content kingdom where I was directly exposed to all kinds of visual media.

From shows about looking inside celebrities' refrigerators to when cooking entertainment shows were all the rage, I watched them all.

I still vividly remember how those shows were structured and how they proceeded.

*Oh, we could even make this a regular local festival.*

Come to think of it, the Rupel Territory doesn't really have any festivals, does it?

My head was already filling with ideas about how to run the event.

Of course, Sianne seemed worried about other aspects.

"But if we're tasked with handling the competition, how will we allocate the budget..."

Although the Knight Commander was one of the seven vassals, she was, like the City Mayor, somewhat removed from the vassals' control.

It would certainly be possible to request funds from the Finance Officer, but considering the budget that would be spent on the Iron Road construction.

It would be better to run this cooking competition purely on the knights' budget.

We couldn't suddenly turn the territory's treasury from surplus to deficit.

Moreover, the Judicial Officer and other officials still didn't seem to fully grasp the necessity of a cooking competition.

So what I chose was:

"Sianne, let's visit the capital together."
"What?! So suddenly?!"
"We need to secure funding, don't we?"

My secret funds sitting idle in the capital.

I would tap into those.

Why?
Because for a Korean, chicken is a matter of great importance.

And while we're at it, it would be perfect to establish connections with spice merchants too.

Ch.45 - Chicken And Spices (3)
"Lucy, you need to listen well to your big sisters and brothers, okay?"
"Yes!!"
"Oh my, our daughter is so pretty."

I patted Lucy's head before mounting my horse.

When I first arrived at Rupel Territory, I had a worn-out saddle, but this newly fitted one supported my backside and waist so comfortably that it felt incredibly stable.

Money really is the best!

"When will you be back?"
"It should take about two days."

The distance from Rupel Territory to Constina, the imperial capital, was about a 7-hour ride by horse, so it wasn't something I could just pop over to and come right back.

First, I planned to withdraw some of my deposits from the church affiliated with the Papal Office where I had entrusted my funds, and additionally retrieve the precious metals I had stored in the safe at my residence.

The reason why I, a single man with no girlfriend or marriage, possessed precious metals was obviously clear.

*I remember how it used to be...*

"Oh my~ Administrative Officer Rubern, I heard the Black Lion Knights are pioneering a new trade route through sea lanes!"
"Ah yes... but I think it will probably be done through competitive bidding."

"Of course! Naturally it should be through bidding! By the way, we recently purchased a sleek new merchant vessel. It was just built at the Veneria Shipyard."

"And?"
"It would be such a shame to just leave such a ship idle in the harbor. You could proceed with competitive bidding, but make it private."
"Private competitive bidding... isn't that just asking me to favor your side?"
"Hahaha! Come now, would I do something so unconscionable? But perhaps you could 'accidentally' mention in your sleep what conditions the competing merchants have offered..."

"Hmm."
"Oh my, I apologize. This is nothing special, just a light decorative item from the East. Please feel free to take it without any burden."
"Hmmmm!! Well... hmm. That's right! I think it would be better to proceed privately."
"Thank you! Administrative Officer! I'm always receiving such great help from you, yes indeed."

"Haha! Why, it's nothing! This is just how we help each other out."
"Wahahaha!"
"Huhahaha!"

*That's how it was back then.*

Honestly, even though I can't proudly tell others about the source, I never asked for anything first.

When they kept slipping gifts into my sleeve, how could I refuse?

How heartbroken would they be if their thoughtfully prepared gifts were rejected? It was never a bribe, just a pure "gesture of goodwill."

Right, right.

Anyway, since I've been out of the Black Lion Knights for quite some time now, it seemed like there wouldn't be any issues if I started disposing of the various "accessories" I had been keeping.

I'd keep a few as gifts just in case, and sell off the rest...

I should get at least 2 platinum coins, right?

That would be more than enough money to host a cooking competition and still have plenty left over. The emergency funds currently held by the knights only amounted to about 4 platinum coins anyway.

"Well then, I'll be departing now. Captain Sianne, you haven't forgotten anything, have you?"
"No."
"Please travel safely!!"

I waved my arm widely at the knights seeing us off and set my horse in motion.

The sky was clear.
It was perfect weather for a short journey.

***

After riding for several hours, we finally reached the capital in the late afternoon, having departed in the morning.

"Ugh, let's quickly go inside and rest."

No matter how good the saddle was, riding a horse for nearly 5 hours straight, excluding our brief lunch break, was bound to take a physical toll.

It wasn't just me—even Sianne, the proper knight captain, suggested we take a rest with an exhausted voice.

After passing through Constina's checkpoint without any issues.

A street more massive, magnificent, and complex than any city in Rupel Territory unfolds before our eyes.

The heart of the empire, foremost on the continent.
The capital, Constina.

While this had been essentially my hometown since I fell into this world and had been active around here all along.

It clearly came as a shock to Sianne, who was born and raised in Rupel Territory.

"Wow..."

Life sparkled in her blue eyes, which had been tired just moments ago.

"Every building looks so luxurious, and even the people's attire is different...!"
"It's the capital, after all. You might easily get lost, so stay close and follow me."
"Yes, yes sir!!"

The sheer scale of the crowd is incomparably larger than in Petaronto in Rupel Territory.

A city where travelers, ordinary residents, merchants, adventurers, mercenaries, guards, and people of all professions and various races intertwine and live together.

I skillfully exited the gate and headed toward a stable with distinctive red roofs.

This was partly because one couldn't use horses without special permits, and it was much better to use the city's own carriages if possible.

"Outsiders? The cost for keeping horses is 5 silver coins per night."

The stable keeper spoke in a businesslike tone with a paper in hand.

He looks exactly the same as when I left.

"It's been a while, boss."
"Oh, my! Isn't it Administrative Officer Rubern!?"

Since this was a place I frequently used while working for the Black Lion Knights, the owner's eyes immediately widened when I greeted him.

"I heard you went on a journey! Have you finally returned!?"
"Hahaha... not exactly, I just stopped by on some business."
"I see, but no discount just because it's been a while~!"
"Of course not. Please take care of my friend's horse back there too. Here's 20 silver coins for two days."

I handed over the silver coins I had prepared in advance. These things should always be prepared ahead of time.

"Ah...!! Welcome! Then perhaps this is Administrative Officer Rubern's fiancée...?"
"What!? N-no, I'm not!!"

Sianne vigorously waved her hands in denial at the stable keeper's question.

Well... it's true we're not engaged.
But did she have to deny it so strongly?

It feels like my pride as a man just took a hit.

"She is our knight captain. I'm currently staying in Rupel Territory. She's the captain of the Snow Leopard Knights of Rupel Territory."
"Oh my!! I apologize! I never thought such a beautiful person would be a knight captain—!"
"I-it's fine..."

Sianne, who had dismounted, awkwardly replied.

"Well then, the paperwork is all complete."
"Just a moment."

I spoke again to the stable keeper who was quickly writing out a receipt.

Having been away from the capital for quite some time, it seemed good to gather information about local merchant groups and market trends in advance.

"Have you heard any news about merchant groups specializing in spices recently?"
"Spices, you say?"
"Yes, like price changes... or rumors about new trade routes opening up."

To get accurate information, it would be much better to visit a merchant guild or information brokers.

But stables are places where all kinds of people come and go.

The staff and stable keepers who manage these places are often well-versed in all sorts of rumors.

"As a matter of fact, I've heard the number of merchant groups importing spices has decreased recently."
"Is that so?"
"With supply exceeding demand in the capital... When the Black Lion Knights' grand expedition was canceled recently, many merchant groups hurriedly changed their main products, and as it happens, they chose spices."

That's right.

The merchant groups in question probably stocked up on iron weapons and armor needed for the expedition, but when the expedition was canceled, those items became worthless overnight.

Just like when the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort sold Damascus steel armor to our knights at a cheap price last time.

So they chose spices as their next best option.

While it's generally not a losing business, and could be considered a wise choice...

But what if most of the merchant groups that were preparing to trade armor with the knights all switched to spices?

With supply far exceeding expected demand, it's only natural that prices would crash.

This was quite favorable news for me, as I was planning to establish a new spice route.

"I see. Thank you."

I placed three more silver coins in the hand of the stable keeper who had provided useful information, and walked away with a light step.

"My house is this way."
"You lived in quite a bustling area..."
"There's a certain charm in watching people pass by."

First things first, we should rest at home before handling business.

It's getting close to dinner time anyway.

After checking the condition of the accessories I kept at home and resting for an hour or two, we can have dinner and wrap up the schedule.

One day is more than enough to visit merchant groups and do the legwork. Retrieving money from the church won't be difficult either.

"Ah, Captain Sianne. Is there anything you'd like to eat?"
"Anything I'd like to eat...?!"
"Since we've come all the way to the capital, I'll treat you to all meals. Make a list."
"Really!? No taking it back, Administrative Officer!"
"Do I lack money even if I lack face? Eat to your heart's content."
"Waaaa...!!"

When I spoke boldly, Sianne jumped up and down with joy.

With a personality like that, no wonder the stable keeper didn't realize she was a knight captain.

Still, I much preferred a knight captain with human warmth like Sianne over the blonde knight captain who always showed off and looked down on people.

As we walked along chatting, we soon arrived at my old house.

"This is my home."

A two-story house in the middle of the street.

It seemed a bit too spacious for a single man, but it was the best house I could find considering prestige, price, and livability.

When else would I get to live in a two-story house in this world?

I grabbed the door handle and pressed my thumb firmly into the groove where an alchemy mark was drawn.

Clunk!
The tightly closed door of the house opened.

This is what you call fantasy-style security door.

"Wow, the interior is incredibly neat too."
"I'm the type who cares about these things. But we'll need to dust a bit. After being abandoned for months, there must be dust everywhere..."

No sooner had I said this than I sensed something off.

"Huh?"
"What is it???"
"The house is excessively clean..."

Of course, I had cleaned up thoroughly before leaving. I also instructed the caretaker to properly handle the food supplies.

But still, there should be some dust accumulated after several months of absence.

Yet the floor was smooth as if it had just been cleaned yesterday.

"Maybe the caretaker did it?"
"I told them not to clean inside the house... Besides, the caretaker shouldn't even be able to enter."

A chill ran down my spine.
Is someone living here now?

More importantly, are my valuables still intact?

"Wait a moment, Sianne!"

I immediately ran up the stairs and began opening each bedroom door.

First, the study was clear.
The two guest rooms were also empty.

So the only place left was...

I carefully approached my room. Just in case, I suppressed my presence and footsteps, carefully grabbing the doorknob.

*Whether it's a petty thief or a lucky homeless person, they're dead if I catch them...!*

With thoughts of punishing the uninvited guest who dared to intrude into my sweet home, I forcefully opened the door.

"????"
"Mmm... Rubern, not there... Aww, mmm, it's not that I don't like it..."

On my bed was my former workplace junior, hugging a pillow and mumbling strange things in her sleep.
Why on earth are you here?
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"No, this... that's not it..."

Petra, who had just woken up, rambled incoherently.

Somehow, she's been showing unexpected sides of herself since I left the Black Lion Knights, more than in the three years we spent together before.

The conclusion was this:

"Ah, right. I did give Petra and a few others permission to access my home."
"I was on duty yesterday, and I was too tired to go all the way home..."

Since I once pursued extreme work efficiency, my house was located quite close to the Imperial Black Lion Knights headquarters.

It was admittedly a bit too spacious for a single man to live in.

So I had told Petra and some administrative staff members who lived far away to just stay at my place rather than traveling long distances.

It's like working in Jamsil and having to go all the way to Uijeongbu or Sinchon after your shift ends—that's a bit much, isn't it?

"So you've been staying at my house."

I understood without complaint.

After all, Petra isn't the type to barge into and occupy someone's home while the owner is temporarily away.

"I've been maintaining it too."
"I could tell. It was clean."
"I should at least do that much if I'm using it as temporary lodging."

Petra answered while fidgeting with her fingers.

"Has anyone else been coming in besides you? Other administrative staff members...?"
"Probably not? It seems no one else has entered the house since you left, Administrator."
"That's good."

I glanced at the safe hidden next to the bookshelf. While it wouldn't be easy to unlock, the security wasn't impenetrable for someone determined to break in.

The problem is that just because no one has tried anything so far doesn't guarantee they won't in the future.

Unlike Petra, with whom I had a solid relationship built on trust, my relationship with the other administrative staff was purely business.

The reason I allowed them to stay at my house was because I was still properly working at the Black Lion Knights.

If I came home every evening without fail, only an idiot wouldn't notice something strange.

But now that I'll be away for quite some time...

Having a trustworthy resident would be beneficial in many ways.

Yet I couldn't sell my house in the capital.

Transportation, commercial value, livability.
How many people would covet this perfect residence where all three factors align?

The price will at least double in the future.

"Then Petra, please stay here and take care of the house for a while."
"What? WHAT!?"
"I trust you. I'll register you as a co-resident."
"C-co-resident?!?!"

Petra shouted as if she might faint. Oh my, that startled me. Like last time, the frequency of her sudden outbursts seems to have noticeably increased.

"So, will you do it or not?"
"I'll do it! Of course I'll do it!!"

Petra nodded vigorously with a bright smile.

My goodness, how difficult must her commute be for her to react with such joy at the offer to live in my house?

Well... it seems the Black Lion Knights remained a black company even after I left.

***

Petra went back to her place to prepare for work tomorrow, while Sianne and I stayed at the house to check on the status of my emergency funds.

Fortunately, all the valuables were safe.

Of course they were—do you know how much these are worth?

The black fox doesn't forgive human trash who touches other people's belongings.

"Commander, would you like one?"

After finishing the general inventory, I handed Sianne a small ring with a ruby embedded in it, and she responded with disbelief.

"...I still can't believe it. The more I see this, the more I wonder why you settled in our Rupel Territory."
"I decided to do what I want from now on. And I wanted to do my work there."

I have plenty of money. I have plenty of time too.

But I don't want to waste it. I'm the type who finds healing in work.

To be more precise, I feel healed whenever I see knights or people I've nurtured grow and flourish.

Perhaps the reason I was under so much stress at the Black Lion Knights was because the organization had grown too large, leaving nothing left for me to nurture?

That, combined with the trolling from Levia, Ibona, and Old Man Kain, might have caused me to explode.

*It's a universal rule that once you've completed all the end-game content, it inevitably becomes boring.*

In that sense, the Rupel Territory and the Snow Leopard Knights, with their excellent members and plenty of room for development, were perfectly suited for me to nurture as a newbie.

How could I resist that?

"Let's just go get dinner then. Have you decided what you want to eat?"

Seeing her lukewarm reaction, I put the jewels back in the safe and reset the lock.

"Since I had rather meager meals for breakfast and lunch today, I'd like something hearty..."

Something hearty, huh.

I know just the place for that.

"There's a dish you probably haven't tried in Rupel Territory."

I got up and headed outside with Sianne.

And we arrived at:

[Constina Granny's Soup Rice]

There's nothing more satisfying than rice soaked in hot, milky broth with steam rising from it.

It's the perfect food to soothe a mind and body tired from a short journey.

"What is this...?"
"Just try it and you'll understand."

Sianne followed my lead, seasoning the soup and mixing in rice before taking a spoonful.

"...!!!"

Her pupils dilated instantly.

Just try it.
It's to die for.

Sianne began literally inhaling the soup rice after just one bite, and I too started my slightly late meal.

This place's soup rice is truly exceptional.

I don't know why there's soup rice in a fantasy world, but when I asked the owner, she said it was a dish that came from an eastern kingdom.

Well, I'll accept that setting.

I can't remember 100% of the content from the novel this was based on, so how could I possibly remember every minor detail?

Anyway, as my black hair proves, Granny's soup rice has become my favorite restaurant in Constina.

It's an oddly pleasant feeling watching elves and dwarves sitting around, making universal sounds of appreciation like "mmm."

While enjoying our happy dinner, a group of people who appeared to be merchants entered the soup rice shop.

"Five bowls of soup rice, please!"
"Hey, make it three. One bowl per two people is already tight enough. Let's share."

The five men sat down, but their expressions were very gloomy. Are their finances so tight they can't even afford one bowl per person?

"Y-you're right. Um, three bowls please!"
"Why only three bowls for five people?"

When the owner granny questioned the merchants, the man who seemed to be their leader replied in a dejected voice.

"We came to sell spices, but we're about to go bankrupt. Those damn large merchant guilds have taken over all our original routes, and I don't know what small peddlers like us are supposed to do..."

Hearing their story, the owner granny looked at them with sympathetic eyes.

"Fine, I'll give you an extra bowl, so make it four!"
"Can you really do that for us?"

The merchants immediately brightened up.

"You need to eat properly to keep your strength up. Eat well and don't think foolish thoughts."
"Thank you, ma'am!"

As expected of a hearty soup rice shop, the owner's generosity is just as substantial. This is why I like this place.

Anyway, while large merchant guilds must have suffered considerable damage from the recent crisis, it's the small-scale merchants like peddlers who have suffered truly devastating losses.

Just looking at the famous iron ore trade in Rupel Territory, the large merchant guilds first sweep up all the available quantity, and then the remaining stock is sold to medium and small-scale guilds or peddlers.

Of course, since iron ore is so heavy, medium and small-scale merchants or peddlers might not even consider dealing with it in the first place.

Conversely, with spices being valuable relative to their weight, I know there are quite a few peddlers who specialize in spices.

So when large merchant guilds suddenly took over the routes these peddlers had independently established...

They've reached the point where one bowl per person feels like a luxury.

As a modern person who believes one bowl per person should be guaranteed, this is truly a heartbreaking sight.

"Sianne, just a moment. Keep eating slowly."

After watching this scene, I got up from my seat, approached the owner granny, and handed her silver coins worth two portions.

"I'll pay for two more bowls, ma'am."
"Huh? Suddenly?"
"In exchange, may I join these gentlemen for a while?"
"Join them? Do as you please!"
"Thank you."

I bowed to the grandmother as she pocketed the silver coins and headed to the kitchen.

Then I squeezed in among the merchants, who wore puzzled expressions.

"What do you want?"

I carefully examined the merchants' faces.

According to my memory, I haven't seen them in the capital before, so they probably don't belong to any large merchant guild.

Their clothing style is typical of the central region, but the accessories around their necks and wrists are produced in the south.

Their skin also has that slightly tanned complexion characteristic of the southern regions.

They're probably southern peddlers who travel directly between the southern regions and the capital.

"Nice to meet you."

After roughly identifying their origin, I smiled and greeted them, to which one merchant responded in a curt voice.

"What's your reason for suddenly showing such kindness? I don't associate with strange religious recruiters or con artists."

They're clearly suspicious.

"My name is Rubern Ailoy. I'm the former Chief Administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights. I'm working elsewhere now, but..."

I deliberately trailed off while checking their reactions. Fortunately, at least two of them seemed to have heard my name before.

"I have heard of Rubern Ailoy."

That's right. A merchant who frequents the capital would certainly have heard my name.

After all, I expanded numerous businesses like an octopus to fatten the Imperial Black Lion Knights' coffers.

"Why would someone like you suddenly approach peddlers like us...?"

Their emotions shifted from suspicion to surprise, and from surprise to curiosity.

"I happened to overhear—are you all spice merchants?"
"Yes, we are. It's absolutely miserable."
"Is it because of the recent monopolization of spice sales by large merchant guilds?"
"Exactly! Those bastards! They're only concerned with filling their own bellies, and now small merchants like us can't even afford one bowl of soup rice per two people!"

Yes, yes, everyone in this restaurant already knows.

I nodded and calmed down the excited merchant.

"You must be having a hard time. But rather than letting those precious spices become dead inventory, wouldn't it be better to sell them quickly?"
"What? Sell them? Ah!! Are you suggesting...!"

I tapped the restaurant table and said:

"Let's start a new trade relationship."

Let's do some business together.

In exchange, I'll set the prices a bit lower, as I see fit.
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The merchants' gazes began to shift quickly.

Just then, the old lady brought over some soup, but they still seemed to be calculating in their heads.

Finally, the old lady couldn't stand it anymore.

"What the hell! Food's right in front of you and what are you doing?! Hurry up and eat, for goodness' sake!"

Only after she yelled did the merchants hurriedly pick up their spoons.

I felt somewhat guilty, as if they'd been scolded because of me, but they could have eaten comfortably while talking.

After taking a sip of the broth, they all let out appreciative sounds typical of soup enthusiasts.

"Mmm..."
"This is the taste I remember."
"But about this deal... exactly which area are you referring to?"
"Have you heard of Rupel Territory?"

The merchants nodded at my question.

Fortunately, they weren't completely uninformed about the northern regions.

"It's that small county next to Hebron Duchy, isn't it?"
"That's where I'm currently working."

As soon as I said that, they began looking at me with something like pity in their eyes.

I had revealed I was a former chief administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, but mentioning I was now in a remote county made them think I'd been demoted.

That's not it!
I left of my own accord!

I even slapped the commander across the face before I left—I wish they wouldn't look at me that way.

Soon, the man who appeared to be the merchants' leader added another comment.

"Then I'm even more confused. Why would such a small, remote territory have such high demand for spices? Especially in the north."

The north has low demand for spices.

Indeed, that was the common perception.

"How unfortunate... Rupel Territory is currently developing quite prosperously. As a result, the demand for spices is gradually increasing."
"Is that so?"

When I spoke firmly, he lightly stroked his chin. He still seemed uncertain.

"Then perhaps you know of the free city of Montelgo?"
"I've heard much about Montelgo. This friend here has even visited once."

He patted the shoulder of the peddler sitting beside him, who nodded while slurping his soup.

"It wasn't a bad city. Lively, good climate, and convenient transportation."

Yes, it needs at least this level of recognition among people for someone to say that a barony supports an entire county.

If a merchant who operates in the south and around the capital has visited once, it means they also think the free city of Montelgo has a valuable market.

There's a saying that markets are found by peddlers, but money is made by large merchant groups.

It's a bitter social structure where small merchants like peddlers enter first, but ultimately the large merchant groups sweep up all the profits.

But it's true that peddlers, needing to maximize profits with minimal inventory, will jump at any trade opportunity that seems worthwhile.

I decided to give these lucky merchants a hint about the Iron Road project we were planning.

"What Rupel Territory is currently promoting is a new road connecting the free city of Montelgo to Petaronto, the capital of Rupel."
"A new... road?"
"Given the northern region's winding paths and poor accessibility, once this new road is laid, trade volume will undoubtedly increase tremendously."

I was just stating the obvious.

The peddlers began to pay more attention to my words.

Having clearly established my identity from the start, my proposal was more effective coming from a position of trust.

"Judging by your appearance, you seem to be primary merchants who directly import spices from the southern regions..."
"H-how did you know?!"
"I can tell just by looking."

At their reaction of being completely figured out, I laughed heartily.

Besides, Constina locals don't actually eat this soup.

Only southerners familiar with diverse cultures due to active sea trade would go out of their way to find it.

"Wouldn't it be better to invest in a market with high growth potential? Selling spices in the capital Constina will become less profitable going forward."

What kind of people are these large merchant groups?

They're the type who will try every dirty trick to squeeze profit from anything valuable.

Of course, there are a few large merchant groups that aren't like that, but generally speaking, having a lot of capital means they've exploited many people.

Do you think they'll give up the spice trade they've established just because they're hastily buying spices to cover their losses?

Absolutely not.

As time goes on, small merchants are doomed to wither away in this structure.

"For the first transaction, I'll offer 15% above the price you paid for the spices."
"15%..."

That's much lower than the profit they were hoping for.

Typically, the profit margin on spices is over 40% on average. With good timing, one could even make up to 70%.

But in the current situation, even a 15% margin would barely allow them to break even.

"Hmmmm!"

The merchants looked deeply troubled.

I decided I should raise my offer one more time.

The basic principle of price negotiation is to start with an offer lower than what you're prepared to pay, then gradually increase it.

"Okay, I understand. Let's make it 20%. But you'll have to cover the cost of the cart to transport the goods to the territory."
"That's not a bad condition."

20%.

I was originally willing to go up to 25%, but they surrendered earlier than expected.

Well, considering they were sharing three bowls of soup among five people, they must be in a hurry if they're desperate.

"Then after you finish your meal, could you bring your goods to this address?"

I took out the pen and notebook I always keep in my pocket and scribbled down my home address.

"Understood. We'll see you there."
"Haha, it was a pleasure meeting you! Sorry for interrupting your meal."
"No, not at all! You even paid for two bowls, sir."
"Enjoy your meal."

Since Sianne had just finished scraping the last of her soup as well,

We decided to head home first and wait for the merchants.

About an hour or two later.

When I heard knocking and opened the door, two merchants each holding large bundles bowed their heads in greeting.

"Let me introduce myself properly. I'm Roger, a peddler. I belong to the 'FisherPepper' merchant association from the south."

Unfortunately, I hadn't heard of them before.

If they were a group of peddlers not affiliated with a large merchant group worthy of being called a "guild," they clearly weren't a large association.

They were probably about the size of the Mist Flower Guild I met in Melburn village.

However, with "Fisher" and "Pepper" in the name, they likely specialized in fishing and spices.

At least if they're a spice-focused association, I shouldn't worry too much about the quality of their goods.

"Where are the others?"
"Someone needs to guard our goods. We came as representatives."
"Ah, I see. Please come in."

I guided the two merchants into the house. Inside, Sianne, dressed in casual clothes, greeted them with a slight nod.

"Come to think of it, wasn't she with you at the restaurant earlier? Perhaps the lady of the house..."
"No. She's our territory's knight commander, so please show proper respect."
"Ah!! I apologize!!"

Before Sianne could drive a nail into male pride over another misunderstanding, I preemptively cut it off.

Roger, realizing he had made a grave mistake, covered his mouth with a "hup" and bowed his head to me.

That's right.
Just handle it properly.

"Now then, let me show you the goods first."

The two peddlers carefully unwrapped their bundles. Immediately, the distinctive aroma of spices overwhelmed our senses.

Sianne must have found it intense too, as she suddenly jerked her head back and shook it like a dog.

"We have pepper, parsley, edible herbs that only grow in the south, and various dried chilies. These chilies are thinly ground and used in cooking."

Following these classic ingredients commonly known as spices:

"What's this yellow one?"
"That's curry powder. In continents across the sea, they make it into a thin sauce to eat with rice."
"Wow, were you planning to sell this too?"

There was even curry powder, a spice I'd rarely seen before.

*This is absolutely top-tier for masking chicken odor.*

They even had spices that are difficult to find outside the southern regions. As expected of peddlers from a spice-specialized association.

"These are dried bay leaves, and this is cinnamon. Also called cinnamomum."
"This is ginger. And garlic too."
"You're quite knowledgeable about spices...?"
"I used to cook a bit in the past."

When I first arrived in this world, I wandered for about a year.

My cooking skills, which were terrible in my previous life, improved tremendously during that time.

Of course, it was impossible to satisfy modern tastes with the ingredients available then...

Ah! The unforgettable memories of street food!

Seeing my great interest, the peddler became excited and launched into detailed explanations.

And the highlight of his presentation was:

"Well, this won't do. This item is such an expensive spice that I rarely show it to anyone..."

Roger rummaged in his back pocket for something, separate from the bundle.

"The diamond of spices. Known as magic powder, they say once you try it, you can never give it up."
"What is it?"
"Here it is."

A plant stem with a blunt, rounded end. Beside it were dried red petals and black seeds.

"What is this?"

It was a food ingredient I'd never seen before.

"Famous for bringing back even runaway daughters-in-law, the legendary spice of the south!"

Roger shrugged his shoulders and said:

"It's opium poppy!"

That's a drug.
You crazy bastard.
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When I couldn't hide my surprised expression, Roger laughed heartily and wiggled his eyebrows.

"Well, well, you recognize it right away. Those petals, when brewed into tea, are excellent medicinal ingredients for energy restoration and alchemical materials. And these seeds, when ground into powder and sprinkled on food, can turn ordinary dishes into exquisite delicacies—a magical powder."

Insane.
Magical powder indeed.

"Oh... really?!"
"Commander Sianne, please don't."

I stopped Sianne, who was curiously leaning in to sniff it.

"Huh?"
"It's a highly addictive spice."

Opium poppy.

The main ingredient in opium and, when properly processed, used to create powerful drugs like heroin.

I knew some regions used it as a spice, but I never expected to encounter it so suddenly.

"Anyway, we deal in such items as well. All the spices from our Fisher-Pepper Association are of exceptional quality."

Indeed they were. The quality of the other spices was excellent too.

Spices generally don't spoil easily, but these had been mixed with preservative alchemical ingredients to prevent discoloration or strange odors.

At least there were no changes visible to the naked eye.

Considering that the southern regions typically take not just hours but days to reach by horse, even spices can deteriorate without proper management. The fact that these were so well-preserved meant they were being handled with exceptional care.

It's rare to find spices mixed with preservative alchemical ingredients.

The sudden appearance of opium poppies was concerning, though...

*Actually, legally speaking, there's no issue.*

The Bolivar Empire has no regulations regarding opium poppies. In fact, no country in this world regulates opium poppies as drugs like in modern times.

This world has normalized concepts like magic and alchemy, so there are far more dangerous substances and alchemical ingredients than opium that are actually regulated.

Still, it wasn't something to get too friendly with.

"I, I think we'll pass on the opium poppies."
"Hahaha... certainly, they can be a bit overwhelming. They're also a spice that divides opinion."
"Everything else is of excellent quality."

I nodded as I looked at the merchant Roger. I was willing to purchase goods of this quality.

"However, we're not looking to make just a one-time purchase of spices. Would you be interested in establishing a continuous trade route?"
"O-of course! As you said, Administrator, thinking of it as an investment in the future! I'd like to propose regular trade."

Good, good.

I was already planning to form a merchant group operated by the knights themselves.

While the Imperial Black Lion Knights in the capital face various restrictions, provincial knight orders often operate their own separate merchant groups.

After all, dealing with merchant groups individually means paying various fees and losing money in small amounts here and there.

It's more profitable to attract your own merchant group to earn funds and purchase necessary items for the knight order at lower prices.

Of course, knight orders swimming in money like the Black Lions prefer to form partnership contracts with large merchant groups rather than running their own.

But the Snow Leopard Knights aren't at that level yet.

Right now, attracting merchant groups would be helpful. Besides, there's no guarantee that merchant groups will flood in as soon as the Iron Road is completed.

In the end, it's all about trust.

No matter how safe a highway is said to be, if no one uses it, it's just a ghost road.

And with at least half a year until the road's completion...

It's impossible to predict how market prices will change by then, so establishing routes in advance is the wise choice.

They'd have no reason to refuse if we maintain the existing trade route and then open a new road for them.

"By the way, are there other merchant groups affiliated with the Fisher-Pepper Association?"
"No. Fisher-Pepper is currently a merchant association that only deals with traveling merchants. Actually, the group you saw earlier all come from the same region."
"I see."

So it's like a neighborhood business.

That's actually fortunate.

To continue cooperation with Fisher-Pepper and eventually make them completely dependent on us, it's better not to have other merchant groups involved.

"Then let's do this. I'll buy all the spices you have, except for the opium poppies. As we discussed at the restaurant, at 20% above your purchase price."
"Agreed."

Since we had already settled on the terms, there was no need to add anything else.

We both stood up and shook hands.

A perfectly clean deal.

"When do you plan to depart for the territory?"
"The day after tomorrow. We plan to stay here until tomorrow."
"I understand. Then, if it's alright with you... could I pay a certain percentage as an advance?"

Advance payment, huh...

I know they're in a tight financial situation, but I can't do that for someone I just met.

While I have a reputation to maintain and playing tricks would quickly spread rumors, a Fisher-Pepper traveling merchant could simply take the advance payment and disappear, leaving us with no way to track them.

"How about you sell me some of the spices in advance instead?"
"Would that be acceptable?"

I showed him a pouch of gold coins I had set aside.

Fifteen gold coins should be enough.
I could have haggled for more, but let's call it moral consideration.

"Fifteen gold coins, excluding the opium poppies, correct?"
"Yes, that's ri—"

Just as I was about to confirm, a thought crossed my mind about whether the opium poppies might be useful somewhere.

*It's not illegal, and it's not like I know how to manufacture drugs.*

The fact is that opium poppies are expensive ingredients. And expensive ingredients usually have some use somewhere.

Even dung can be medicine when needed, as they say.

Maybe I shouldn't think so negatively about it.

*Though I definitely shouldn't use it as a spice.*

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy?"

As I fell into thought, Roger asked with a slightly confused look.

"Is something bothering you?"
"Let's purchase the opium poppies as well."
"Ah! That's no problem at all."
"But I have one more question."
"Please, ask away."

I glanced at Sianne before speaking.

"These seeds... can they be planted and cultivated?"

***

The rest of our schedule proceeded smoothly. Sianne and I sold the valuables we had collected in the house at quite good prices.

We were also able to safely withdraw 30% of the deposits we had left with the Papal Church. When we first arrived, we had only a few gold coins.

Now we needed a separate backpack just for storage.

This world is truly inconvenient. After my phone, what I miss most is my card.

In my original world, I rarely carried cash and always used my card first.

Anyway, we've gathered sufficient funds.

I handed over the payment to Roger's group and purchased all the spices they had.

I secured a whole bag of curry powder, one of the absolutely essential spices.

This one bag costs 10 gold coins, damn it.

It's an insane price!

Even though this is a reasonable price, if it were the usual market price, it would have cost at least 20 gold coins.

I can somewhat understand why food gets tastier the further south you go.

Common people's food lacks spices and tastes bland.
Noble food is overly seasoned with spices in the name of luxury and tastes terrible.

It's all because spices are unnecessarily expensive.

Of course, even though we purchased the spices, according to our contract terms, they would deliver them directly to the Rupel Territory.

They quickly arranged for a wagon and completed preparations for departure.

We disposed of all valuables kept in the safe and recovered 30% of the deposits held by the church.

With an amount that could cover the outrageous spice prices three times over, Sianne's hands trembled as she managed the funds.

"Why... WHY?! Why did you come to our knight order, Administrator Rubern?!"
"You're repeating yourself, just like yesterday."
"I really don't understand! This is enough money to live comfortably for life...?!"

Commander Sianne, I'm sorry, but half of that isn't honestly earned money.

It could all be confiscated if things go wrong!

Of course, many people in the Black Lion Knights did the same as me, so it couldn't become a public issue.

But what if Levia decided to take petty revenge?

She could easily confiscate everything.

That's why I need to spend it quickly.

Besides, now that I'm also the administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights.

Even if they seize my assets in the capital, I won't have to grovel to Levia out of financial desperation.

"What's the point of living comfortably doing nothing? There would be no meaning to life. I'm happy now. These moments with the Snow Leopard Knights and Commander Sianne are precious to me."

After adding that sincere sentiment, Sianne immediately froze up.

"W-w-what are you saying! How can you just say things like that?!"
"Isn't that the natural mindset for an administrator?"

I've always aimed for a knight order that feels like family.

I unintentionally gained a half-human, half-dragon daughter too, so I truly don't regret joining the Snow Leopard Knights.

"..."

But something about Petra's gaze seemed strange.

Since today was our last day in the capital, Petra had agreed to come help us pack after she finished work.

She looks tired today.
Her condition doesn't seem good.

"Petra? Your eyes look dead. How tired are you?"
"It's nothing..."

Petra replied in a dejected voice.

She's really working hard.

I'd like to tell her to quit immediately and come here, but the Black Lion Knights are currently very dependent on her, and I personally have a favor I asked of her, so she needs to hold on a little longer.

*Thinking about it makes me feel a bit sorry.*

I clicked my tongue bitterly and gave Petra a light hug. She was startled, glanced at Sianne, and tumbled over in surprise.

"—!!!"

I helped her up quickly, and Petra stammered.

"W-w-what...!"
"Are you okay!? I'm sorry... I was just trying to encourage you. Was it uncomfortable or unpleasant?"
"No...!! Not at all!!"

Petra shook her head vigorously and then hugged me again. She smelled nice and soft.

"Thank you, Administrator Rubern."
"You're welcome. Just hang in there a little longer. I won't forget this favor. You know that, right?"
"Of course..."

As I patted her back, Petra pressed herself closer to my chest.

She looked just like a whining little sister.

Come to think of it, she's only twenty-three, and because I left on my own, I've unexpectedly burdened her.

I can indulge her this much.

"I'm counting on you for promoting the cooking competition I asked about."
"Don't worry. I'll promote it extensively, from the neighborhood restaurant chefs to former imperial chefs."
"Great. While we're at it, come visit Rupel again, Petra. Last time was purely for work, so this time let's go sightseeing together."
"I'd love to!"

Petra released her arms and looked at me intently. The life returned to her previously empty, hollow eyes.

"You really are the best, Administrator."

Petra smiled brightly.

I thought this while working with her too—she's such a kind person. Just one sincere word of encouragement, and she shows such gratitude.

...Though her slightly ragged breathing must be my imagination, right?
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Sianne and I were able to safely return to Rupel Territory after completing all our scheduled tasks.

We did encounter some bandits along the way, but those bastards apparently valued their lives—they ran away in terror after Sianne released her aura once.

Knights who have awakened their aura are truly the best.

For caravan escorts, they're more reliable than Constina's 20-year-traditional grandma's soup.

"This is my first time traveling this route, but it certainly seems to have a lot of bandits and wolf packs," Roger said, perched on the wagon as he looked around at the road.

"That's exactly why we're pushing for new road construction. The current route is too long and inconvenient."

From the capital Constina to Petaronto, the main city of Rupel Territory, it takes about 7 hours on horseback.

However, that's only under ideal weather conditions and when travelers are carrying no luggage, just riding horses—like when Sianne and I first came down here empty-handed.

But for caravans with wagons or longer merchant processions, 7 hours was laughable—it often took several days.

Moreover, most cities in the Bolivar Empire were concentrated in the central and southern regions.

The empire's northern territories weren't small by any means, but beyond the Ardaroce Mountains bordering Rupel Territory, the area was so dangerous it might as well be considered uninhabited.

This was why Hebron Duchy handled most of the north, despite being "just" a duchy.

The northern guardian family protected the empire from countless unsubdued magical beasts and mysterious, powerful entities from beyond imperial borders that hadn't even been properly documented.

But as the Hebron ducal family's influence grew stronger, it reinforced the perception that people should "stay away from the north" as much as possible.

Even though northern territories were relatively closer to the capital compared to the south, merchants naturally preferred the safer southern regions with more trading opportunities.

This was the main reason why not just Rupel, but also Hebron Duchy and other small northern territories had developed such strong internal economies.

Fewer merchant caravans meant worsening local economies—a vicious cycle.

The only way to break this chain was to build highways to actively attract merchants and develop tourism resources through cooking competitions.

After all, wasn't I drawn to the north before the south because of my obsession with beer?

Rupel Territory has plenty of potential.
It just hasn't bloomed yet.

"Administrator, is that fortress in the distance...?"
"Ah, yes. We've nearly arrived."

I looked at the gray city visible beyond the mountain path and said:

"Welcome to Petaronto, the capital of Rupel Territory."

***

We passed through the city gates and headed directly to the knights' headquarters.

Since we had quite a large quantity of spices, it made more sense to store them at the knights' headquarters building.

As soon as our wagon stopped in front of the count's residence, we ran into Ronz, who was returning from shopping.

"You've finally returned!"
"Ronz, perfect timing. Help me carry these."

This excellent human forklift stacked several bags weighing over 30kg each on his hands and effortlessly carried them to the knights' headquarters.

Heintz and Barbara, who had just finished training at the practice field, joined us afterward to help transport the rest of the spices.

Within minutes, we completed the unloading.

By then, dozens of bags of spices were piled up at the knights' headquarters.

"Captain Sianne, Administrator Rubern! What is all this?!"
"It's exactly what it looks like. Spices."
"Do... do I have to process all this through the knights' budget?! Just how much impulse shopping did you do...?!"

Vice-Captain Imen rushed out in shock from where he'd been working in the knights' building.

"I paid for it myself."

When I handed him two heavy pouches of gold coins with a refreshing smile, Imen immediately burst into applause.

"Wow, as expected of Administrator Rubern! You've completely saved the knights' treasury!"

It was obviously a hastily fabricated reaction after his quick change of attitude, but let's just go with it.

"But how do we store all this?"
"Obviously, you just keep it in the food storage, don't you?"

Roger spoke casually as if wondering why anyone would even ask such a question.

That's when I suddenly remembered one crucial fact I'd completely forgotten.

*Wait... we don't have a food storage in our knights' order.*

There was a food storage used by the Rupel Count's household, but that was strictly for the count's staff.

Not only would there be no space to store this volume of spices, but it would also be inconsiderate to ask them to store competition supplies without touching them.

"You don't even have storage?"
"Well... as I mentioned on our way here, our knights' order is just being rebuilt..."

Roger looked at me and the knights in disbelief.

"If you leave spices at room temperature, they'll spoil easily. Spices are surprisingly sensitive to environmental conditions. Even using alchemy to prevent spoilage has its limits."
"Then where should we store them?"
"You need a cool place without direct sunlight that isn't humid. Don't you have such a place in the knights' building?"

At the merchant's words, Sianne shook her head.

Unfortunately, the knights' building faced south, so there were hardly any rooms without sunlight.

And while there was a basement that had once been used as a prison or interrogation room, it was so damp and dirty that mold was growing there.

We couldn't risk ruining the expensive, high-quality spices we'd just purchased.

"Then perhaps we should quickly build—"

I looked at the two SCV members who had successfully completed the goblin watchtower construction mission last time.

"I'm not doing it!"

Heintz firmly declared as he stepped back from my obvious stare.

"Hawawa."

Barbara fidgeted uncomfortably, avoiding my gaze.

Right... I've already asked too much of them. It wouldn't be fair to ask again. They're knights, not engineers or laborers.

"What's that abandoned building over there? Judging by the furniture blocking it, is there something strange inside?"

The unexpected solution came when one of the merchants pointed to a storage building whose entrance was blocked by various junk.

"That's right! I completely forgot about that."

It was the place where we had confined the Frost Spirit that was causing trouble when I first arrived in Rupel Territory.

It had originally been the knights' brewery, making it a cool place without sunlight and not at all humid.

After all, beer, like spices, was a sensitive food whose taste could vary dramatically depending on temperature and humidity.

After clearing away the junk blocking the entrance and opening the door to the closed storage room, a cool breeze rushed out, instantly dispelling the early June summer heat.

"Wow... what is this?"

The reason we had confined the Frost Spirit in the storage room was partly because these spirits thrived in cold environments.

Over time, being cold spirits by nature, they were supposed to return to nature and disappear.

But since the place had remained closed and abandoned even after we defeated the Frost Spirits...

The old brewery had become an even cooler environment than before. It was cool enough to store not just spices but any kind of food without problems.

While Rupel Territory in the north wasn't as swelteringly hot in summer as the central or southern regions...

The temperatures from July to early September were still quite high, so this would be a good place to store food supplies for the knights.

The merchants nodded in agreement that in this environment, the spices would easily last for years.

"Let's store them in there then."
"Everyone move! Let's finish quickly so we can rest~!"

Sianne lifted a bag of spices and entered the storage room, encouraging the other members.

The rest of the knights followed her lead.

I also carefully carried two bags of pepper with Roger down into the storage.

"This spot would be perfect. The air is cool and dry, making it ideal for storage."
"This building used to be a brewery, right?"

He asked, looking at the brewing equipment and oak barrels in the basement.

"This is a city famous for its beer. It seems the knights used to brew their own beer to drink. I heard it was completely abandoned after the Great Expedition."

During our relatively short journey from the capital to Petaronto, we had talked about many things.

Roger, who had revealed himself to be a great beer enthusiast, began to show interest in the oak barrels abandoned in the corner.

"Oh, this barrel seems to be filled with beer?"
"What?"

I followed him closer to the brewing barrels.

When I visited last time, I had just looked around briefly and checked the temperature before leaving, so I hadn't noticed, but some of the beer barrels were indeed not empty.

"...May I taste it?"
"What? I don't mind, but this beer must have been abandoned for at least several years, right?"
"It looks like it hasn't been here for even a year. Look at the date here."

He pointed to a thin engraving on the oak barrel. It showed that it had been stored about 8 months ago.

*Strange. Didn't they say this place was abandoned after the Great Expedition?*

It seemed that while the brewing facilities were abandoned, the place continued to be used as storage afterward. If it had been a brewing facility from the beginning, they wouldn't have piled junk at the entrance on the first floor.

I reluctantly nodded to Roger, whose eyes were sparkling.

I clearly warned him, right?
He's the one who insisted on drinking it.

If he gets sick and has diarrhea along the way, that's not my problem.

Regardless of my concerns, Roger rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a small metal cup.

Wait, what?
He carries a dedicated cup in his pocket?

I thought I was quite the beer enthusiast, but this was borderline obsessive.

As Roger unsealed the oak barrel, black beer with white foam filled his cup.

"Ah, the color is a bit concerning... but the aroma is quite good."

Black beer.
It resembled stout in color, but something was different.

Roger took a small sip from the cup.

At that moment.

"Holy shit."

He looked at me with wide, startled eyes.

"I'm so sorry for my language. I was just too surprised."
"Is it that bad?"
"No, not at all! I've never tasted beer like this in my life. It's... it's incredibly delicious."

His words piqued my curiosity. A beer that a self-proclaimed beer enthusiast praised so highly?

"Why don't you try it?"

If I had to choose between hygiene and curiosity, I'd normally prioritize the former.

But if it had been aged in an oak barrel, that was a different story.

First, I smelled it—a chocolate-like aroma rose up. Chocolate in beer? I momentarily wondered if it had gone bad, but the sweetness was too smooth for that.

It definitely wasn't an unpleasant smell.

I stuck out my tongue slightly and took a small taste.

Despite only holding it briefly in my mouth, it filled with the subtle flavors of roasted coffee, chocolate, and above all, the deep smoky aroma typically found in wine or whiskey aged in oak barrels.

"Wow... this is..."
"Incredible, isn't it? As a beer enthusiast, I guarantee this will make money. If you sell this to beer aficionados, you'll be swimming in gold!!"

Roger exclaimed in an excited voice.

And amusingly enough, I was thinking the same thing.

This.
We absolutely need to market this as a local specialty alongside the chicken.
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When did I start liking alcohol?

I'm certain it was before I fell into this world. I remember when I first turned twenty, I couldn't drink well and ended up feeding the pigeons at every drinking session to much acclaim.

Anyway, what started with convenience store beer gradually evolved and expanded in variety. Before I knew it, I had reached the level of holding Jack Daniel's Honey in one hand and Absolut Zero vodka in the other.

I often heard people say, "This guy should just stick to soju instead of craving imported liquor."

But what can I say? I truly drink for the taste.

Perhaps that's why I enjoy the alcohol in this world more. Since beer and wine are common here, there are many products that can be enjoyed like beverages rather than pure alcohol.

In that respect, the beer I discovered at this brewery boasts an overwhelming flavor.

"...? Where on earth did you find this?"

The steward in charge of Count Rupel's liquor stared at me with wide eyes.

Since my first meeting with Count Rupel was at a tavern in Petaronto, the Count himself was a genuine alcohol enthusiast. Despite his limited finances, he had properly employed a liquor manager by splitting his own assets.

"It was abandoned in that old brewery that was in a closed state."
"When was it made?"
"About half a year ago."
"...That's around the time the previous manager retired due to health issues. He must have used it as his own liquor storage."

So that's what happened.

As I nodded, the liquor manager stroked his bushy beard and added:

"I'll find out the brewing method somehow."

His eyes were filled with determination. There was a clear resolve to succeed in this task.

"I appreciate your effort."
"The Count will surely be pleased."
"Why not collaborate with brewers in Petaronto? I've always regretted not being able to sell beer as a Rupel specialty."
"I agree... Whether there's an issue with the storage method or something unique about Rupel's environment, I'm not sure. But they say it completely loses its flavor when transported to other regions."

That's exactly why I came here personally.

While local specialties that can only be tasted in specific regions aren't bad, to continuously attract outside workforce, "regional branding" is ultimately important.

I came all the way here because I had time and money to spare. Regular travelers can't do that.

Relying solely on word of mouth isn't very efficient.

Rather, if we could definitely sell delicious beer in commercial centers including the imperial capital, people would think, "Hmm, this beer... I wonder what it's like at its source?" and flock to Rupel Territory.

"We're in the same boat now. Let's go together."
"Agreed. For the revival of Rupel Territory!"

I grinned and grabbed the liquor manager's hand.

With the unusual situation in Tipen Village drawing attention, stories about Rupel Territory would soon spread through the mouths of minstrels.

The success of Rupel's revival depends on how many people come to this cooking competition.

When the tide comes in, I'll not only row hard but attach a motor too.

***

While the liquor manager and I were inquiring about the brewing method of the beer we accidentally discovered, the cooking competition that Sianne and I had planned to promote in the capital was also proceeding successfully.

"Is this enough?"
"Hmm, I think it's sufficient to draw attention."

Deputy Commander Imen, who was now essentially the chief administrator in charge of promotion and marketing, held up the advertisement in front of me.

===============================

MASTERPIECE
1st Rupel Territory Cooking Competition

Total Prize: 300 Gold Coins

??HEROES OF THE COOK??Enjoy Unlimited♠♠SPICES☜☜100% Prize Money for Winner※

Famous beer in Rupel Territory come play and enjoy refreshingly~@@@@

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Cooking Theme: Fried Chicken
Date: Last Wednesday of June

===============================

"But is this really okay?"

As I smiled with satisfaction, Deputy Commander Imen replied in a somewhat disgusted voice.

"Isn't it much more eye-catching than the first one?"
"No, these symbols everywhere interfere with readability. And why write the text in such a complicated, twisted way?"
"That's all part of the strategy. Even people who wouldn't normally look will be curious about what it says and take a second look."

Deputy Commander Imen glanced down at the palm-sized advertisement.

"I suppose that's true..."

Unfortunately, the concept of "advertising" isn't very developed here.

While job postings, missing person notices, and quest announcements can easily be found at the Adventurer's Guild, I've never seen "mass promotion" that provides information to an unspecified number of people at once—essentially the equivalent of modern spam.

Of course, printing technology is surprisingly well-developed for a fantasy setting, making this practically the best environment for distributing such spam.

"Ah! I'm becoming the world's first spam mail creator!"

With Constina Granny's Soup openly established in the imperial capital, it seems pointless to nitpick about plausibility now.

It's fortunate this isn't a martial arts world, or I'd be the first to jump up and shout, "This isn't martial arts!!"

Still, since Imen was seeing this type of advertisement for the first time, she had a look of complete disapproval.

"Anyway, all the essential information is clearly written at the top and bottom, right? The important content is presented neatly, so there's no problem."
"...You really are a strange person, Administrator Rubern."
"If we're going to do something, we might as well try everything possible."

The first step is always crucial.

If we can showcase Rupel Territory's presence throughout the empire by hosting this cooking competition, that's a win.

If it fails spectacularly, the future I've envisioned for Rupel Territory will be completely shattered.

And we should start recruiting additional knights soon.

Before I came, recruitment was impossible due to lack of funds, but the situation has changed significantly now.

If we hold such a large-scale event, wandering knights with nothing to do will surely hear the rumors and visit.

By carefully selecting the wheat from the chaff among them, we can rapidly strengthen the Snow Leopard Knights.

Therefore, the additional value that Rupel Territory and the knights will gain from this cooking competition can hardly be calculated in hundreds of gold coins.

Developing local specialties to attract tourists.
Naturally bringing in outside capital to improve residents' economic situation.
Increasing the talent pool as people find the territory attractive and either settle or join the knights.

We'll announce to the entire empire the revival of Rupel County, which once rivaled the Hebron Duchy, one of the empire's three great duchies.

And incidentally, develop delicious chicken (very important) too.

"Sigh, I guess I should start looking for a venue. We can't hold it at the Count's residence..."

Deputy Commander Imen sighed deeply and dropped her arms.

Having worked with me for several months now, she knows my stubbornness isn't easily broken.

"If this event succeeds, it will all be thanks to you, Deputy Commander Imen. You know that, right?"
"Really, if you couldn't talk..."

I smiled as I watched her trudge out of the office.

***

The cooking competition preparations were steadily progressing.

The first to respond to the announcement were citizens working in the food industry in Petaronto.

"I heard the knights are hosting a cooking competition. Apparently, they're running it like a festival."
"I already received the advertisement. They've been busy decorating the northern plaza in the city."
"Thinking of entering? The total prize is 300 gold coins."

Three hundred gold coins.

Even if they wouldn't give it all to one person, winning just a third—100 gold coins—would be equivalent to several years of business.

Being a small northern territory, Petaronto rarely saw tourists.

One hundred gold coins was an amount ordinary residents couldn't even dream of.

"Honestly, I'm tempted."
"My wife's been nagging me to go win it. If we start preparing now, don't we have a decent chance? You've tried making fried dishes before, right?"
"That's true, but..."
"Let's split it fifty-fifty, you and me!"
"...Alright, we've got nothing to lose. Let's give it a try!"

Of course, it wasn't just Rupel Territory residents who wanted to participate.

"Did you see this advertisement? I saw these strange characters lined up and read it—they're holding a cooking competition up north?"
"They say the total prize is 300 gold coins."
"I'm more attracted by the fact that they're providing spices and ingredients freely."
"True... spice prices are too high these days. The large merchant groups buy them cheap and then collude to freeze prices."

And it's not like they could boldly raise food prices like those merchants.

If they tried such mischief in the local market, they'd quickly lose even their regular customers and end up on the streets.

"You know, your late mother was amazing at frying food."
"That's right. My mother made delicious food."
"Then couldn't you make it the same way? Why not participate?"
"Maybe I should..."
"Come on! If someone from our alley wins, it's not just good for you! It could feed all of us!"

From north to south, east to west of the Bolivar Empire.
From the capital Constina to the smallest baronies.

Like adventurers setting out to find legendary artifacts, numerous cooks began heading to Rupel Territory.

And that's not all.

Word spread about an interesting event being held in a northern territory no one had heard of, and spectators began flocking in numbers equal to the cooks.

Simple travelers and minstrels.
Wandering knights and mercenary groups.
Beggars and merchants who always follow crowds.
Various nobles and their children who came personally to taste special delicacies, as this was officially a cooking competition.

"...??"
"Ad-Administrator Rubern... what are we going to do about this?!"

The result:

"We're screwed."

The number of visitors had exceeded Petaronto's capacity.

This was an outcome that even Rubern Ailoy hadn't anticipated.
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The Hebron Duchy, one of the three duchies supporting the Bolivar Empire and renowned for its military prowess, had been in turmoil recently.

Continuous earthquakes had been shaking the entire duchy.

Fortunately, they originated near the Ardaroce Mountains, so no people were injured.

However, as nearby magical beasts became increasingly active, the knights of Hebron Duchy had to maintain constant expeditions for months without rest.

"Commander Siegbert Bauer, I've returned from the expedition."

Lilia Hebron, the eldest daughter of the Duke of Hebron and captain of the second division of the knightly order "The Wolves," saluted with disciplined movements.

The white-haired man who had been scribbling documents at his desk in the commander's office waved his hand dismissively.

"So, how were things out there?"
"The Winter Fortress is secure. The magical beasts beyond show no unusual activity."
"That's a relief at least."

Siegbert removed his monocle and placed it on the desk, letting out a sigh of relief.

With natural disasters causing internal strife throughout the duchy, if the powerful magical beast forces beyond the Winter Fortress had also mobilized—

Even the mighty Wolves, masters of combat, could not have faced them alone.

The knightly order protecting Hebron Duchy and serving its duke.

The Wolves.

While outsiders sometimes called them the Wolf Pack Knights, the knights themselves preferred the name "The Wolves."

Even their commander was called the "pack leader" rather than commander, and their headquarters bore the unusual name of "Wolf Den."

The wolves guarding the northern border.

Lilia Hebron, the duke's daughter, served among them as captain of the second division.

Hebron Duchy boasted unrivaled military might among the three duchies.

She served to prove herself a legitimate successor before inheriting her father's authority, which diminished with each passing year.

"What is my next mission, then?"
"There is no next mission."
"Pardon? Aren't there still tasks remaining?"
"It's about time for rotation. The wolves of the second division must be quite exhausted."

Given how vast and rugged the duchy's territory was, even experienced knights became drained after expeditions.

That's why they had a tradition of rotating duties after certain periods of deployment, ensuring at least minimal rest.

"Has it been that long already...?"
"It's been two months since the first earthquake was reported in Rupel Territory. That's enough."

Two months.

Time had flown by without her realizing it.

"The second division of the Wolves may take three weeks of rest."
"Three weeks...?! Are you serious?"

Normally, rest periods lasted a week at most. When Lilia asked in a surprised voice, Siegbert smiled leisurely.

"It's the Duke's order. He cares deeply for the second division's captain."
"Ah, the Duke is really..."
"After working so diligently, no one will complain about you taking three weeks of rest."
"Still..."
"Are you, as a wolf, thinking of refusing your lord's command?"
"N-no, of course not."
"Then go and rest quietly."

Siegbert put his monocle back on and returned to his work.

Lilia Hebron saluted him again and turned to leave the commander's office.

"Well... I have been pushing them too hard lately. They've been following orders without complaint, which is quite admirable."

She thought as she walked down the corridor.

Gray hair resembling a wolf's mane, red eyes that seemed to draw in anyone who gazed into them.

With such a formidable appearance that no one who met her could forget, the knights of the Wolves all stiffened and saluted her as she passed.

"C-Captain Lilia!! Thank you for your hard work!"
"Yes."
"Captain! Thank you for your hard work!!"
"Hmm... yes..."

Though she was naturally principled, receiving such attention everywhere she went was quite burdensome.

"I'm tired."

After acknowledging several consecutive salutes, she went straight to her room and threw herself onto the bed.

As she sank into the soft bedding, her complicated thoughts melted away like snow.

"Three weeks of rest..."

Honestly, it wasn't bad. Though she had tried to appear composed in front of Siegbert, she was touched by her father's thoughtful consideration.

The two-month forced march had worn her down just as much as her subordinates.

"But if I stay here, it's no different from not resting at all."

What is true rest?

True rest should bring peace to body, mind, and spirit.

But Lilia was the only daughter of the ruler overseeing the entire territory and the clear successor to the duchy.

Drawing people's attention and interest was inevitable.

Commoners, knights, officials, and nobles alike.

Wherever she went, people flocked to her, meaning there was no place in Hebron Duchy where she could find genuine rest.

Moreover, given her personality, she wouldn't simply do nothing even if she stayed at the Wolf Den.

She would swing her sword one more time.
She would train one more time.

She would feel compelled to do so, if only because of others' expectations.

Just then, a piece of paper beside her bed caught her eye.

It was an advertisement she had received when she arrived in Masaret, the capital of Hebron, yesterday.

Normally she would have discarded it without a glance, but the strange characters arranged haphazardly had caught her attention.

Reading the content, she discovered it was announcing a cooking competition in the neighboring Rupel Territory.

"Rupel, Rupel..."

Though it was essentially the adjacent territory, she hadn't been particularly interested in Rupel Territory.

After all, the northern territories were all small, unremarkable, and weak compared to Hebron Duchy.

All she knew was that until a few years ago, their knightly order had been comparable to the Wolves in prestige, but had completely collapsed after the Great Expedition.

"A cooking competition, I wonder if there will be many delicious things."

Come to think of it, a knight had mentioned something about Rupel Territory before.

Something about a village where magical beasts and humans lived together.

For Lilia, who had spent her entire life fighting against magical beasts, it was an incomprehensible story that she had dismissed.

But now that they were hosting this curious cooking competition, her interest was piqued.

"The date is... the day after tomorrow."

Three days out of her three-week rest period wouldn't be too bad, would it?

Typically, people stayed for festivals a day before and after the main event.

She could arrive a day before the competition, watch the event, stay one more day, and then return—perfect timing.

"Perfect!" Lilia Hebron thought.

***

"What... is this?"

Having arrived alone at Petaronto, the capital of Rupel Territory, she was astounded.

A long line stretched from the gates of Petaronto.
The crowd was truly enormous.

Would she even be able to enter on time at this rate?

Just as she wondered this, she spotted a large man with a massive wooden sign near the line.

[30 minutes from here]

"It takes 30 minutes to enter the city?"

While Petaronto was certainly smaller than Masaret, the capital of Hebron, it was still undeniably a city.

Yet it took 30 minutes just to enter?

She couldn't fathom how many people had gathered.

Just then, an elegant-looking carriage passed by her.

Glancing over, she recognized the person inside—the son of an official serving her own Hebron ducal family.

"That boy came too. They must have really gone all out for this festival."

Though surprised, Lilia witnessed the carriage bypass the long line and enter through the gate.

What?
I was here first, so why are they letting others in ahead?

Seeing this blatant discrimination, Lilia approached the muscular man holding the sign.

Though she was accustomed to seeing strong men in the north, this man boasted some of the most impressive muscles she had ever seen.

Perhaps he was a mercenary?

"Excuse me."
"Yes?"
"Why are you letting that carriage in first?"

When Lilia questioned him confrontationally, the muscular man scratched his head and replied.

"We're allowing nobles who made prior arrangements to enter first. Are you perhaps a noble?"

Lilia's thoughts became complicated in that moment.

She had come to Rupel Territory alone, without escorts, precisely to enjoy complete rest without drawing attention.

If she revealed her noble status now?

It might be convenient momentarily, but would certainly make her three-day itinerary extremely tiresome.

"Wait... gray hair and red eyes... I've seen this somewhere..."

The muscular man's eyes narrowed as he examined her face.

"Ah, it's nothing! Forget it!!!"

Startled by his words, Lilia pulled her robe down over her face and disappeared into the line as if fleeing.

Lilia Hebron finally passed through Petaronto's gate an hour after reaching the sign that said "30 minutes from here."

They said 30 minutes, but added another 30 minutes on top of that.

Lilia already felt like she'd been deceived.

This trip... was it really a good idea?

Ch.52 - Arthur The Magistrate Flips Out And Duke Hebron Sheds Tears Over The Majesty Of Count Rupel's Cuisine, Even The Captain Of The Black Lion Knights' 3rd Division Raves: "It's Really An Amazing Taste" (4)
After passing through the gate with much difficulty, the true challenge was only beginning.

"I'm sorry, we're fully booked..."
"We're also at capacity."

Despite arriving a day early to leisurely enjoy the festival, I couldn't secure proper lodging.

Every inn was packed to the brim with people.

I even tried the most expensive and luxurious inn in Petaronto, which was typically inaccessible to commoners, but the result was the same.

Even when I offered extra money, the residents of Petaronto were so honest that they politely refused, saying they couldn't evict guests who had already made reservations.

Fortunately, the last place I visited informed me about a tent village set up for the competition.

Otherwise, I would have had to reveal my identity or wander the streets with nowhere to go.

"Section 1 is for women! Section 2 is for men! Section 3 is mixed, unavoidably. Families and couples, please use that area!"

Upon arriving at the tent village set up in the north, there were people dressed like the muscular warriors who had been guarding the gate.

Young men and women who had just entered adulthood.

Only then did Lilia realize that both the muscular warrior and these young people were knights of Rupel.

"There are quite a lot of soldiers. They're clearly putting the most effort into security."

Despite their young age, they were assigning apprentice-level knights to merely guide people at a tent village.

Though I didn't know exactly who planned the festival, it was clear they had put their heart and soul into it.

"Criminal activities will be severely punished according to Rupel law when detected! Please cooperate for everyone to enjoy a pleasant festival!!"

The female knight shouted enthusiastically. Her demeanor naturally eased the expressions of people irritated by the long wait.

And above all else.

"Please cooperate!!"

The presence of the blonde little girl shouting with her hand raised high beside the knight made a big difference.

Even those who disliked children would cast an affectionate glance at her, she was that adorable.

Moreover, this girl who appeared to be only seven or eight years old had a face as vibrant as her voice was beautiful.

One couldn't help but wonder what she would look like when she grew up.

She would probably break the hearts of men throughout the city.

And given that she wore the same attire as the knights, just in a smaller size, she might be the daughter of the knight commander who governed the territory, or perhaps an apprentice knight herself.

Lilia recalled that she too had once been like that, reminiscing about her childhood.

The location Lilia was assigned to was Section 1. Being women-only, at least she wouldn't have to worry about strange men bothering her.

After roughly organizing her belongings, she left the tent.

Since she had left without telling anyone, her only valuable was a family dagger. Even that was just a replica with an engraving, so she didn't need to worry about it much.

"Now let's really enjoy this!"

With those words, Lilia made her way from the tent village toward the city center.

***

"Isn't there a shortage of tents in the tent village?"
"Fortunately, they were distributed to match the exact number of people. If we had been a little later, it would have been disastrous."

Deputy Commander Imen answered the Count's question while sweating profusely.

The number of tourists had suddenly increased a week before the official start of the competition, which was concerning.

If we hadn't mobilized all the personnel from the major merchant groups we had connections with, it could have been a catastrophe.

Even so, there were still many inadequacies, and all sorts of problems were erupting everywhere.

Because of this, not only Count Rupel but most of the seven vassals wore expressions of dismay.

Since the city's security was also being put to the test, the security officer's expression had practically evolved into a diablo, just one step away from exploding.

The only person smiling was, of course, Edwon Carlton, the financial officer.

He couldn't help but smile.
After all, looking at the results, the festival was a huge success.

"We've completed the guidance for the pre-arranged VIPs. I apologize for our inadequate response."
"No need for self-blame. This is the first time we're hosting such an event in our territory, so it's natural to have shortcomings."

However, Count Rupel didn't criticize anyone. Instead, he even laughed, saying it was the first time he had seen Petaronto so lively, almost to the point of being noisy.

Of course, what he meant by that laugh...

"Let's just think positively."

I shook off my uneasy feelings and reported the current status of the festival to the vassals, who looked quite confused.

"Additionally, a total of 50 chefs have arrived from various regions. We've decided to cap the number there."
"Are they all going to compete in the same place at once? I clearly remember when I checked the venue the day before yesterday, the capacity was about twenty people."
"That's why we're holding preliminary rounds this evening, and only twenty survivors will advance to the finals to compete tomorrow."

Preliminary rounds.
Since this hadn't been discussed beforehand, the vassals and officials murmured and became agitated.

I'm sorry, but this is indeed my mistake.

I thought at most a dozen or so would come. Who would have expected 50 people to show up?

Moreover, those 50 were people who could prove some level of experience.

The number of random people who wanted to participate was three times that.

Just screening them was a task.
Let's give three rounds of applause to our Rupel Corps members who worked hard to verify identities directly.

"How will the preliminary rounds be conducted?"
"What do you think about opening a night market this evening?"
"Night market... a night market..."

Count Rupel groaned. Then, Hamon, the city mayor who had been sitting quietly beside him, added a comment.

"I've already spoken to nearby merchants. For the location, I suggest transforming the closed training ground that was used to train the corps three years ago into a night market."

In truth, if Petaronto had been even a slightly more functional city, they might not have been able to handle such an urgent situation.

...Or is it the opposite?
Perhaps such a situation wouldn't have occurred in the first place.

But in Petaronto, a surprisingly large portion of the city was neglected.

That meant there was an abundance of space that could be utilized at any time.

Well, city facilities expand when there are many people settling in the city. Without demand, spaces are just empty lots.

Places that once held the status of quasi-downtown during the golden age of Rupel Territory had now become horror spots that were scary to walk through at night.

There was no benefit in leaving such places untouched.

After all, both the tent village and the cooking competition venue were essentially newly developed areas.

The vassals and the Count himself seemed to strongly agree on this point, as they simply nodded and moved on.

"Good. Not a bad idea. I think the gathered travelers will be able to enjoy it sufficiently."
"Also, the Balgrud Tavern has agreed to release a large quantity of beer they had in storage. Just charging a fee for selling at stalls will have a significantly positive impact on the city's economy."
"I agree. It's an extremely sound and creative idea."

The financial officer clapped his hands and didn't spare his praise.

"I've been waiting for this day for so long. If we can continue like this, we might be able to pay off all the debts that have been holding back the Count."
"Then let's proceed with opening the night market today. Is there enough food?"
"We are currently working closely with major merchant groups, including the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort and the Carlus Merchant Group, to ensure the supply of fresh ingredients."

Not only that, but we were also putting in tremendous effort to successfully host this cooking competition by mobilizing connections from the Fog Flower Merchant Group and the Hamelin Merchant Guild.

We were also actively reaching out to merchant groups that had gathered after hearing rumors.

"...Sigh, this is quite challenging. Anyway, everything seems to be proceeding well under control so far. Please continue to have Administrative Officer Rubern and City Mayor Hamon in charge of controlling the festival."
"Leave it to us!"

I bowed my head toward the Count and answered in a resonant voice.

I'm spending a bit more money than expected...

Well, let's think of it as an investment.

Who knows? An SSR-level connection might unexpectedly appear, secretly enjoying the festival.

***

"For all that hype, there's not much to see."

Lilia Hebron couldn't hide her disappointment.

Although it was her first visit to Rupel Territory, she expected a capital city to have some distinctive features...

No matter how much she wandered around Petaronto, she couldn't find anything particularly unique.

In fact, the further she went toward the outskirts of the city, the more uninhabited areas appeared, clearly showing a lack of management.

It was peculiar that these uninhabited areas weren't overrun with homeless people or criminal organizations, but that couldn't be considered a city's distinctive feature.

With the flimsy tent accommodation and the memory of waiting at the gate for over an hour that morning...

Lilia was starting to regret coming here.

"They say there's a night market in the northeast part of the city? It's the preliminary round for the cooking competition!"

Just as she was considering returning home, a conversation between passersby caught her ear.

Night market?

Come to think of it, that made sense. The festival's original purpose was a cooking competition. Naturally, the focus would be on eating rather than seeing.

She was starting to feel hungry anyway.
Lilia Hebron immediately turned and headed toward the night market.

True to its name, as she approached, all sorts of delicious smells began to overwhelm her senses.

"Yes... this is it, this is what I was looking for...!"

Her eyes regained their sparkle.

During her two-month expedition, all she had eaten were hard bread and dried jerky made for military use.

She could only enjoy juicy, savory meat dishes on the rare occasions when she visited a city.

"The night market is the preliminary round for the cooking competition!! Please enjoy the fifty stalls set up here to your heart's content!"

The concept was also unique.
They were asking contestants to open stalls and compete based on the taste of their food. It was completely different from the usual formal cooking competitions.

It was truly more like a festival.

Sizzling, bubbling.
All kinds of dishes being boiled, grilled, and stewed everywhere caused Lilia's expectations, which had almost hit rock bottom, to soar.

Among them, the first place she lined up for was a skewer grill.

It had fewer people, probably because it was considered a snack, and the skewers were abundantly loaded with "seafood."

In the northern Hebron Duchy, where the only sea was the frozen ocean beyond the border, it was difficult to find seafood.

For Lilia, who unusually enjoyed fish despite being from the north, no other dish looked more appetizing.

Gulp.
Just as she was swallowing her gathering saliva while standing in front of the stall...

"...?"

Something poked her buttocks. At first, she dismissed it as an unavoidable mistake due to the crowded area.

But the stick-like object continued to tap her buttocks.

Finally, unable to bear it any longer, Lilia turned around and scolded a group of men standing behind her.

"Excuse me, could you please keep that stick still? Stop poking me."
"This isn't a stick."
"?"

The men burst into giggles.

At first, Lilia didn't understand what they meant, but as soon as she noticed another man trying to reach for her thigh, she drew the dagger from her bosom.

The men backed away in alarm at the gleaming blade before their eyes.

"What do you think you're doing?"
"Whoa, whoa! What's with the knife?"
"I asked what you were trying to do."

Lilia's red eyes flashed.
She was ready to teach them a lesson with a fist to the mouth if they gave a frivolous answer.

"Guards! Guards!!!"
"Hey there!! What's the commotion?!"

A black-haired man who had been watching the night market from what looked like a platform rushed over, shouting.

He seemed to be a supervisor overseeing the festival.

"These bastards...!!"

With all eyes suddenly on her, Lilia bit her lip hard and had to flee the scene immediately.

It was a moment when her day, which had just started to look up, plummeted back to its worst.

Ch.53 - Arthur The Magistrate Flips Out And Duke Hebron Sheds Tears Over The Majesty Of Count Rupel's Cuisine, Even The Captain Of The Black Lion Knights' 3rd Division Raves: "It's Really An Amazing Taste" (5)
"Look with the eyes of a dragon."

I stared intently at the night market, my eyes wide open. Festivals aren't always just about having a good time.

With so many different people coming from various regions, all sorts of incidents tend to happen frequently.

Crimes targeting the socially vulnerable are especially prevalent.

If criminals commit their acts and flee, it's nearly impossible to catch them unless they're apprehended on the spot, given this world's investigative capabilities.

It's not like we have CSI or profilers here.

That's precisely why they called in the Rupel 4th Battalion stationed near Tipen Village to reinforce security in Petaronto.

Since this is the first festival, there may be many shortcomings, but at the very least, crime must be prevented.

The territory already lacks recognition, so we need to boost its reputation with this opportunity. If tourists fall victim to crimes and our image is ruined, we'll be wailing in all directions.

The angry security officer might even unleash his scolding technique.

Actually, that's even more frightening. He already has the most negative likability among the vassals, and it's gotten even worse with this forced festival.

If this were some yandere dating sim, I'd have been stuffed in a drum and dumped in Lake Melberen long ago.

While I was diligently performing my role as a human CCTV...

"Security! Security!!"

A group of men waved their hands frantically. In front of them, a suspicious figure in a robe hastily concealed something.

*A dagger?*

Unfortunately, they couldn't escape my hawk eye. An armed suspect—a target for elimination!

"You there!! What's the commotion about?!"

As I quickly drew my sword and headed toward the scene, the suspect startled and fled. The movement was incredibly swift.

The moment I saw that movement...

I knew I absolutely couldn't let this person escape. I definitely sensed danger.

"Ronz!! Up ahead! Catch that person in the robe!!"
"Robe?!"

Ronz, who was controlling the night market entrance, immediately gave chase, but the suspect easily evaded him and darted into an adjacent alley.

Unfortunately for them, it's a dead end, rookie.

I followed the suspect with Ronz. Sure enough, trapped at the dead end, the suspect was anxiously pacing back and forth.

"No need for words! Eliminate the threat!!"

Ignoring Ronz's combat-machine-like declaration...

I opted for negotiation first.

"Please identify yourself. While we haven't specifically regulated self-defense weapons, drawing a weapon at the night market is a clear threat."

Unless they were truly a madman intent on turning the night market into a scene of carnage...

They wouldn't have suddenly brandished a dagger without reason.

The men's appearances, which I glimpsed as I passed by, weren't exactly upright.

Perhaps they were the ones who provoked the confrontation first.

The robed suspect looked troubled, glancing between me, Ronz, and the dead end.

With no other choice, they removed their robe.

Under the rising moonlight, long gray hair gleamed with luster. A red-eyed woman whose appearance would be firmly etched in one's memory with just a single glance.

Ronz also seemed to recognize her identity, gesturing in surprise.

"Y-you are...!!"
"The ranch daughter Alicia who lived next to our house...!!"
"What did you say??"
"Huh? Isn't that Alicia??"
"Eh?"

Momentarily thrown into confusion, we just exchanged stupid glances with each other.

Good grief.
What on earth is this muscle-head saying?

***

"I apologize, Lady Lilia Hebron."

The black-haired man, who had quickly sent away the muscle-headed knight who mistook her for a childhood friend, kept apologizing.

"No. It's fine."
"Had I known you were coming, I would have welcomed you with the highest honors."

Damn it.
This is exactly why I didn't want to reveal my identity.

Lilia scratched her cheek as she slightly turned her head. Whenever she appeared, all sorts of formalities and flattery would pour out.

Since she was already caught up in this strange situation anyway...

She was planning to leave Rupel Territory before more rumors spread.

However, the black-haired man offered her another proposal.

"But the fact that you deliberately concealed your identity... I suppose it's because of your situation, Lady."
"You understand well?"
"Famous people have it tough."

He chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. It was a natural movement, not something affected.

"Then I'll give you this emblem."

What the man handed over was a white emblem with a leopard drawn on it. A snow leopard?

"What is this?"
"It's the emblem of our Snow Leopard Knights. Oh, I apologize. I haven't properly introduced myself."

The black-haired man bowed politely again and added:

"My name is Rubern Ailoy. Former chief administrative officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, and currently the administrative officer of Rupel Territory."

Rubern Ailoy.
Even Lilia had heard that name before.

The Black Fox.
The Strategist of Lechanberg Plains.

Three years ago, during the Great Expedition, her father, the Duke of Hebron, and all The Wolves under him had participated.

At that time, she wasn't old enough to be a formal knight, so she couldn't go to the battlefield.

Nevertheless, he was the primary contributor to the victory at the Battle of Lechanberg Plains, still frequently discussed among knights.

Realizing his identity, even her wariness seemed to melt away.

*Yes... that's right, they said he had black hair and black eyes.*

Looking at him now, he matched the descriptions perfectly.

"It's an honor to meet you, Administrative Officer Rubern. I had no idea... that you would be in Rupel Territory."

Lilia immediately changed her tone, and this time she bowed first, offering Rubern a handshake. The administrative officer gently took her hand and shook it.

"Anyway, wherever you go, if you show that emblem, merchants will provide all services for free without you having to reveal your identity."
"What...?"
"It means you're a guest of our Snow Leopard Knights. Above all, I'm vouching for Lady Lilia Hebron's identity."

Indeed.
If she didn't need to remove her robe, her identity wouldn't be revealed to everyone.

"Plus, you don't have to wait in line. Just cut ahead."
"Is that really allowed?"
"We're the hosts, and you're our guest. Of course it's allowed. If we can't even provide this much convenience..."

Rubern smiled, revealing teeth as white as a snow leopard's.

"Enjoy the night market."

The legendary administrative officer left with just those words, vanishing suddenly.

As if he had no interest in her, the sole heir of one of the three dukedoms.

No, it was more like consideration.

He had immediately grasped the true reason why she had come here.

Lilia stared at the emblem with the snow leopard design.

Once again in her heart...
The thought that she had made the right decision by coming here began to bloom.

***

"Delicious, so delicious! Really, truly delicious!"

Lilia, who had instantly devoured four fish skewers, kept exclaiming in delight.

"Of course! Of course!! I'm the best skewer chef in the south, so it has to be delicious, hahaha!"

The chef, who had been fanning the grill, placed his hands on his hips and snorted proudly at her pure reaction.

A chef running another stall nearby spoke with an envious voice:

"My goodness, if the Knights' guest likes it that much, your advancement to the finals is guaranteed."
"The finals... well, I was expecting that from the beginning. The problem is that the theme for the finals has already been decided."
"The theme is already decided?"
"Oh, you don't know? Even though you're a guest of the Knights."
"Ah... well... I was simply invited."

What was it again?

I think it was written on the flyer I received, but all I remember are the various scattered shapes.

"Fried chicken, they said. Grilled is fine too, apparently."
"Fried chicken?"

Lilia recalled the chicken dishes that occasionally appeared on her dinner table. She remembered having fried chicken once... but it wasn't particularly tasty.

The reason was simple.

It was too greasy.

"I heard it's a popular food in the eastern continent. Unfortunately, I'm from the south."

The skewer chef's expression darkened, despite his confidence just moments ago.

"Don't worry too much. Your skills are excellent, so you'll finish with good results in the finals."

Lilia offered sincere praise.

These skewers were so delicious that if she hadn't been concealing her identity, she would have offered him a position as a chef in the duchy.

"Haha, I'm honored that the guest would say such things. Here, have another one."
"Can I really─!"

She had always maintained propriety and modesty in front of others.

But at this moment, there was no need to wear the rigid mask of the Hebron Lady.

With just the token Rubern Ailoy had given her, she could enjoy all benefits while keeping her identity completely hidden.

"But isn't that robe uncomfortable? Why not take it off?"
"Ah, there's a reason for this..."
"Come now. The guest's attire is her own business. As long as she enjoys the food, what's the problem?"
"Mmm! Mmm!"

Lilia nodded as she devoured another skewer.

"Oh wait, now that I think about it, I have a favor to ask of the guest..."

The neighboring vendor carefully looked around at other people's gazes before cautiously speaking:

"I've made the dish I'm planning to submit tomorrow. Could you evaluate it in advance? I haven't even named it yet."

He's already prepared for the finals before even being confirmed as a finalist.

*I like that. Regardless of the outcome, he's working hard toward his goal.*

That's what Lilia thought.
Based on his earlier comments and demeanor, this vendor also seemed like a person with good character.

After enjoying so many skewers, she felt it wouldn't hurt to do this much for him, who might be feeling relatively deprived.

"Then I'll taste it. If possible, I'll help name it too."
"That's a relief."

The vendor brought out a golden-brown chicken that looked like it had been pre-heated from under his counter.

Strangely though...

The chicken was dismembered into separate parts, giving it a very fresh appearance.

"I got a tip from someone I know. The judges for this competition don't want the chicken fried whole. They want the parts separated and then fried or grilled."
"Is that true? Damn, I could have been in big trouble if I didn't know."

The skewer chef exclaimed in surprise and began jotting down notes in a notebook that appeared from nowhere.

"And one of the main judges, the administrative officer, is crazy about spices. But if you use them excessively like nobles do for luxury, you'll lose points."
"Where do you get this information from?"
"I happen to know a spice merchant who's here right now. It's incredibly fortunate."

True to his word, the chicken dish definitely had a distinct spice aroma, but it wasn't overwhelming.

Rich yet light, with an appetizing fragrance.

In fact, Lilia also disliked food with excessive spices. That's why she could enjoy the skewers more.

After all, skewers were simply sprinkled with pepper, salt, and powdered spices.

"First, let our guest have a bite."
"Alright."

Crunch.
As soon as she picked up a leg and bit into it, a sound that suggested deliciousness resonated.

Following that, a spicy yet mild flavor...
Not at all greasy, but simultaneously not bland, the taste swirled around her mouth.

"...Mmmmm!"

A strange moan escaped her involuntarily. Surprised by this, Lilia stepped back.

"Why, why... is it not good...?"

The vendor's expression rapidly darkened, but when he saw Lilia devouring the chicken leg frantically, his face brightened again.

After stripping the meat off the bone in an instant, Lilia jumped up and exclaimed:

"Is this truly chicken?!"

Only those who have tasted it would understand.

Even she, born as the only daughter of a duke who prided herself on having tasted every kind of food in her lifetime, had never experienced such a flavor.

Truly heavenly.
Even she, who had no talent for cooking, spontaneously wanted to learn the recipe.

"I'm glad you like it. I used a spice blend that's been passed down in our family for generations."
"The slightly spicy taste actually counters the greasiness of the oil very well. Did you grill it first as a preliminary step?"

She offered the best evaluation she could with her limited knowledge.

A slightly disappointed expression crossed the face of the skewer vendor who had been receiving high praise until just now, but what could he do if the chicken dish was genuinely more delicious?

Even Lilia herself never dreamed that a food more delicious than the skewers would appear right before her eyes.

"I coated it evenly with a special powder mixed with flour and eggs, and added a touch of pepper on top. I can't tell you the rest of the blend, though."

Lilia slapped her thigh and exclaimed:

"So that's what it was!"
"Since the taste passes muster... would you perhaps name this dish for me?"

She felt a great responsibility.

Honestly, she didn't know how delicious the chicken dishes prepared by other chefs would be.

But Lilia was confident that this food would at least place in the top three at tomorrow's cooking competition.

That's why the name was important.

It would be problematic if a top-three dish didn't even have a name.

She carefully arranged her thoughts.

It was truly a once-in-a-lifetime deliberation.

*First, since the texture is crispy, I'd like to include an onomatopoeic word for crunchiness.*

*And since that spicy ingredient taste is characteristic, combining the two words...*

Having come up with the perfect term, Lilia clapped her hands and exclaimed:

"Let's call it Kochu Basasak!"
"...?"
"W-what? Miss, what did you just say?"
"Kochu, Kochu Basasak!"

The two vendors exchanged glances simultaneously.

"Ahem!!"
"That... a grown young lady saying such improper things, hmm..."

Something... something was definitely going very wrong.
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Huh?"

Lilia still seemed completely clueless. All she'd done was call a pepper a pepper.

"The... pronunciation, you see. Don't you think it sounds rather... problematic when pronounced that way...?"

She thought back to what she'd just said.

Gochu basasak.
Gochu. Co...

"—!!"

The moment she realized, heat rushed to her face. Lilia's cheeks turned bright red. And it wasn't because the chicken was spicy.

"Co...! Co...!!"
"It happens. Yes, it certainly happens."
"Pfahaha!!"

The skewer vendor burst into laughter, while the chicken vendor nodded with an amused "heh heh."

"But I don't think it sounds that bad... What if we just rearrange it slightly and call it 'Basak Gochu Chicken'?"
"Hmm, yes. That would be better."

In truth, whether it was "Gochu Basasak" or "Basak Gochu Chicken," once you noticed it, both sounded equally awkward.

But what could they do?
The dish actually did contain peppers as a spice.

"Now that we've settled on a name, that's that. Come on, hurry up and finish the rest. It won't taste good if it gets cold."
"I can have more?"
"Of course! What's a little food for someone who helped name my dish? Ah, would you like to try some too?"
"I'll pass. If I eat it and end up feeling discouraged... it might affect me tomorrow."
"Heh heh, a true chef indeed."

Lilia shook her head vigorously to dispel the heat from her face.

Then she reached for the chicken again.

Embarrassment was embarrassment, but delicious food was delicious food.

That day, the Rupel night market received three chicken bones.

It was the moment when the noble lady from Hebron Duchy in the north ascended to become a new chicken slayer.

***

While the Rupel night market was in full swing.

A special banquet was being held at the knights' headquarters. After all, they couldn't simply ignore the distinguished guests visiting Petaronto.

I was also in attendance as both the event planner and the administrative officer of the knights.

Centurion Mylo was in charge of overseeing the city and market security, so there was nothing to worry about.

"Hahaha, it's been quite a while since I last visited Rupel Territory."
"How have you been all this time?"
"I've been well, thank you."

Count Dionaos Rupel moved around the banquet hall with a champagne glass in hand, exchanging greetings with various guests.

Counts from remote territories similar to Rupel, vassals of the Hebron Duchy, marquises from central territories, and so on.

Not to mention all the various minor officials.

Most of them had officially expressed their desire to participate through Count Rupel as soon as they saw the advertisements that Deputy Commander Imen and I had distributed.

Naturally, Count Rupel had no reason to treat them poorly.

If anything, cultivating relationships with such people was essential for the future success and development of his territory.

One of the main agenda items, the "Iron Road Construction," wasn't something the Rupel County could handle alone.

Consequently, all seven vassals were busy receiving the distinguished guests.

As a result, the nobles didn't pay much attention to me.

Sianne naturally drew attention with her striking appearance, but I didn't.

Not that I felt slighted in any way.

'Actually, this is better.'

Getting entangled with nobles in places like this only leads to trouble.

Especially for someone like me who had risen rapidly at just the right moment—something most conventional nobles didn't particularly appreciate.

That's precisely why I voluntarily remained in the position of Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, despite having opportunities to climb higher.

The higher you rise, the higher the rank of people you have to deal with.

And how annoying is that?

Those hyenas who pounce at the slightest sign of weakness.
Or those who cling persistently, whining for even the smallest crumbs.

That must be why Lilia Hebron, the noble lady from Hebron Duchy whom I'd accidentally encountered at the night market, had hidden her identity.

'I wonder if she's enjoying the night market? Even the most brazen thugs wouldn't dare mess with a guest of the knights.'

She was probably harassed by some unsavory men while walking around in her robe to conceal her identity.

They likely mistook her for a drifter without any backing.

Usually, such types can be easily deterred just by showing them the difference in status.

'But if even a noble lady from Hebron came, this really is a success. Maybe I should ask her to reveal her identity tomorrow?'

I was planning to offer her an empty room in the knights' building as lodging.

It might be better to go find her myself as the banquet was reaching its peak.

There were still about two hours left before the night market closed.

As I was sipping my drink in a corner of the banquet hall.

Smack! Someone slapped my shoulder hard.

'What the hell...?'

I turned around, momentarily irritated.

A man in a familiar black uniform was grinning at me.

"Rubern, you bastard! If you invite guests, you should come greet them at the gate! Why are you standing here alone?"

It was Rateon, captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights.
One of the few genuine "friends" I'd made along with Petra during my time in the Imperial Knights.

"What? You said you'd arrive tomorrow morning!"
"That was the plan, but I realized how amazing the beer is here. Couldn't resist. Came straight from the capital."

Rateon shrugged as he spoke.

"You crazy bastard."
"So where's this beer? That's what I came for."

I consider myself quite the drinker, but Rateon was far worse.

They say his tongue grows thorns if he doesn't pour alcohol down his throat at least once a day.

The reason I invited him as a judge for this event was because I thought he'd appreciate the true value of "chimek" (chicken and beer).

"Wait, what about Petra?"

I'm sure I sent an invitation through Petra. I asked both of them to come together.

"Ah... she couldn't make it due to circumstances. You know, after you left that manual, she got promoted to Chief Administrative Officer."
"What???"
"On top of that, Administrative Director Ibona is on the verge of being pushed out of the organization. Petra's practically confirmed as the next Administrative Director."

Of course, Petra's abilities are more than sufficient to be Administrative Director. I didn't teach her carelessly, and unlike Ibona, she's not lacking in administrative talent.

In fact, she showed better skills than me in several areas.

For the leadership trying to sustain the crumbling Black Lion Knights, appointing her as Administrative Director is the best choice.

"Still... it must be tough. It's already a mess, so she must be incredibly busy."
"Yeah, she looks really stressed. It's pitiful to see."
"Take a gift for Petra when you go back. We should support her somehow."

I pursed my lips bitterly, imagining my junior working overtime even today.

"Anyway, bring out the beer!! BEER!!"
"God, you're insane."

I was genuinely exasperated. Did I make a mistake inviting him?
Still, this was a cooking competition, and we couldn't just have anyone as a judge.

Nevertheless, Rateon, despite his behavior, was an executive of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

His name carried more than enough weight.

The Administrative Officer of the Snow Leopard Knights and event organizer.
Arthur the Magistrate, leading the seven vassals.
Captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights.

It was an unbeatable lineup of judges. Essentially an all-star team.

If only we could add Lady Lilia Hebron to the mix, it would be absolutely perfect.

"The beer is over there, and all the other alcohol is there too."
"Roger that!"

No sooner had I spoken than Rateon charged toward where the drinks were displayed.

"Sigh..."

It's been several months since I left the Black Lion Knights, but that guy hasn't changed a bit.
Impressive, truly impressive.

***

The first day of the cooking competition, despite many twists and turns, concluded more successfully than expected.

Thanks to the diligent efforts of the military forces and our knights who were on high alert for security.

The only reported crimes were minor offenses like pickpocketing.

Considering it was Rupel County's first official public event, and the first day at that, this was a remarkably stable outcome.

Such minor crimes would be strange not to occur.

Even in the capital, petty thieves roam the streets every day.

Moreover, the hastily organized night market received considerable praise from visitors.

The tally was based on comparing the profits until closing time from selling what each participant considered their specialty dish at their stall.

Of course, 30 people were eliminated, leaving only the 20 finalists.

But they were still satisfied with the results and accepted them, having been able to cook freely without using their own ingredients, and keeping all profits minus the commission.

It was a win-win outcome for everyone.

Of course, contrary to the merchants' bulging pockets, the festival budget I had invested from my own pocket was nearly depleted...

But that could be replenished later, so no problem.

With that thought, I slowly climbed onto the stage.

Moving through the large curtains, I raised a magical sound amplifier in one hand and shouted:

"Now then!! Thank you for waiting!! I hereby declare the First Rupel County Cooking Competition staaaaaaaaaaaaaart—!!!"

My voice stretched out long. I twisted my body to the limit, straining my vocal cords.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!!! Let the competition begin!!"
"Woooooooooo!!!!"

An event that began with the simple desire to eat chicken.
The highlight of the festival had finally begun.
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In this world, cooking competitions do exist.

Originally, chefs who serve the imperial palace—those responsible for the Emperor's meals—are mostly selected through such competitions.

The clear difference from now is that these competitions are typically held only in the imperial palace or the capital.

Unlike my current approach of assembling a separate panel of judges and inviting spectators, their method only allows guests specifically invited by the imperial family to attend.

And those guests are all powerful figures, at least barons or higher.

As a result, cooking competitions have come to be regarded as a kind of luxury event.

Although prices have fallen recently, spices are still treated as semi-luxury items in this era. What else would you call an event where people watch and taste food made with generous amounts of spices if not a luxury affair?

That's why ordinary citizens view cooking competitions as "exclusively for nobles."

Today, I planned to shatter that perception.

In professional terms, it's called the Panoplie effect.

It's a theory that by purchasing certain items or performing certain actions, people identify themselves with the group associated with those items or actions.

As I've mentioned before, except for a few "relatively" common products like pepper, spices still occupy the position of luxury goods.

Dishes flavored with these rich spices are naturally perceived as luxurious food.

Additionally, the cooking competition itself was an event where only specific people selected by the "imperial family" were allowed to attend.

Naturally, I expected the Panoplie effect to occur across various classes, from common people to provincial nobles.

And that prediction was completely accurate.

The crowd that gathered to watch the cooking competition numbered in the thousands.

We barely fell short of ten thousand, but considering that Petaronto only has about 3,000 citizens, it's no wonder the city couldn't accommodate everyone.

I continued with the proceedings, feeling the heat and smoke of the excited venue.

"You may use ingredients freely. Special sauces, spices, anything goes. Just don't stray from the main theme of fried or roasted chicken."

"You have one hour from the moment I ring this bell. Even if your dish isn't complete when time runs out, you must submit it to the judges."

My words prompted whispers throughout the audience.

"...One hour? That's too tight."
"Come on, man. Would you be happy if you went to a restaurant and had to wait more than an hour for your food?"
"That's true. Besides, it's chicken."
"It's easy to cook, so there's no reason it should take more than an hour."

The quintessential commoner's meat.

Even in a fantasy world, beef is considered quite a premium ingredient here. Pork and lamb were more expensive than chicken, but still not as costly as beef.

That's exactly why I chose chicken as the main category.

Chicken is the truth.

Whether noble or commoner, if there's a food everyone can enjoy, it's definitely chicken.

Even in modern times, our Samsung chairman Lee Jae-yong ate chicken first thing after his release from prison, which says it all.

"As both host and judge, I'll be going down to the competition floor throughout the event to ask participants various questions."

"No matter what reactions come from outside, the one who can handle them with composure while creating exquisite dishes will be the winner of the prize money!"

"When I ring the bell, ladies and gentlemen, please give the participants a thunderous round of applause!!"

With those final words, I vigorously rang the small bell hanging on the stage.

Ding ding ding ding ding!!!

"Wooooooooah!!!"
"You can do it!! You're our neighborhood's hope!!"

Applause and cheers poured forth.

Simultaneously, the participants' hands began to move busily.

I shifted my gaze slightly toward the judges.

Magistrate Arthur Tarantino, who had been reluctant to participate until the end, now surprisingly showed an expression full of anticipation.

Rateon, the captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights, was already on his third beer despite the competition having just started.

Truly befitting a man obsessed with alcohol. It's frightening to imagine what might have happened if he had a bad drinking habit.

And finally.
Count Dionaos Rupel, the ruler of the county and special judge, was watching the competition with a pleased expression.

Unfortunately, Princess Lilia couldn't participate.
She came secretly and wanted to enjoy her vacation leisurely until tomorrow.

But thanks to that, I earned some good favor points.

Hebron Duchy is right next to Rupel Territory, making close cooperation essential for regional development, whether short or long-term.

Friendship with her, who is considered a likely successor to that territory, is a valuable achievement that money can't buy.

'There she is.'

This time, I shifted my gaze to the audience section reserved for nobles and guests.

I spotted her sitting modestly in a robe next to our knights.

Since the robe was provided by the Snow Leopard Knights, she didn't stand out too much despite wearing it.

When I gave her a slight nod, Lilia Hebron waved back gently.

Now that the preparation stage is more or less complete...

"Ah, all participants are gradually beginning to cook. I'll go down and take a look now!"

Time for some fun interaction.

***

"Everyone is busy preparing their ingredients. But this knife, what an interesting shape!"

Like in cooking shows I used to watch, I started walking around the competition area, talking to participants.

"This is called a rose knife."

Wow.
What a name—sounds like it could slice through anything.

Whenever I noticed something unusual about the participants' attire, tools, chicken, or ingredients, I immediately struck up a conversation.

The audience naturally joined in.

"That kitchen knife seems really sharp!"
"Yeah, it cuts so smoothly."
"Who's the craftsman who made that pot?"

Since the dishes weren't complete yet, I emphasized these elements to capture the audience's attention—a high-level hosting technique.

Plus, one more thing to add.

We specially distributed cooking utensils made by Albert's Forge to the chefs participating from our Rupel Territory.

For one reason only.

"This pot doesn't get any soot on it even when placed over a fire?"
"Yes, it's a special pot available only in our Petaronto. You can buy it at Albert's Forge in the northern part of town."

Product placement.
The indirect advertising effect at these competitions is always spot-on.

People think they're participating in a fun festival, but before they know it, they'll be carrying armfuls of Petaronto-made goods.

"Huh? Really? As the administrative officer, I didn't even know about such excellent products."

I skillfully acted surprised while lifting the pot to show the audience.

"Look, there's absolutely no soot on it."

It clearly piqued their interest, as some audience members nodded with obvious purchasing desire.

Meanwhile, Albert the manufacturer was busy mass-producing pots, making hay while the sun shines.

Like last time, he may be a blacksmith, but he has an incredible sense for the flow of money.

From pots to ladles to "flavor-enhancing base potions" (made by Alchemist Compton) produced only in Rupel Territory.

While heavily promoting Petaronto merchants' unique products that until now were known only to insiders, along with some flagship products pre-arranged with major merchant groups.

As time passed, completed dishes began to appear.

"Ah, just as I'm speaking! The first dish has arrived!!"

A golden-brown fried chicken. I approached the confidently standing participant with my amplifier.

"Participant number 11! Mr. Harland from Sanders Village! Please explain this dish."

The chef, with snow-white hair resembling that friendly grandfather from North America, proudly answered.

"I fried chicken that had been marinated in a special seasoning overnight. The flavor isn't just on the coating—the clean, white meat inside retains a mild yet spicy aroma that's exquisite."

Following his words, I lifted a large chicken leg, and the sound of people swallowing their saliva could be heard throughout.

"I named it Sanders Pride Chicken, dedicating it to my love for our village."

Sanders Pride Chicken!
What a beautiful ring to it.

I distributed the chicken to the judges before it could cool.

"Please begin the first tasting!"
"Ahem...!"

Magistrate Arthur first smelled the dish on the plate, then carefully tore off some meat with his fork and put it in his mouth.

He closed his eyes and slowly savored the taste.

Then he froze as if time had stopped.

"Magistrate Arthur, please share your impression."
"This... this is... good heavens..."

Astonishment overlaid his usually strict and solemn expression.

"Before I speak about this taste, I shall use my lawful authority as Rupel's magistrate! From now on, this recipe will be protected under Rupel law!!"
"What?"
"We cannot let such delicious food be given to other regions. Mmm!! Mmmmm!!!"

He started making completely unreasonable demands.

Ch.56 - The Legendary Spicy Crispy Chicken (3)
Arthur Tarantino had been skeptical about this event from the beginning. It wasn't that he disliked Rubern, the organizer.

He was already familiar with the rumors about Rubern Ailoy circulating among people.

And he couldn't deny that during the great expedition three years ago, including the Battle of Lechanverk Plains, the lord he served had received great favors.

But a cooking competition?

If Rubern hadn't covered most of the event costs with his own money, Arthur would never have approved it.

Even though the Rupel Territory had just begun to stabilize, it was still buried in debt.

Even considering the continued existence of the Barony of Kirten.

To improve Rupel's poor economic situation, they had borrowed quite a lot from surrounding territories.

When Finance Officer Edwon Carlton boasted about turning a profit, it was really just for about a month.

Plugging holes in a leaking jar doesn't bring back the money that's already leaked out.

And now a cooking competition.

Even if it was a long-term investment for future profits.

It was an event completely unsuited to the Rupel Territory's current situation. Why on earth would they hold an event typically hosted in the imperial palace here in this remote northern territory?

Arthur the magistrate had once attended a cooking competition in the imperial capital when he was young.

He still vividly remembered how extravagant and luxurious the event had been.

Yet the food had been terribly tasteless.

As the second son of the Tarantino viscounty, he could claim to have a noble palate, but those spice-laden dishes from the cooking competition had been impossible to stomach.

So he hadn't expected much this time either.

Despite the elaborate stage preparations and inviting the captain of the Imperial Black Lion Knights' 3rd Division.

Regardless of how hard they had prepared, what was the point if the "cooking" at a cooking competition was terrible?

But this dish now...

First, the aroma was on another level. There was no greasy coating. The savory yet clean fragrance wafting from the crispy coating.

Chicken, and fried at that—something he normally avoided—yet the visual appeal made even him salivate.

If his wife had prepared this food, he would have forgotten his dignity as a vassal and grabbed a leg first.

But this was a competition venue with thousands of spectators watching.

Arthur Tarantino exercised patience, suppressed his urge, and tore the meat with his fork.

Steam rose from the exposed white and reddish flesh.

Putting a perfectly sized piece into his mouth, the juicy, chewy texture filled his mouth with flavor.

"This... this is... good heavens..."

He could barely string words together.
The overwhelming sensation dominating his taste buds.

Delicious.

Arthur Tarantino opened his eyes wide and looked at Rubern, who was handing him the microphone.

"Before I talk about this taste, I'll use my legal authority as Rupel's magistrate! From now on, this recipe will be protected under Rupel's laws!!"

This food would become the signature dish representing the Rupel Territory. A delicacy that couldn't be tasted in any other territory or region, not even in the capital!

Arthur Tarantino believed this without a doubt.

***

Arthur Tarantino, who had reacted so explosively, unhesitatingly held up a score of 10. The other three judges' reactions weren't much different.

"Since I started drinking, I've tried all kinds of food pairings, but there's no more perfect match than this. What about all the side dishes I've eaten until now...?"

Rateon looked incredulous. For someone who didn't care much about anything except alcohol to speak like that meant it was truly delicious.

"It's delicious. That's all I can say. Perfectly delicious."
"I agree. Truly an amazing flavor."

Count Dionaos Rupel also gave nothing but praise.

Having tasted it myself, I honestly couldn't disagree. The crispiness that can only be experienced in freshly fried chicken.

The savory seasoning deeply infused into the tender meat rather than just coating the batter added an exquisite taste.

Without a doubt, it deserved 10 points.

"10 points, 10 points, 10 points, 10 points!! A total of 40 points, the highest score so far and a perfect score!!"

When I announced this, Halland shrugged as if it were the expected result. His gently upturned lips revealed his pride as a chef.

"Ah, an incredibly strong competitor right from the start! Will we see another perfect score?"

As I stirred up excitement, the audience's response grew even more enthusiastic.

The faces of the other participants, however, turned pale.

With the first contestant scoring perfect points, most visibly lost confidence. Yet there were still a few who weren't intimidated and instead put more effort into their finishing touches.

Those must be the masters who would truly challenge Sanders' fried chicken.

"Next contestant, please come up."

At my words, several chefs came forward, but.

Most received evaluations far inferior to Sanders' fried chicken.

"It's plain, but lacks impact. Not bad though. If it had come first, I would have enjoyed it. 7 points."
"The batter is disappointing. It lacks crispiness. 6 points."
"We'll both give 8 points."

Since these were skilled chefs who had made it through the preliminaries to the finals, hardly any dishes scored below 5 points, but.

The rainbow chicken, sprinkled with powder made from strange ground vegetables, was truly something else.

Arthur the magistrate expressed his nausea and gave it a total of 20 points.

The reason it even got 20 points was because the yellow part of the chicken had cheese powder sprinkled on it, giving it a sort of "bbuling-bbuling" feel.

Of course, that was only palatable to a modern person like me.

Arthur and the Count and Countess Rupel, unaccustomed to such foods, practically gave scathing reviews, only stopping short of outright insults.

*Why just sprinkle cheese and add red and green too?*

I never dreamed I'd encounter such bizarre food at a carefully curated cooking competition.

By the time we tasted the tenth dish.

A creation appeared that could proudly challenge Sanders' fried chicken.

"This is a dish called Crispy Pepper Chicken."

A man with a thin build but intense eyes explained. His name was Baker, if I recalled correctly.

The Crispy Pepper Chicken he brought had a distinctly different appearance from the chickens presented so far. Instead of having much batter, it had a glossy skin that was quite unique.

And this cooking method produced a chicken that was very familiar to me.

"...?"
"It's not fried??"
"No."

As soon as I caught a whiff, a familiar aroma wafted over. The distinct flavor of peppers.

Though it was called Crispy Pepper Chicken, this was unmistakably that chicken from the real world.

I was startled and looked at the man's face.

He recreated it with this level of quality? Could he be a transmigrator?

But the man was visibly nervous. That wasn't the attitude a transmigrator would show.

Besides, a transmigrator wouldn't be frying chicken at some backwater cooking competition.

This was purely coincidental.
A very, very fortunate coincidence.

I distributed the chicken to the judges.

They too seemed slightly tired of the similar fried dishes that had been presented, but.

As soon as they saw the plainly roasted chicken, their expressions changed.

The judges each took a bite as soon as I handed it out.

The first comment came from, of course.

Magistrate Arthur Tarantino.

"...I'd like this recipe registered for protection too."

His possessiveness was unmistakable.

***

Ding ding ding ding!!

Rubern Ailoy rang the bell that had been placed on the stage.

The sound announced the end of the competition.

Of the twenty participants, two failed to submit their dishes on time.

They were automatically disqualified, but they didn't seem particularly disappointed.

Rather, they accepted their shortcomings with relief, putting down their tools.

Indeed, as finalists with sufficient skill, they also possessed the character of true talents.

To Lilia Hebron, the noble lady of the Hebron Duchy, the entire format of the competition felt extremely chivalrous and noble.

Twenty skilled individuals gathered for an hour, showcasing their different techniques before the public.

There would be a victor, but the losers wouldn't be remembered only for their defeat.

They were all honorable chefs.

However, even while trying not to be too concerned with the results, Lilia Hebron fervently hoped that the "Crispy Pepper Chicken" she had first tasted would win.

"All evaluations are complete, but we actually have three chickens tied for first place," Rubern Ailoy announced to the audience with a troubled expression.

Sanders' Pride Chicken.
Crispy Pepper Chicken.

And finally, 'Wife's Home' chicken with a bright red seasoning that looked hot enough to burn your tongue.

All three chickens had perfect scores of 40 points.

The three prize winners were essentially decided, but the question was who would take which place.

"In that case... we'll determine the rankings by inviting one of our knights' special guests to judge."

Rubern Ailoy said this while pointing at her. This was a bolt from the blue for Lilia, who had been anxiously waiting for the results.

"Yes, Lady Lilia would be someone everyone could accept," said the blonde knight commander sitting beside her with a smile. Given the special circumstances, the members of the Snow Leopard Knights were aware of their identities.

"B-but... isn't this too harsh?"
"Just evaluate purely based on taste!"
"That's easier said than done..."

Lilia had already fallen for the Crispy Pepper Chicken. She would inevitably be biased.

But it was true that there was no one more suitable than her.

With Count Rupel among the judges, it wouldn't look good for someone of lower status to determine the rankings.

As the only noble lady of the Hebron Duchy, her status was more than sufficient.

Finally, Lilia reluctantly went down to the stage. Still wearing her robe, no one recognized her.

"She's a precious guest specially invited by our knights. Please taste each dish and announce the results!"

Gulp.

All three dishes emitted such delicious aromas. Lilia swallowed the saliva that had begun to pool in her mouth and put the first entry, Sanders' Pride Chicken, into her mouth.

*How delicious could it really be? My heart is already set on Crispy Pepper Chicken...*

That's what she had firmly believed, but.

The moment she tasted the crispy batter, she was conquered from the tip of her tongue to her stomach.

The Wife's Home chicken was also spicy in a way that suited Lilia's taste, but the crispiness of Sanders' Pride Chicken was of an indescribable quality.

"T-the winner is...!! Sanders' Pride Chicken..."

As she announced with a trembling voice, Rubern raised both hands and shouted:

"Yes, the winner is officially confirmed at this moment! Halland from Sanders Village! The champion of the First Rupel Cooking Competition!"
"Woooooooo!!"

I'm sorry, Crispy Pepper Chicken...
I don't think I can go back to how I was before...

Lilia thought as she shed a small tear.
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# Rupel Count's Cooking Competition Results

1st place: Sanders Pride Chicken
2nd place: Crispy Chili Chicken
3rd place: Wife's Home

Thank you to everyone who participated.

Rubern, Administrative Officer of the Rupel Snow Leopard Knights

---

The cooking competition, which had its share of ups and downs, concluded successfully. Thousands gathered to watch the event.

With the wave of tourists far exceeding Petaronto's population, local business owners couldn't stop smiling. This was especially true for tavern owners.

The prestige of Rupel beer, previously known only among enthusiasts, spread nationwide following the competition. Various merchant guilds clamored for business rights to the beer.

In some taverns, owners from five different guilds competed fiercely, offering treasures for exclusive contracts. Though no contracts were actually signed since there wasn't yet a way to transport the beer while preserving its taste, the merchant guilds had already placed substantial deposits, promising to find a solution.

"At last... we're seeing the light."
"It's all thanks to Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy."
"We'd like to express our deepest gratitude to Count Rupel as well."
"Haha, show your sincerity through taxes this time."
"Of course! The Rupel Brewing Association plans to deliver a donation to the castle."

The brewery owners visited the knights' headquarters, repeatedly bowing in gratitude.

They weren't the only beneficiaries. Innkeepers and restaurateurs prospered too.

Previously empty inns were now packed to capacity, even using attic rooms. Restaurants, for the first time ever, ran out of ingredients and couldn't serve food anymore.

Some claimed they'd made a year's worth of profit in just a few days.

Additionally, established craftsmen like blacksmith Albert and alchemist Compton received recognition for their skills and secured better contracts with existing merchant guilds.

Essentially, no resident of Petaronto suffered any losses. Even the seven vassals who initially disapproved couldn't argue with the profits generated in just two days.

By now, everyone was accustomed to the financial officer's exuberant celebrations—the vassals didn't even react to his boisterous laughter.

Honestly, I had worried about potential failure, staying up all night before the event, but thankfully it went far better than expected.

As the competition's official schedule concluded, most visitors returned to their hometowns. Those remaining in Petaronto included merchants interested in Rupel Territory's resources and content, minstrels with more stories to tell, mercenaries and wandering knights intrigued by the count's domain, nobles and officials from nearby territories visiting to strengthen relationships with Count Rupel, and finally, the chefs who had achieved "meaningful results" in the cooking competition.

And to me, these chefs were the most important people.

"Welcome."

In the administrative officer's office at the knights' headquarters, five chefs sat politely on high-quality sofas, waiting for me.

Besides the three prize winners, I had specially invited two others: Hughes, who developed Rainbow Chicken, and Eris, who presented Roasting Chicken after Crispy Chili Chicken with slightly lower quality.

Though these two scored lower than expected, I saw potential in them. After all, the competition's purpose wasn't just to discover delicious chicken but to establish it as Rupel's "signature" specialty.

Of course, we won't limit sales to Rupel alone. Such delicious food should be spread widely across the world.

However, we can't just let it leak out—we must maintain Rupel's original recipe. In other words, I plan to start a franchise business.

Like KFC. There might be inferior versions elsewhere, but the original quality should only be available through Rupel's direct stores.

"Before we begin, I want to sincerely thank you all for participating in this competition."
"Not at all, it was our honor."

Elliot, who developed the third-place Wife's Home chicken, bowed his head while waving his hands dismissively.

The spicy, fiery sauce was truly exceptional. It reminded me of my older brother who, having married early, always warned me against marriage.

"Don't get married..."
"Why?"
"Just don't, you idiot."

That's how spicy it was—enough to make your eyes water.

"To get straight to the point... Rupel Territory would like to propose a kind of 'business' to everyone gathered here."
"A business, you say?"

Halland's eyebrows twitched at those words.

"It's like a culinary association. Did you all read the terms we distributed before your participation?"
"Yes, I did. There didn't seem to be anything special in it."
"No, if you look carefully, it states that if you win the Rupel cooking competition, you must disclose the recipe to the Snow Leopard Knights."

I had brought the contract, anticipating this.

They read through it and, upon confirming the clearly stated clause, laughed with resignation.

That's why one should always carefully review terms before agreeing.

"Well... with such a substantial prize, sharing the recipe shouldn't be an issue."

Surprisingly, Halland, who had seemed the most principled, yielded easily, and the creators of Crispy Chili Chicken and Wife's Home chicken followed suit.

At least they understand basic courtesy.

"But isn't it a shame to settle just for recipes? For both us and all of you."
"What do you mean by that...?"
"We'd like you to become members of the 'Rupel Chicken Association,' or LuCiH for short, directly managed by the Snow Leopard Knights."
"LuCiH?"

I explained my business plan to them.

"We'll establish a main store in Petaronto and branch stores in nearby cities. These restaurants will exclusively sell our chicken."

Franchises typically start in one region. They begin with a first store, then a second, gradually expanding within the area before word spreads and they venture into external regions.

"But we're all from different provinces!"
"That's why I'm seeking your agreement. Since the recipes will be attributed to us anyway, wouldn't it be better for you, the original creators, to participate in the business together?"

The chefs fell into serious contemplation.

In truth, they had no reason to refuse the offer. If they considered the prize money as payment for their recipes, that would be the end of it. But if they formed an association and expanded into various regions, that would mean ongoing profit.

The Rupel cooking competition had attracted considerable attention, but this was only its first year. With uncertainty about next year's event, individuals couldn't expect reliable promotional effects.

In this context, the administrative officer who planned the competition was proposing a joint business venture.

"Your recipes definitely have demand. Didn't you see the audience's reaction?"
"I'm confident in my recipe, at least."
"But the world is too overwhelming to navigate alone. Just consider the merchants. Without disparaging you, there are more ruthless people in the world than you might think."

As I added this, Halland nodded. Not just him—all five agreed on this point.

"Rupel Territory and the Snow Leopard Knights will vouch for you."

I made eye contact with each chef as I spoke. None showed any attitude suggesting "who are you to vouch for us?" The reputation of Rubern Ailoy, former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, proved useful in such situations.

"Very well. I agree to this proposal."

Halland was the first to express his intention to participate.

"I'd like to join as well."
"Despite my lacking skills, I look forward to working with you."

The other chefs also unanimously expressed their willingness to participate.

The Rupel Chicken Association (LuCiH for short) was born—a clandestine organization destined to dominate the Empire's poultry industry.

***

Though the cooking competition had ended, Lilia, the noble lady from Hebron Duchy, remained in Petaronto.

Her sabbatical period was nearly three weeks long, and she had planned to spend three days touring Rupel Territory. However, having grown quite fond of the territory, she decided to extend her stay by two more days.

"I'm thinking of visiting Tipen Village."

She said this while brushing the hair of the blonde girl sitting on her lap.

Lucy Ailoy. At first, Lilia was startled by the girl's blonde hair and black eyes, which made her look unmistakably like Sianne and Rubern's child.

But she quickly understood when told they had adopted the girl who had been wandering with lost memories.

If they had given birth to a child who appeared to be seven or eight years old, both Rubern and Sianne would have had to have been extremely young parents.

"Yes, that's right. Actually, that's the only place worth seeing in Rupel Territory."

Rubern, sipping tea across from her, nodded.

"Since you dislike drawing attention, perhaps you could go down later with the 4th Battalion? They were originally stationed near there and plan to return now that the event is over. I'll tell the centurion to escort a guest of the knights, so your identity won't be revealed."
"That would be reassuring."
"Sister, are you going to the village? I want to go too!"

Lucy, who had been quietly getting her hair done, raised both arms excitedly.

How adorable she was.

Lilia couldn't help wishing the girl were her own daughter.

What kind of heartless person would abandon such a beautiful child in the forest?

"No, Lucy. We can't send you alone. We need to go with you. Dad and Mom are busy."
"Hmph, always busy!"

Despite the firm warning tone, Lucy dropped her arms with a sulky expression but accepted it. She was quite obedient for a child at an age typically known for defiance.

She's certainly more mature than other children her age, Rubern thought.

Perhaps it's because her blood is mixed with that of a Gold Dragon?

"Next time, I'll formally invite the knights to our territory. I had such a pleasant and delicious stay that I'd like to return the hospitality."

Lilia said with a gentle smile. She meant it sincerely. Having received such consideration, it was only proper for her to reciprocate as both a knight and a noble lady of the duchy.

"I look forward to that day."

Since there was nothing to lose in strengthening relations with Hebron Duchy, Rubern Ailoy gladly accepted the offer.

Just then, as they were leisurely conversing in the reception room, the door burst open.

The knight commander with her flowing golden hair entered, her face deathly pale.

Sensing the gravity of the situation, both Rubern and Lilia rose from their seats almost simultaneously as Sianne exclaimed urgently:

"Administrative Officer Rubern! Emergency deployment order!"
"What?"
"In the northern part of Rupel Territory, near the Ardaroce Mountains, a massive earthquake has occurred, and a large-scale monster horde is moving south from the mountains!!"

It didn't take long for the faces of both listeners to turn as pale as Sianne's upon hearing this shocking news.
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The earthquake.

While earthquakes had been reported frequently in the Rupel Territory lately, most only startled animals and rarely caused direct harm to people.

If there was any notable incident, it might be the recent mine collapse in Jahed.

But that seemed to have been limited to the Rupel Territory alone.

"Even in the Hebron Territory, earthquakes have been continuously observed in the mountain ranges. Just a few days ago, I went there to subjugate rampaging monsters in that area...."

Lilia Hebron asked in a serious voice.

"Has there been any news specifically from the Hebron Territory?"
"As far as I know... there hasn't been any in Hebron Territory yet."

Sianne answered with uncertainty. She must have come straight here after hearing the news, so she wouldn't know either.

"Regardless, this is definitely an emergency. Count Rupel has ordered the knights to deploy quickly. He said to mobilize the 4th Garrison Battalion that was scheduled to return to Tipen Village today as well."

The situation seemed to be developing rapidly.

The festival had just been yesterday, and Petaronto's atmosphere was still buzzing with excitement.

Yet the Count had ordered an emergency deployment of knights, dampening that mood.

And now a large-scale southward migration of monsters.

The villages distributed throughout the northern territory aren't very large to begin with.

The mining city of Jahed could develop thanks to its rich deposits, but other villages and small towns severely lack the manpower to respond to monster attacks on their own.

Since the northern part of the territory has few residents to begin with, the only forces immediately available would be militia groups consisting of a few young men.

Even those would be helpless without at least minimal palisades to protect their villages.

"Let's depart immediately. We need to prevent further damage."
"I'll gather the knights right away!"

Sianne said this and rushed out of the reception room. Only Lucy remained, tilting her head as if confused about what was happening.

"What will you do, Princess Lilia? I think it would be better for you to return to the Hebron Territory...."
"While the Ardaroce Mountains are the lowest among the five major northern mountain ranges, that doesn't mean the monsters living there are weak."

That was obvious.

It was simple to understand why the Hebron Duchy, despite being in the resource-poor north, was treated as one of the Empire's three great duchies.

Barren land.
And powerful monsters.

The guardians of the north who tank these threats with their bodies.

If the Ardaroce Mountains were like spicy chicken, then the mountain ranges within the Hebron Duchy were nuclear-level spicy.

They were similar in that once you experienced their might, many people would suffer while spewing red liquid.

Befitting a knight who lived in such a place, Lilia Hebron added with concerned eyes:

"I don't mean to underestimate the Snow Leopard Knights, but a single battalion and five knights won't be enough...!"

A realistic assessment.
However, sometimes in life, even knowing the reality, you still have to face it head-on.

I met the princess's eyes directly and answered:

"Since we held the cooking competition, many tourists have flocked here from all over the Empire. Even though a day has passed, quite a few people must still remain in the Rupel Territory."

The Princess Lilia herself was still in Petaronto after the event.

I couldn't be certain that there weren't any tourists who, finding the territory charming, had headed toward the Ardaroce Mountains.

After all the effort put into attracting them, I couldn't let the image of a "tourist territory" that we'd barely established crumble.

"Besides... this is also the duty of the Snow Leopard Knights who protect the Rupel Territory."

It wasn't much different when I was in the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Even though the people there were somewhat difficult to deal with, everyone still rushed about to protect the Empire's safety at any time.

As a member of the knights, even in a non-combat role, I never just stayed at headquarters scribbling with a pen.

There's no reason for things to be different now.

Rather, if our forces are at a disadvantage, it's the duty of the knights' administrator and strategist to find a way to break through that disadvantage and move forward.

As I revealed my determination, Lucy, who had been sitting on Lilia's lap, quietly approached and firmly grasped my hand.

"Yes, Daddy can do it."

Had she sensed something? Lucy's black eyes sparkled.

"Go. I'll be waiting. You need to be there."

Her words were mysterious, as if she knew everything and wouldn't worry.

If it had been another child, I might have taken it as simple words of encouragement.
But since she's half-human, half-dragon, with Gold Dragon blood flowing through her, something might truly be at work.

Gold Dragons are the wisest and most intelligent among dragonkind.

Strictly speaking, Lucy, being a hatchling, would have inherited those abilities.

Lilia bit her lip and stood up.

"Administrator, I apologize. I've been very rude."
"Pardon?"
"Both Administrator Rubern and this small territory's knights are truly excellent. They are genuinely comparable to our Wolves of Hebron."

The princess reattached the sword she had set aside to her waist.

"That's why I cannot leave you alone. As the princess of the Hebron Duchy and captain of the 2nd unit of The Wolves, I will lend you my strength."

Lilia Hebron looked at me intently and said:

"Please, will you allow me?"

***

"I apologize, but most of the battalion's forces are infantry. Given the rough terrain, if they accompany us, it would be impossible to deploy quickly to Bordova."
"Then... what should we do...!!"

Sianne stamped her feet anxiously. I recalled the number of cavalry in the 4th Battalion and said to Centurion Milo:

"Doesn't the 4th Battalion have fifteen cavalry in total?"
"That's correct."

Men-at-Arms.
Not everyone who rides a horse and wears medium armor is a knight. If that were the case, the Empire would have hundreds of knightly orders.

Basically, each territory in the Empire has one knightly order, and additionally, there are "battalions" composed of commoners, retired knights, and mercenaries.

Some knightly orders had battalions attached to them.

But most existed as independent units under the lord's vassal—the sheriff—primarily responsible for local defense.

Of course, in emergencies or expeditions, they were deployed alongside knights as main combat forces.

As such, battalions naturally operated their own cavalry, called "Men-at-Arms."

These were commoners who could afford expensive horses and equipment, making them "quasi-knights."
Typically, each regular battalion had anywhere from two or three to as many as fifty such cavalry.

"Then we'll have to mobilize the cavalry for now. Seven of us plus ten cavalry should be enough for initial measures."

We can't just sit idle because something seems impossible.

Centurion Milo immediately agreed to my suggestion, and a cavalry unit armed with chain mail and steel weapons appeared.

"I am Decurion Ior. I serve as the 4th Battalion's decurion and cavalry captain."

He looked quite experienced.

Much younger than the middle-aged Milo, but not as young as our knights.
Rather, he seemed reliable.

It was natural that a soldier who had been in the field for a long time would be more experienced than some random nobleman who had drifted in from somewhere.

"Please come up as quickly as possible. In the worst case, we might have to abandon the city."
"Understood. The 2nd Battalion stationed nearby has likely already deployed, so it would be best to join forces with them to supplement our strength. I'll leave it to you."

At Milo's words, I nodded and made eye contact with Sianne, who stood at the front.

"Captain Sianne, let's depart."
"Snow Leopard Knights, deploy!!"

As she snapped her horse's reins, the entire mounted unit followed her out through Petaronto's gate.

"Our destination is the northernmost city, Bordova!"
"It's in a basin of the Ardaroce Mountains, making it perfect for being surrounded."

As I mentioned before, monsters don't just inhabit dungeons.

Mountain ranges, swamps, deserts, jungles, caves.

Wherever human footsteps rarely reach, wild monsters make their home.

And they are far more threatening and powerful than monsters that naturally spawn in ordinary dungeons.

They don't live comfortably in one place but literally survive day by day.

Just look at Chunsik's goblin friends from Tipen Village.

Despite being goblins, they had equipped themselves with weapons.
Unless it's a special case, they're fundamentally different from dungeon goblins whose weapons consist of clubs, wooden sticks, or rocks.

If they hadn't been discovered quickly like this time, their colony would have grown larger and eventually directly threatened Tipen Village.

Perhaps some goblins would have left the nest to become wanderers, growing into more powerful "hob goblins."

But even those hob goblins would be considered weak monsters in the northern Ardaroce Mountains.

That's how formidable the northern region was.
The main reason why the north has particularly poor infrastructure, few residents, and is isolated.

But that doesn't mean we can forcibly relocate the residents.

It's natural that we can't force people to abandon their ancestral homes just because they're "dangerous."

What would they eat if they left their villages?
Also, from a tactical perspective, having villages or cities like this is much more helpful for regional defense.

It's a basic principle that having something is much better than having nothing when it comes to blocking an enemy's advance.

From a tactical viewpoint, villages or cities that can delay the enemy at the front are essential.

'This isn't something I should say in front of city residents who are suffering damage, but...'

After riding hard for three hours.
We reached a distance where we could glimpse Bordova, a small city closer to a village with barely six hundred residents, essentially just a marketplace with a makeshift palisade.

But as we got closer, far from calming down, the situation became even more urgent.

"Damn it...!!"
"We'll increase our speed!!"

Black smoke was rising from the distant city.
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While the main city of Petaronto in Rupel Territory was bustling with cooking competitions and festivities, ominous rumors continued to circulate in the northern regions bordering the Ardaroce Mountains.

Three earth tremors in recent days.
It was impossible not to feel anxious.

"The dragon sleeping beneath the mountains might have awakened. The Frost Dragon, I mean."

Frost Dragon.
Also known as Blue Dragon.

In the current era, dragons were considered mostly legendary creatures, but the elders who had lived in the northern regions for generations knew that they had retreated into seclusion throughout the continent, entering a period of dormancy.

There's always a reason behind oral traditions. Where there's smoke, there's fire.

Idro, the oldest elder in Bordova, recalled a passage that had been passed down for centuries.

"In Ardaroce sleeps a dragon that devoured a dragon knight."

The tale of the dragon knight Orgius, who had shaken the entire continent when the Bolivar Empire wasn't even an empire yet.

The Ardaroce Mountains marked the end of the Dragon Slayer's journey—a man who rode dragons and took the lives of evil ones.

The ancestors spoke with fear and reverence about a powerful dragon sleeping in those icy mountains, one strong enough to devour even such a legendary dragon knight.

The elder thought that perhaps these earthquakes were harbingers of an approaching calamity.

But today.
It could no longer be called a mere omen or rumor.

"Mayor! We have an emergency! Monsters are rampaging in large numbers!"

A hunter was the first to discover the anomaly and alert the city.

He came down to the city with soldiers who had been stationed at the 2nd Battalion's watchtower in the middle of the mountain range, frantically insisting that citizens must evacuate immediately.

The soldiers, with pale faces, also argued that the city should be abandoned.

The sheer scale of the monster horde was unimaginable.

The mayor of Bordova and his officials couldn't help but fall into a state of panic.

"Where are we supposed to evacuate to?!"
"It might be too late to move now. We'd be better off fortifying the city and holding out until reinforcements arrive!"
"Fortify? The city's defenses are nothing but wooden palisades!"
"The good news is that we reinforced those palisades over the winter."

Being the northernmost city, monster incursions were common, so the basic defensive facilities were well-maintained.

A well-maintained palisade can sometimes be more effective than a neglected fortress.

When the young leader of the vigilante group responded confidently, the mayor nodded, apparently agreeing with his assessment.

"With summer approaching, we have plenty of food stored in the city. Even if we evacuate in a hurry, losing our winter provisions would be just as troublesome."
"Then I'll contact the 2nd Battalion and the Count immediately!"
"Jack, take the vigilante members and able-bodied men of the city and handle the defense."
"Understood!!"

Despite the news of approaching monsters, the residents of Bordova regained their composure surprisingly quickly.

The north was accustomed to incidents happening almost daily. Monster or beast attacks were like monthly events, occurring at least once every month.

Only the scale had increased.
The response remained the same.

Moreover, the numerical disadvantage in troops was somewhat resolved when the 2nd Battalion, stationed not far away, arrived in Bordova.

Two hundred and thirty mixed cavalry and infantry led by a centurion.

Combined with the vigilante group and armed citizens, they numbered three hundred.

With this force, they thought they could withstand a considerable army without much difficulty.

However, when the monster horde finally reached the city.

It didn't take long for the faces of the brave young vigilantes to be colored with fear.

"...There are so many!! Way too many!!!"
"Thunder bears! There are thunder bears too!!"
"RAAAAAR!!"

BOOM!!!
Crack.

The number of troops didn't matter.

"Prepare for close combat!!!!"

After all, it took only an hour for the palisade—designed to withstand kobolds, goblins, wolves, or black bears—to collapse.

***

The barrier has been breached.

But seeing other monsters still lingering around the palisade, it seemed the city hadn't completely fallen yet.

I assessed Bordova's situation carefully as I rushed forward. Tactics and strategy should always be flexible, adaptable to any situation.

If the city had completely fallen, we would need to secure at least one gate to protect the remaining survivors.

But if only certain areas had been breached, that would be a different story.

At that moment.

I noticed that monsters were clearly concentrated on the eastern side of the palisade.

That's it.
That was their main offensive direction.

"Commander!! Stay together and charge straight in!! We need to penetrate in one go and disrupt their formation!!"

The main force wasn't humanoid monsters like goblins or kobolds.

Most were beast-type monsters like "Frost Jackals"—pack animals with twice the aggression of goblins and kobolds—and "Black Bitulas," ant-like creatures with bumpy, armor-like skin.

Both were monsters with minimal social structures, making their mass attacks particularly threatening.

However, such monsters could be easily scattered by eliminating their leaders.

Just like how other goblins offered no resistance after their leader, Chunsik, joined us.

Eliminating their leaders would neutralize most of their fighting power.

"For the Bitulas, target the one with reddish shells! For the Frost Jackals, eliminate the unusually large one!!"
"Understood!"

At my command, the cavalry, including the knights, formed a spear-like formation.

Ronz was at the vanguard, as expected.

"HAAAA!!!!"

CRUNCH!! SPLAT!!

"YELP─!!"

Taking a deep breath, he swung his greatsword from horseback, literally sweeping away the jackals in the vicinity.

If that had been a halberd instead of a greatsword, he could have been called the reincarnation of Lu Bu or Guan Yu for his imposing presence.

Following him were Sianne and Vice-Commander Imen. They formed the core of the formation, reinforcing the spearhead for a more solid breakthrough.

The Damascus steel sword, wielded with unleashed aura and mana, was unstoppable against even the hardest armored skin of the Bitulas.

The blue-rippling aura.

Whatever met the sword's trajectory was cleanly cut and severed.

Barbara and Heintz, both skilled fighters above the basic level.

Their initial hesitation was nowhere to be seen as they executed mounted swordsmanship, far more difficult than regular swordplay.

Neigh!!
Thud-thud-thud-thud!!

The sound of horses neighing, hooves pounding the ground.

Clang!! Clack-clack!!
Crunch!!

The sound of swords hitting carapaces, cutting through hide, and brave horses trampling jackal bodies as they charged through.

I too swung my sword without pause. Green Bitula blood splattered onto my skin from somewhere.

And finally.

"There it is!!"

I spotted a massive jackal that must have been the size of an adult man.

The leader of the Frost Jackals.

It roared as it noticed the humans who had discovered it.

The giant jackal leaped, pushing off the ground.

As a monster rather than a mere beast, it could easily turn even experienced mounted warriors into corpses.

"GRAAH!!!"

One cavalryman who collided with the creature as it precisely targeted his flank fell from his horse and was thrown to the ground.

"S-save me─!!"

A dismounted cavalryman is helpless. As the monster was about to tear out the throat of the struggling soldier pinned under its massive forepaw, it happened.

Flash!
A white light flickered.

Wooooo─.

A low resonance of the sword, like a wolf's howl, spread through the air.

"Hah!!"

SWOOSH!!!

Gray hair fluttered in the wind as she exhaled a deep breath. Red eyes flashed, and the leader jackal's head was severed with a single stroke.

Lilia Hebron.
The Northern Princess.

Indeed worthy of being the captain of the 2nd Division of the Ducal Knights. The jackals that had been watching cautiously began to flee in terror as a shockwave of pressure surged.

"Eren Third Sword, Snow Flower!!"

No sooner had the jackal leader been taken down than Sianne's cry rang out.

Similarly, a surge of mana that seemed to devour space rose up.

"I got this one too!!"

It seemed she had also quickly dispatched the leader of the Black Bitulas.

Sure enough.
Having lost their focal points, the monsters quickly began to retreat.

Of course, some individuals who failed to grasp the situation still charged in, but a few jackals or Bitulas without proper formation posed no threat to armored cavalry.

"Hyah!!"
"Die, you bastard. Die."
"UAAAAH!!"
"Die, you son of a bitch!!"

Soldiers cursing and slaughtering monsters as if intoxicated by blood.

The monster army that had been swarming in front of the palisade before our charge had now completely lost momentum and begun to retreat.

But we couldn't let our guard down yet.

The city's residents were still fighting desperately.

Moreover, "strong monsters" that had broken through the thick log walls would certainly be scattered throughout the city.

If they could destroy the palisade, could they be trolls?
Ogres typically appear in temperate climates, so they're not commonly found in the north.

In that case, we'll need fire.

"Decurion, please handle the remaining stragglers!! Knights, follow me!!"
"Everyone to Administrator Rubern!!"
"Bring anything that can be lit on fire! The creature attacking the city is probably a troll!"

I finished cutting down a fleeing jackal in front of me, then leaped through the clearly broken palisade.

The safety of citizens comes first. Driving away the stragglers around the palisade and preparing for additional attacks would come after.

"Found torches!!"

Fortunately, we could easily find torches effective against trolls, but.

The problem was that the creatures that attacked the city and broke through the palisade weren't trolls.

"????"
"CHOO-BYOO CHOO-BYOO─!!!!!!"

Several bluish bears that had been demolishing an innocent house with adorably cute voices all turned their attention to me.

Thunder bears.
Notorious monsters known for tearing people apart like lightning.
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After falling into a fantasy world, what I feared most during my time wandering the streets wasn't bandits, wolves, or monsters—it was bears.

These crazy beasts were practically spread throughout the entire empire.

Whether in plains or mountains, even along roadsides, bears were everywhere.

At first, I found them fascinating. In the real world, I'd only seen them performing tricks at safaris.

But after witnessing one tear a fellow traveler into three parts—head, chest, and stomach—right before my eyes...

My image of those creatures begging for food with their "grrrr grrrr" sounds in front of buses completely flipped.

Those internet articles about how to fight bears barehanded?

Complete nonsense.
Far from fighting them, just encountering one makes you instantly lose your will to fight.

And a Thunder Bear that's become a magical beast is like someone in a red suit—three times faster and three times stronger.

"GRAAAAH!!!"

The closest one pulverized an innocent jackal loitering nearby, then lunged toward me.

For a moment my muscles tensed up, but I quickly recovered and threw myself forward.

Hmph, a savage paw brushed past my neck.

If I'd been even slightly slower, I would've become jelly.

But with its wide attack range, I managed to swing my sword in that split second and successfully slice the Thunder Bear's ankle.

"GRAAAH!"

Still not enough.

Looking at the beast howling in pain, I pulled out throwing knives from my chest and hit both its eyes with perfect accuracy.

The Thunder Bear, suddenly blinded, swung its front paws wildly.

But attacks that couldn't properly fix on a target were nothing more than windmill swings.

Moreover, knights who rushed in right behind me joined the fight, and the Thunder Bear that had charged first collapsed without landing a single proper attack.

Reliable! Snow Leopard Knights!!

Men-at-arms are plenty strong, but personally, I feel safer with a knight who has awakened mana.

"Administrator Rubern!"
"Mr. Rubern Ailoy!"

Sianne and Lilia, who had simultaneously stabbed vital points of the fallen bear for a kill confirmation, shouted as they rushed over.

As expected of max-level fighters, their thoughts are eerily identical.
One got the neck, the other the heart?

Red blood of the Thunder Bear glistened on the blades held by the two women.

"Why are there so many Thunder Bears?! They're magical beasts rarely seen outside deep snowy mountains...!!"
"Well, we'll have to figure that out after dealing with the remaining ones."
"That's right, Commander Sianne. Right now, saving the townspeople is our top priority."

Just within sight, there were four more bears.

Besides the sounds of the 4th Battalion cavalry sweeping away stragglers who hadn't made it past the palisade, faint noises of battle could be heard from all directions.

The townspeople were surely fighting back.

I couldn't even begin to predict how many magical beasts had invaded the city.

In the end, the best judgment I could make in this situation was to eliminate every magical beast in sight.

"GRAAAAH!!"

Soon another Thunder Bear charged.

WHAM!!
I stepped back to avoid its downward swinging paw, and likewise cut through its hide with my sword.

SLASH!
A satisfying feeling transmitted through the sword handle.

Still, true to its status as a mid-level magical beast, I couldn't inflict a fatal wound with my skills. Just like before, being 2% short is really frustrating.

"Damn it."

Despite blood streaming down, the Thunder Bear snorted dismissively.

That's the problem.
I can somehow manage against human opponents, but against magical beasts and animals, I have to rely solely on basic sword skills.

Unlike Sianne and other knights, I couldn't establish overwhelming superiority in battles against magical beasts.

Is it fair that people who can't awaken aura have to live like this?

CLANG, CLACK-CLACK—!!
As I grumbled while barely parrying the flashing claws before me...

"I'll take over!"

A rapier I hadn't noticed coming from behind brushed past my shoulder. KEENG, compressed mana exploded, piercing the Thunder Bear's heart precisely.

Without even a scream, the Thunder Bear toppled backward.

It was Barbara, of course.
If she were about 8 years younger, she could have had the title "Slayer of Thunder Bears at Age 10"—what a shame.

"Are you alright!?"
"Yes, thanks to you I'm fine. If Barbara could lead the way, the other knights could..."

I glanced around to check the knights' status and quickly corrected myself.

Since they were all spread out dealing with magical beasts, there was no need to change formations here.

"I'll just follow behind as Barbara clears the way."
"Understood!"

Having everyone maintain formation isn't always the answer.

For knights who are weapons themselves, respecting individual judgment in chaotic battles like this is tactically advantageous.

Besides, like Barbara, there was also Heintz who had somehow climbed onto a rooftop to provide ranged support.

It seemed best to leave the cleanup here to Sianne and the other knights.

Except for one person—Ronz.

"Ronz!! What are you doing?! Just finish them quickly and follow us!!"

This madman was beating a jackal with his bare fists while choking another with a headlock.

Why was his perfectly good greatsword abandoned while he engaged in hand-to-hand combat?

When I gave him an incredulous look, Ronz nodded vigorously in understanding.

"Yes, Administrator!"

CRACK! With a slight flex of his muscles, the jackal that had been desperately struggling went limp.

If he could kill it instantly, why was he holding onto it...?

The more I think about him, the scarier he becomes.

Perhaps Count Rupel recruited Ronz not for his skills, but to restrain him with the status of knighthood before he could dark-evolve into a barbarian who would plunge the Rupel Territory into crisis?

A reasonable suspicion.
If this were some neighboring slum world setting, Ronz would undoubtedly be a berserker class without question.

"Barbara will clear the path with Ronz supporting. If the size difference is too great, switch immediately!"
"Understood!"

The two knights began cleaning up the city streets following my instructions.

Yes, "cleaning up" was the perfect description.

They turned loitering jackals and bitulas into corpses, tossing them aside like garbage bags.

Unless it was a mid-level magical beast like a Thunder Bear, no low-level magical beasts could stop these two.

With Decurion Iorg's 4th Battalion cavalry also doing their part, no magical beasts dared cross the barrier anymore.

We quickly reached the defensive line where Bordova's citizens and the remaining forces of the 2nd Battalion had made their final stand.

"K-Knights!! We're saved!!"
"Did they really wipe out all those magical beasts!?"

Countless requests for handshakes poured in from the citizens.

***

"Thanks to you, we survived. When the third defensive line was breached, I really didn't know what we would do..."

Stale, the mayor of Bordova, shuddered at the mere thought as he spoke.

He was younger than expected for a mayor of this northernmost city. Originally a local, he had been recognized for his abilities in the provincial capital Petaronto and returned as mayor.

He was the town's talented son who had made a triumphant return.

"I've lived in Bordova for well over 20 years, but this is the first time something like this has happened."

That's why Stale understood better than anyone how serious the situation facing this northernmost small city was.

"If I may say so... could it be that the dragon sleeping in the Ardaroce Mountains has awakened...?"

Elder Idro, who had been listening quietly, spoke up.

"A dragon, you say?"
"Among the legends passed down in our city is one about the ancient dragon knight Orgius. This great hero and dragon slayer who once ruled the era entered the Ardaroce Mountains and was never heard from again."
"Eh...?"

I couldn't help but respond stupidly, as I hadn't expected Orgius the dragon knight to suddenly come up.

Likewise, Sianne couldn't hide her surprised expression.

"You don't know about Dragon Knight Orgius?"
"Ah, no. I do know. I know very well."

As I hastily nodded, Elder Idro continued.

"Our ancestors believed that a dragon that subdued even that dragon knight sleeps in Ardaroce. And I firmly believe that legend is reality."

Ah, subdued indeed.
In a different sense, and the ending was tragic.

I recalled the image of Pirhak struggling helplessly in Percerscaron's grasp.

There's no guarantee the famous Orgius didn't end up the same way.

"Thunder Bears rarely leave their territory, and especially never cooperate, yet so many gathered here. Surely a magical beast of that caliber must have appeared?"

Idro's words made quite a bit of sense.

Separate from the Orgius legend, there was only one case where Thunder Bears would form a "group" and come down to a city.

'When a stronger magical beast appears in their habitat.'

In other words, they were driven out of their territory.

Basically, the more beast-like a magical creature is, the more it retains the habits of its base animal.

Even the Frost Jackals that attacked the city essentially just carried magical energy—their behavior patterns were no different from ordinary jackals in the south.

And one habit of grizzly bears, which Thunder Bears are modeled after, is that they "cooperate" when hunting prey just before hibernation.

"Indeed, it's almost time for Thunder Bears and other snow-dwelling magical beasts to enter their dormant period."
"That's right. It's their most ferocious, powerful, and dangerous time."

Normally they would find suitable places by rivers or in forests to hunt leisurely, but "something" made that impossible, so they formed a group to attack the city.

The fact that they one-sidedly destroyed the well-fortified palisade showed how hungry they were.

"This definitely requires investigation."

I've grasped the current situation.
Now all that remains is to examine the magical beasts' corpses to determine what exactly has appeared in the Ardaroce Mountains.

"For now, please prioritize treating the wounded and burying the fallen. We of the Snow Leopard Knights will handle the magical beasts of the Ardaroce Mountains."
"Yes, understood. But if it really is a Blue Dragon..."

Elder Idro murmured in a despairing voice.

Naturally, if there truly was a dragon that even Orgius couldn't handle as passed down in legends, not just the Snow Leopard Knights but a large-scale expedition including the Black Lion Knights would need to be dispatched through direct report to the imperial palace.

Unfortunately, it has nothing to do with Dragon Knight Orgius.

"That won't be the case. Ardaroce isn't an environment suitable for Blue Dragons."
"Is that so...?"
"Besides, earthquakes are troubling not just Ardaroce but also the Hebron Duchy. If it were truly a dragon's doing, they would have taken some measures by now."
"Indeed, that's true."

After reassuring the frightened elder and mayor, I left the town hall-like city hall with Sianne.

Of course, she was nearly beside herself since the conversation involved Orgius, with whom she was deeply connected.

"Could this possibly be related to bringing Lucy here...?"
"While I can't rule out that possibility, it's not highly likely. I'm more concerned about the earthquakes."

Zahed, where the mine collapse occurred, is also a village adjacent to the Ardaroce Mountains.

Moreover, as I just mentioned, earthquakes continue to occur not only in Rupel Territory but also in Hebron Duchy.

Since the main reason for this magical beast invasion is also likely the earthquakes, there must definitely be a special "reason" causing earthquakes in those mountains.

A creature that can cause earthquakes across mountain ranges, affecting both Count Rupel's territory and the entire Hebron Duchy...

"Hmm."

No matter how I thought about it, this didn't seem like a situation that could be resolved easily.

Ch.61 - Northern Monsters Tear Through The City (4)
The main battle took place at the eastern gate of Bordova.

It was an area that almost touched the ridge of the Ardaroce Mountains, where the thunder bears had charged through and shattered the defensive barriers.

"...While we were enjoying the festival, these people were fighting for their lives."

Sianne looked at the lifeless bodies of the 2nd Battalion soldiers and the city's young men with remorse.

According to surviving residents' testimonies, these were suicide squads who had rushed in to buy time for civilians to evacuate to the final defensive line after the third line of defense was breached.

Their bodies were covered in wounds, testifying to the fierce battle.

The number of monster corpses strewn around was equally impressive. There were even two thunder bear carcasses—creatures that typically required a knight to defeat.

Sad, but unavoidable.

When had natural disasters ever been controlled by human will? I gently patted her hunched shoulders and said:

"They fought bravely. Warriors who fulfilled their duty need no pity. They deserve praise instead."
"Administrator Rubern..."
"Let's pay our respects nonetheless."

I closed my eyes and prayed for their souls. Sianne seemed to bow her head beside me.

After a moment of silence:

"Now we need to determine what caused this abnormal behavior in the monsters."

Casualties had occurred after all.

Unlike the Zahed incident that was handled relatively well, this was an event where actual residents of the count's territory and soldiers had died.

It couldn't be dismissed lightly.

Dionaos Rupel wouldn't want such an outcome either.

But no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure it out. To threaten thunder bears that roam the snowy mountains, there should at least be a troll, as I had mistakenly assumed.

But even that wouldn't be enough to move an entire colony of thunder bears spread throughout the mountain range.

Trolls and thunder bears had a competitive relationship, not a predator-prey dynamic where one side was completely dominated.

*Could it be some kind of giant?*

A high-level monster with a human appearance but the size of an apartment building. Even during the Great Expedition, one appeared unexpectedly and gave us quite a hard time to subjugate.

Even the smallest specimen was about twice the size of a regular ogre.

The reported vibration phenomenon was consistent with this—when approaching one, the ground would rumble as if an earthquake was occurring.

During my time with the Imperial Black Lion Knights, there were reports of giants being observed beyond the northern mountain range.

It wasn't entirely implausible.

But if it were a giant, it wouldn't have driven the thunder bears from their territory.

It would have domesticated them instead.

Giants possessed a kind of "primitive civilization" like those in ancient scroll games, raising creatures like mammoths. They might not farm, but they did raise livestock.

As high-level monsters with that level of intelligence, they wouldn't have wasted thunder bears, which were both excellent food sources and potential troops.

And if it were truly a giant, Bordova would have been reduced to ruins by now.
Probably not even a trace of the city would remain.

A destroyer that turns everything in its path to rubble.

Moreover, the Snow Leopard Knights alone wouldn't be able to handle a giant.

They would need several competent destruction mages and at least five more battalions.
Even then, victory wouldn't be guaranteed.

Low, mid, and high-level.
With each level, a monster's power, abilities, and strength increased exponentially.

If low-level monsters could be killed by a child with a weapon and some composure, mid-level ones required the strength of a knight to handle effectively.

What about high-level monsters then?

*Literally requires a raid party.*

It would be like filming a live-action Monster Hunter.

In a world where even wyverns are considered mid-to-high-level monsters, the strength of universally acknowledged high-level monsters is beyond description.

But there were too many suspicious elements for it to be a giant.

Even Lilia Hebron, captain of the 2nd Division of the Hebron Duchy Knights, who had been investigating the continuous earthquake phenomena in the northern region, couldn't provide a clear answer.

"...The thunder bears weren't even hungry."
"What?"
"Look at this."

I examined the thunder bear carcass in front of Lilia.

She must have just cut it open, as its intestines were clearly visible.
Suppressing the rising nausea, I checked the insides and saw that the organs were indeed plump and greasy.

"Hungry thunder bears don't look like this. With this much nutrition, they would have completed their hibernation preparations with plenty to spare."
"You mean..."
"Yes, something so powerful drove these well-prepared creatures to flee en masse."

Lilia's gaze turned toward the towering snowy mountain, and she added in a heavy voice:

"It's in that mountain."

If this hypothesis was correct, the thunder bears weren't merely displaced due to territorial disputes. They had abandoned their prepared hibernation dens to change their habitat entirely.

Since thunder bears typically nest in ruins or caves, they must have judged this walled city as perfect for taking refuge.

"What could possibly be in the mountains? Unless it's a dragon, as the elder said..."

Just as Sianne was trembling with fear, her face pale:

"Administrator! Captain!! We found a suspicious person!"
"Oh my goodness! This young punk is going to be the death of me!"
"My head is perfectly dry! I even washed off all the jackal blood!"

Heintz and Ronz brought in some stranger.

"Who are you?"
"We found him lurking around the city, examining the monster corpses we'd slain. He clearly wasn't a resident, and when we warned him, he immediately tried to flee, so we caught him."

Heintz shrugged as he explained.

Yes, that's right.

The pride of our knights, scout Heintz—it would take someone exceptionally skilled to shake him off.

I gave him a thumbs up and approached the robed man.

From his slightly hoarse voice, he seemed to be an elderly man.

*He might be a black mage or necromancer coming to collect bodies, possibly related to this incident.*

Of course, even in the Bolivar Empire with its "relatively" excellent public security, there were still underground organizations practicing necromancy and other black magic.

Such trash existed everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

"I haven't done anything wrong! I just dress suspiciously!!"
"Do people normally admit to dressing suspiciously? That makes you even more suspicious. Let's go to the hall and talk."

I nodded to Ronz, who hoisted the resisting old man over his shoulder.

"Put me down, you fools!"
"Now, now, stay still. It won't be fun if you resist."
"To my eyes, you all look more like bandits! Your speech and behavior are just like robbers... W-wait!"
"Yes?"
"Could you possibly be Rubern Ailoy?"

How does he know my name?

After a moment's hesitation, I quickly removed the man's robe to see his face.

A clear '#' mark on his broad forehead caught my eye.

He wasn't even old. Maybe three or four years older than me at most.
His slightly crooked glasses made his already foolish-looking face appear even more foolish.

"Bernard...??"
"Damn it! It is you! Tell this blasted orc to put me down!"

The identity of the robed stranger was:

A monster researcher from the Larva Ecological Zone in the southern empire and one of the few "spatial mages" across the continent.

It was Bernard, the prematurely aged man I had met during the Great Expedition.

***

"You normally never crawl out of the Larva Ecological Zone. What brings you all the way here?"

The Larva Ecological Zone.
Though called an ecological zone, it was essentially a multinational research institution where monsters were gathered in one place for observation.

Monsters aren't always harmful to humans.
The byproducts from their bodies are valuable alchemical materials and resources used in various fields.

And to effectively respond to monsters, it's only natural to understand their ecology well.

Just as I had used goblin habits to weaken their colony.

Of course, they remained threatening, so the people managing the Larva Ecological Zone, teeming with all kinds of monsters, were typically powerful and eccentric mages within the empire.

Bernard was one such eccentric.

"Why do you think I crawled out?"

He spoke in his still hoarse voice while sipping from the teacup in front of him.

Yes, I actually knew the answer when I asked. I was just hoping he would deny it.
I sighed and answered my own question:

"Monster tracking."
"Yes, it's related to today's thunder bear attack on the city. It's rare for thunder bears that have perfectly prepared for hibernation to come down to a city, with alpha jackals and bitulas gathering as well."

He snapped his fingers, and a pale green coordinate plane with the same '#' mark as on his forehead appeared on the desk.
"Spatial magic," permitted only to spatial mages.

Bernard had always liked adding visual explanations like this.

"You won't be able to forget this one."

From that plane, something massive and cylindrical twisted and rose up, as if emerging from the ground.

Faced with this unforgettable sight, I couldn't help but let out a gasp, just as my old friend had predicted.

Earth Dragon.
Or in other words, a Wyrm.

"A cursed lesser dragon that lost both its legs and wings is tearing through the Ardaroce Mountains."

Of all things, something even more troublesome than a giant had appeared.

Ch.62 - People Across The Nation Are Shouting, What Could That Monstrous Thing Be?
In this world, dragons are untouchable beings.

Living through the ages, capable of single-handedly destroying small countries or territories.

Truly godlike existences.

That's why everyone, whether Elder Idrogen or Mayor Steil, trembles at the mere mention of dragons.

Even Count Rupel jumped in alarm when he brought Lucy and heard that the mine connected to Tipen Village might be a dragon's lair.

However, in this world, there are also magical beasts similar to dragons yet slightly different.

For example, the wyverns of Pirhak, like Lucius.
They have the same sturdy wings as dragons, possess sharp claws, and freely soar through the skies.

Some individuals can breathe fire, and they're known to use magic unique to wyverns, allowing them to proudly display their majesty as members of the dragon race.

That's why people call such magical beasts "sub-dragons," beings comparable to true dragons.

"Worms" were also among these sub-dragons.
Rather than flying through the sky, they crawl underground, preying on everything on the surface.

"No wonder the thunder bear fled..."

Lilia spoke with a grave expression.

While worms possess the most primitive and lowest intelligence among sub-dragons, they're nearly invincible underground, and their average size far exceeds other sub-dragons.

They could easily swallow a hibernating thunder bear like a tasty gummy bear.

Despite resembling something between a snake and an earthworm, there's a reason they're called earth dragons and feared—

"This connects to why earthquakes occur. But why in the northern mountains?"
"That's what puzzles me too. These sub-dragons typically inhabit the western desert regions or eastern highlands."

As I added my comment, Bernard's eyes flashed.

"That's why I was dispatched. It's a task suited for a mage from the Larva Ecological Zone."
"Then why hasn't news about this reached Rupel or Hebron, the areas actually suffering damage?"
"Who knows?"

He shrugged as if he had no idea.

Damn it, this is why I can't stand mages.
Always so absorbed in their work and research that they miss the most important things.

"Well, since you're the Rupel administrator, Rupel knows now. And if Lady Lilia is here, Hebron will soon know too."
"That's not what I meant...!!"

Even Lilia couldn't let this slide and scolded Bernard in a strong tone.

However, despite her being a princess and knight commander, Bernard seemed unfazed by her outburst.

"If you want to complain, maybe direct it at the Larva Ecological Zone administrators..."

He's just making things worse.

"You...!!"
"Lady Lilia, please calm down first."

I tried to pacify her as her face began to redden.

Wow, he managed to anger the Northern Princess, famous for rarely showing emotions in public.

This guy is naturally gifted at building negative rapport.
If he hadn't been stuck in that remote ecological zone, he would've been killed long ago.

"The fortunate thing is that among all the mages, you were the one dispatched, Bernard."

I looked straight at the man with the beautifully shiny forehead.

"Which means you've brought a 100% effective plan to eliminate this cursed sub-dragon."

***

Typical mages usually work with five elements: fire, water, wind, earth, and lightning.

The so-called Elemental Mages. These days, it's harder to find mages who aren't Elemental Mages, but the distinction still exists.

However, not all mages master elemental magic.

Bernard, standing before us, was a mage who manipulated "space" rather than elements.

Though broadly termed as space magic, their primary specialty was "teleportation."

In modern novels or games, teleportation might be a common spell used by any mage, but in this world, teleportation was uniquely regarded as the pinnacle of magic.

*Actually, thinking about it, teleportation has always been an overpowered technique.*

A mage who can easily evade all attacks and move dozens of steps in the blink of an eye.

Simply put, it's like having Flash with zero cooldown!
If you could use forward Flash, side Flash, or backward Flash without limits, even a Bronze player with poor hand coordination could easily take down a Platinum player.

Moreover, the title of Space Mage wasn't something just anyone could earn, which meant—

Bernard must have come with a definitive solution.

Mages aren't like knights who excel at improvisation.

They specialize in setting up situations to their advantage before making any move.

There's a reason the saying "never fight a fully prepared mage" circulates throughout the knighthood.

And Bernard was truly one of the craziest among them.
A genuine article.

During the Great Expedition, when some black mages tried to attack from the rear, he had already anticipated it and cast Dispel, sending them packing. I couldn't help but be impressed.

"You know me too well."

When I spoke with confidence, Bernard laughed helplessly.

"I've prepared a plan. But it's not perfect, given our opponent."
"Why is the great Space Mage being so long-winded? Tell me quickly. I'll handle any necessary adjustments to your plan."
"Ah..."

Bernard said that and once again unfolded a coordinate plane. Unlike the simple plane from before, a three-dimensional image of the Ardaroce Mountains appeared before us, like a 3D projection.

Seeing this for the first time, Lilia and Sianne's eyes widened.

"Wow."
"How did you do that?"
"That's confidential, dear ladies."

Bernard chuckled and continued his explanation.

"First, the worm is active around the Ardaroce Mountains and the Herteya Mountains further north in Hebron Territory."
"Indeed, those areas have experienced frequent earthquakes recently."

Even Lilia, who hadn't taken a liking to Bernard, nodded, now captivated by the coordinate plane.

"It seems to move between Ardaroce and Herteya at regular intervals. The one that was causing trouble in Herteya a few days ago has now moved to Ardaroce."
"Why does it move between mountain ranges?"
"Why else? Hunting for food."

Bernard answered my question as if it was obvious.

"I don't know how the worm ended up in these mountains, but they typically roam across a radius of tens of kilometers while hunting. That's why there are hardly any villages or cities near areas where worms appear."
"Right, that's true."

He was correct.
The western deserts and eastern highlands, where worms primarily inhabit, have significantly fewer towns and cities, and the distances between them are notably greater.

I vaguely remembered that this was to protect cities from worm attacks.

"When this creature causes havoc in Ardaroce, all magical beasts and animals flee, right?"
"Yes."
"Then it moves to the neighboring mountain range and wreaks havoc there for a while."

As Bernard moved his finger, the coordinate plane flipped, revealing what appeared to be the underground of the mountains.

A snake-like entity moving freely underground, chewing through rocks and anything in its path.

"Once it's done hunting there, it returns to Ardaroce, where magical beasts have likely returned."

What an absurd behavior pattern.
It's like a neighborhood bully causing trouble wherever it goes.

"Okay, I understand the worm's habits now. This explains the thunder bear situation. Now, let's get to the main point—how do we eliminate it?"

I tried to think of various strategies.
First, we'd need to lure the creature out from underground, then perhaps have mages bombard it with fire spells.

Had he already contacted the Imperial Battle Mage Corps or at least the nearby tower masters?

However, Bernard once again exceeded my expectations with his answer.

"No, I didn't bring knights or imperial mages. They're not needed anyway."
"What???"
"Do you think such people could capture a worm? And considering it causes earthquakes when it moves, its size must be no joke. It's not something knights can handle by swinging their swords."

I could easily imagine knights futilely swinging their swords at a massive earth dragon that had surfaced.

Not only would it be ridiculous, but they'd be annihilated. From the worm's perspective, it would be like having a feast of protein-rich morsels gathered in one place.

Moreover, the terrain is steep mountains.
Unlike on flat ground, foot soldiers would struggle to maneuver quickly, making it incredibly difficult for knights to face a sub-dragon that crawls through the earth.

"Then how...?"
"With creatures like this, rather than inflicting moderate injuries, it's better to kill them in one go."

Bernard waved his hand again, and this time, a massive canyon next to Bordova appeared.

"There's a huge glacier upstream of this canyon. It's actually a flowing glacier that moves every year."
"I've heard about that."

Over time, the perennial snow in mountainous regions compacts into glaciers, which have a tendency to move along canyons.

Especially around this time of year, when the weather starts to warm up, the northern canyons often fill with glaciers flowing down from the mountains.

"It's still early summer, so it hasn't completely melted yet. It's solid enough—solid enough to easily crush a worm's head."
"You crazy..."

Bernard snapped his fingers as he spoke.
The glacier in front of us disappeared, then reappeared above the worm's head, flattening it like dried fish.

I couldn't help but call him crazy. Sianne and Lilia's reactions were no different.

A glacier meteor?
Are you insane?

"Oh my, don't be surprised so soon~"

Finding my reaction amusing, Bernard smirked with a twinkle in his eyes.

"But even if we drop this, the worm needs to come to the surface, right? So what do we need?"
"...Bait."
"Correct! I take back what I said earlier! The Black Fox hasn't lost his touch~!"

Bernard teased in his raspy voice. It felt like an elderly grandfather deliberately acting this way, creating a cognitive dissonance.

I thought I'd gotten used to it, but I was wrong.

"I guess a thunder bear would make decent bait."
"That's not bad, but what's more reliable is fixed bait. We're not going to catch a thunder bear, are we?"

He had a point.
We'd need to lure the thunder bear to lure the worm.

That's absurd.
Plus, we'd need to bring a separate cage to contain the thunder bear.

With the worm potentially rushing toward the city at any moment, there's no benefit in continuing to waste time.

"There's another problem. This creature is extremely sensitive. It might have been burned by mages like me before, because it reacts incredibly well to mana."

Well, if not a mage, could it be a knight?

Bernard added with a smile, but it wasn't funny at all.

"So, the bait can't be someone who has awakened mana. You know that well."
"Of course, that makes sense."

Naturally, even a sub-dragon wouldn't deliberately approach something it's wary of.

"R-Rubern Administrator...?"
"??"

As I was gradually formulating a strategy in my mind, I suddenly felt an odd gaze.
Looking up, I saw Lilia and Sianne staring at me.

That's a pitying look.
Excuse me, why are you looking at me like that...?

Just as an ominous feeling washed over me, Bernard deactivated the coordinate plane with a mischievous expression.

"Oh my~ Our Rubern is quite the joker. Your pretense is top-notch."
"Huh?"
"Are you really okay with this?"

What are you all talking about?

Wait.

"Are you suggesting I be the bait?"

The moment I realized this, I jumped to my feet.

This is insane.
I need to get out of here.

"Ladies, could you please catch that friend of mine? He's been hit with a slow spell, so he won't get far."

But there was no mercy in Bernard's slow spell.

"The slow is draining my strength..."

I didn't get far before being caught.

Ch.63 - Starlight Falls, Falls Down Wildly
"Think about it carefully. Wouldn't it be better if you were the bait?"
"You crazy bastard!"

I raised my middle finger at Bernard, who was casually spouting such brutal words.

If Lilia Hebron had been here, I might have been a bit more polite with my response, but fortunately she had disappeared, saying she needed to contact the duchy.

No one can stop Rubern, the foul-mouthed Korean who has awakened his passive skill.

"I knew this would happen. I've been deceived once again by this bald man's wicked schemes!!"
"Why are you bringing up my hair?!"
"You!! Back off, you balding forehead monster!"

I formed my fingers into an L-shape and shot a baldness beam at him. A powerful curse that would make his already thinning hair fall out even more if he didn't chant "grow, hair, grow" within 30 seconds.

How dare he try to use a person as worm bait?

But I couldn't just keep raging forever.
I gradually cooled my burning anger while spewing a stream of curses.

With each profanity that escaped my lips, I could feel my mind mysteriously becoming more stable.

Despite being the target of my abuse, Bernard responded with a calm face, completely unfazed.

"Think about it. The basic premise is that we need someone who hasn't awakened mana. That rules out all your knights, right? They have aura, not mana. Are there any knights these days who haven't awakened mana? Unless they're administrators, everyone has awakened mana, haven't they?"
"......"

This bastard is subtly mocking me.
Are you looking down on me because I haven't awakened?

I gave 1,000 gold to that former court magician, but what can I do if awakening doesn't work for me!

"Then what's left is mobilizing civilians or soldiers, but would anyone willingly volunteer for that?"

There might be some.
But admittedly, it wouldn't look good.

And if no one stepped forward willingly, I could use my authority as the Snow Leopard Knights' administrator to force someone to do it.

That would look even worse.

"So by process of elimination, who's left?"
"...Me."
"Wouldn't this be a chance to enhance your reputation? The Rupel Knights' administrator setting an example?"
"That's true..."

I couldn't argue with that.

"If you were going to accept anyway, why did you resist?"
"Damn it! If I don't at least put up a fight, it's too pathetic! I don't like sacrificing myself!!"

When I quit the Black Lion Knights, I decided to live a thoroughly individualistic life.

So I wanted to avoid any meaningless sacrifices if possible.

Why did I become an administrator in Rupel Territory?
Simply because I wanted to.

Why did I use my personal funds to host the Rupel cooking competition?
Because I wanted to eat chicken.

But this situation is different. Being bait for a worm? I'm not some regressor with multiple lives, nor am I immortal.

"No, from what I've seen, this kind of thing is totally your destiny."
"Fuck."
"It was the same during the Great Expedition. Despite being notably the weakest in the group, you had enough guts and brains to successfully pull off seemingly impossible operations. You were the sacrifice then too, weren't you?"
"That... I just didn't want to die. I was about to be killed right then and there."

I recalled the memory from three years ago.
When I went with the expedition to defeat the evil dragon Kirops in the western forest, I volunteered for the operation to draw the dragon's aggro.

When I was running away from the dragon shooting reddish-black breath from behind, I really thought I was going to die.

As I shuddered recalling that horrible past, Bernard added another comment.

"A mere worm doesn't even compare to the evil dragon Kirops. This is easier, man. Don't you trust me?"
"Isn't it because I don't trust you that I'm acting this way?"
"Don't worry. If I killed an administrator who's going to work hard for the empire in the future, there would be too many people after my head."

Well, it's true that there really isn't any other way.

I had no choice but to volunteer as bait, and the 2nd Battalion and the citizens of Bordova, who didn't know the details, praised me as if I were a hero of troubled times.

"We're counting on you, Administrator...!"
"Rubern Ailoy, is he a god?????"
"Bordova will forever remember Administrator's sacrifice."

Please stop!!
My life is already at zero!!

And who's talking about me like I'm already dead when I haven't died yet?
Come out now while I'm still being nice.

"Are you really okay with this?"

Of course, not everyone had such an overwhelming reaction. The blonde knight commander asked in a worried voice.

"Commander Sianne."
"If that's the case... wouldn't it be better to delay a bit and find a volunteer? Bernard said it would just take some time..."
"It's fine."

Her eyes conveyed genuine concern for me alone, without any expectations or ulterior motives.
Just looking at her was healing.

"...In return, let's take a vacation within the knight order after this is over."
"Pardon?"
"We held a delicious chicken competition and selected winners, but we didn't even get to eat properly ourselves."

Sanders Pride Chicken.
Crispy Pepper Chicken.
Wife's Home Chicken.

The pinnacle of modern cuisine that I had been searching for years appeared before my eyes.

Wasn't the cooking competition just the other day?
Why does it feel like months have passed?

The more I realize this fact, the more drained I feel.

"I want to rest and enjoy myself."
"Well... you've been the busiest lately, Administrator. Everyone has worked hard... if we resolve this incident, I'm sure the Count will approve."
"He'd better. Of course."

We're talking about a worm here. One of the most troublesome species among the lesser dragons.

And such a creature is roaming through the mountains of both the Count's and Duke's territories. It's rather surprising that Bordova hasn't been attacked yet.

If we resolve this incident with one decisive blow...
There would be plenty of benefits to gain from both the Count himself and the Duchy.

"Fighting...!! You can do it, Administrator Rubern!!"

I couldn't help but smile at Sianne's encouragement as she clenched her fist.

"Thank you, Commander."
"Hehe... it's nothing. I should at least do this much. It would be shameful to do nothing..."

She scratched the back of her head awkwardly.

"Then I'll be counting on you."
"Of course!"

I mounted the horse that had been waiting at the outskirts of the city, keeping pace with Sianne.

Right.
Might as well give it a try.

***

"You absolutely cannot drop or lose these. The margin of error is 1 meter. If you move further than that from the coordinates I've fixed, even I won't be able to help."
"Stop saying such scary things."

I took the two small wooden sticks Bernard handed me.

One was enchanted with a remote spatial transfer spell, and the other with a provocation spell to lure the worm.

The plan was as follows:

First, track the worm's current movement path.

Once the path is tracked to some extent, activate the beacons Bernard had installed throughout the Ardaroce Mountains to tempt the worm.

Then I, as the real bait, would make the worm expose itself from underground for hunting.

At that moment, I would activate the enchanted magic at the right timing to swap my body with a massive glacier.

When the worm rushes in to eat its prey, drop the glacier on its head before it can escape—a great success.

"See the red mark on this spatial movement wand?"
"Yeah."
"When it turns green, it means the spatial movement is ready. You need to activate it then. Otherwise, it won't work."

How complicated.

"I understand all that. But what if things don't go according to plan? For example, if the worm isn't properly lured..."
"Then we fail. This is as far as my plan goes. If the worm luring fails despite there being no problem with the magic itself, we'd have to rethink the entire premise."

Fair enough, the conditions were quite variable.

Still, I think it's best to prepare as many safety measures as possible.

If everything in the world went according to plan, all investors in stocks or coins would be filthy rich.

This world is no different.

"You never know. Be prepared to change the coordinates in real-time."

I looked straight at Bernard as I spoke.

"How long does it take to change coordinates?"
"...About 2 minutes to be safe."
"Make it 1 minute. As much as possible. Since the glacier is larger than the worm, I think an error margin of within 5 meters should be fine."
"Okay."

Bernard accepted my suggestion without complaint.
That's how confident he is in his abilities. Whatever else he might be, I can fully trust Bernard as a spatial magician.

"What will you do, Lady Hebron?"

After completing the final check,
I asked Lilia, who was standing behind me.

The Snow Leopard Knights had already moved to the glacier area, but I wasn't sure what to do with her, so she was waiting.

Since this incident also involved the duchy, she probably couldn't just stand by and wait.

"I'll stay with you, Administrator."
"What? That's too dangerous...!"
"My Lady, if even one more variable is added, even I won't know what the outcome will be."

From my position of having to activate such a massive spell as the Glacier Meteor, Lilia Hebron's very presence would act as a variable.

But Lilia's attitude was firm.

"Of course, I'll be watching from that cliff over there. Because it's dangerous, I can't leave you alone."

She pointed to a cliff not far away.

Indeed, that spot seemed appropriate—it was outside the magic's range and also in a good position to intervene quickly if something went wrong.

"Hmm... well, that should be fine."

As Bernard nodded in agreement, Lilia Hebron leaped nimbly and instantly positioned herself on top of the cliff.

Swift movements befitting her alias, the Gray Wolf.

Having confirmed that all preparations were complete, Bernard snickered and said:

"If you get eaten, I'll retrieve your corpse."

Then he disappeared with a pop right before my eyes.
It was a teleport spell.

...He always makes the worst jokes.

"Sigh."

I stood still and stretched. From now on, waiting was my job.

After several dozen minutes...
Just as my legs were starting to ache, I felt the ground begin to shake.

Rumble, rumble.

The vibration chased away the drowsiness that had been creeping up on me in the pleasant early summer breeze.

Regaining my balance as I staggered, I swallowed hard.

Dust was rising in the distance.
No lie, the entire mountain range was undulating.

Though she was too far away for me to see her expression, I could easily imagine Lilia's face frozen stiff.

RUMBLE, RUMBLE, RUMBLE─!!!!

The vibrations grew stronger as they approached. I thought I'd be fine since I knew what was coming, but every nerve in my body stood on end, sensing danger.

"I don't like this kind of obsession."

The Earth Dragon.
A lesser dragon that rules the earth was approaching, targeting only me.

Ch.64 - Still, It's A Meteor That Will Crash Down.
Around the time I turned twenty, I nearly got hit head-on by a speeding truck. If I had been even a little slower in diving out of the way, I would have said goodbye to this world.

Wait a minute.
Come to think of it, if I had been hit by that truck, would I have ended up in this world anyway?

Getting hit by a truck is basically the standard way to get transported to another world.

Anyway, back then my body froze stiff with fear in that moment.

And the current situation felt remarkably similar.

"......!!!"

I gritted my teeth and endured. I couldn't gauge exactly where the creature was, but I knew for certain it was coming toward me.

Rumble rumble rumble!!

The vibrations wouldn't stop. I could now feel them clearly even between the joints of my toes.

How is this not causing an earthquake with all this commotion?

The mine collapse in Jahed was probably this thing's doing too. It must have passed near the underground areas of the Triton and Nordic mines, disturbing the already weakened ground.

I nervously fidgeted with the spatial transfer wand Bernard had given me. The indicator was still red. Not ready for spatial transfer yet.

300m, 200m, 100m.

With each countdown in my mind, the Worm rapidly closed the distance.

"When the hell is this going to be ready, Bernard, you bastard!!"

As I shouted out the cry boiling in my throat, suddenly Bernard's voice echoed in my head.

"Wait a bit, you impatient bastard."

Telepathy—like teleportation, another exclusive ability of spatial mages.

"I've finished preparing the glacier transfer. Just need to input the coordinates. Whatever happens, don't move an inch."

"Easy for you to say...!!"

The creature had definitely come closer to the surface. A nearby hillock was writhing and undulating.

"Activate the provocation wand."

Following Bernard's instructions, I pulled out the provocation wand from my right pocket and held it high.

A beam of light shot up into the air from the wand.

"Kyaaaaa!!!"

At last, the massive earth dragon revealed itself before my eyes.

A triangular head covered in scales that looked hard just by looking at them. Between what looked like a helmet on its head, reptilian eyes gleamed.

In typical fantasy, a "worm" usually resembles an earthworm or a caterpillar.

But in this world, the Worm had a form befitting its name as a lesser dragon.

A massive snake covered in armor thicker than steel.

Actually, it looked more like an Imugi, the serpent that appears in Korean folklore.

Fighting back my trembling knees, I waved the provocation wand vigorously.

"Over here, you bastard!!"
"Kyaaaak!"

My skin tingled every time it roared.

Dragon Roar.

Even for species that never reached true dragonhood, the dragon blood flowing through them remained potent. It was a power in itself.

I calmly gripped the spatial transfer wand. Looking straight into the eyes of the charging Worm, I clenched my teeth.

"Preparations complete!!"

Finally, the red indicator turned green, just as the Worm was about to fully enter the range of the glacier meteor.

"!?"

The Worm that had been rushing madly toward me suddenly stopped in its tracks. Could it have figured out our plan?

Since it was sensitive to mana, it might have detected Bernard's magical energy somehow.

No.
If that were the case, it would actually be fortunate.

A situation worse than the creature discovering our plan...

The Worm's gaze, which had been fixed on me, slowly shifted to the right.

Those eyes, burning as if they could devour anything, were now looking at...

None other than Bordova.

"Oh shit."

Why do bad premonitions always turn out to be right?

After fully extracting itself from the ground, the creature turned its head toward Bordova.

Among lesser dragons, the Worm was the only species with scavenger tendencies.

In other words.
It was a creature that would eat anything—dead or alive.

For such a being, Bordova—where numerous monster corpses including thunder bears lay abandoned after the recent fierce battle—would be nothing short of a buffet.

"Kiii, kiiiiii—"

With a chilling cry, the giant snake began moving toward the city.

"What? What's happening?!"

"This bastard changed its target from me to the city! We need to stop it! Change the coordinates in real-time, now!!"

Bernard had also detected the change. I gave him urgent instructions and then shouted while waving the provocation wand.

"Hey!! Where are you going!! I'm here, your favorite living food is right here!!"

I tried desperately to get its attention, but it was futile.

To the creature, I was just one insignificant person, but in the city, there were thousands of people still remaining, along with monster corpses.

Until now, it had only been active underground near the mountains, so it hadn't discovered Bordova, which was relatively distant.

Now, only a few kilometers away, it was only natural for it to target the city once it spotted it.

*If this continues, it'll be a catastrophe...!!*

The city had already suffered considerable damage from the thunder bear and monster attacks. If the Worm's attack was added to that, the number of victims would increase enormously, and they might have to abandon the city altogether.

The provocation rod Bernard had prepared was now useless.

That left only one option.

"Damn it all...!!"

With Bernard's voice like a death cry in the background, I accelerated my pace.

All the blood vessels in my body expanded, and heat rose. The feeling in my legs disappeared as my field of vision widened.

A temporary body enhancement technique I learned from my master.
For me, who couldn't awaken mana, maintaining it for just a few seconds was the best I could do, but it was enough to catch up to the creature.

"Hup!!!"

I jumped onto its undulating snake-like tail and drove the sword from my waist deep into it.

"Kyaaaaaaak!!!"

Squelch!!!
The Worm thrashed as my sword penetrated its thick skin.

"Well done, Administrator!!!"

Crack!! Boom!
Lilia's strike followed. Having somehow descended from the cliff to join me, she opened her aura and delivered a precise attack to the Worm's core.

Her attack was much deeper than mine, which had deliberately targeted the tail where the scales were relatively thin.

"How dare you threaten us, cursed monster!"
"Kyaaaaaaaa—!!"
"Ugh...!"

Seeing her unleash her killing intent without restraint, the Worm must have decided it couldn't simply ignore her.
It twisted its body violently, throwing off Lilia and me, and countered with a Dragon Roar.

"This thing...!!"

But Lilia's sword didn't stop.

Though she might seem like a somewhat unhinged young lady whose cold expression melts only at the sight of delicious food, she was the captain of the Wolf Pack Knights, second to none in the Empire.

For someone like her, a lesser dragon like the Worm was just a challenging opponent, nothing more.

Difficult to defeat, but not impossible.

*So this is the captain of The Wolves' 2nd Division...*

Speed, balance, weight, cutting direction, and footwork.

Clean and sharp.

Truly, nothing was lacking. Even to me, who had been through thick and thin with the Black Lion Knights, her swordsmanship was undoubtedly top-tier.

Sianne also had tremendous potential and was already quite skilled.

But Lilia was a fully bloomed flower.
A swordswoman who had completed all her development, consuming space with her fragrance.

I watched as she fought on equal terms with the lesser dragon several times her size, all by herself.

Lone wolf.

An exceptional hunter, her gray hair fluttering as she tore through the Worm's skin and scales.

Just as I, a mere ordinary person, could only stand and watch this spectacle, thinking that perhaps she could defeat it without Bernard's magic...

"Kyaaaaaaak!!!"

With an ear-splitting scream, flames shot out from the Worm's mouth.

"A breath attack?!"

I couldn't believe my eyes.
How could this creature use a breath attack?

I'd heard that some wyvern specimens could use breath attacks, but I'd never heard of a ground-dwelling Worm using one.

"Lady Lilia!!"
"I-I'm fine!"

She quickly responded to my cry.

Fortunately, since she had her aura deployed, the creature's breath didn't seem to cause much damage.

But one thing was certain: Lilia was also surprised by the Worm's breath attack.

And the Worm wasn't stupid enough to let that moment of surprise go to waste.

A tail emerged from the ground and wrapped around Lilia's waist.

After all, it was a lesser dragon that lived by burrowing through the earth.
Hiding part of its body and attacking from underground was its standard method.

Lilia tried to react belatedly, but the thick tail had already seized her.

"Urgh!?"

Her sword fell from her hand under the crushing pressure that could pulverize her body. The Worm roared and opened its jaws wide toward the now immobilized Lilia.

Without a second thought, I kicked off the ground and leaped.

"Get lost...!!!"

I drove my sword straight into the roof of its wide-open mouth. A terrible sensation transmitted through the hilt.

If you're going to open your mouth that wide, you're just asking to have something long and hard shoved in, you bastard.

"Kyaaaaaaak!!!!"

The creature thrashed wildly from the critical hit.

Just as Lilia, who had been wrapped in its tail, was flung into the air...

"I've got the manual coordinates!! Now!!"

Bernard's voice thundered in my head.

"Take my hand!!"

I grabbed the falling Lilia and pulled her into my arms while activating the wand Bernard had given me. The indicator was green, as I had last checked.

Pop.
My vision inverted.

BOOM!!!
An enormous vibration shook the earth from the other side.

The remote spatial transfer magic had activated successfully.

As I felt relief at that fact...

Bernard stood before me, drenched in sweat, showing his teeth as white as wheat bread.

"I told you it would work."

Ch.65 - Northern Monopoly (1)
I was overwhelmed with the urge to punch Bernard, who was fidgeting in front of me.

His claim about being a meticulous planner is officially canceled. This bastard had absolutely no backup plan. He should have at least prepared Plans B and C. What the hell was he thinking?

When I glared at him, Bernard seemed to feel guilty and started making excuses in his distinctive raspy voice.

"Listen... hear me out. Since it was a Worm, I had to lure it out of the ground first. That was hard enough to accomplish! You know how Worms attack, right?"
"They suddenly burst out of the ground and grab their prey."
"Exactly! But how did it go? I managed to create some distance and get it out of the ground, right? Do you have any idea how difficult that was?"
"That's your problem! You should have obviously prepared for it to detour toward the city, you bastard!"
"If it had gone toward the city, wouldn't I have gone and taken care of it?"
"Sure~ Princess Lilia and I did everything~"

As we were bickering, a trembling voice came from nearby.

"Um... Administrator..."
"?"
"You... you can put me down now..."
"Oh."

With her face turning as red as her ruby eyes, the princess spoke while shrinking her body.

Come to think of it, I had teleported with Lilia in my arms right before activating my final spell.

The situation had been so urgent, and her body was lighter than I expected, so I hadn't even noticed I was still holding her.

"I-I'm sorry. Please excuse my rudeness."

As I hurriedly put her down, Lilia tried to brush off her knees and replied:

"I-i-it's f-fine... Th-thanks to you I'm s-safe..."

Fortunately, she seemed to understand the urgency of the situation and didn't appear to be upset.

In any case, I'm an administrator, not a "noble." I might be called gentry or bourgeoisie.

For Lilia Hebron, who could be considered among the highest class of nobility, I was someone who could never be her equal in social status.

Considering that some nobles would be disgusted by even "unavoidably" touching them, her reaction was quite reasonable, even adorable.

"Anyway, let's go to the scene now. We need to confirm with our own eyes."

I nodded at Bernard's words.

Don't believe it until you see it with your own eyes. That's the unchanging rule I've learned over the past few years.

"Let's go."

I absolutely refuse to let my guard down and suffer greater damage.

***

Fortunately, the Worm's corpse hadn't mysteriously disappeared.

Seeing its tail sticking out from the glacier, it was clear that the creature had been embedded in the ice and turned into dried fish.

"But... why did a Worm appear in the Ardaroce Mountains in the first place?"

Sianne asked in a trance-like state while staring at the corpse. It was a reasonable question.

The northern mountains aren't a suitable environment for creatures like Worms.

Their main habitats are deserts and eastern plateaus, which are basically flat terrain that's much more convenient for Worms to move around in.

The most plausible hypothesis right now is that it was driven out of its territory during a territorial dispute.

But the distance from the eastern plateaus or deserts to the northern mountains isn't short.

Even for a Worm that travels underground, it couldn't have moved without leaving traces.

I haven't heard of any caravans or travel groups being attacked by a Worm in this area.

If that had happened, the imperial court would have dispatched knights or an army to resolve the issue, not our Snow Leopard Knights.

"That's what I'll be investigating now."

Bernard calmly replied to Sianne's question.

"Soon, an expert on draconic species like Worms will arrive from the Larva Ecological Zone. They'll stay in this city for a while to continue the investigation."

Despite his somewhat disappointing performance so far, he's a talented magician who could instantly move a glacier of this size.

Since he holds a position at the Larva Ecological Zone, this is now entirely Bernard's domain.

"Make sure to let me know when the investigation results come in. It's my territory, so I need to see them."
"The officials who came with me will take care of that."

He's so stubborn.
His determination to never set foot in administrative matters is truly remarkable. It takes skill to be so consistently resistant.

"At least we finished it in a day."

We set out this morning, immediately engaged in battle with monsters.

And now we've dealt with the culprit—the Worm of Ardaroce.

As the tension that had kept me stiff all day finally relaxed, fatigue suddenly washed over me. The other knights didn't look much better.

"Let's... go back and rest. Everyone worked really hard."

No one suggested we should look around more or stay longer.

Despite officially slaying the Worm, we had to return to Bordova looking like a defeated army.

***

Right after the Worm subjugation.
While the Snow Leopard Knights, their administrator, and Princess Lilia Hebron collapsed from exhaustion...

The detachment from the Hebron Duchy and the 4th Battalion's infantry, who arrived late after receiving the news, were left speechless at the overwhelming sight before them.

"You're saying they subjugated a Worm on their own?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"With just six knights, one administrator, and one magician?"

Jerome Diack, the detachment commander and eastern regional supervisor of The Wolves, asked in disbelief.

"Yes..."

The centurion of the 2nd Battalion who answered couldn't provide any additional explanation. He could only testify to what he had personally seen and heard.

Since both sides were equally confused, the centurion of the 4th Battalion, Mylo, added a comment.

"I should clarify something. The magician is none other than Lord Bernard, one of the few spatial magicians in the empire."
"Well, if it's that spatial magician, then I suppose he could certainly subjugate a Worm on his own..."

Regional Supervisor Jerome nodded at Mylo's words.

However, the centurion of the 2nd Battalion, who had maintained a passive attitude throughout, immediately contradicted him.
This was because what he had clearly witnessed was not the spatial magician defeating the Worm.

"That's not accurate. The ones who directly confronted the Worm were Administrator Rubern Ailoy and Princess Lilia Hebron."
"What?"
"It's true that Lord Bernard's powerful magic killed the Worm instantly, but the ones who faced it and bought time were those two."

This was even harder for Jerome to believe.

While Lilia Hebron was the captain of The Wolves' 2nd Company and renowned for her skills...

How could a mere administrator work with her to face a Worm?

The Black Fox.
Rubern Ailoy.

Regional Supervisor Jerome Diack had heard many rumors about him.

But he had only heard that Rubern was a strategist who had achieved great merit through his exceptional tactical skills during the Great Expedition three years ago.
This was the first he'd heard about his combat abilities.

Of course, as the chief administrator of the Black Lion Knights, he would have some skill with a sword.

But it's not normal for an ordinary administrator to boldly confront a Worm.

"Well..."
"Since the Worm has indeed been subjugated, we should report this to Duke Hebron as is."
"I suppose we should. But this means... the actual credit will be shared only by the knights of Rupel and the Larva Ecological Zone."

Originally, Princess Lilia Hebron had simply tagged along while on vacation.

Anyone could see that the Snow Leopard Knights and the Larva Ecological Zone had carried out the subjugation as part of their official duties.

While it could be considered Princess Lilia Hebron's personal achievement, it would be inappropriate to claim it as an accomplishment of The Wolves.

This meant that since the monster had caused significant damage in the Hebron Duchy, Duke Hebron or someone of similar standing would need to properly commend the subjugation.

Moreover, Duke Hebron was known to be extremely devoted to his daughter.

Since Lilia Hebron had worked directly with him, she would likely view Rubern Ailoy quite favorably.

Jerome desperately hoped that the Black Fox wouldn't make excessive demands.

The territory was already experiencing increased turmoil, and with the dungeons—their main source of income—starting to deteriorate due to the Imperial Black Lion Knights' blunders, they were facing economic difficulties.

This was why he had hastily dispatched a detachment upon hearing reports that the entity causing earthquakes around Ardaroce and Herteya was an "Earth Dragon."

If they had participated in the subjugation, they wouldn't have had to provide any special rewards to the count's territory and its knights.

"Still, it's fortunate that the princess is safe and the monster has been subjugated. A good outcome in the end."

Jerome thought bitterly as he smacked his lips.

Then he looked up and addressed the two centurions from the count's territory.

"The count will be quite surprised. Not only was the creature causing the recent disturbance none other than an Earth Dragon, but it was subjugated in just one day."
"...I'm sure he will be."

Mylo could easily imagine his lord's shocked expression.

And as predicted, the count's reaction was exactly that.

The shocking news from Bordova was enough to astonish not only Count Dionaos Rupel, the lord, but also his vassals.

A draconic species.
And not just a wyvern, but an Earth Dragon typically found in the east or west, rampaging through the northern mountains.

That alone was hard to believe, but to hear that his Snow Leopard Knights had subjugated it...

Count Rupel couldn't help but burst into laughter from the sheer absurdity.

"Ha, hahaha... Is what I just heard truly correct?"
"Yes, it is."

The first subjugation achievement by the knights who had barely maintained their existence after the great defeat in the Great Expedition.

Not a low or mid-tier monster like goblins or thunder bears, but a high-tier monster that would normally require mobilizing almost all of the territory's forces to defeat.

"Between the cooking competition and this, Administrator Rubern never fails to surprise me for even a day."
"Indeed, Count."
"Don't you think it's about time you all acknowledged him?"

None of the vassals misunderstood the count's intention.

In fact, the vassals had maintained a subtle rivalry with Administrator Rubern.

Except for the finance officer who had become completely devoted to Rubern, the judicial officer Arthur Tarantino, the security officer, and the governing officer hadn't viewed him favorably.

Partly because he, a commoner by birth, had been pushing his own agenda within the territory based solely on his connections from the Great Expedition and his experience with the Imperial Knights.

But more than that, they had believed he must have some hidden agenda.

However, this went far beyond any hidden agenda.

He had volunteered to act as bait for the Earth Dragon to minimize damage to the territory's people.

Even with the help of a spatial magician, he was ultimately the one who had subjugated the monster.

It was an action that could only be taken by someone who truly cared for the territory.

"I agree. The territory's people, especially the citizens of the capital Petaronto, hold Administrator Rubern in very high regard."

Tribune Antonio said.

As someone representing the common people, all of Rubern's actions had positively impacted the territory's residents.

Though he hadn't shown it openly, he was an official who favored Rubern as much as Edwon Carlton did.

"...I believe he deserves a substantial reward."

Judicial Officer Arthur Tarantino also supported the tribune's opinion.

As the judicial officer was the de facto head of the vassals, the security officer and governing officer couldn't offer any convincing objections.

What was there to object to anyway?
It was common knowledge that the Rupel Territory had been returning to normal since he took office as administrator.

No, it would be fair to say they were once again heading toward the golden age that had briefly bloomed and withered.

So wouldn't it be better for everyone—themselves, their lord Count Rupel, and the territory—to stop the petty rivalry and move forward together?

"So that is your collective will. As the lord of the Rupel Territory, I intend to provide Administrator Rubern Ailoy with all possible support."

Count Rupel slowly began.

"I shall accept Rubern Ailoy as the eighth member of the vassal council and bestow upon him the title of baron."

Appointing him to the vassal council and granting him a baronetcy.

Despite being an extraordinarily generous reward, all the vassals had to accept it.

Rubern Ailoy was a person who was absolutely worth it.

***

"Ahh~~ I want chicken!! That's sex, real sex!!"
"Don't say it so loudly, you idiot!!"
"I was planning for all of us to eat together! I was going to have a chicken party tonight!!"
"So what exactly is this Sanders Pride Chicken food you keep talking about?!"
"Don't talk if you haven't tried it. It's literally sex!"

Meanwhile, the man himself was getting drunk with his old friend Bernard, spouting all kinds of vulgar jokes.

Ch.66 - Northern Monopoly (2)
After meeting an old friend, I felt refreshed. The fatigue that had gripped my entire body was mostly gone after a good night's sleep.

"But seriously, what have you been up to? Were you just holed up in Larva Ecological Zone?"
"What else would I be doing? Have you ever seen a mage wandering around freely?"

He had a point.

There are wandering knights, wandering mercenaries, wandering bards, and even wandering merchants.

But I've never seen a wandering mage.

They're people who don't particularly enjoy being outside. Every single one of them is an extreme introvert.

Charitably, they're efficient researchers.
Less charitably, they're just antisocial loners.

That's why there were so many old bachelors among mages.

You need to get out to meet women, but they never go outside and spend all day focused on their research, so most don't even take care of themselves.

Just look at Bernard right in front of me.

He should at least apply some herbs that are good for hair loss. Every time I see him, his forehead seems to be getting wider.

What is this, pore warming? His pore coverage area seems to be shrinking every time I see him.

"But Rubern, you bastard... You shouldn't do this to me! You traitor!"
"What are you talking about? Why am I suddenly a traitor?"
"While some of us are fighting monsters in the south, you, an administrative officer, are having fun with beautiful women on either side?! I knew it, you deceiver!"

I was dumbfounded.

"What deception? The ratio of women was higher when I was in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, but back then you just looked at me with pity, didn't you?"
"The Black Lion Knights were a bit much. That woman, Levia was it? She was just pretty-faced with nothing else. Terrible personality... and especially here," Bernard tapped his chest, "concave as a mirror."

I almost spat out my beer as I recalled the knight commander who was flat both front and back.

"Kuk, kuhehe! Right, that's how it was. Who was it? Pirhak? That guy saw her changing clothes and thought her head was turned 180 degrees, he was so shocked he fell over!"
"That's right. That happened. And that was already three years ago."

Bernard snickered.

"But somehow, you have an uncanny ability to notice places with blonde knight commanders? Do you have some kind of fetish where your heart leaps at the sight of blonde female knight commanders?"
"You're crazy. What kind of fetish is that?"
"Why not? There are plenty of people who do it with corpses, so this would be a pretty wholesome preference in comparison."

Ugh...
Just imagining it made my body shiver.

I guess it's true that all necromancers are psychopaths.

"So who's your main girl? Or are you two-timing?"

His eyes curved lecherously, and his voice became sticky.

"Don't you dare open your mouth in front of the princess and the commander."
"Ah~ So it's those two? Well, that little knight is too young... and the red-haired knight seemed more like a business relationship?"

He saw Barbara and Vice Commander Imen too? What a creepy bastard. I grimaced and gave him a punch to the arm.

"I wonder how I should sew up a spatial mage's mouth to make the Empire talk about how well it was done."
"Why are you so sensitive? They both have clear status, outstanding abilities, decent faces, and seem to have good personalities..."
"Does that mean you should covet them?"
"Look at this guy marking his territory. See? How is a mage like me supposed to live without feeling bitter?"

Bernard snickered with his distinctive hoarse laugh.

Hey.
Whether it's Commander Sianne or Princess Lilia, neither of them would ever match with you.

You should just flirt with that 120-year-old spirit mage sister working at the White Tower.

She's pretty, has youthful skin thanks to magical rejuvenation, and looks quite perky.

And if you're jealous of people like me, why don't you become an administrative officer yourself?

"Personally, I think the blonde knight commander is your type."
"What makes you say that?"
"Isn't she superior to Levia in every way except skill?"
"That's true."

If nothing else, I could immediately agree with that statement. Anyone who had ever encountered Levia's true nature would feel the same way.

I gulped down the beer in front of me and answered.

"But why don't you like either of them? Do you still have a first love..."

Bernard, who had been speaking casually, suddenly looked startled and checked my reaction.

"Ah, um... sorry. I misspoke."
"You say something and then get surprised yourself? It's fine, I don't really care anymore. It's all in the past now."
"...R-right?"

Thanks to this tactless guy, there was a brief awkward moment.
But afterward, Bernard and I continued our conversation while drinking quite a bit. From casual updates to useless stories.

We deliberately avoided talking about the dragon or follow-up measures regarding the recent incident.

Never bring up work at a drinking party.
That was an unwritten rule we had established before.

Anyway, it felt good to meet an old friend and drink to my heart's content.

I was planning to drink with that guy Rateon after the festival schedule was over, but things got messed up.

After emptying several glasses like that.
As I started to feel tipsy, I began to blurt out words without thinking.

"Our knight commander... unlike that bitch Levia, she's young, but she works harder, and her skills are really good..."
"Yeah~ Yeah~ That's right~."

Purely personal observations. It was always enjoyable to watch young blood that constantly strives.
And of course, I couldn't leave out compliments about her appearance.

"Oh! And her face is pretty... and most importantly, unlike Levia, she has big breasts!"
"Yeah, yeah."
"Those firm, sturdy thighs, and that beautiful weight that bounces every time she swings her sword... and above all, those fair armpits are exquisite... Wait, what are you looking at?"

Bernard, who had been nodding at my words, suddenly froze.
His pupils trembled.

When I slowly turned my head, wondering if he had seen a ghost, there was someone who shouldn't have been behind me.

"S-Sianne Commander?!"
"...Administrative Officer Rubern, don't tell me you've been looking at me with such eyes..."

She took a step back with a pale face. She hunched her shoulders, desperately covering her chest and armpits with both hands.

My tipsy feeling completely disappeared under her contemptuous gaze.
Sirens began to sound in my head.

"Commander, that's not it, this is..."
"D-don't come near me!!"

Sianne screamed.

"Pervert! Degenerate! I'm not training with the administrative officer anymore! D-don't come to the training ground when I'm there—!!"

And then she ran out of the room.

I felt sin crawling up my back.
My heart sank, and everything went dark before my eyes.

I'm screwed.
That was the conclusion I reached after careful consideration.

I am screwed.

***

"Then I will be returning to Hebron Duchy now."

Lilia Hebron bowed her head as she spoke. Beside her were knights of The Wolves, dispatched directly from the duchy.

Jerome Diakra, was it?
Since he was an important figure, being the Eastern Regional Supervisor, I politely bowed at the waist to see off Lilia and Jerome.

"We'll meet again soon. I'll give you a splendid reception then. Look forward to it."
"I will certainly look forward to it."
"Huhuhu, I'll prepare something that will surprise you, Administrative Officer."

Lilia smiled faintly.
Despite her typically rigid and sharp impression, when she smiled like that, it was clear that she was a lady before being the 'Gray Wolf' of The Wolves.

As the knights of Hebron Duchy disappeared over the hill.

"...Sh-shall we depart as well?"

I forced myself to mount my horse in the awkward atmosphere that had mysteriously appeared.

"D-do we need to say anything to your mage friend?"
"...He'll be fine."

Bernard had said he needed to stay here for a while, and since he had overindulged yesterday, he was still rolling around in bed.

He's not the type to complain if we leave without waking him, so it should be fine to just go.

"We... we're departing...!"

Her tone was clearly conscious of me.

*Damn it.*

When I first woke up, I tried to convince myself it was just a terrible nightmare, but Sianne's reaction when we met in the morning made me realize it was reality.

To think that I would become the target of that disgusted look I'd only seen in anime.

It was such a novel experience that I could almost cry.

In Sianne's eyes, I had fallen vertically from a reliable administrative officer to a perverted creep.

I'm just grateful that she's not the type to spread rumors and publicly execute me.

*I'll just have to lay low until time solves this problem.*

With that thought, I naturally took the very back position in our group, keeping my distance from Sianne.

"Administrative Officer, aren't you coming to the front?"
"Ah... I'm fine. I'd like to follow from behind for a change."
"That's unusual for you."

Since I always rode alongside Sianne, Vice Commander Imen sensed something strange but didn't press further when I made my excuse.

Fortunately, she didn't question me anymore.
I was able to maintain my silence and safely return to the capital, Petaronto.

"Huh? Why are citizens gathering?"
"I'm not sure. They seem a bit excited."

The atmosphere in the capital was quite different from when we first set out.

The guards at the gate looked at me with admiring eyes.

As soon as we entered the city, the citizens of Petaronto were lined up along the road to welcome us.

Some residents were even singing songs I had never heard before.

"The earth dragon-slaying administrative officer, they are the Rupel Knights! Who can stop the passion of young blood! Ra-i-ra-i cha-cha-cha!"
"Ra-i-ra-i cha-cha-cha!!!"

What kind of song is this? The lyrics are a bit strange.
Who's the composer??

I was still dumbfounded by what could only be described as a victory parade when Antonio, the Tribune of the Seven Vassals, came out personally to greet us, and I finally understood the situation.

"Count Dionaos Rupel has ordered recognition for the Snow Leopard Knights who admirably protected the territory from the threat of the earth dragon, and the soldiers who bravely fought against the monster forces."

"Furthermore, he has decided to bestow the title of baron upon Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy, who made all this possible, and appoint him as the eighth vassal. Therefore, I, the Tribune, as the Count's faithful representative, proclaim this before the territory's citizens who stand as witnesses!"
"Hurrah!! Long live Rubern!! Long live the Administrative Officer!!"
"...But why is the Administrative Officer at the very back of the procession?"
"Ah, that is..."

I couldn't smile despite the cheers pouring down.

Shit.
Rubern, why did you do that?
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Since I had to maintain proper formalities for receiving an official title, I separated from the knights and headed to the Count's mansion with Tribune Antonio.

The knights, including Sianne, needed to change into clean formal uniforms.

"Unfortunately, we couldn't hold the ceremony in front of the citizens," Tribune Antonio said with a slight smile.

"No, no! The welcome ceremony at the gate was more than enough..."

Certainly, title conferment ceremonies are sometimes held in city squares with large crowds, but for merely defeating an earth dragon, that would be excessive.

The reward I was receiving was already quite generous for a successful subjugation.

The reason for such an exceptional decision was likely compensation for all the efforts I had contributed to the Snow Leopard Knights and Rupel Territory.

*When I resolved all sorts of ridiculous situations for the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I often didn't even receive bonus pay, let alone a title...*

I really felt I'd made the right choice coming to this territory. They say clear water flows from a clear source, but I hadn't expected to actually experience it.

Besides, the title conferment surely required not only the Count's will but also the agreement of his vassals.

This should reduce the opposition from the vassal council.

I'd already clearly identified each vassal's personality and preferences.

The treasurer, tribune, and city mayor, who already had quite favorable impressions of me, wouldn't be a problem.

I could smooth things over with the security officer, who had been most annoyed with me previously, over a pint of stout black beer.

As for the magistrate, maintaining his dignity while showing proper respect would make building friendship relatively easy.

From now on, as an official member of the vassal council, they would view me somewhat differently.

After all, there was a reason I survived in the Imperial Black Lion Knights despite my humble origins.

Never underestimate a modern person's networking and social skills.

"Well then, shall we go in? The Count and the other vassals are waiting."
"Yes."

I slowly dismounted and entered the Count's residence.

Though I'd visited many times since the knights' headquarters was right in front, today felt somewhat different.

***

"Rubern Ailoy, do you swear to be Rupel's shield and remain loyal to your lord's commands?"
"I swear on my heart and my name."

As I knelt with my right hand over my heart, Count Rupel approached and placed a sword bearing the baron's symbol on my shoulder and head once each.

"With this, the covenant between lord and vassal is sealed. Your name shall now spread throughout my territory, and my name shall be forever bound to your life."

Applause erupted from the vassals and knights attending the ceremony.

I respectfully took the hand Count Rupel offered and stood up, receiving the sword he had been holding.

Though it was a ceremonial sword unsuitable for combat, it was proof that I was now officially a "Baron" of Count Rupel's territory.

From today, I would truly be addressed as "Lord" Rubern Ailoy.

"I look forward to working with you, Baron Rubern Ailoy."
"I will use all my strength to make your territory prosperous, Count."

As they say, you have to give to receive.

The truth is, I had continued serving as the Imperial Black Lion Knights' administrator despite being overworked because I couldn't abandon the knights I had gradually built up since the Great Expedition.

Yet those bastards threw me out without understanding what was important.

From what I briefly heard from Rateon and the regular updates from Petra, the Imperial Black Lion Knights' standing was gradually diminishing.

It wasn't because of my absence. The knights' capabilities were simply declining.

No group can remain in its golden age forever.

The Black Lions had never relinquished their top position until now, but they were slowly crumbling with the passage of time.

It was inevitable.

No knightly order, hero, or even empire can reign forever.

*If I had stayed, I might have delayed that decline, but there's no point dwelling on that now.*

Those ungrateful bastards deserve to become obsolete.

I hope they hold out as long as possible. That way, there will be more for me to swallow up.

Anyway, this removed any reason for me to leave Count Rupel's territory.

For what had been an almost impulsive settlement, the treatment was good and the people friendly.

I fingered the fox-shaped emblem on the ceremonial sword. I was told it was the common symbol for barons in Rupel Territory.

Coincidentally, another fox.

At this point, it wouldn't be wrong to consider it fate.

"With this, we conclude the title conferment ceremony."

All procedures were complete.

As Judicial Officer Arthur closed his law book with a thud and stood up, Count Rupel patted my shoulder firmly and said:

"I was quite surprised. Even with Lady Lilia Hebron present, I didn't expect you to help defeat the worm. It seems you're not just skilled in strategy."
"Actually, I barely did anything. My friend Bernard did most of the work."

I wasn't being modest. That was the fact. Without the Glacial Meteor, both Lady Lilia and I would have been the worm's tasty meal.

"The great adventurer Pirhak and the analyst Bernard too. I wouldn't have thought an administrative officer would have such connections. It's truly surprising you didn't have a title until now."
"Hahaha..."

As I laughed bitterly, Count Rupel added with his characteristically gentle expression:

"Thanks to that, our territory has gained a valuable person. Ah, I almost forgot."
"What is it, sir?"
"An official letter arrived from Hebron Duchy. The Duke would like to invite you and the Snow Leopard Knights to the capital city, Masaret."

The duchy's response was much faster than expected.

We had just parted with Lilia Hebron, so she must have sent the letter before departing.

The news of the subjugation would have been delivered through Lilia, separate from Eastern Regional Inspector Jerome.

They must have been quite troubled by the earth dragon issue to immediately invite us to the capital.

"Since it's come to this, how about taking a vacation? You've had a lot to do lately."
"That doesn't sound bad."

That's Count Rupel for you.
Someone who understands propriety knows what to do without being told.

Since I had promised Sianne we would take an official vacation after this matter was settled, it would be good to rest for a few days in Hebron Territory while we were there for friendship exchange and dragon subjugation rewards.

"The Iron Road construction project is being steadily prepared. Since it will be some time before the plans are formally discussed, you should have about a week of free time."
"That's perfect."

I answered with a broad smile.

Although Hebron Territory is generally barren, there's a relatively mild inland sea to the east, making it ideal for a summer vacation.

However, I had a few personal matters to handle first, which I could wrap up today and depart as early as tomorrow.

"I'll discuss the exact date with the knights today and let you know."
"Good. The other vassals have already agreed to the vacation, so rest well and have a pleasant trip."

Even for a vacation, opportunities to connect with the Hebron Duchy, one of the Empire's three duchies, are rare.

Moreover, since it's right next to Rupel Territory, it's perfect for leveraging the dragon subjugation matter.

"Once again, congratulations, Baron Rubern."
"Thank you very much, Count."

After chatting a bit longer with Judicial Officer Arthur and some other vassals, I returned to the knights' headquarters.

The problem was that since the dragon subjugation happened so suddenly, we hadn't properly followed up on matters after the cooking competition.

In other words:
There was a shit ton of work piled up.

Even with vacation approval, I couldn't just abandon the work.

Especially since this work was closely related to future "business" in Hebron Territory, I planned to handle it as quickly as possible.

When I entered the administrative office, Deputy Commander Imen was there with a haggard face.

She hadn't even changed out of the clothes she wore for the title ceremony.

In that state, she was frantically signing the documents scattered across the desk.

Her pitiful appearance reminded me of myself during my Black Lion days.

*I should recruit administrative officers and assistants on a large scale along with knights.*

I clicked my tongue as I thought.

Performance achieved by grinding down healthy people isn't sustainable. I can't perpetuate the same dysfunction as the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

"Deputy Commander Imen, what's the most urgent matter right now?"
"You're asking the obvious. Without question, it's the follow-up to the cooking competition."

In response to my question, Imen placed several documents before me in a dry voice.

Although I received the baron title today, that was merely a matter of status.

In terms of rank, I was still below her as deputy commander, so we had agreed to respect each other's positions.

I quickly scanned through the documents Imen handed me.

First was the matter of opening the main store for the newly established "LuCiH Association." Since this had been discussed from the planning stage, there were no major issues.

The budget was already allocated, and a vacant commercial building in a good location had been secured.

The rest was up to the LuCiH members. Since they were experts in restaurant management, there wasn't much to worry about.

The part where I needed to step in was...

"Twenty-two merchant groups have expressed interest in direct contracts with LuCiH. Among them, seven are large imperial-certified merchant groups."

It was about supply deals for raw materials like chicken and spices.

The cooking recipes were protected under Rupel law, and we had no plans to open additional restaurants outside the Rupel area.

But the fact that these merchants wanted to secure trading rights not just with a single restaurant but with "LuCiH Association" meant...

These merchants must be confident I wouldn't limit this food to just Rupel.

Since I hadn't mentioned franchise plans to anyone except the practitioners, they were moving purely on merchant instinct.

They really do flock to potentially profitable businesses.

"Since we'll need to discuss beer-related matters anyway, how many merchant groups are there in total if we include beer exports as well as raw material imports?"
"Including beer, thirty in total."
"That's a lot."
"When will we meet them all? Even ten bodies wouldn't be enough..."

From the beginning, chicken-related business—the LuCiH Association—was run by the knights themselves, not the vassal council.

We could get help from the vassals, but as an initial business, it would be better to develop it with the knights' own capabilities.

As a result, Deputy Commander Imen was on the verge of mental collapse.

After all, any deal needs to be scrutinized "carefully."

But that's not my style.
When merchants flock in such numbers, there's actually an easier way to handle it.

Plus, right now we're overwhelmingly in the position of power.
Whatever we demand, they'll have no choice but to accept, however reluctantly.

"Deputy Commander Imen, that... reception hall on the third floor of our knights' building?"
"Yes. We thoroughly cleaned it recently."
"Please gather all thirty merchant representatives there."
"Pardon?"

To the bewildered Imen, I drove the point home:

"We're going to hold a public auction."

Rubern's Trading Method #1:
Public auction.

Now, let them fight to the death.
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The room buzzed with conversation.
The reception hall of the knights' order was packed with people from thirty different merchant groups.

Since the room also served as a secondary banquet hall, it felt a bit cramped, but it could accommodate everyone.

From small trading companies to renowned merchants known across the empire and beyond the continent.

The cooking competition held in the Rupel Territory had successfully captured the attention of numerous merchant groups.

Of course, this was partly because the count's territory hadn't been particularly noteworthy except for the mining city of Jahed.

Until now, there hadn't been much reason to attract additional trade, but there was a crowd of merchants who thought it would be advantageous to establish connections early with a territory poised for tremendous development.

"The administrative officer of the Snow Leopard Knights, Baron Rubern Ailoy, is entering."

When the slender young knight who had been waiting in the reception hall spoke, everyone's gaze turned toward the entrance.

Black eyes, black hair.
A ceremonial sword with a fox emblem attached to his waist.

No man could better embody the nickname "Black Fox" that people used to describe him.

"Is everyone gathered?"

Rubern climbed onto the platform set up at the front of the reception hall and surveyed the merchants.

"I see Mr. Jakob Polo from the Mist Flower Trading Company is here. And the Hamelin Merchant Guild, to whom I owe thanks from our last meeting in Jahed. And of course, one of the empire's foremost merchants, Mr. Marco Firenze."

At his words, an elderly man smiled and raised his hand.

Marco Firenze.

A figure so prominent that not a single merchant operating in the Bolivar Empire would fail to recognize his name.

From the moment he entered this deal, the business was as good as guaranteed.

So the merchants gathered in the reception hall were already eyeing each other warily, sizing up the competition.

Naturally, with the great merchant Marco Firenze present, no one would be able to claim all the business rights... but even the scraps from this venture would be enough to sustain most small to medium trading companies as their main source of income.

"Anyway, as the organizer of the Rupel cooking competition, I'm truly delighted to see so many merchants showing interest."
"It was a refreshing and enjoyable event."

Marco nodded with a dignified voice.

"As I mentioned before, even someone of Mr. Marco Firenze's stature won't be granted the business rights for the food itself. That remains the exclusive business of our Rupel Territory."

Rubern said this while clapping his hands. In response, a red-haired woman in knight's attire brought in a large board with a scraping sound.

"But food doesn't just fall from the sky... and good ingredients don't simply sprout from the ground."

The board had the names of key food ingredients written in large letters.

Live chickens, oil, onions, green onions, garlic, and various other ingredients. All were suitable for the fried chicken dishes that had been the main theme of the cooking competition.

The moment the merchants in the reception hall saw the board, they immediately understood what Rubern was planning.

A public tender.
He was going to hold an auction.

The merchants' lips went dry. Those with smaller operations looked particularly distressed, knowing they wouldn't be able to match the auction prices.

On the contrary, the medium to large trading companies with substantial budgets breathed sighs of relief.

It was inevitable.

All these merchants had gathered just for the rights to trade these ingredients. From the knights' perspective, holding a public auction was clearly more profitable.

It was the best way to "legitimately" inflate the value.

And truthfully, a public auction was far more fair than conducting private bids that might involve bribes.

Looking at the merchants showing various reactions, Rubern displayed a peculiar smile.

"Haha, quite a few of you are already anticipating the outcome. But what kind of order is the Rupel Knights? We're an order that values the spirit of taking on challenges that others won't attempt."

Here we go again.
Fleecing the crowd.

The vice-captain Imen Rua and Knight Heintz, who were standing by, exchanged glances and shook their heads.

Whatever his knights might be thinking, Rubern Ailoy didn't care in the slightest.

"So I'd like to make this auction a bit fresh. The format for this auction will be bidding!"

If it's an auction, what's this bidding thing?

Even the more prominent merchants expressed confusion, unable to grasp the concept.

"Bidding?"
"What's that? Never heard of it before."

In modern times, it was a method commonly used in internet auctions, but unlike regular auctions where prices gradually increase, this method involved all trading companies submitting their prices simultaneously and privately to compete.

"To explain simply... each merchant here will write down their proposed selling price for the designated item on the provided paper, and submit it all at once."

In essence, it was a game of psychology.

In open competitive bidding, having more resources generally allows for early dominance.

For example, if a major merchant like Marco proposed a selling price of 20 gold coins per 100kg...

The friends of Chunsik working in Tipen Village earn 1 silver coin per hour.

This is considerably less than the standard wage for ordinary workers, even with "room and board" provided.

Working about 8 hours a day, their average daily income is 8 silver coins.

Doing this for a month, they earn about 240 silver coins.

Although it varies by season, the Imperial Bank generally values 100 silver coins as 1 gold coin.

If the price for 100kg of live chickens were set at 10 gold coins, it would be practically giving them away.

A chicken typically weighs about 1kg, so 100kg means 100 chickens.

That's slightly more than the total monthly wages of 40 of Chunsik's friends.

Goblins can buy a hundred live chickens just by working normally for a month?

That's an insane price.
The profit margin would be close to 0%.

No, when you add transportation costs, it's actually a loss for the trading company.

If it really came to that, it would mean they were more focused on "other aspects" rather than simply securing trading rights.

In any case, when such cutthroat competition begins from the start, the diversity of trading companies disappears, and the meaning of "competition" becomes significantly diminished.

However, with this method, since no one knows how much others have bid, even small-scale trading companies retain some competitive edge.

Of course, as mentioned earlier, if large trading companies decide to undercut prices, smaller ones would still lose out regardless.
But if that were going to happen anyway, the result would be the same whether using the bidding method or traditional competitive bidding, so there's no particular issue with fairness.

Moreover, conversely, medium-sized and larger companies would have to set relatively low selling prices to prevent smaller trading companies from even attempting to enter—

An auction method that both secures profits for the knights' order and gives sufficient opportunity to small-scale trading companies.

Soon, the expressions of small-scale merchants and those in somewhat ambiguous positions just below medium-sized brightened as they understood the system.

"Heintz, Vice-Captain Imen, please distribute the papers to the participants."
"Yes, sir."

Following Rubern's instruction, Heintz handed out small pieces of paper to all thirty people.

"Then we'll begin immediately. The first item is live chickens. The unit is 100kg! Please propose your selling price!"

And so the first bid began.

***

"Live chickens at 39 gold coins per 100kg. Oil at 17 gold coins per barrel."
"That's insane. Even with our own trading company, we'd barely make this kind of margin..."

Imen exclaimed in shock at the auction results. Even I thought we'd made an incredible profit.

"The other prices are all quite reasonable too."
"Not just reasonable—they're a jackpot!"
"And the winning trading companies aren't just the usual large companies that win every competition. Everyone seems satisfied."

The bidding auction was more effective than expected, with more small to medium-sized trading companies winning item trading rights than large ones.

Cases where they tried to save money by testing the waters and ended up losing out.

In auctions like this, hesitation leads to failure.

Ironically, the smaller trading companies that just went all in without overthinking had a psychological advantage.

"Can we just proceed with this? Regarding product quality..."
"We should check with the six selected trading companies. However, from now on, it would be better to leave it to the association."

After all, we're not the ones doing the cooking.

Even if we selected companies at low prices, the practitioners can always reverse the decision if they find the suppliers unsatisfactory.

I told the merchants today that nothing was final yet, so we can make a definite decision in a few days.

"Since we've pretty much decided the top three, let's just make a list and send it to the association."
"Understood."

Imen, whose face had regained its vitality, nodded.

Having resolved what she thought would be a complicated matter in one go, she must feel like she's shed a heavy burden.

"By the way... Marco Firenze definitely secured the beer-related business."
"He seemed uninterested in other categories from the beginning."

As one of the empire's ten major trading companies, like the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort that has established solid trade relations with the Rupel Territory.

The head of the trading company himself wields tremendous influence.

Marco Firenze.

He's the man who built San Mariano, the empire's wealthiest city known as the Golden Fragrance.

From what I know, he's the only merchant to receive a count's title directly from the emperor.

"I never imagined we'd see such a prominent figure in our territory."
"I didn't know either. When he expressed interest in attending the cooking competition, I was suspicious enough to think it might be an impersonator."
"Honestly, that's understandable."

Imen burst into laughter.

Still, if someone of Marco's stature was interested, it clearly indicated that Rupel's economy was showing positive signs.

The influx of medium-sized and larger trading companies into the territory was steadily increasing.

If we ride this wave well, the territory's economy could grow rapidly.

"Oh, by the way, Vice-Captain Imen, Count Rupel has ordered our knights' order to take a vacation."
"A vacation?"
"It came up in a private conversation after the title conferment ceremony, but it seems almost certain."

I explained the general situation to her.

Since Duke Hebron had formally invited us, it would be courteous to respond as quickly as possible.

"If that's the case, I'll tell Captain Sianne right away so we can prepare!"

Imen Rua, who must have been quite tired recently, beamed with delight at the mention of a vacation.

She quickly wrapped up the tasks she had been dragging her feet on and left the office humming a tune.

Could a single word like "vacation" have such power?

"How worn out must she have been..."

I watched Imen's departing figure with sympathy.

Really.
When we return, we'll need to recruit new administrative staff first.

And before that, I should meet our great merchant, Mr. Marco.
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"It is truly an honor to meet you, Count Marco."

I bowed respectfully toward Marco Firenze, who had been waiting in the specially prepared reception room.

Despite his appearance suggesting he was at least in his sixties, the sharpness in his eyes remained as vibrant as ever.

He wasn't called the Sage of Money, a great merchant, for nothing.

"Haha, the honor is mine. Though it may not be widely known to the public, you are the representative of the great heroes who led the Great Expedition to the Empire's victory."
"...You flatter me."

I smiled awkwardly and opened the cabinet on one side of the reception room, taking out an elegant tea set.

"As you can see, our knights order is still quite lacking. I'm planning to recruit a significant number of new personnel."
"So it seems."
"Would you prefer black tea or green tea, Count?"
"Black tea would be nice."

I sprinkled well-dried tea leaves onto the teapot, closed the lid, and tapped it lightly with my finger.

Without doing anything else, the water began to boil by itself.

"Is that a magic tool?"
"Yes, it's a special item I ordered through the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort. I find it quite convenient."
"Oh my..."

Marco Firenze looked at the teapot with interest.

"Despite being a simple magic application, it's remarkably convenient. It leaves a hot fire imprint only on the bottom of the pot, allowing the water to boil with minimal mana manipulation."
"Unfortunately, I'm someone who hasn't awakened to mana."
"Hahaha! Well, I suppose those who can properly handle magic wouldn't bother creating such tools."

This was one of the reasons why my office was particularly full of extraordinary magical tools.

In this world, unless you reached a certain level of proficiency, using magic didn't earn you any special treatment.

Unless you were in some remote village on the outskirts of Rupel Territory.
People who could use simple magic were commonplace throughout the Empire.

Therefore, to prove oneself as a "mage" who professionally dealt with magic, one typically had to become a member of a famous school or join a magic tower.

Anything else was considered amateur.
Just someone practicing magic as a hobby, a rather strange person.

I carefully poured the steaming black tea into a cup and placed it before the old man.

"Hmm, the aroma is excellent."
"It's a product directly imported from the eastern highlands."
"Indeed, as I've felt before, Administrator Rubern... no, Baron Rubern has considerable expertise in recognizing the value of things."

Marco took a sip of tea and said with a satisfied smile.

"When living in the Imperial capital's knights order, one naturally learns such things."
"Let's call it wisdom of life, shall we."

The old man slowly savored the tea. Seeing how much he liked it made me feel proud as well.

"But why did you leave the Imperial Knights Order? Was there another reason?"

Ah, yes.
I knew this would come up.

I nodded slightly and explained the reason to Count Marco.

Of course, I softened it a bit.
After all, it was my former workplace, and it seemed inappropriate to badmouth it in front of the Empire's foremost merchant.

"My... you must have had a difficult time."

After hearing my story, Marco nodded sympathetically.

"I've heard that the Black Lion Knights' situation has deteriorated considerably recently. Given their size, they won't collapse, but things are certainly different from before."
"Yes, that's right."

I joke that the Black Lion Knights are deteriorating because I threw in my resignation and left.
But by now, things should have started normalizing, at least a little.

In fact, I had recently provided emergency solutions for several areas through Petra, and Petra's skills as the new head of administration were nothing short of excellent.

Of course, I did engage in some "minor" sabotage in the northern region.

Still, being an Imperial Knights Order, the amount of capital they manage and their influence wouldn't suffer critical damage just because of a few setbacks in the north.

Levia might grab the back of her neck if she knew about my behind-the-scenes maneuvers.
But that's about the extent of the damage.

"It seems that problems that should have surfaced long ago are slowly emerging."

The Black Lion Knights aren't exactly an honorable order. Rather, being an Imperial Knights Order, they've engaged in far more dirty and underhanded acts compared to other orders.

Even the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort, a major merchant group, struggled to meet the demand for iron ore during the Jahed incident.

The reality of the Black Lion Knights was far from cleanliness and nobility.

Starting with me, the Chief Administrator, who took quite a few bribes... no, those weren't bribes. They were simply development funds, right?

*That's right.*

Just as my self-brainwashing was about to wear off, I reinforced it with another self-suggestion.

"Everything has its rise and fall. Perhaps this is that time."

The elderly Marco said this as he placed his empty cup on the table.

"But we merchants always pursue prosperity and growth. That's also why I'm visiting Rupel Territory."

Now we're getting to the main point.

That's good.

Normally, I would have cut to the chase immediately, but given who I was dealing with, I was frustrated that I couldn't make the first move.

I adjusted my posture and looked at the merchant before me.

"I want to build a brewery in Rupel."
"Pardon?"
"It's exactly as I said. The beer from Rupel is exceptionally good, but... most of it comes from privately operated breweries."

That was true.
Although Rupel was famous for its beer, one reason it hadn't been commercialized until now was this.

There was also the issue of inadequate storage containers, which mysteriously made the beer lose its taste once it left the region.

But for merchants, quantity is ultimately more important than quality.

Despite the brewing methods being almost identical, the beer was brewed in individual household breweries rather than in a unified brewing facility.

Therefore, they couldn't supply the amount of beer that merchant groups wanted.

I was aware of this problem, but with so many other issues to handle besides establishing a unified brewing facility, I had temporarily set it aside.

"This makes it difficult to respond flexibly to supply and demand. From the perspective of someone who has acquired exclusive sales rights, this is a kind of investment to maximize profits."
"So you're saying that you, Marco, personally want to build a brewery?"
"That's right."

Honestly, from Rupel Territory's standpoint, this is a proposal to be welcomed with open arms.
After all, even Dionaos Rupel had shown interest in the 'large-scale brewery construction' that would allow mass production of beer in the capital city of Petaronto.

"If you're willing to do so, we welcome it. I can even offer you a good site at a discounted price."

However, no matter how much of an investment it was, a merchant of Marco Firenze's caliber wouldn't propose building a brewery out of pure goodwill.
As I expected, he replied with gleaming eyes.

"While I'd appreciate a discounted site, I'm actually more interested in something else."
"What do you want? I can guarantee certain aspects as much as possible, but I cannot give up the LuCiH Association."
"Hahaha...! I'm not so unscrupulous as to swallow an association that the knights order has already fully conceptualized."
"Then...?"
"The new alcoholic beverage you're developing. Barrel-aged beer, or stout, I believe it's called."

I couldn't help but widen my eyes at those words.

Barrel-aged beer was a product known to extremely few people, including myself?

Even the current liquor administrator of Count Rupel hadn't properly secured the brewing method for this beer.
The former liquor administrator I had eagerly sought out couldn't remember the brewing method either.

So how did Count Marco Firenze, an outsider, know about this beer?

Given that he even knew the formal name, stout, it wasn't just a wild guess.

Who on earth told him about it?
My mind raced quickly.

"Are you surprised?"
"..."

As I hesitated to answer hastily, Marco burst into laughter.

"The spice company Fisherpfeffer that you're currently working with handles spices produced in our San Mariano."
"Haha, I see."
"I'm also acquainted with a friend named Roger. Just the other day, he brought me some stout beer and urged me to try it, wondering if I might know the detailed brewing method."

So that's it.
I thought someone might be leaking internal information, but it was simply an acquaintance.

Well, Roger probably thought that Marco Firenze, the richest man in the south who deals in all sorts of goods, might know the brewing method.

"So did you find out the brewing method?"
"Unfortunately, no. If I had, I wouldn't have proposed such conditions."

I realized that his seemingly joking remark contained a rather sharp meaning.

If he had known even a little about the brewing method, he would have directly taken the recipe rather than bothering with a brewery.

In reality, although most merchants are of commoner status, unlike typical fantasy portrayals, they hold quite high positions socially.

Unless it's a powerhouse like the Imperial Black Lion Knights, ordinary knights orders of counties or marquisates are often swayed by large merchant groups.

Moreover, in the case of a grand merchant like Marco Firenze, who is both a nobleman and controls vast capital, he could easily intimidate not just counties but even duchies.

"This is a kind of duty. It's also because I see high potential in Rupel Territory."
"So in exchange for building the brewery, you're also requesting exclusive sales rights for that beer?"
"That's right. It won't be a losing deal for Rupel either. Shouldn't a transaction be mutually beneficial if possible?"

He was right.
While Marco's merchant group would manage the brewery, a project with that much capital investment couldn't be carried out solely with their own workforce.

Since they would only have exclusive "sales rights," they would need to employ the brewers currently working in Rupel.

This would naturally create jobs.

Rupel Territory has an excessively high proportion of self-employed individuals.

Until now, this was a natural phenomenon since no external capital was coming in, but... if we continue to insist only on the domestic economy, the territory's growth would be just a dream.

Moreover, according to territorial law, if someone who is not a resident of Rupel Territory conducts business, the business owner must pay up to 25% in taxes.

Although this is the standard rate not just for Rupel Territory but for Imperial law, 25% is by no means a negligible profit.

It's 100% beneficial to attract such investments, even if it means selling the site at a discounted price.

However, there was something more immediately necessary than that profit.

I put my fingertips together and answered the merchant.

"According to Imperial tax law, the tax on brewery income is 25%."
"That's right. It's the Imperial standard."
"But let's freeze the tax rate at 15% for the next 10 years."

Marco Firenze's eyebrows twitched at my statement about lowering rather than raising taxes.

"...Hahaha, even a tax reduction benefit. Indeed, I've heard there's a major project being promoted in Rupel Territory recently. The 'Iron Road,' was it?"

I couldn't help but admire how smoothly the conversation was flowing.

*He gets it immediately, as expected of a great merchant.*

There are several reasons why territories offer tax reduction benefits to merchants, but the most representative one is when they propose "investment attraction" with the saved money.

It's an implicit proposal: since we've cut your taxes by a certain percentage, return some of it to the territory in the form of investment.

The Iron Road I'm envisioning is a project to build a road connecting the mining city of Jahed, the capital city of Petaronto, and the Barony of Kirten, which naturally requires an enormous amount of funds.

Of course, such a large sum couldn't appear overnight.

Rupel Territory had already been pulling funds from here and there due to lack of money.
Even with a surplus, the situation was barely manageable just paying off existing debts.

In such a situation, if there was even one solid external investor like Marco Firenze?

Other merchant groups would also judge the investment risk to be low due to Marco Firenze's name, allowing sufficient funds to be gathered for the construction.

"Yes, that's right. It's the road construction project called the Iron Road."
"Good. If a road is built in Rupel Territory, it would be quite convenient from our perspective."

The merchant nodded, lightly stroking his chin.

"The San Mariano Firenze Foundation will take charge of providing investment funds for the Iron Road construction project."

It was the moment when a giant's arm reached into the tiny northern frontier territory.
The black beer launched by the former liquor administrator was coming back down as a pouch full of gold coins.
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After finishing his private meeting with Rubern Ailoy, Marco Firenze left the knights' headquarters with a constant smile on his face.

With the conditions he had proposed, there would be no reason for Count Rupel's vassals to refuse.

'But to think he would even squeeze me for construction investment funds. No... perhaps that was his intention from the beginning when he requested a private meeting.'

Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy was much sharper and more charming than the rumors suggested.

He had once been a core member of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, and now served under Count Rupel, even receiving the title of baron.

But still, just a young upstart.

No matter how thoroughly one prepares, people like Marco could instantly spot the slightest gap or flaw.

With his experience as a merchant combined with natural talent, the depth and breadth of his vision operated on a different level from ordinary people.

But Rubern Ailoy was different.

He had maintained an equal footing throughout their meeting. The courtesy he showed was merely "social formality" toward Marco's status as a count.

He had constantly tried to maintain the upper hand. Of course, he was visibly flustered about the Stout matter, but that was a natural reaction to what he perceived as an information leak.

Moreover, he wasn't arrogant either.

He had been on high alert, observing Marco's gaze, hand movements, and tone of voice to discern his hidden intentions.

"Are you leaving now?"
"Yes."

As Marco walked through the streets lost in thought, a sturdy man discreetly approached and spoke to him.

It was a stealthy movement. The man had blended with the crowd before casually joining Marco.

His gait was that of a skilled assassin. He was a member of the "Golden Dagger," the organization that had helped Marco maintain his position until now.

A secret organization that handled information gathering and business investigations under his command.

Being an undisclosed organization, they often handled shady business beyond simple information gathering and investigations.

After all, there probably wasn't a single wealthy merchant in the world who could place a hand on their heart and claim complete innocence.

"I've relayed the brewery business matter. Who was assigned to stay in Petaronto?"

Count Marco conversed naturally with the man who had suddenly appeared.

"It's Lady Anette."
"Anette is more than capable. Add two more people from the foundation to assist her."
"You mean from the foundation as well?"
"I've agreed to become an investor in the business projects being carried out in Count Rupel's territory."

The man nodded.

"I'll relay that immediately. Oh, and there's one more piece of additional information about Rubern Ailoy whom you just met..."
"What information?"
"He's scheduled to have close contact with the Hebron Duchy soon."
"That's to be expected. He's the one who subjugated the earth dragon alongside Lady Lillia Hebron. It's not something the duchy would simply overlook."

Knowing the Black Fox, he would surely gain something from his meeting with Duke Hebron.

Just as he had done with Marco himself.

'He's quite the specimen. I'd heard about his achievements during the Great Expedition. Though there was much unverified information...'

The Black Fox of Lechanberg Plains.

What was widely known to people was only his battle from that time, but as far as Marco knew, Rubern had successfully led numerous battles and subjugations as a key staff member of the expedition.

Not only that, he was the figure who had added the "Imperial" prefix to the previously unremarkable Black Lion Knights.

He was not someone to be underestimated, even in jest.

"Increase the number of merchant groups entering Rupel, and primarily stock items that are in high demand in the north. And spread our informants widely as well."
"Even informants?"

The Golden Dagger member asked with confusion at Marco's words.

"Is there a need to go that far for such a remote territory? No matter how exceptional the administrative officer is..."
"Hahaha, you only see the trees, not the forest."

Marco stopped in his tracks and turned his head toward the faintly visible Count Rupel's mansion.

"Perhaps we are now accompanying new protagonists who will determine the future of the empire."

It was purely speculation for now.

But if they were to grow that far, he would definitely need to move forward with the Rupel territory, or rather, with its administrative officer, Rubern Ailoy.

After all, merchants always followed prosperity and success.

***

Meanwhile, right after Marco Firenze left.

The Snow Leopard Knights began preparations for departure as soon as I mentioned the word "vacation." If previous departures had been for subjugating monsters like goblins or earth dragons, this one was for having a fun and enjoyable time.

"Dad! Am I coming too!?"
"Of course, I couldn't possibly leave our Lucy behind."

I spread my arms and lifted Lucy as she jumped into them, rubbing my face against hers repeatedly.
It's a rare vacation, so I couldn't possibly leave my adorable daughter behind.

I had already handed over the raw material procurement for the chicken business to the LuCiH Association, and the Count's liquor administrator and Fisher-Pepper merchants were handling the acquisition of the Stout beer brewing method.

With other minor matters also wrapped up, there shouldn't be any issues with the vacation schedule unless some strange incident suddenly popped up.

However, I was facing a major problem, not related to official duties but on a personal level.

None other than Sianne.

"But why hasn't Dad been with Mom lately?"
"Lately? It's only been two days, hasn't it?"
"Did you fight?"

Should I call this a fight, or what... In fact, strictly speaking, Unit Commander Sianne and I weren't really a married couple.

We weren't even pretending to be a fake couple or in a staged marriage.

I wasn't pressured by my family to get married. Nor was I a spy looking for a suitable wife and daughter to solve a major national issue.

We were just implicitly agreed-upon parents limited to Lucy's perspective, to protect her.

Even the problematic spy was officially married, but I didn't even have that.

"Mom just had a little misunderstanding. It'll be resolved soon."
"Really?"
"Yes, so Lucy should go prepare for the trip with the older brothers and sisters."
"Yay!!"

I quietly watched as Lucy jumped out of my arms and ran out of the office.

'Well... I was in the wrong first.'

Even if I truly had no such intentions, the fact that I committed sexual harassment remains unchanged.

It was Bernard's fault to begin with.
Who told him to bring up such topics?

They say when men get tipsy, they eventually talk about women.

But asking whether I preferred Sianne or Lady Lillia was crossing the line.

It was fortunate that Sianne was the one who overheard it. If it had been Lady Lillia, I might have been dragged to the Hebron Duchy and hanged somewhere by now.

In the end, the only solution I could come up with was to apologize first.

What else could I do?
I couldn't keep avoiding her throughout the vacation.

Above all, I was most worried about what misunderstandings Lucy might develop.

Seeing how she immediately noticed something was off after just two days of us not being together, she might later go around asking the knights to help reconcile mom and dad.

If the truth were to come out because of that, it wouldn't just be Sianne giving me contemptuous looks anymore.

It's best to resolve this before it escalates further. That was my conclusion.

I left my office and headed to the unit commander's office where Sianne would be.

Knock knock.
As I stood at the door and knocked, Sianne's voice came from inside.

"Who is it?"
"It's me, Rubern."
"..."

I faintly heard the sound of someone swallowing.

"C-come in."
"Yes."

I carefully opened the door and entered. Sianne was sitting at a desk directly opposite the entrance.

Thud.
As I closed the door behind me, a strange silence began to fill the room.

An uncomfortable yet somehow tingling atmosphere.

The blonde unit commander was the first to break the ice.

"What brings you... here?"
"About what happened the day before yesterday."

I answered, awkwardly scratching my cheek. I couldn't look her straight in the eyes.

"I'm sorry. I spoke out of line while drunk. I absolutely had no intention of harassing you."
"..."
"Of course, I've never looked at the commander with such thoughts normally either. Bernard, that bas— I mean, that friend knows Levia, my former workplace superior. We were talking about how terrible she was, and somehow the conversation shifted to the commander."

In cases like this, I judged it better to be straightforward rather than beating around the bush.

"I was just boasting about how much better the commander is compared to Levia. I genuinely believe that Commander Sianne is far superior to Levia, the commander of the Black Lion Knights."

With those final words, I bowed my head to Sianne.

"But it was clearly disrespectful. It's natural for you to feel embarrassed and angry with me. I'm sorry. I'll be careful not to make such inappropriate remarks again."

It was a sincere apology.

It's not like I had any ill feelings toward Sianne. Nor did I harbor any wicked intentions to somehow take advantage of her.

If anything, I liked and cherished her.

"...Administrative Officer Rubern, you can raise your head."

Sianne said in a calm voice. As I straightened up as told, her slightly flushed face came into view.

"Honestly, I was surprised. But... as you just said, I believe there was no malice."
"I'm sorry."
"And... umm..."

Sianne hesitated, her lips quivering, then added with her eyes tightly shut:

"It's not... not a bad compliment, I mean... as a... as a woman?!"
"Pardon?"
"Anyway, you saw me in a positive light... even in terms of ap-appearance, if it's good, then it's good...!"

She was rambling about something, but with the ups and downs in her tone, I couldn't exactly understand what she was trying to say.

"So does that mean you forgive me?"
"O-of course! Other people are starting to notice something's off, which is awkward, and above all, Lucy... she asked me if something happened with her dad."

Hmm.
So she went to Commander Sianne before coming to me.

Since Lucy had always been hanging around the knight commander's office more than mine, it made sense.

"We can't stay uncomfortable forever, can we? You're still a reliable administrative officer to me and the knights."

Sianne rose slightly from her seat, approached me, and extended her hand.

"Let's consider this over. Let's completely forget about that day!"
"Thank you, Commander. I'll be really careful from now on."
"Well... as long as you don't say such things in front of others, I think it's fine."

Sianne replied with a slight eye-smile.

What's this? Self-promotion?
Does that mean it's okay when we're alone? Is this the confidence of an alpha female?

While I was momentarily stunned by this unexpected appeal,

Sianne delivered a heavy follow-up blow.

"But the armpit thing was a bit perverse."
"Ah."

Y-yeah...
Armpits are quite indecent.

But it's not like I have a fetish for them.
It's a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding!
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The vacation preparations were completed in an instant. Though knights like Heintz, Barbara, and Ronz didn't really have much to prepare.

To finish as much work as possible before the deadline, Imen and I ended up staying awake almost the entire night.

It felt like I had returned to the Imperial Black Lion Knights after a long time, which made for a refreshing change.

Of course, the workload here was overwhelmingly lighter.

"Is everything progressing well?"
"When you return, you'll likely be able to taste the essence of stout beer!"

Roger, a merchant from Fischerpepper, said with a confident expression.

Originally, he should have gone south with the other merchants after selling spices, but having become deeply fascinated with stout beer, he was still staying in the Rupel Territory.

Since we had already made a formal supply contract with Fischerpepper regarding spices anyway.

He made the excuse that he would wait until someone from Fischerpepper arrived to formally conclude the contract, but...

There's really no need to go this far.

Besides, I'd heard that Fischerpepper was a company that handled spices produced in Marco Firenze's "San Mariano."

There's no way a small spice trading company like them would refuse to deal with Rupel Territory, which now had the backing of a wealthy merchant.

He just likes our territory.

There truly is a mysterious power in Rupel Territory. Though it may appear to be an insignificant rural northern territory on the surface, once you see its true value, you end up settling down before you know it.

At this rate, couldn't we call it this world's Canada?

It's in the north, after all.

Besides the stout beer project, we had also roughly established connections with merchants who would supply raw materials for chicken in partnership with the LuCiH Association.

Finally, I could shake off all my burdens and fly to the Hebron Duchy.

Since I was officially going at the invitation of the Duke of Hebron, I packed the gifts prepared by Dionaos Rupel and the two bottles of stout beer that were nearly ready.

Through this meeting, the Hebron Duchy would clearly realize that the Rupel Territory was gradually reviving.

"Where is our destination? The capital city Masaret?"
"It was originally the capital, but when we mentioned we were going on vacation, Lady Hebron changed the location to 'Nodarcus.'"
"Ah, Nodarcus! I know it. It's truly a city that brings peace to the mind."

Roger clapped his hands as he spoke.

Nodarcus is one of the most famous tourist cities in the north. It's the southernmost city in Hebron, a northern territory, and the only coastal city bordering the inland sea.

Since it's precariously situated in the temperate climate zone, it becomes crowded with tourists from the northern Empire during summer.

Even when I was in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I never visited, but I heard plenty of rumors.

Truly living up to its reputation as the north's only marine tourist city.

Even after settling in Rupel Territory, stories about Nodarcus frequently circulated among the residents of Petaronto.

"You'll have a pleasant vacation. After all, aren't you going to receive recognition for your achievements?"
"I certainly hope so."
"I'm sure you'll enjoy it."

With such high praise, I couldn't help but look forward to it.

"Then I'll be on my way."

I left the inn where Roger was staying, seeing him off.

"Dad!"

Lucy, dressed in a pure white dress, jumped down from the waiting carriage. She was the only one in our group already in vacation attire.

It suits her well.

With a straw hat on top, she exuded the aura of a pure and innocent heroine.

But no one will ever make Lucy their heroine. I'll never allow it, even if my eyes fill with dirt!

I lightly embraced Lucy and climbed onto the carriage.

"Let's depart!"

At my command, the coachman pulled the reins, and the horse neighed loudly as it slowly moved forward.

Finally!

It was the beginning of the long-awaited vacation.

***

"I'm pleased to meet you again."

After passing through the crowded gate that rivaled the Rupel Cooking Competition with a free pass.

Lilia Hebron greeted us warmly in front of the city hall in Nodarcus.

Instead of the silver plate armor that symbolized The Wolves, she wore elegant clothes made of thin fabric.

If the previous Lilia had a strong image of a powerful and gallant female knight.

Now she gave off the impression of a noble lady who was dignified, beautiful, and captivating to men's eyes.

However, her unique red eyes and pale skin still exuded charisma.

Indeed, she had the dignity befitting the "next Duke" who would be responsible for the Hebron Duchy.

"Welcome to Nodarcus, the most beautiful and peaceful coastal city in our Hebron territory."
"We are truly grateful for the invitation."
"Thank you, Lady."

As Sianne and I, who had first stepped out of the carriage, bowed our heads almost simultaneously in response.

Lilia Hebron burst into laughter.

"My father is waiting. Please come inside. The duchy's guards will take care of the horses and carriage."

Soon, men in red attire that looked expensive appeared and led the carriage and horses to a stable near the city hall.

North Shield.

They were the elite unit of the Hebron Duchy, one of the Empire's three duchies that governed the north. Despite being a regular unit, they were known to rival The Wolves in skill.

But their attire is completely different.

Just as drill instructors wear bright red hats, their uniforms were a passionate red that caught the eye at once.

Strangely, combined with the beach setting, they gave off a Spanish bullfighter vibe.

Seeing them, our team's battle maniac Ronz opened his mouth wide, unable to hide his excitement.

"They look powerful! I'd like to fight them!"
"Ronz, this isn't our territory. Please control yourself."
"...Urgh."

Blocking him before he could cause trouble, Ronz bit his lip regretfully.

This crazy person.

Still, since he clearly distinguishes between public and private matters, he probably won't embarrass his lord, Dionaos Rupel.

Following Lilia's guidance, we entered the city hall.

"Wow..."
"It's not inferior even compared to the imperial capital."

The city hall was arranged in a circle around a beautiful garden. As expected of the premier tourist city in the north, or rather the duchy, the atmosphere of the city hall was different.

The city hall square was covered with lush greenery.

Unlike Petaronto's square, which only had a non-functioning fountain.

There were beautifully carved statues and well-maintained decorative flowers.

Moreover, it seemed to be open to the public, as there were many family visitors.

It had a sort of Han River Park feel.

Lucy's eyes sparkled at the definite tourist atmosphere.

"So exciting!!!"

In response to everyone's admiration, Lady Lilia's shoulders subtly rose, and her previously expressionless lips twitched.

Meanwhile, thinking no one would notice, she covered her mouth and smiled.

"Well... she can't be honest either."

With such a garden, she could smile and boast a little.

Like how she hid her identity to observe the cooking competition last time, Lilia seemed to be excessively conscious of others' gazes.

After finishing our brief tour, we finally met the Duke of Hebron in the grand hall of the city hall.

Harald Hebron.

The duke who possessed the most prosperous and powerful territory in the north.

I had met him during the Great Expedition, and from then until now, Harald Hebron still maintained his strong, experienced, and sharp impression.

"I sincerely thank Duke Harald Hebron for the invitation. I am Sianne Valeos, the captain of the Snow Leopard Knights, the sword and shield of Count Dionaos Rupel."

In front of the duke, who sat on a luxurious seat and gazed at us with intense eyes, Captain Sianne knelt first and paid her respects.

I and the other knights immediately followed her lead, and Harald Hebron rose from his seat and slowly approached Sianne.

"It's good to see you, Captain Sianne. I am Harald Hebron."

With just one sentence, he exuded a weighty presence that could captivate people.

He shook hands with Sianne, who had risen from her knees, and then greeted each of the knights standing beside her.

Finally, as he approached me, who was standing at the very end.

"I see you again, Sir Rubern Ailoy."
"It's an honor, Your Grace."

The sharp gaze of the wolf pierced me.

"I owe you from the Great Expedition, but I didn't expect my daughter to be indebted to you as well."
"It's not a debt. Both during the Great Expedition and during the recent earth dragon subjugation, I was the one receiving help."
"Still as modest as ever. People like you should be sitting in high positions in the Empire."
"Hahaha..."

I could only respond to Harald Hebron's words with a forced laugh.

"Still, I'm grateful. Thanks to you all, a problem that had been giving our duchy quite a headache was resolved."
"We had no idea it would be an earth dragon."
"Reliable mages and scholars from the Larva Ecological Zone are conducting investigations, so for now, we can only wait."

The duke smiled slightly with those words.

"Cause is cause, and result is result. In the end, it was your Snow Leopard Knights who subjugated the earth dragon. This is a fitting reward from our duchy."

What he brought was a small jewelry box filled with gold coins, along with a scabbard engraved with the image of a wolf looking to the side.

"This scabbard is only given to 'outside packs' truly recognized by our Wolves. The Snow Leopard Knights have shown such courage."

Sianne carefully received the scabbard and then handed it to me.

"However, I cannot accept this scabbard. Most of the credit for the earth dragon subjugation actually belongs to Lady Lilia and Administrator Rubern."
"Every knight in this order is honest and modest."

Harald's stiff expression softened into a smile at the blonde knight captain's words.

After that, the audience continued in a generally smooth and comfortable atmosphere.

Besides the earth dragon subjugation, we discussed various topics about the current state of the county.

Among them was the recent Rupel Cooking Competition.

"My daughter said she secretly enjoyed the festival very much. I'll attend when I get the chance."
"Count Rupel would welcome you with open arms."
"And... that food called chicken. Lilia praised it immensely."
"I guarantee it's more excellent than any delicacy."

Lilia responded enthusiastically as soon as chicken was mentioned.

Since she had expressed regret at not being able to properly enjoy chicken until the very end when we parted, it seems her words reached the Duke of Hebron's ears.

But of course, that's not the important part.

I smiled slightly at the scenario that was beginning to unfold as I had anticipated and replied.

"I was actually planning to speak to you about that."
"About this food called chicken?"
"Currently, our Rupel Territory has organized a food association that exclusively deals with chicken. We plan to strictly control the rights to the recipe."

The concept of franchises doesn't exist in this world yet.

There aren't many chefs willing to reveal their trade secrets and teach their know-how to others.

And there aren't many investors properly entering the food business.

"So to eat this food, one must visit Rupel Territory."
"For now, yes... but I have a proposal for Duke Harald Hebron."
"What is it?"
"I'd like to establish the first branch of our Rupel Chicken Association here in Nodarcus."
"...!!!"

Lady Lilia's eyes widened at my words.

Rather than spreading it throughout the Rupel Territory, placing one in a tourist city like this would significantly increase awareness.

"Establishing an association branch..."

As it was quite a sudden proposal, Duke Harald Hebron seemed slightly perplexed.

"Father! Father!!! You must do this! You must attract it no matter what!!"

Lady Lilia began to react intensely.

I was counting on you, Lady.

I know very well that you, more than anyone, are obsessed with our Rupel specialty.

Although we haven't properly established the main branch yet, with proposals like this, it's better to act first and think later.

"Lilia, what is this food that makes you react like this..."
"W-we don't have many special dishes in our Hebron territory, do we? As a territory geographically close to Rupel Territory, if we cooperate, it will be beneficial for both of us!!"
"Ahem, hmm...!!"

The duke cleared his throat awkwardly at his daughter's sudden intense reaction.

Hehehe.
What do you think, Duke Hebron?

The Lady has already surrendered both body and soul to us.

She has become a greasy body that can never return to what she was before.
If you want to safely recover your daughter's taste buds, you should accept my proposal!
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Harald, the Duke of Hebron, said he would discuss my proposal with his vassals later, putting it on hold for now.

The Hebron Duchy has always been strangely reluctant to accept foreign customs. Perhaps it's a bit burdensome for the Duke alone to decide on hosting an unfamiliar association like the LuCiH Association within his territory.

Still, I should appreciate that he didn't outright reject it.

"Our Hebron Duchy is about due for some winds of change..."

Only Princess Lillia, already corrupted by the greasy, crispy taste, expressed her disappointment.

"Any radical change comes with side effects. For now, let's leave it to the Duke's judgment."

Though I can't help feeling disappointed.

As one of the top three duchies in the empire, it might be better to infiltrate gradually and comfortably.

Before I know it, branches of the LuCiH Association will be established throughout the territory.

*If I strengthen economic cooperation this way, I can gradually steal away the Imperial Black Lion Knights' piece of the pie.*

This was actually the real reason I pushed the LuCiH Association onto the Duke of Hebron.

More than half of the dungeons in the northern region are located in the Hebron Duchy.

Even for such a vast duchy, it's nearly impossible to manage all those dungeons with their own troops and knights.

Since the territory directly borders monster territories, most dungeons are outsourced to external knight orders.

Among them, the Imperial Black Lion Knights have practically monopolized the dungeons in Hebron territory.

Like the A-rank Uleid Swamp dungeon that caused an uproar over marsh flower quality recently.

Any decent dungeon has already been snatched up by the Black Lion Knights.

*The funny thing is they manage them terribly. Since they've basically been given autonomy in Hebron territory, the duchy barely gets any revenue.*

I can't forgive them for monopolizing such sweet honey. As a former administrator, I won't stand for it.

So what's the conclusion?
Teaching my former workplace a lesson.

Now that I've established a connection with the Hebron Princess, it's almost time to capitalize on the groundwork carefully laid by Petra and Ibona.

"Such a shame..."

Of course, the person central to my plans was still smacking her lips in disappointment, completely unaware of my intentions.

"Hehe, if you'd like to eat more, you're welcome to visit Rupel Territory anytime. For Princess Lillia, I'd serve as many plates as you desire."
"R-really?!"
"Of course."
"I still have some vacation days left from the knight order... I should visit once more before they're over."

Right, vacation.

We shouldn't forget our original purpose for coming to Nodarcus.

"By the way, where are our accommodations? I'd like to start properly enjoying some tourism."
"Oh! That's right. I completely forgot."

Lillia waved her arms as she answered.

"I've reserved the entire most luxurious inn in Nodarcus. You can stay there during your vacation."

A luxurious inn.

The city view is already beautiful, so how nice must this inn be?

"I-I can't wait to see it!"

Deputy Commander Imen stamped her feet excitedly, clearly eager to rest as soon as possible.

Pleased by Imen's reaction, Lillia guided us to our accommodations.

"It's right in front of the beach with a breathtaking view."

True to her words, a building worthy of being called the most luxurious inn in the city appeared before us.

First of all, it was a four-story building.

In this world where architectural techniques aren't standardized, building anything over three stories is unthinkable unless you're a territory lord, high official, or at least the head of a prominent merchant guild.

Yet the inn "Mermaid's Pearl" stood proudly among the surrounding buildings.

"I welcome the honorable Snow Leopard Knights from Rupel County. I am the manager of Mermaid's Pearl."

But that wasn't all that was surprising.

The exterior alone was captivating, but when we arrived at the entrance, the inn's staff lined up to welcome us, leaving me genuinely stunned.

A place like this exists in the Bolivar Empire?

Even I, who had traveled throughout the empire, didn't know about this luxurious facility. Or perhaps they deliberately kept it secret.

It might be their own private getaway spot.

Places like this become harder to access the more famous they get.

This might be a lodging primarily used by the Duke of Hebron and other nobles and officials of the territory.

"Now, let me show you inside."

Following the manager into the inn, we were greeted by all sorts of luxurious facilities.

"Your rooms are on the third floor. The fourth floor is designed for barbecue parties while watching the sunset over the sea. The second floor is equipped with various entertainment facilities, including card games that are currently popular in the capital."
"This is... insane..."

This is no different from a luxury hotel vacation.

I never thought I'd receive this kind of service in this world.

"However, personally, at this time of day... rather than the entertainment facilities on the second floor, I'd recommend enjoying the beach right in front of our inn."
"Beach? You mean we can actually go into the sea?!"

Barbara, the youngest knight who had been silent with her mouth agape, exclaimed.

"Of course."
"Wow, really...?! This is my first time at a beach!!"

Well, most of the knights had never been outside Rupel Territory before.

Since Rupel is a typical inland territory, they've never experienced swimming at a beach.

"Heintz, let's go together quickly!"
"Wait, Barbara...!"

Barbara excitedly grabbed Heintz's arm. Look at that, such casual skinship! How scandalous.

However, the two were stopped by the manager.

"I'm sorry, but you cannot enter the beach in those outfits."
"Pardon?"
"Naturally, you need to wear swimsuits."
"Swimsuits?"

Barbara tilted her head in confusion. There aren't many opportunities to properly experience swimming in Rupel Territory.

She's not a modern person like me, nor has she traveled extensively like Sianne or Imen to experience various cultures.

As a young woman who had just come of age, her reaction was natural.

"Since we're here, let me introduce you to the beautiful and comfortable swimsuits we offer at Mermaid's Pearl. We have various sizes prepared, so please don't worry and try them on."

As the manager spoke fluently, women in neat attire appeared from behind as if they had been waiting for this moment.

"Ladies, please come this way."
"Do I... do I have to wear one too?"
"Princess, won't you enjoy swimming in the sea?"
"No...! That's not what I meant!?"
"You introduced us to such a nice place, let's enjoy it together, Princess!"
"Ugh..."

The women, including Lillia who seemed troubled, separated and disappeared.

"As for the gentlemen, please change into outfits of your liking in that curtained room."

The manager said with a curious smile.

Moreover, as soon as our eyes met, he gave me a thumbs up with a lecherous look.

I couldn't help but admire his honest display of desire without hiding an ounce of it.

Yes.
This is what a proper summer vacation and beach trip should be!!!

Summer means the beach.
Beach means swimsuits.
Swimsuits mean bikinis.

I paid my respects to the manager's sense for these perfectly fitting puzzle pieces.

This man knows what's up!

***

"Um... isn't this just underwear..."
"Commander Sianne, you're the one who said we should enjoy this together, right?"
"No, I didn't know the outfits would be like this..."

The changing room they had entered without thinking was filled with outfits that looked obscene at first glance.

Could these really be categorized as clothes?

Even the most modest option was a full-body swimsuit. Moreover, the material looked like rubber, which might actually appear more provocative when worn.

Just turning her head slightly made her feel hot.

But the attendant answered firmly.

"These are not underwear."
"What do you mean they're not! This one has the chest completely exposed, and this one just has a piece of cloth covering the... the important lower parts!"
"No, these are not obscene outfits at all. They are traditional attire of our Nodarcus."
"Ugh...!!"

When tradition was mentioned, Sianne was truly at a loss for words.

If she said anything more, she might appear culturally closed-minded and ignorant.

But she wasn't the only one who lost her words.

"Traditional... it is traditional attire, but... such indecent..."
"Lady Duchess, isn't it about time you tried wearing one? You always decline attending the beach social gatherings for the same reason. This is a good opportunity."

When an elderly woman who seemed like she could be the head maid spoke up, Lillia's face turned pale.

"Beach social gatherings?"
"It's a social event held every summer here in Nodarcus. Nobles' children from the duchy and promising individuals from various social strata gather for simple networking."
"I didn't know about that."
"But the basic condition for participating is wearing these swimsuits..."

She already knew all too well about the swimsuits.

As the future ruler, she couldn't possibly be unaware of the traditions of the most famous tourist city in her territory.

However, Lillia Hebron found all those outfits embarrassing.

It wasn't the outfits themselves that were embarrassing, but how they exposed so much skin.

As the leader of The Wolves, she had always maintained her dignity.

For Lillia, that level of exposure seemed no different from being naked.

"These are all people you trust, Lady Lillia. Besides, we've controlled the beach near our Mermaid's Pearl to prevent any unfortunate incidents."
"...Hmm."
"And truthfully, haven't you wanted to try wearing one at least once?"

That was true.

Being embarrassed and not wanting to wear it are different things. She wanted to wear it... which is precisely why it was embarrassing!

While the two women continued their endless deliberation between shame and curiosity...

"Mom!!"

With a swoosh, the curtain parted to reveal Lucy in a pure white one-piece.

"This is light! Thin! And cool! I love it!"

Lucy jumped up and down, clearly delighted with her swimsuit.

It was definitely pretty.

After all, they were women before being knights. It's natural to be drawn to sweet, delicious food and pretty clothes.

And then, Deputy Commander Imen and Barbara, who had entered with relatively little resistance, appeared.

"..."
"It's... it's sexy but pretty... what is this?"
"You two should try them on too. Once you wear it, it's really comfortable and not embarrassing at all."
"That's right!"
"Hmm...!"

Sianne and Lillia exchanged glances, silently communicating.

Finally, they reluctantly selected a few swimsuits and went inside.
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The men's swimwear wasn't anything special. Just shorts-style trunks with a thin shirt thrown over them.

Since I wanted to fully embrace the vacation vibe, I decided on a tropical shirt to complete the look.

And to finish off this vacation ensemble—

"Manager, do you have any sunglasses here?"

Hilariously enough, this world has sunglasses too.

To be precise, they aren't primarily used for vacations like in my world, but rather as equipment to protect one's eyesight from the intense light produced when using magic or alchemy.

They're used for similar purposes in my world too, so it's not historically inaccurate, but I was still genuinely surprised when I first saw sunglasses in a fantasy world.

Of course, it wasn't nearly as shocking as finding "Constina's 30-Year Traditional Grandma's Soup."

"Oho."

When I asked for sunglasses, the manager stroked his chin with great interest.

"Have you visited Nodarcus before?"
"No, I haven't."
"Then you must be naturally gifted with fashion sense."

The manager said this as he opened a lid on a shelf in the changing room. A display case of neatly arranged sunglasses appeared.

You pass the romance test, manager.

"We have various designs, and you can freely choose both the lenses and frames."

I picked a pair that was reasonably attractive and matched my tropical shirt.

Then I turned to Heintz, who was just standing there staring blankly.

"Heintz, you should get a pair too."
"What? I'm not particularly affected by sunlight..."
"Tsk, it's not just about the sunlight. Just pick one. That's an order."

I smiled at Heintz as I spoke.

Scout Knight Heintz was quite handsome. If he hadn't followed in his knight father's footsteps and started down the warrior's path so early, he would have broken at least five or six hearts by now.

The problem was that he was completely hopeless with women.

You could tell just by how easily Barbara pushed him around every time. It might be because he had romantic feelings for Barbara, but it was probably just that he had no immunity to women.

So listen up, kid. This is serious advice from your senior in life.

Better wear these than roll your eyes around at the beach and get misunderstood.

"Well... if you insist."

Under my pressure, Heintz finally chose a pair of sunglasses and put them on.

"I will not wear such weak items!"

Meanwhile, Ronz thumped her impressively large chest as she spoke. Her size was genuinely overwhelming.

If measured properly, she'd be at least a D-cup.

"Ronz is beautiful just as she is."
"Hahaha! Do you think so too, Administrator? Your physique is quite good as well! But I think you should eat a bit more protein!!"
"Ah, I'll pass on that."

While I do enjoy working out and exercise regularly...

I'd rather not have a body like Ronz's.
I'm an administrator, not a powerlifter.

I don't need enough muscle to swing a greatsword like it's a wooden practice sword.

Anyway, as we chatted while waiting for the women...

Our female knights appeared, showcasing the epitome of summer fashion with beautiful streamlined curves on full display.

Swimsuits with impressive exposure that looked like they'd boost defense stats if worn.

And the firm, smooth skin visible beneath... was paradise itself.

"H-how do I look? Is it r-really okay?"
"Have some confidence, Captain. If you confessed to the Administrator right now, you could probably get a marriage proposal on the spot."
"W-what are you saying, Vice-Captain!!"

When she shouted, her bikini top—crossed in an X pattern—bounced heavily.

Oh my.

But now I was equipped with a mythic-tier item, so I didn't need to carefully manage my gaze like before.

With my sunglasses hiding my eyes, Sianne would never know where I was looking.

"...Administrator Rubern?"

Heintz tugged at my sleeve and whispered one thing.

"Thank you."

See?
What did I tell you?

***

The beach in front of the Mermaid's Pearl was truly beautiful. There was a reason Nodarcus was called the Golden Fragrance of the North—it was because of this golden sandy beach.

"Wow!! The seaaa—!!"

Barbara let out an exclamation straight out of a slice-of-life cliché as she ran toward the blue sea.

"Daddy! Put me down! Me too! Me too!!"
"Alright, alright!"

Lucy, also excited, kept hitting my shoulders repeatedly, urging me to put her down.

I don't know why her punches seem to get stronger every day. Is it because she's half-dragon? The physique of a warrior born with dragon bones?

After I put her down on the beach, she threw her shoes onto the sand and jumped into the water after Barbara.

"Lucy! Stay right there!? Don't go too far!!"
"I knooow!! Don't worry, Daddy!"

Being born a dragon, she probably wouldn't drown, but if she got swept away by the waves into the ocean, that would be a disaster.

After emphasizing safety to Lucy several times, I sat down in the shade of a pre-installed parasol.

Since we had rented this beach exclusively until tomorrow, we could enjoy our vacation without any interruptions.

"Heintz! Over here! Hurry! It's really refreshing!"
"I-I'm coming...!"

Besides stress relief, beaches are also perfect places for sparking mutual attraction.

I smiled contentedly as I watched our scout knight getting swept along. Despite trying to act mature and grumbling normally, moments like these showed she was still just a kid.

'Barbara is eighteen, and Heintz is nineteen.'

Their small age gap makes them perfect for matchmaking.

How fresh and youthful.

Despite appearances, I'm Cupid of the Black Lion Knights, having created several couples. This time too, I'll definitely create another couple.

'But when will I find love?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me.

I've been in this world for five years now. It's been three years since the Great Expedition ended, so isn't it about time I found my other half in this world?

Even that hardhead Ibona dated at least two people a year, so what's stopping me?

-But why didn't you like either of them? Is there some first love lingering...?

Bernard's annoying voice echoed in my head. That face I'd been trying to forget.

'Well... there's no point in making such excuses anymore.'

It's rather unsightly to have such pitiful thoughts while enjoying such a luxurious vacation.

As I shook my head vigorously to scatter these thoughts, someone plopped down in the seat next to me.

Gray hair that contrasted sharply with the sparkling sand. Red eyes beneath hair braided like wheat and swept to the side.

"Lady Lilia Hebron."
"Administrator Rubern."
"Thank you sincerely for inviting us to such a wonderful place."

I expressed my genuine gratitude to her. A proper vacation at such a resort would have been impossible with just the Snow Leopard Knights.

"Not at all. Seeing everyone so happy makes me happy too."

Lilia said with a faint smile.

Usually her default expression was a dry poker face, but whenever she revealed her emotions like this, it gave a remarkably different impression.

Perhaps this warm, considerate Lilia was her true personality, and the stiff, expressionless one was what she showed in public as the leader of The Wolves and the daughter of the Duke of Hebron.

'This is why being nobility is so exhausting.'

All nobles wear masks. Revealing your emotions too readily to others can lead to getting badly hurt someday.

In the noble society filled with endless slander and competition, for someone like her who would eventually become one of the most powerful duchesses in the empire...

Hiding her emotions had become both a habit and a duty.

"But why aren't you going to the beach, Administrator Rubern?"
"I have naturally sensitive skin. I'm thinking of going when the sun gets a bit weaker."

Strangely, while they have sunglasses, they don't have sunscreen.

It's like having cars but no trains.

Because of this, if I went out for a few hours when the sun was strong, my skin would turn bright red.

I wonder if I inherited the original body's skin condition when I possessed it.

Anyway, since it would just sting and be unpleasant, I was planning to rest a bit for now.

Besides, just lying here on the beach was healing enough, with the warm touch and heat of the sun-warmed sand.

"But why aren't you playing, Lady? It looks so refreshing."
"Ah..."

She shifted her gaze slightly, as if uncomfortable. Is it difficult for her to talk about?

'Oh right, she's albino.'

I hadn't particularly paid attention until now, but Lilia had the physical characteristics commonly referred to as "albinism."

Sunlight is definitely harmful for her.

As I nodded in understanding, Lilia waved her hand, indicating I had misunderstood.

"No, it's not that I have any illness... I can't swim."
"What?"
"I can't swim. I'm afraid of the sea."

This was truly unexpected. At most, I thought it might be a skin issue, or perhaps she was tired of swimming from doing it too much.

To be afraid of water despite having such a beautiful beach?

At that moment, the urge to play a prank surged within me.

"Hmm, that won't do. Let me teach you how to swim."
"What?"
"My skin may be sensitive, but I'm an excellent swimmer."

I stood up and stretched my arms out.

"Ah, no, why are you suddenly doing this?"
"I was thinking of going into the sea soon anyway, and wouldn't it be good for Lady Lilia to learn how to swim? You never know what might happen."

Lady Lilia looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

Oh, this is a reaction I haven't seen before.

"And isn't it a waste? You're already wearing a swimsuit."

I said, looking at her. Sianne's swimsuit was revealing, but Lilia's "tube top swimsuit" was no less defensive, covering only the essential parts, leaving the upper and lower portions of her chest exposed.

When I mentioned her swimsuit, she pulled her knees in slightly to cover herself, seemingly embarrassed.

It gives such a strange feeling when she does such actions with a poker face.

Of course, from Lilia's perspective, she couldn't know that my gaze was scanning her because of the sunglasses.

I enjoy in dimmed 4K.

The other person can't see where I'm looking, so they don't feel uncomfortable.

That's what you call killing two birds with one stone.
Thank you, inn manager!

"It is true that it seems odd to wear it and not go in..."
"If you're concerned about others' gazes, you needn't worry. You're truly beautiful, Lady. You could be a magazine model."
"S-such praise..."

As a fellow doting father, I could understand the Duke of Hebron's feelings.

With a daughter like this, anyone would become a fool.

Moreover, she was willing to sacrifice and work hard to prove herself worthy of the duke's position, which made her all the more admirable.

That's why I wanted to tease her more.

Don't you get the urge to drop a black ink drop into a pure, clear spring when you see one?

Surely she wouldn't drag me to the guillotine just for teasing her a bit.

It's not like I'm openly harassing her like with the Sianne incident.

"Administrator!! Come quickly!!"
"Daddyyy!!"
"Alright, I'm coming!"

I waved back to the knights who were all excited in the sea, then turned my gaze back to Lady Lilia.

"If you really don't want to, you don't have to come."

She looked alternately at the Snow Leopard Knights enjoying their swim and at me.

Then, as if she had made up her mind, she stood up.

"Alright. I'll try going in!"

Great.
Mission accomplished.

...But why are my arms being grabbed right now?

Surely my perfect plan wasn't just to incite the knights to play a prank on Lady Lilia?

"W-wait...! Everyone, isn't this too sudden! I hate swallowing water!"
"Save the excuses for after you're in!"
"One, two, three!! Heave-ho!!"
"Aaaagh!!! Vice-Captain Imen! I won't let this slide!!"
"Hahaha!"

Splash!

After briefly soaring through the air...
I was plunged into the sea and sank with bubbles.

This taste...
The taste of sea salt.

Ah, it's salty!
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Starting with my fall into the water, we all enjoyed swimming together. Beach trips were quite foreign to the Rupel Territory.

According to Sianne, this was their first proper vacation since the knights were decimated.

It's funny because even when I was living like livestock in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I could still take vacations.

That's the struggle of small territories for you.

Like a terrible small company: can't freely use vacation days. Sometimes you can exchange public holidays for vacation days.

In the worst cases, you can take time off but without pay. That's when you want to file a complaint with the labor board.

It's truly sad.
I gained a new appreciation for how loyal these knights were to Count Rupel.

Unlike typical terrible small companies, it was clear that Dionaos Rupel would have given his knights vacations if he could.

I suppose it wasn't really anyone's fault.

A knight order with this much talent that still struggled against a Frost Spirit.

Without resources, training plans, procedures, or dungeons to manage, their everyday life was their vacation and their vacation was everyday life.

So shouldn't we play even more enthusiastically now?

I dragged my body, soaked and drenched in salt water, and approached Sianne with Ronz.

"...?"

As the knight commander was resting quietly, a large shadow fell across her face.

"Go, Muscle-mon!! Earth Throw!!"
"Wooaaargh!!!"

Ronz, who resembled nothing less than a gorilla, snatched her up and hurled her into the sea.

"Kyaaaah!!"

With a refreshing scream, Sianne flew into the air before splashing into the water.

Following that, I personally dunked Vice Commander Imen, who had been caught by Heintz, next to Sianne, successfully getting my revenge.

Even Lady Lilia, who had been afraid of the sea, was soon smiling brightly and joining in as she watched us playing and teasing each other.

Of course, I couldn't just dunk someone of her noble status.

With help from the other knights, we combined wind and water magic to create a makeshift tube for Lilia. After she climbed onto it, we forcibly took her to the deep end where her feet couldn't touch the bottom, then ran away.

"W-wait!! What are you doing?!"
"Lady Lilia, you stay here. I'm going home."
"Ru-Rubern Administrator!? Don't do this! No... Rubern!?"
"How...!! Is there nothing you won't do to Her Ladyship?! Apologize and bring her back immediately!"

Sianne gave me a knock on the head as Lilia pitifully called out my name.

Regardless, enjoying the beach after so long was truly fun.

Usually, vacations meant going somewhere alone, so spending time together with everyone like this was a rare treat.

It felt like I was back at a fresh college MT from my twenties, so long ago I could barely remember it.

After enjoying our swim, we returned to the Mermaid's Pearl.

Swimming is quite an energy-consuming activity, so everyone was exhausted after about two hours.

True to the harsh northern environment, the waves of Nodarcus weren't gentle and soothing.

They were more like the largest wave pool in the country, with waves constantly crashing in.

Honestly, it was an environment suitable for knight swimming training or water combat drills.

"I'm hungry..."

Lucy said in a small voice, clearly exhausted. At the same time, her stomach growled audibly.

Grrrrrr—

"Daddy, Mommy, I'm huuungry!!"
"Yes, Daddy's starving too. Let's quickly change clothes and go eat."
"Okay!"
"Come here, Lucy."
"Hm~ Hmhmhm~ Food, eel~ Yay, grilled eel~"

As soon as we returned from the beach, the manager greeted us and mentioned that grilled eel was on the menu. Lucy disappeared with Sianne while singing some strange song that sounded vaguely like a children's tune.

Sometimes she was so innocent that it was hard to believe she was actually of Gold Dragon lineage.

"Shall we go too?"

I turned to face the men and spoke.

The vacation was just beginning.

***

The food was delicious. Of course it was. A luxury inn isn't called luxury for nothing.

Lucy ate eel until she was stuffed, and between food coma and exhaustion from playing all day, she started nodding off in Sianne's arms.

"Yaaawn... It really feels like the tension is draining away when I think about how we can just play and eat without worrying about anything..."

As Barbara yawned languidly while looking at Lucy, I poked Heintz in the ribs as he stared at her.

"What is it?"
"Escort her to her room."
"Pardon?"

What's with the "pardon"? Did he eat his social awareness along with the eel rice bowl?

"It's these small gestures that make you look different in someone's eyes. Are you going to let Barbara go alone?"
"Ah, no... but how should I..."

I wiggled my eyebrows knowingly, and he backed away with a very flustered expression.

"Quickly, quickly."

Finally, Heintz stood up and attended to Barbara. She didn't seem to mind being looked after, as she bowed politely to the other knights.

"Then... I'll go ahead."
"Alright, Barbara. Sleep well and rest up."
"Lucy wants to go with big sis too..."

Lucy got up unsteadily and disappeared with Barbara. Finally, only the adult all-star members remained.

Heintz... well, he might not be an adult by Korean standards, but he's definitely an adult by local standards, so we'll include him when he returns.

If he doesn't come back, that would be even more interesting.

*I hope they won't do anything inappropriate in front of Lucy.*

That thought crossed my mind briefly, but considering it was Barbara and Heintz, it was a needless worry. If it were anyone else, maybe, but those two would never do such a thing. They wouldn't even if the opportunity was handed to them on a silver platter.

After exchanging glances with Vice Commander Imen, we both nodded.
Simultaneously, we raised our hands and shouted:

"Manager!! Bring us the most expensive and delicious alcohol you have!!"

Freedom had finally arrived. The highlight and crown jewel of this vacation. It's only natural to soak your liver in alcohol during a vacation.

Children, begone!
This is adult time now!

***

I can't express how much I've been looking forward to this day.

Expensive, rich-flavored alcohol in abundance!

Since we've practically rented out the entire Mermaid's Pearl, the alcohol bill would be covered entirely by the Hebron Duchy. I even double-checked with Lady Lilia just to be sure.

"We're covering everything. Don't worry."

A clean takeoff clearance without any unnecessary details.

So this is paradise.
It's even better than I expected.

"Kheugh~!"

I downed a shot of whiskey and chewed on finely cut dark chocolate.

Since this was closer to Western culture, there weren't hearty Korean-style side dishes like spicy fish cake soup, fried chicken, or jjamppong, but these clean, simple snacks actually paired better with whiskey.

I accepted the drink that Vice Commander Imen poured for me and raised it for a toast.

Clink.
The crisp sound of glass touching glass.

The hot yet refreshing sensation that traveled from my throat to my stomach. The flavor of blended whiskey numbed my tongue once more.

"Ha, Vice Commander Imen. I didn't expect you to be such a good drinker?"
"As the vice commander of Rupel Territory, I should be able to handle at least this much."

He was visibly excited. Was he always such a drinker? Well, with Barbara around, he probably never had the chance to get properly drunk at company dinners like this.

We should gather like this more often, just us adults.

Of course, only Imen and I were drinking this heavily.

"Kuuuuuuh—"

Despite his size, Ronz passed out first after just a few drinks. Maybe alcohol doesn't break down like protein?

Sianne and Lilia had made it clear from the start that they couldn't handle alcohol well, and Heintz, who had rejoined us after escorting Barbara, was holding up relatively well, but...

"So you do like her, right?"
"No, I don't!"
"Really? Still not admitting it? You're tough. Imen, give him another drink!"
"Here you go."

Eventually, unable to withstand our physical assault, he spilled all the truth.

"I-I like her! Yes! I like her!! Happy now? Now stop making me drink... ugh, urp!!"

He rushed to the bathroom, about to spill something else too.

He's going to become the morning dew.
Goodnight, Heintz.

Now that we've gotten everything out of him, he can forget about today and get a good night's sleep.

*I wonder where Sianne and Lady Lilia are?*

After knocking out Heintz, I spotted the two women at a table not far away, also drinking.

They must have slipped away while Heintz, Imen, and I were in the thick of it.

"Were you two drinking by yourselves here? I'm hurt."

Since they looked fine on the outside, I approached them with my glass.

"?????"

A hot, sweet smell of alcohol hit me.

*What's this?*

The sweet scent was strong enough to chase away my growing tipsiness. It was different from the typical sharp smell of alcohol.

Looking closely, Lady Lilia's face was subtly swaying, and her eyes had lost focus.

Surprised by this unexpected sight, I was startled when Sianne, her face flushed bright red, suddenly turned her head toward me.

Oh, damn it.
She's clearly very drunk.

"A-are you alright? What on earth have you been drinking..."
"Administrator!! Youuu!!"

Her tongue was twisted, and she had switched to informal speech, which she never used normally. She patted the seat next to her and said:

"Running off like that...! As an administrator, you should, like, stick right next to your commander! What's going on between you and Imen!?"

Ugh.
My head started to hurt slightly. With so many good drinks available, I had completely forgotten to check Sianne and Lilia's alcohol tolerance.

This is all Heintz's fault.
Who told him to show such easily teased reactions?

My priority now was to safely get these two back to their rooms. Unlike Heintz, these two were truly important people, and any problems would cause all sorts of headaches.

"There's nothing going on. More importantly, you're both very drunk right now."
"Whyyy... You're the one who started drinking so much... Administrator. Sit down here quickly!"

As Sianne grabbed my sleeve and forced me to sit down, Lilia, who had been sitting in a daze, suddenly stood up.

"Lilia go sleep."
"This is ridiculous."

Sianne's tongue was twisted, and the noblewoman had regressed to childlike speech.

Curious about what caused this chaotic party, I checked the bottle on the table.

[Long Island Ice Milk]

I could only hold my forehead in dismay.

*We're screwed. Of all things, they had to drink a Lady Killer.*

Lady Killer.
Also known as a "work drink."

Literally a high-proof alcohol that, due to its sweet taste and fresh aroma, makes you lose your senses before you realize it.
There's a reason it's called a "work drink."

"Hehe, hehehehe... Rubern! From now on, stay right here, next to me...!"

True to form.
The honorable commander of the noble Snow Leopard Knights was completely gone.
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The alcohol was the problem.

It truly was a love-hate relationship. Drinking felt great, but when someone else got so drunk they couldn't even hold themselves up, it became incredibly frustrating.

"Where are we going right now?"
"To bed."

The Knight Commander, whose screws were already a bit loose normally, seemed to have every component inside her skull completely disassembled now that she was drunk.

She switched between formal and casual speech.
She probably had no idea what she was even saying.

Should I just shock her with a confession?

It seemed like she'd completely forget everything by tomorrow morning anyway.

Sianne wasn't the only one in bad shape.

Deputy Commander Imen quickly snatched up Lilia, who had been wandering the hallway like an undead, and took her back to her room.

Ronz wouldn't wake up no matter how much anyone tried, and for Heintz, the staff just shook their head sympathetically.

Well, they'd probably take care of everything and put him in his room.

As I said earlier, there's a reason luxury inns are called luxury. They'd definitely provide impeccable after-service.

The mood was completely ruined now, so what could we do? Everyone would just have to go back to their rooms and crash.

First, I needed to drop the Knight Commander on her bed.

"Is this... room 203 or 205?"

There were unnecessarily many rooms. I was slightly tipsy myself, so I couldn't quite remember which room was Sianne's.

"Commander Sianne, what's your room number?"
"Whaaaat! Why don't you know! You should obviously knooow!"
"Why exactly should I know your room number?"

As I tried to question her ridiculous statement, Sianne pushed away my arm that she'd been holding onto and stood directly in front of me.

"Because obviously... Rubern is my husband!"
"?"

She was truly out of her mind.

The Sianne I knew would never say something like this. Did someone spike her drink with hallucinogens? Or maybe a truth serum?

Wait, if it was a truth serum, that would be an even more dangerous situation.

"Let's not say things you'll regret tomorrow morning and just go in and sleep quietly."

As I approached to steady her, she pointed a finger at me with drowsy eyes.

"You're Lucy's dad! So obviously... you're my husband, hehehe."

With that silly laugh, Sianne swayed unsteadily. I quickly grabbed her and pulled her back toward me.

Well, I couldn't argue when she brought up Lucy.

But that's beside the point—her drunken behavior was not at all amusing. Frowning, I searched her pockets and found her room key.

Room 203, that's right.
I should have done this from the beginning.

I somehow managed to hold onto her as she kept trying to escape my grasp, and unlocked the door.

Click. As the front door opened, the spacious Mermaid Pearl Suite appeared.

It was definitely different from the deluxe room I was staying in, befitting her status as Knight Commander.

"Damn, it even has a private spa?"

It was the kind of facility you'd only expect to see in a royal palace. An intricately crafted magic floor panel installed beneath the bath allowed for hot baths at any time—a luxury fixture.

Even my Rupel mansion doesn't have a private spa.

It made sense considering this was the finest inn in the Hebron Duchy.

This was probably the room where visiting royalty or high-ranking nobles from the capital would stay.

Just as I was about to throw Sianne onto the bed and leave...

She grabbed my arm firmly.

I lost my balance instantly and fell. Despite appearances, she was a proper knight who had awakened as an Aura. Her pure physical strength was far greater than mine, who had only trained moderately.

As I fell onto the bed, I saw blue eyes staring intently at me.

Her eyebrows curved playfully between strands of loose blonde hair, and the corners of her mouth formed a crescent.

Her face was flushed from the alcohol, giving her a strangely devilish aura.

I didn't know she could make such expressions.
She was truly a natural femme fatale.

A closed room.
Me sprawled on the bed with a blonde beauty gazing at me with a seductive smile.

The moment I realized the situation, I felt blood rushing to my lower body.

No, I'm a man in my prime. Sianne is undeniably attractive, and just seeing her like this was enough to make things heat up down below!

"...Rubern, I'm always sooo grateful to youuu."

Just as my heart started pounding in the strange yet sticky atmosphere...

Sianne said that and then slapped both hands onto my face.
Her strength was gone, but it still hurt unnecessarily. At the same time, whatever suggestive mood had been building was completely shattered.

"Wow, you're ruining the mood like this?"

The development was like something out of a comedy anime, and my awakening desire immediately shut down.

"What are you grateful for?"
"Just everythiiing... I'm sooo glad Rubern the administrator is here..."
"Well, that doesn't make me feel too bad."

Pfft.
I let out a small laugh.

She really was impossible to dislike.

But I absolutely refuse to be the target of her drunken confessions in the future.
I rolled off the bed and tried to sneak away.

But I couldn't.

"...!!!"
"Why is it so hooot... hot..."

Because there were armpits and breasts there.

I was startled when Sianne suddenly started undressing and quickly threw a blanket over her to cover her body.

The room was indeed hot.
But was it appropriate for her to casually undress in front of me like this?

This wasn't like the Knight Commander I knew, who would get embarrassed and avoid me for two days after a single inappropriate joke.
Where was the Sianne who would run away from me?

Someone must have spiked her drink with something strange. Intoxicated by that substance, she had clearly made a contract with Asmodeus, the demon of lust.
Give me back our Knight Commander, you demon!

"W-why are you doing this..."

When I asked in confusion, Sianne slightly turned her head to look at me.

"Oh, right. The administrator likes armpits. Here, look."

She raised her arms and smiled. The white hollow between her streamlined arms and the side of her chest.

Again, Commander Sianne was now in her underwear.
The black fabric supporting that weight—which Bernard had praised so highly—was clearly visible.

A body that faithfully followed the rule that a leader should be substantial.

Gulp.
I swallowed dryly.

Honestly, wasn't this pure lewdness?

Little Rubern, which had wilted from the ridiculous happenings and Nodarcus's terrible tropical night, began to wake up again.

"Drinking and crossing the line... happens quite often in everyday life..."

Besides, this wasn't something I had initiated.
It was clearly her who made the first move.

It was as if nine tails were swishing behind Sianne, beckoning me to come closer.

"Has takeoff been approved...?!"

My mind became complicated.

Whether she knew or didn't know that I was caught in a life-or-death dilemma...

Meanwhile, Sianne couldn't keep still, raising and lowering her arms, dropping and lifting her head.

In the end, my choice was to respect rational judgment.

Well, if I had been a bit more drunk, I might have really crossed the line.
Sianne was an excessively beautiful woman, and just seeing her body was enough to make my lower half heat up.

But no matter how I thought about it, this wasn't right.

How would this be any different from taking advantage of someone in their sleep?
Wouldn't I be no different from those one-night stand creeps I despised so much?

No.
At least those involve mutual consent, but this would be an outright sex crime with no way around it.

Rather than stepping on a landmine that would collapse the knights' order, my reputation, and everything I'd built up so far while on vacation, it was better to stay away entirely.

It's not like I was going to politely ask her, "If it's not too presumptuous, may I have sex with you?"

"Sigh."
"Hehehe, why are you sighing, Administrator?"
"Because I find myself pathetic for not being able to eat what's being offered."

I sighed deeply and wrapped Sianne's body in the blanket.

Since she said she was hot, I opened the window to ventilate the room with the relatively cool night air.

It was confusing in many ways, but was it finally over?

"Ugh... but Rubern, my stomach feels weird..."

The answer to that was obviously...

"Oh please, no."
"Ugh, urrrp...!"

'NO.'

***

Sianne opened her eyes to the dazzling sunlight.

When she got up, she realized she wasn't in her usual room. Only then did she remember that she had come on vacation with her knights.

As her consciousness cleared, she felt bloated and nauseous. The physical discomfort wasn't limited to her stomach.

A fatigue like carrying several sandbags weighed down her shoulders.
There was also a pain like needles stabbing her temples.

"What is this...? Was I attacked last night...?"

Sianne frowned. That was as far as her memory went.

She remembered Ronz snoring as he slumped against a chair backrest, and Imen and Rubern bombarding Heintz with questions while plying him with alcohol.

Thinking she wouldn't survive if she got caught up in those two's energy, she had moved to a table in the back with Lady Lilia, who was in the same predicament.

Since they were at an expensive bar, it seemed a waste not to drink anything, so she had asked the waiter to recommend something delicious—that was the last fragment of her memory from the previous night.

"I need to get up first..."

Sianne rose from the bed. As the white blanket slid down her shoulders, she realized she was wearing only her underwear.

"Oh."

Only then did Sianne realize something was wrong.

She had never once slept in just her underwear.
As a knight, she maintained proper appearance even while sleeping, so wearing clean pajamas was natural.

And the sense of discomfort wasn't just about her underwear.

She vaguely saw a human shape under the bed.

Worried it might be a corpse, she carefully peered over, only to find the pale, thin administrator lying there, looking no different from a corpse.

"Kyaaaah!!!"
"Ugh... so noisy... Sianne..."
"W-what, what, what is this!! Why are you here, Administrator?!"

Rubern got up with creaking joints.

Memory lost to drinking.
The morning light.
Exposed in underwear, with a man lying under the bed.

In a situation where anyone would misunderstand, Sianne shrank back and shouted:

"Did... did you undress me too?! I-I trusted you...! I firmly believed in you...!!"

What should she do?
He had casually sexually harassed her before, but now he had completely crossed the line. He was rotten as a human being, before even being an administrator.

Did he take advantage of a virgin while she was drunk?

As embarrassment turned to confusion...
Confusion to anger...
And anger to contempt...

The man with darker under-eye circles than ever before answered:

"Are you ready to take responsibility?"
"Responsibility for what?!"
"For what happened last night... Do you know how hard it was for me to replace this carpet by myself?"
"Huh?"

Indeed, the carpet that had been red when they entered was now gray. Why would the carpet need to be changed?

"And that too!"

Rubern pointed to the terrace, where her civilian clothes were fluttering in the sea breeze, hanging on a drying rack.
Someone had clearly hand-washed them and hung them up to dry.

"D-don't tell me..."

At that moment, Sianne's lost memories began to return bit by bit. From when she had called Rubern over by tapping the seat next to her at the table, to when she had embarrassed herself by saying strange things!

Sianne's white face turned bright red as if about to explode.

Rubern drove in the final nail:

"What's the big deal? We're husband and wife. This kind of thing is normal between spouses, isn't it?"
"H-husband and wife...?! Husband?!"

She couldn't even argue since those were her own words.

"I'm sleepy, so proceed with today's schedule without me. Good night."

Rubern crawled onto the bed, flopped down beside her, and immediately fell into a deep sleep, snoring.

Being in just her underwear was no longer an issue.

Rubern's ability to fall asleep so casually despite seeing her like this, and the increasingly vivid memories of last night that were tearing through her mind...

"Ah, ugh... W-what am I going to do...!"

It was truly a disaster.
If only she could go back to yesterday, Sianne would gladly cut off her own head.

Ch.76 - Blessings Upon This Wonderful Coastal City! (6)
On the second day of vacation, I was completely out of commission. But I wasn't the only one who had gotten drunk beyond functioning.

Sianne and Lilia, who had pickled their livers with Long Island Ice Milk—notorious for its terrible hangovers—were confined to their rooms.

Imen also declared a boycott of today's schedule due to fatigue, and Heintz, who had overindulged, was in no better state.

Only Barbara, who hadn't touched a drop of alcohol, and Ronz, who had somehow returned to normal as if nothing had happened, were questioning the situation.

"If you're not going out, I'll go by myself! This city seems full of strong men!"
"Won't you have breakfast?"
"I already ate! That's why my muscles are in top form!"

Ronz flexed his massive arm muscles. Please, I wish he wouldn't do such uncomfortable things before meals.

Something about his tone made him sound like a gender-reversed muscular Amazon warrior hunting for men, but unfortunately, this place wasn't twisted, and Ronz wasn't an Amazon warrior.

He was just obsessed with feats of strength.

And he wasn't going to "hunt" men figuratively—he meant it literally.

"Just don't mess with the royal guards or the city watch."
"Don't worry! I heard from the innkeeper yesterday that street fights are regularly held in the western plaza! I'm planning to check it out!"

So they even have street fighting competitions?

I never would have thought such events would be openly held in Hebron Duchy, known for its particularly restrained and controlled culture.

Perhaps Nodarcus is essentially treated as a free city. It belongs to the territory but isn't managed with such strict regulations...

Like the Barony of Kirten in our county.

"I'll be back! I'll catch a strong, decent fellow for you!"
"Don't catch anyone... Actually, don't bring anyone back at all... If you disobey, I'll ban you from exercising for a day."
"Aaack! Anything but that, Captain!"
"Then follow my instructions precisely."
"...Understood! I have no choice!"

Ronz immediately shut his mouth at the threat of an exercise ban and left the inn with slumped shoulders.

Meanwhile, the rest of us gathered around a table, waiting for the special meal said to be excellent for hangover recovery.

The manager had highly praised it as the best for hangovers, so we had to try it.

"My... my stomach feels queasy. Do I have to eat?"
"You don't know what you're talking about. On days with severe hangovers, you absolutely need to eat something."

This is scientifically proven. Sugar and hydration are most helpful for hangover recovery. You need to replenish nutrients one way or another.

If you don't eat anything because your stomach feels queasy, you can't replenish the nutrients consumed overnight, making the hangover last longer.

"Here it is."

The hangover cure that arrived was a hamburger.

To be precise, it was something similar to a hamburger. Well-minced meat grilled flat, then sandwiched between bread with vegetables like lettuce and tomato.

Of course, for a true Korean, hangover cures would typically be hangover soup, dried pollack soup, or bean sprout soup.

But in situations like this, hamburgers or pizza are quite helpful for hangover recovery.

"Hawk steak sandwich."

The waiter skillfully placed the dishes on the table. Steam was rising from the sandwiches.

After blowing on it to cool it down, I took a big bite, and sweet, juicy meat juice dripped out.

It harmonized perfectly with the fresh vegetables seasoned with an exquisite sauce.

Of course something similar to a hamburger steak would be delicious.

Even Heintz, who had initially expressed discomfort due to his upset stomach, finished a whole plate without complaint once he started eating.

After finishing our hearty brunch, I looked around at my somewhat revitalized team members and said:

"I'm going to rest... What about everyone else?"

Barbara carefully raised her hand and said:

"I want to look around the fish market. Seafood is quite rare in Rupel Territory."

That was certainly true. Being on the inner sea, we could see ocean fish that are rarely found in inland regions.

"If you're going to the fish market, I'll join you."

And there was one more person who goes crazy for seafood.

True to her relatively mild drunken behavior yesterday, Lilia elegantly brushed back her gray hair and replied.

"What about you, Heintz?"
"I'll rest."

An immediate answer.

Judging by the strangely hostile look he was giving me, he must be really struggling.

I'm sorry, Heintz.

But your reaction yesterday was honestly amusing. Still, I'll keep your secret to the end.

The remaining people were Sianne, Lucy, and Deputy Captain Imen.

Unlike Lucy, who was sitting energetically on Sianne's lap eating heartily, the blonde knight captain looked quite haggard.

Whether it was simply due to the hangover or because she was recalling yesterday's events was uncertain...

Either way, she didn't look particularly well.

"I'm going to do a bit of shopping. I saw some nice clothes while passing by yesterday."
"There certainly seem to be more pretty and colorful clothes here than in Petaronto."
"Exactly!"

Imen smiled as if just thinking about it made her happy.

Being the member of the Snow Leopard Knights who most enjoys dressing up, Nodarcus's market, full of unique and diverse clothing and accessories, would be the perfect vacation spot for her.

"Then... lastly, Captain Sianne?"

Everyone's attention turned to her. After pondering for a moment, Sianne said she would take Lucy and go shopping with Imen.

"Lucy seems to be growing taller somehow, so I thought I should buy clothes in advance."

That's true.
Lucy, who was initially about the size of a seven-year-old, had already grown to the height of a second-grader.

It's probably because she's getting the nutrients needed for growth by eating well, but there's also a high possibility it's due to her bloodline.

*At this rate, will she be fully mature in a few years?*

Considering that dragons, who live for eons, take less than 50 years to grow from hatchlings to adults...

I can't even begin to guess how fast Lucy, who is half Gold Dragon, will grow.

It can't hurt to prepare in advance.

"Well, everyone has their plans. Our original schedule was to explore the market area anyway. Feel free to go wherever you like."

I clapped my hands and stood up.

"Dismissed!"

First, I'm going to get some sleep.

***

After being completely pickled in alcohol and rendered immobile the next day.

Afterward, we explored the streets of Nodarcus together, watched performances by minstrels, and even rented leisure boats to go out to the deep sea.

We saw dolphins too. The spectacular sight of them splashing through the water in groups.

As all the knights expressed their admiration, Lilia Hebron stood in the back with a faintly proud expression.

The city is so beautiful and pleasant that no one would think her arrogant even if she boasted openly.

Really.
She's such an honest woman.

And so, after four days of eating, drinking, sleeping, playing, and enjoying ourselves without any worries.

"Did you enjoy your vacation?"
"Yes, it was wonderful. So much that I'd like to settle down here."
"Haha, the Mermaid's Pearl would welcome you anytime, Administrator Rubern. Except during peak season, of course."

The manager joked, raising his eyebrows.

"Have a safe journey!"

We packed our bags and left through the main entrance. Just as when we arrived, the staff lined up and bowed at 90 degrees to see us off.

The remaining schedule was simple. Discussing business related to the "LuCiH Association" and "Iron Road" with the envoy sent by Haralt Hebron, the ruler of the duchy.

Since I was in charge of business proceedings, Sianne and the knights decided to return to Rupel Territory first.

Leaving behind those returning to reality.

"Shall we go, Your Highness?"
"Yes."

I headed to City Hall with Princess Lilia.

"I hope it goes well."
"What do you mean?"
"The LuCiH Association."

I burst out laughing at her words.

Indeed, you can't resist chicken.
Once you taste it, you can never forget the flavor.

"You still have much more vacation time left, don't you, Your Highness? I heard it was three weeks... How about returning with me?"
"Gasp!! Is, is that allowed!?"
"I don't see why not."
"Then I'll do that..., oh."

Lilia's excited expression suddenly fell.
She looked like someone who had just remembered they had academy lessons right when they were about to head to the PC room with friends after school.

"Unfortunately, I can't. I have a training observation schedule for apprentice knights the day after tomorrow."
"Aren't you on vacation?"
"Yes, I am. But being on vacation doesn't mean I can forget my duties as the captain of The Wolves' 2nd Division."
"That's admirable."

I used to be that motivated once upon a time.

"Isn't Administrator Rubern Ailoy the same? You're on vacation now, but you're going to handle LuCiH Association business."
"I suppose that's true..."

The truth is, there's no one else who can do this. It's not every day you get the opportunity to meet privately with one of the Empire's most prominent dukes.

Even during vacation, when duty calls, you have to respond promptly.

"But you're not doing it because you have to. It's a schedule you don't need to participate in, but you're going out of a sense of responsibility."

I looked at Lilia and said:

"I sincerely admire you. Perhaps... if I had trained under a knight like Princess Lilia, I might have reached a higher level."
"You're, you're exaggerating... I'm not that impressive..."

Lilia blushed and shifted her gaze. Is it just my imagination, or has she become more expressive since her first visit to Rupel Territory?

"If anything, you're the impressive one. You're single-handedly leading the dying Rupel Territory, aren't you?"
"Haha... not single-handedly. Count Rupel has been supporting me in every way, and Sianne and the knights are all working hard too."
"That's true, but."

She suddenly stopped walking.

"It all happened because you came to Rupel Territory, Rubern Ailoy. You truly are an amazing person."

Why is she suddenly like this?

As I scratched my cheek awkwardly at the unexpected praise, Lilia smiled brightly and said:

"I hope we can see each other often in the future."

So that's how the princess smiles. Given that her default expression is generally stiff and expressionless, it was a remarkably fresh sight.

I'd seen her with faint smiles before, but never such an emotionally revealing expression.

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy and Your Highness, welcome."

While chatting with her about various things, we had already arrived at City Hall. As we approached the entrance, a man in formal attire greeted us with a bow.

"Duke Haralt Hebron and Captain Siegbert Bauer of the Wolfpack Knights are also here."
"Captain Siegbert!?"

Lilia exclaimed in surprise.

"Yes, he said he wanted to meet the famous 'Black Fox' who defeated the Earth Dragon with Princess Lilia in person."

I nodded at the servant's words and entered the building.

Siegbert Bauer.
The pack leader of The Wolves.

*The fact that he brought the knight captain along probably means he wants to discuss the proposal I made separately.*

Besides establishing a LuCiH Association branch, I had made one proposal secretly, without Sianne and the knights knowing.

Dungeon management outsourcing.

If they're biting at bait I threw out through unofficial channels, the Black Lion Knights must be making quite a mess.

Well, what can I do?
I'll have to take it from them.

Your A-rank dungeon has been replaced with the exclusive property of the Snow Leopard Knights.

Ch.77 - When Kindness Continues, They Mistake It For A Right (1)
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy. I am Siegbert Bauer, Commander of the Wolf Pack Knights."
"The honor is mine. I am Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy of the Snow Leopard Knights."
"Ah, snow leopards! Agile and intelligent creatures. Indeed, a knight order that perfectly matches your reputation, Administrative Officer Rubern."

It was light pleasantry.

Siegbert Bauer was a man with a truly impressive appearance. A sharply defined jawline and prominent nose bridge gave him the appearance of a predator.

His black hair, slicked back, was indeed like a wolf's mane—neat yet powerful.

His blue eyes, glowing like Sianne's, carried the spirit befitting a guardian of the north.

Alpha Blue.
Leader of the wolves and a man of tremendous skill.

He lived up to the nickname by which he was known to the public.

"Is this your first time meeting each other?"
"Yes, during the Great Expedition, I was leading a separate unit."
"You must have moved with former Commander Arslan."

I recalled the image of a man with abundant black hair, emitting a terrifying sword aura.

The former commander of the Black Lion Knights, Arslan.

He too nodded, recalling the not-so-distant past.

"It was a fierce battle. If Administrative Officer Rubern hadn't bought us time with appropriate strategies at Rechanberg Plains, our separate unit would have been completely annihilated."
"I'd say the opposite. It was because your separate unit eliminated the enemy leader at the right time that we were able to achieve victory at Rechanberg Plains."

Siegbert burst into laughter at my correction.

"You're as modest as they say. Even Duke Hebron said the same."
"Not at all. I'm just stating the facts."

Honestly, it was the truth.
While my tactical plans might be 'somewhat' better than others, I'm not worthy of being called everyone's hero.

The reason the battle at Rechanberg Plains is still talked about is because it was such a fierce and devastating battlefield.

It was the result of everyone risking their lives in battle, not because I was exceptional.

That's why I always felt uncomfortable being called the hero of Rechanberg.
If they had to call me something, Black Fox would be better.

Besides, conversations about the Great Expedition tend to go on endlessly.

"Whatever the case, I'm glad to meet you. Let's save the Great Expedition stories for another time when we can discuss them at length."

I appropriately cut off the conversation, signaling to get to the main point.

"Haha, understood."
"Indeed, it's good that you get to the point quickly."

Harald, Duke of Hebron, laughed heartily, understanding my signal. Being a busy duke himself, he couldn't stay in Nodarcus indefinitely.

"So, I've discussed with my vassals about that LuCiH Association you mentioned."

The duke continued, looking at me.

"As it happens, one of my vassals had apparently visited Rupel's festival."
"R-Really?"

I turned to Lilia in surprise, but she returned a look suggesting she knew nothing about it.

"When even the only daughter of the duchy and a knight commander can casually hide their identities and wander around, why would my vassals be any different? Don't worry too much."

What a peculiar territory indeed.

Typical officials or nobles would be desperate to reveal their identities, yet here they deliberately conceal them while traveling.

"Anyway, he too was deeply impressed by Rupel's food. Luckily, he managed to taste it just before they closed."
"It was indeed explosively popular at the time."

The competition winners had set up stalls in the northern district of Petaronto to sell their winning dishes as a celebration.

It wouldn't be right for a cooking competition if only the judges got to taste the food.

That's how the event was planned, but for Sanders Pride Chicken, which took first place, the waiting numbers reached almost 300.

Eventually, even the generous supply of chicken ran out, and the business that was supposed to run until 10 PM had to close early.

"So... I too became somewhat curious. I'm usually quite picky about food, but if both my daughter and vassal reacted so strongly..."

Great!
This is it!

I inwardly rejoiced, though I kept my expression carefully controlled. If I showed such a face before the duke, the trust and goodwill I'd built up would plummet.

"So I've decided to partially accept your proposal."
"Partially... you say?"
"After sending someone to investigate privately, I found that you haven't even established a proper main store yet."
"Ah, that's because we're ready to open as soon as my vacation ends..."
"So in the end, you haven't actually operated it yet, have you?"

I closed my mouth at the duke's relentless questioning.

Of course, the reason for wanting to bring the LuCiH Association to Hebron Duchy was simple.

It all came down to money and recognition.

Currently, the administratively estimated population of Count Rupel's territory was less than 60,000 people in total.

Since Edwon Carlton, the financial officer, was extremely thorough when it came to taxes, the margin of error would be at most a few hundred people.

Even those 60,000 were typically spread around Jahed and the mining towns and villages where the economy was most active.

The rest were scattered across medium and small-sized cities, including the capital Petaronto, and remote villages.

Opening franchise branches in such places would yield very limited profits.

Since there were merchant groups with direct supply contracts with the association, new trade routes to those towns or cities would need to be established.

Given Rupel County's already terrible transportation, preliminary work to eliminate nearby beasts and bandits would also be necessary.

In other words, running the business within Rupel itself would not yield high initial expected returns.

The reason I was trying to bring in a highway was also part of an effort to increase the population influx into the territory.

Money doesn't flow without people.

In such a situation, having the continent's largest duchy right next door meant I couldn't help but try to get a piece of that pie.

It could perfectly replace Rupel's woefully inadequate market size.

"I know what you're thinking. Of course, I don't believe that a mere restaurant will have a significant impact on our duchy's economy."

I listened attentively to the duke's words, looking straight into his eyes.

He is a wise and sharp old duke with years of experience.
One should never underestimate him.

"But we have our circumstances too. Even if it's a promising business, Rupel Territory hasn't earned our trust enough for us to invest in something with no results yet."
"I understand."

Until now, the only rumors coming from Rupel County were shameful ones about how much debt they had, how they were on the verge of bankruptcy, or how they might be absorbed by the southern barony.

If even common people knew these stories, there's no way the Duke of Hebron, responsible for the neighboring territory, wouldn't know.

'Credit' is important.

Whether in the modern world I used to live in or here, the way money circulates is eerily the same.

It will still take some time to restore Rupel County's credit among the surrounding territories.

"If results come, then I'll join your plan without complaint."
"I'm grateful just for being given the opportunity."

I stood up and bowed 90 degrees to Duke Hebron.

"However... as you vaguely know, what we're truly interested in is something else."

I raised my head and looked at Commander Siegbert and Duke Hebron.

"I'm talking about the dungeons owned by the duchy."

***

"To share only the information I can disclose, there are two dungeons where revenue has decreased by more than 50% compared to the previous year."

Siegbert handed me a document. The locations listed were the A-rank Uleid Swamp and the also A-rank Cursed Temple.

To be precise, both were dungeons for which I had deliberately not written manuals. I hid my guilty feelings and slowly read through the document.

*...But they lost 50%? Can these guys really not do anything without a manual?*

Unlike my expectation of a 30% drop at most, the revenue from the two dungeons was at a miserable level.

How much did they mess up?
This can't even be called sabotage.

I was surprised that the names of other dungeons, which I had directly asked Petra to sabotage, didn't come up first.

It seems the dungeon management department of the Black Lion Knights is in quite a mess.

...Well, it was a mess when I was there too.
Did something that was bound to happen just happen?

As I was expressing regret for my former workplace, which I had mixed feelings about, Commander Siegbert shook his head.

"Uleid Swamp was the main source of income for Tarnoa Village. The village's economy is deteriorating at a tremendous rate."

Adding to the commander's words, Duke Harald Hebron let out a deep sigh.

"The Cursed Temple is the same. No, this one can't simply be called an economic issue. With the number of monsters inside not being controlled, some have even come out of the temple and are running amok."
"That's serious."
"All of this has happened since you, Rubern Ailoy, left the Black Lion Knights."

The duke's gaze flashed.

"In other words, can I assume that you essentially managed these dungeons alone?"
"Yes."

It was a direct answer.

Especially in the case of Uleid, although it was measured as A-rank, the perceived difficulty during subjugation was much lower, making it a dungeon with extremely high efficiency.

It was a dungeon I managed with special care, considering it a star product.

"How long would it take to normalize these two dungeons?"

I fell into thought for a moment, then raised two fingers.

"Two months?"
"Two weeks would be sufficient."
"...!!"
"But you can't unilaterally terminate the contract with the Black Lion Knights, can you?"
"That's true... Is there a way to quickly terminate the contract?"

It's not that there isn't one.
In fact, if I asked Petra, the current administrative department head, it could be pushed through without even going up to the higher-ups.

But then the upper echelons of the knight order might hold her responsible and punish her later.

No matter what, I shouldn't use a method that would harm her. It wouldn't be right after all the help she's given me.

So the issue comes down to contract termination.

And a method to unilaterally declare termination without any problems or noise...

Actually, if I could find a good angle with the current revenue collapse, the Black Lion Knights would have no choice but to back down.
But I needed to find a more definitive method.

"Then let's try this."

I took out the pen I always carry from my knight uniform pocket.
I began scribbling on the back of the document Siegbert had handed me.

Ch.78 - When Kindness Continues, They Mistake It For A Right (2)
"First, how much time is left until the renewal date for the Black Lion Knights' dungeon management contract?"
"About four months left."
"Then we should check the revenue for next month as well. If the revenue requirements aren't improved by next month, we can formally submit a complaint from the duchy according to the Imperial Dungeon Management Law."
"You're saying we can submit a complaint?"

The duke seemed quite surprised. This was a society where even such basic laws weren't properly communicated.

As a result, local regions often made judgments based on their own standards and criteria.

Even when someone knew the content of the law, if the other party was ignorant, contracts were often loosely established with relaxed conditions.

"The Imperial Inspection Office doesn't exist for nothing."

Of course, while the Inspection Office did serve to strengthen the emperor's authority and actively check the nobles and officials of surrounding territories...

Even the central knights and officials weren't free from their oversight. Responding to such complaints was their typical duty.

The Inspection Office was immediately deployed when the Black Lion Knights made a mess.

"Usually three months is sufficient to file a complaint. Given the current poor state of the Black Lion Knights, the Inspection Office will certainly ask for the duke's opinion first."

What's the fundamental nature of civil servants?

They try to manage things as best they can, and when that fails, they shift responsibility by "asking" for the complainant's intentions.

Later, when confronted, they can brazenly claim it was your choice, making it impossible for the victim to argue back.

But if you use this characteristic well, you can remove troublesome burdens without any issues.

There's no use getting upset after discovering that an A-rank dungeon you had under contract was suddenly transferred to the Snow Leopard Knights.

If they respond with a "what's the problem?" attitude, saying they did it because the Inspection Office told them to, what can you do about it?

"...I'll have to discuss this matter with the treasurer."
"That would be wise."

Harald Hebron, the duke, nodded as if he understood.

"But what about the Cursed Temple, setting aside the Uleid Swamp?"
"For that one, we should coordinate with the Papal Office. The Cursed Temple is an artificial dungeon created by a black magic organization that worshipped an evil god in the past, isn't it?"
"That's correct."

In this world, dungeons are discovered in three ways.

First, there are ancient dungeons whose origins and sources are completely unknown.

Second, dungeons that formed naturally after a "dungeon break" occurred—like the cause cited in the recent Jahed Mine collapse—when appropriate measures weren't taken.

And finally, artificial dungeons created by humans.

In reality, a dungeon is quite simple.

Whether indoors or outdoors, if there exists a "dungeon core" that continuously emits magical energy and spawns magical beasts, that place is called a dungeon.

Therefore, if one could artificially create a dungeon core or extract one in perfect condition, it wouldn't be impossible to generate a dungeon even in a normal city.

Naturally, this is strictly prohibited by imperial law.

The Papal Office, which extremely abhors black magic and necromancy, would immediately dispatch the Inquisition to lay waste to any sign of artificial dungeon creation—it's essentially a taboo.

But... there are always those in the world who do exactly what they're told not to do.

Long ago, before the Bolivar Empire was established, a remote monastery was completely transformed into a magical realm through the machinations of necromancers and black magicians.

The glory of an unnamed god was scattered and disappeared in the ominous magical energy, and the unfortunate people living there became undead, clinging to twisted life after being contaminated by the magical energy emitted from the dungeon core.

Essentially captured by the dungeon, they were doomed to suffer eternally as undead unless the core was destroyed.

The A-rank dungeon known as the Cursed Temple, that horrific result, would be carefully managed by the Papal Office.

"Who is the assistant bishop in charge of the duchy?"
"Archbishop Javier Simon."

I couldn't hide my smile upon hearing that name. As I smiled, Siegbert and Harald asked, puzzled:

"Why are you smiling?"
"It seems this will be handled more easily than expected."

Javier Simon was among the most hardline of the six archbishops in the empire.

He had a basic undead phobia installed, and was so sensitive that he would go ballistic at the mere mention of the word "black" in black magic.

Generally, the position of assistant bishop for each territory rotates every few years.
It seems Archbishop Javier Simon has been assigned to Hebron territory this time.

"Your Grace, please inform the Papal Office directly about the situation at the Cursed Temple and request the forced withdrawal of management rights from the Black Lion Knights."

The Cursed Temple has been neglected to the point where surrounding villages are threatened. The Papal Office absolutely won't stand for this.

They'll probably furiously condemn the Black Lion Knights and even temporarily station holy knights from within the Papal Office.

"Don't worry about the transfer of authority. The Papal Office officially prohibits by canon law the possession of property outside the Laterano Autonomous Region, except for churches, synagogues, and other religious facilities."
"So after we forcibly take the authority from the Black Lion Knights, we can pass it to you."
"Yes, it's much simpler. And without complications."

Both dungeon situations were dead ends.

Escaping them would require considerable mental gymnastics.

Moreover, according to what I heard from Rateon and other guild leaders, the Black Lion Knights didn't have the capacity to pay attention to the distant Hebron Duchy in the first place.

For the knights, these two dungeons were like bones stuck in their throats—problematic and troublesome.

Without the manual I created, managing them would be twice as difficult.

"Until now, you've probably been lenient because of the Imperial Black Lion Knights' reputation. But from now on, there's absolutely no need for that. The only person who can exercise sovereignty over this territory and its dungeons is Duke Harald Hebron."

I said this while inserting the pen I had used back into its holder.

"It seems necessary for you to firmly take the initiative in this opportunity."

In a way, it might have seemed presumptuous for a mere administrative official from another territory, who had just been granted the title of baron, to offer such advice.
But Harald Hebron expressed sincere gratitude instead.

"Thank you. You've lifted a burden from my shoulders."
"When kindness continues, people start to see it as their right. The Black Lion Knights are especially good at that."

As I added with a bitter smile.

Duke Hebron, Commander Siegbert, and Princess Lilia could only look at me without saying anything.

"...You must have had a hard time."
"Indeed."
"Haha, it's their fault for not recognizing and pushing away such talent, wouldn't you agree?"

Of course, it's all the Black Lion Knights' fault.

So shouldn't I thoroughly get revenge starting now?

Two A-rank dungeons, I'll enjoy them thoroughly.
*Gulp.*

***

After the audience with Duke Hebron ended, I concluded all my business in the duchy with a light lunch with Princess Lilia and Commander Siegbert.

"I'll come visit again sometime."
"Come as a princess then. We'll treat you with the utmost hospitality."
"Hehe, I will."

As I sat in the carriage, the princess, who had come out specifically to see me off, waved her hand lightly in farewell.

Her gray hair fluttered in the cool sea breeze of Nodarcus.

Though I couldn't honestly say we'd known each other long, I felt I had become quite close with Princess Lilia over these past few days.

"Then we shall depart!"
"See you next time!!"

The carriage set off.

Having departed around noon when the sun was high, I was only able to reach the capital Petaronto when darkness had completely fallen.
No sooner had I arrived than I received a summons and had to head to the Snow Leopard Knights headquarters.

"What's the matter?"

Our Rupel Territory and the Snow Leopard Knights generally had a very healthy corporate culture that discouraged overtime and after-hours work.

But given who was calling, I had no choice.

"Finally, you're here. I've been waiting impatiently."

Since Tribune Antonio wasn't normally the type of slave driver who would make people work at such late hours, it was 100% certain that something had happened.

Probably...
Related to the Iron Road construction.

"As you know, the essential construction materials needed for this Iron Road project are cobblestones and gravel. Given how rugged the mountainous terrain is, there's a clear limit to simply leveling dirt roads."

As he said, the most important aspect of road construction is ultimately 'durability.'

Who would build a road just to use it for a few months? There might be illegal reasons, but there's no business rationale for it.

Moreover, the Rupel County has serious winter snowfall. If we carelessly laid dirt roads, when the accumulated snow melts, it would become a deadly quagmire—a disaster waiting to happen.

"So we selected a few companies..."
"Yes, didn't we review them together at that time?"

Tribune Antonio sighed deeply and added:

"Those merchants have increased their initial quoted price by 10%. They say material costs have risen sharply because road construction projects are also underway in Hebron Duchy."
"What...?"

Didn't we already compromise with them on receiving a certain portion of the road tolls for seven years?
What's this about a 10% increase?

"Not just one, but all three gave the same answer. This is ultimately..."
"Collusion, isn't it?"
"Besides these three, there are no other merchants who can provide decent road materials. Gravel and cobblestones are heavy and difficult to handle."

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity.

They're being so brazen because they know this.
They probably thought our already modest territory would back down if they dropped the name of neighboring Hebron territory.

Haha, what adorable little ones.
They're really underestimating who they're dealing with.

"Do... do you have a solution?"

Without hesitation, I nodded and replied:

"Leave this matter to me. Tomorrow, I'll make them kneel before you, Tribune, and beg for forgiveness."

You've messed with the wrong territory.
If you're going to bluff, you should have done it moderately.

I'll handle this personally.
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The next day.
As soon as I opened my eyes, I headed straight for the commander's bedroom.

Since there was plenty of space in the knights' headquarters, most knights lived in the empty rooms of the headquarters rather than finding residences outside the count's mansion.

I was no exception.

The only exception was Vice Commander Imen, who already owned a house in the city.

Well, it seems even Imen doesn't return home very often.

Knock, knock. I knocked on the closed door, but there was no answer from inside. I gently pulled the doorknob to check, and I could see blonde hair lying on the bed.

Normally, she would have already finished preparing to go out, but today she was sleeping in.

"Sianne."
"Mmm..."

When I approached and shook her body, she responded with a voice heavy with sleep.

What's this? Unnecessarily cute.

But cuteness aside, I definitely needed Sianne's help to teach those bad guys the tribune had mentioned yesterday a lesson.

"Rubern...?"
"I need to go somewhere right now. If you're tired, just give me the key to the knights' vault."
"Knights' vault... key..."

She answered without even fully opening her eyes, like a newborn puppy.

It must be the aftermath of enjoying our five-day vacation to the fullest. Yes, we did overdo it a bit.

The Monday after a holiday is always the most hellish day in the world.

"Left... drawer... sec, ond..."

Sianne sluggishly raised her hand to point at her desk before falling back to sleep. She smacked her lips and burrowed into the blanket, looking exactly like someone her age.

Not Sianne the commander of the Snow Leopard Knights.
But Sianne, just twenty-three years young.

Honestly, how many chances would I get to see Sianne talking in her sleep?

The incident in Nodarcus was simply her being drunk, and since I passed out right after cleaning up, I couldn't see any of her sleeping habits.

I smiled and opened the drawer she had pointed to.

The second drawer seemed to be used as a key storage. A bundle of heavy keys tied together was all that was stored there.

I picked out the key to the knights' vault and then went straight to the vault, where I took out the wolf scabbard kept in a glass display case.

It was a kind of medal I had received when I arrived in Nodarcus and met Duke Haralt of Hebron.

It was too good in symbolism, design, and practicality to just be stashed away in storage.

Since the scabbard itself could be used as proof that the Duke of Hebron had "acknowledged" me, the knights had already decided to keep it in the vault rather than carrying it around.

"Honestly, as someone who just received a baronial title, wouldn't it look a bit awkward to wear the Duke of Hebron's scabbard instead of one symbolizing being a vassal of Count Rupel?"

Even though the Duke of Hebron had awarded it to commend my achievements, the problem was that Count Dionaos Rupel or other vassals might interpret the scabbard with "other intentions."

Rather than risking becoming the subject of gossip in any way, it's much more beneficial to entrust it to a specific organization.

It's perfect for both political and economic use.

There's a huge difference between an individual directly flaunting such authority and putting forward a regular organization like the knights.

Just like now.

"Such bad luck. To have this happen right after returning from Hebron Territory."

I muttered to myself as I replaced the scabbard I was wearing.

The wolf pattern gleamed in the flickering light from the magic lamp in the vault. It had an expression of staring sideways, ready to pounce on its prey at any moment.

"If you're going to use the Duke of Hebron's name, you should be prepared for the consequences."

It was time to show these upstarts flaunting their petty power what a "real" connection looks like.

***

At the same time.

The merchants of "Longstone," a trading company mainly dealing with stone materials for road construction, were enjoying a simple breakfast and starting their day leisurely.

"You know, for a rural territory, the food here is quite good."
"I agree."
"There's definitely more of everything lately. They say we should milk it quickly before it grows too big."

Iar, the trade manager of Longstone, said as he took a sip of warm milk.

Longstone was a trading company that mainly dealt with construction materials used for cities and roads in the Hebron Duchy.

The company name "Longstone" was taken directly from the Longstone quarry in western Hebron.

They were known as a representative company supplying quality stone materials.

Of course, since they specialized in just one resource, they were a mid-sized trading company that couldn't match major merchants like Marco Firenze or even the larger trading companies.

However, since stone is inherently difficult to handle, Longstone's finances always remained in the black.

As a result, they were generally regarded as a company with considerable influence in this field.

After all, they were experts in the supply, production, and trade of road construction materials.

It was because of this background that the secret agreement with Count Rupel's territory was centered around "Longstone."

Especially in the north, where chronic labor shortages were common due to the harsh terrain, it was difficult to find a trading company as good as Longstone.

This meant they had essentially achieved a regional monopoly covering several territories.

And such monopolies always breed corruption and bullying.

It's not even illegal, is it?

Besides, there are plenty of companies elsewhere that charge much more, so a 10% increase is actually quite generous.

In fact, expected demand had risen. With the Hebron Duchy announcing plans for additional road construction, material prices naturally fluctuate.

No matter how excellent an administrator might be, they could never gain the upper hand against such a solidly united monopolistic trading company.

Just then.

Clang─!

A man hurriedly opened the door and ran toward the merchants' table.

He was another merchant who had colluded in the 10% price increase for stone materials.

"What's the matter?"
"L-listen... I heard the administrator just returned from vacation."
"So what?"
"No, I was warned by other trading company heads yesterday not to do anything foolish!"

His eyes were trembling madly. Iar, the head of Longstone, couldn't understand what he was so anxious about.

"They're probably just trying to scare us. They must be jealous that we fairly won the deal."
"As you know, it's Rubern Ailoy! I'm a Hebron native so I don't know much, but I hear he's extremely strict about contracts among the major trading companies."

He was indeed strict.

When Iar first met him face to face for review, he had intended to make a big profit but somehow ended up accepting terms much less favorable than he had planned.

He didn't know why.

Somehow, in front of him, words failed, and he felt completely seen through by that sharp gaze.

But that was all.

He was a formal territorial noble who had been granted a baronial title, and going further back, a former administrator of the Black Lion Knights who had achieved considerable military accomplishments during the Great Expedition.

But he was still far below the rank of those Iar usually dealt with.

His backing was a count who was doing relatively well in the Hebron Duchy. No matter how exceptional Rubern Ailoy might be, he couldn't overcome the inherent difference in social status.

Moreover, he had received his title less than a month ago, and until recently, the county had been on the path to ruin.

Since Iar himself came from a fallen noble family, he knew well that Rubern's status was essentially no different from a commoner's.

"They have no way to challenge us anyway, so what's there to worry about? If they can't meet our terms, we can just unilaterally terminate the contract."

The three trading companies currently in collusion were the only ones in the area that could meet the material conditions they wanted.

No, there was no need to even consider the surrounding area.

In the entire northern region, excluding themselves, there was no trading company that could meet the schedule and material quantity required by Count Rupel's territory.

The 10% increase was thoroughly calculated.

Of course, there were other options like the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort, known to regularly visit the Rupel Territory.

Or they could directly contract with the Hispania Merchant Guild, which formed a massive group encompassing both large and small trading companies.

However.

They would have to pay mandatory fees for mediating between the territory and trading companies, and expenses would pile up from securing quarries to pioneering trade routes.

In the end, after considering everything, the cost would far exceed the current 10% price increase.

No matter how much they cried and begged afterward, the material costs would only increase further.

It was essentially a no-loss business for Longstone Trading Company.

Of course, since they were being somewhat abusive, their reputation in Rupel Territory would suffer...

But they could simply never set foot there again.

They had been trying various business ventures recently, but honestly, it was still uncertain whether the Rupel Territory would succeed.

Rather than investing in a territory with an uncertain future, it was much wiser to pursue the immediate profits right in front of them.

The company's economy was already running well enough on demand from the Hebron Duchy and nearby territories.

If Rupel became successful, they could always come back later.

"So don't worry and just follow my lead. It's better for you too if you get a little more of the scraps."

With this smooth persuasion, the anxious merchant's expression gradually relaxed.

"Y-yes, I'll trust you..."
"See? This is why you all always fall behind Longstone. When I saw him briefly, he looked nothing like what people praise him as—the Black Fox or the Strategist of Leschanberg Plains."

He was describing his memory of the bespectacled rookie carefully reviewing documents when they met at Petaronto's city hall, but at that moment—

Bang, clang!!
Instead of the jingling sound, the restaurant door was forcefully thrown open as someone entered.

A tall shadow advancing with the bright morning sunlight at his back.

There was not a hint of hesitation in his steps.

The attendant who had been quietly manning the counter was startled and hurried over, and a resounding voice was heard from outside.

"Lord Rubern Ailoy has arrived!"

The merchants, including Iar, were all overwhelmed by the sight as Rubern slowly approached the table and sat down in an empty seat.

"It was a vacation that was short yet long... but I hear you've proposed quite interesting terms while I was away."

His voice descended coldly.

"So I came to hear it directly from you."

The gentle scholar Iar had seen before was nowhere to be found as the administrator smiled coldly at him.

Only then did Iar understand why he was called the "Black Fox."

The slightly curved eyebrows that seemed to look down on others, and the confident attitude suggesting that whatever one did was within the palm of his hand.

It was truly the image of a fox.
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*Gulp.*
Iar swallowed dryly. Just seconds ago, he had been full of confidence, but he never imagined someone would barge in first thing in the morning without even making an appointment.

But Iar was a veteran who had been around in this business for quite some time.

He quickly regained his composure and put on his merchant face once more.

"I was actually planning to visit you this afternoon. We need to freeze the contract."
"What are you talking about? The contract is already frozen."

The Black Fox's eyebrows twitched as Iar tried to slither his way out.

"If I remember correctly, the original terms were providing all necessary construction materials within three months in exchange for 2% of the toll revenue for seven years."

It was indeed an exceptional offer. Looking at the long term, it was definitely profitable.

If this Iron Road project proceeded as planned, receiving just 2% of the toll fees would create a fixed income stream that Longston couldn't possibly ignore.

"That was then, but situations don't always remain the same, do they?"

However, Iar had no intention of giving up.

As mentioned earlier, the power of "monopoly" in the market is tremendous.

As long as no laws are broken, a certain level of price gouging is generally accepted.

Companies like Longston that handle both production and supply can always maintain the upper hand unless they're dealing with a major player.

That's why he could be so brazen with Rubern.

"Situations? What situation justifies raising material costs by 10%?"
"The Hebron Duchy announced an additional road expansion plan the day before yesterday. As you well know, there aren't many suppliers in this region that can provide high-quality materials for road construction."

Of course, they weren't the only ones. Besides the two other merchant groups they had colluded with, there were still a few companies dealing with dressed stone or gravel.

But both in quality and scale, they were far inferior to Longston.

Roads are the most representative semi-permanent assets. Villages may disappear, but roads never do.

If planning roads at the territory level, using thoroughly verified suppliers like Longston is the orthodox approach rather than using mediocre materials.

"Our demand has naturally increased. As an administrator, you should understand. When supply remains the same but demand rises, prices typically go up."
"Haha... additional road expansion plan, you say? But isn't that just a plan? I believe the detailed blueprint hasn't been released yet."

Iar felt an inexplicable chill from Rubern's calm response.

"It-it has been released! We're the company that supplies materials for every road construction project planned by the duchy. The development plans come to us before anyone else!"
"Can you take responsibility for those words?"

Rubern's eyes flashed. Momentarily overwhelmed, Iar's mind began racing.

*Does he have some deep connection with the Hebron Duchy?*

Rubern was right.

The information he had received was merely about an additional road expansion plan, with no specific details about when, where, how, or why the roads would be expanded.

However, this information came from a count in the duchy who was backing Iar and Longston.

Since it hadn't been publicly announced, it should be information that only those deeply involved in territory development or management, like himself, would know.

*Well, I suppose he could have connections too.*

After all, he was the administrator of a neighboring territory. He likely had some connection with the Hebron Duchy one way or another.

Or perhaps, being a person of some renown, he might have learned about it through his network.
Moreover, since he was also pushing for road construction, he might have sought advice from officials in the Hebron Duchy before approaching them with conditions.

The advantage gained from information superiority was essentially lost.
If anything, the initiative had passed to Rubern's side.

*This is going to fall apart...*

Iar's eyes darted back and forth. Rubern just silently stared at him.

Right.
If he backed down here, everything would be for nothing.

Even the other merchants who had been hanging around until just now were watching him cautiously as the situation took a strange turn.

This collusion had been hard-won, and giving it up would mean letting the fish they'd caught escape. He had to avoid that worst-case scenario.

Even if it meant putting on a brave face against the administrator.

Iar gathered his resolve and calmly replied to Rubern.

"Count Simon informed me of this matter. If anything, you're the one intimidating us, Administrator! We're simply approaching this with basic market logic."

First, he laid the groundwork by mentioning the count's name, taking a take-it-or-leave-it approach.

Given that the initial condition was "complete material delivery within three months," anyone could tell that the Rupel Territory was putting considerable effort into this project.

Though 2% might seem small, it was an excessive compensation for negotiating delivery period rather than material price.

By what right would a raw material merchant take a cut of the toll fees from a completed road?

If the demands were more lenient than expected, it meant the Rupel Territory was that much more desperate. And that weakness could be exploited to extract additional benefits.

And naturally, the party in need is the one at a disadvantage. The world of merchants is cold and cruel.

Indeed, upon mentioning Count Simon's name, Administrator Rubern's momentum seemed to wane slightly.

*That's more like it. What could a newly appointed baron possibly do? Unless it's Count Rupel himself, there's no one in the Rupel Territory who can match up.*

Iar's confidence, which had been plummeting, was restored.

However.

If there was one thing Iar misjudged, it was that Rubern Ailoy wasn't backing down; he was simply trying to recall who this Count Simon was.

This count, that count, another count.
The Bolivar Empire had an unnecessary abundance of counts.

Even that idiot Levia from the Imperial Black Lion Knights held the title of count.

For dukes, it was common to bestow county titles on their vassals to honor their merits.

In the central regions too, as the imperial emperor freely opened doors of opportunity, there were countless counts who gained honorary titles without receiving territory, pledging loyalty to the imperial family instead.

Among this multitude of riffraff, Rubern Ailoy barely managed to recall Count Simon's name.

"Count Simon, Count Simon... Indeed, he oversees the northeastern part of the Hebron Duchy. Isn't the Longston quarry located within his territory?"
"You know well."

Iar snorted.
His attitude was remarkably insolent for a commoner facing a baron of a territory, but Iar was confident.

"But even so... aren't you also on a leash held by a count? Especially for a merchant group causing harm to neighboring territories like this, you could be replaced at any time."
"What?"
"And coincidentally, that cursed temple is also in Count Simon's territory... I should speak with Duke Hebron to set up a proper negotiation table with Count Simon."
"What are you talking about..."

A stupid voice escaped first.

Why on earth would the name of a dungeon like the cursed temple come up here?

But before long, Iar understood why Rubern Ailoy had said such a thing.

He placed the sword he had been wearing at his waist on the table.

At first, Iar was startled, thinking he might brandish the sword, but when he saw the shape of the scabbard gleaming in the sunlight, he was shocked to his core.

Crash! The chair he was sitting on toppled over, and the man fell ungracefully.

A scabbard with a clear wolf emblem engraved on it.
Not only that, but it also bore the seal of Duke Hebron.

The honorable silver wolf scabbard, bestowed only upon the leaders of The Wolves who protect the duke and his duchy.

It was a precious item that even most nobles couldn't possess.

"H-how did you get that...?"
"The Snow Leopard Knights and The Wolves of Hebron Territory have formed a brotherly bond. This was personally bestowed by Duke Harald Hebron himself."

There were three facts that Iar didn't know:

First.
The Black Fox, who had greatly distinguished himself in the Great Expedition, was particularly famous among the "noble class" who commanded the battles at that time, rather than among "commoners" like him.

Second.
During the cooking competition, Duke Harald Hebron's only daughter, Lady Lilia Hebron, had taken a vacation to the Rupel Territory and formed a close relationship with Rubern Ailoy.

And lastly.
Just yesterday, Rubern Ailoy had an audience with Duke Harald Hebron and promised close cooperation with the duchy.

There were several processes omitted in between, but one fact was firmly imprinted in Iar's mind: Rubern Ailoy had a relationship with someone much higher than Count Simon, who was Iar's backing.

"I had dinner with the Duke yesterday, you know? We even went to the conference hall together! We promised to establish a closer relationship between our territories."
"...!!!"
"And you stab me in the back like this? You bastards have no business ethics."

That curse in the coldly delivered sentence pierced Iar's heart like a sharp awl.

There was no need to think anymore. Iar immediately knelt down and pressed his head to the floor.

"I-I'm sorry!! We'll forget about the material price increase! J-just please let the contract go through!!"

Looking at him, Rubern, who had maintained a stern expression throughout, smiled the smile of a victor.

"If you were going to do it, you should have accepted from the beginning. It's a bit ridiculous to try to walk away empty-handed at this point, isn't it?"
"H-hieek..."
"I'll give you five minutes. Fortunately, we have representatives from all three merchant groups who have been enthusiastically colluding here. Let's renegotiate the material prices first. If you don't bring it in five minutes, there will be no negotiation, and I'll proceed with filing a complaint."

Iar's nightmare had begun.

Ch.81 - When Kindness Continues, They Mistake It For A Right (5)
The profit margin.
It's the term for the ratio between cost and selling price.

There's no need to make it complicated—from the smallest street vendor to legendary merchants like Marco Firenze.

It's a word that anyone who handles money obsesses over.

It's really simple.
The higher the profit margin, the more money you make.

During the previous Jahed Mine collapse incident, I purchased iron ore through the Carlus Merchant Group below cost price, then sold it above market price to merchant groups pressed for time.

Honestly, the margin was an absurd 50%, so even though the merchant group handled all the capital and transportation costs themselves, the head of Carlus Merchant Group willingly gave me 10% of the profits.

After all, rescuing the workers trapped in the mine was simply our duty as knights, and the iron ore was merely supplementary income.

We ended up earning 324 gold coins just from brokerage fees.

So these three merchants probably colluded.

The most certain, fastest, and most accurate way to increase the number of gold coins in your pocket is to drive down the selling price.

"...W-we would like to offer you this price."
"That's it?"

When I frowned, Iar's expression darkened rapidly.

"Administrative Officer! This is already much lower than our initial offer! We need some margin to—"
"You do this to me and you're still going on about profit margins? Cut another 120 gold coins from that."
"120, 120 gold coins?!"
"Raw material extraction costs, processing costs, transportation costs, labor, and taxes all included—that's exactly what it comes out to."

The merchants, who had been so confident just moments ago, now looked on the verge of tears.

To think they could pull a stunt like this and still expect to fill their pockets—they truly are merchants to the bone.

Their spirit is somewhat commendable, but they should have either succeeded in their scheme or been better than me.

How does it feel to be on the receiving end?
Is your head spinning now?

"Please, we all have wives and children to feed... if we give away this much, there's nothing left for us!!"

Yeah, I know that's not true.

The average profit margin for construction materials like paving stones is 30%.
While the raw material is cheap, the difficulty of processing is recognized, making the actual selling price quite high.

If I cut 120 gold coins from here, they can still take about 5% margin.

This is my last act of consideration.
After all, they need some reserve funds for unexpected situations.

I'd feel a bit bad if the merchant group went bankrupt paying compensation after I entrusted them with material procurement.

But even that consideration turned to irritation when I saw them begging pathetically, bringing up their family circumstances.

"You might not be pocketing money, but your business will run just fine. And once the road is completed, you'll be collecting tolls without lifting a finger anyway."

When I slammed my fist on the table, the merchants flinched and stepped back.

Money is truly frightening. It makes people blind to fear and terror.
If that's the case, I have no choice but to crush them with an even greater fear.

"If you really want to put on a family tragedy, keep pushing like this. Someone might think you've been running an honest business all this time."

This is officially a territory project of the Count's domain.
Changing terms midway through such an important project is a challenge to the territory.

If I were to formally complain to the Hebron Duchy, I could have these merchant group leaders replaced in an instant.

This is still a world where nobles exist and wield absolute power.

No matter how influential a stone merchant might be in the region, even if they've bribed the Count, crossing a noble means the end of them.

The Duke seems particularly interested in local powers lately.

If their patron Count gets involved, it won't just be their position as merchant group leaders at risk.

"Don't push it. I've already compromised a lot. You all know how this works."
"Ah, understood."

After my clear warning, the merchants finally abandoned their last shred of dignity.

"We'll... cut the 120 gold coins."

After confirming they had stamped the newly drafted contract documents,

I coolly left the inn with just the papers.
If there's any shoddy construction after all this,

I'll bring all my connections and blow your heads off.

***

"Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy, did you... perhaps threaten them with a sword?"

Antonio, the Tribune, spoke in disbelief as he received the renewed contract. Hey, I'm not that kind of person.

"They threatened me first."
"Even so... reducing the purchase price by 120 gold coins from our initial discussion. This is practically saying they won't make any profit."
"By my calculations, there's enough margin to run the business. If they're not just trying to fatten their own pockets, it's more than sufficient."

The Tribune sighed "Hmm..." and sealed the contract securely.

"With such a gentle and mild appearance, I don't know how you manage to outmaneuver people so well. Merchants are usually like snakes—if you're not careful, you get caught up in their pace."
"Even the biggest snake is just a tasty meal to a snake hunter, isn't it?"

As Senior Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I've met countless merchants trying to swindle me.

This doesn't even rank among the skull-cracking cases.

From experience, the worst of these merchant types was one with deep connections to the underworld.

When his intimidation failed, he actually put a hit on a serving Imperial Knight administrative officer—can you believe it?

If I hadn't handed over more gold coins than he demanded right then and there, I would have been dead for sure.

The would-be murderer was beaten to a pulp and scattered somewhere in the capital's lake, but...

Well, that's just one example.

If knights wield swords, administrative officers wield pens and tongues.
Outmaneuvering merchants of that caliber is easier than when Barbara thrashed that damned People's Knight Brigade commander.

"With these terms, we can proceed with the Iron Road construction project without any issues. Just thinking about the financial officer screaming and making a fuss makes my head spin."
"Is he still like that?"

The financial officer's behavior seemed to be getting more bizarre by the day.

Though separate from his behavior, his complexion was brightening, and his skin seemed to be getting younger as if he'd found the elixir of youth... perhaps his time was flowing backward?

Is that why his personality is becoming more childish?

While pondering these useless questions, Tribune Antonio added with a hearty laugh:

"I'll submit this to Count Rupel for approval."
"Yes, thank you for that."
"No need for thanks, I should be thanking you."

The Tribune neatly arranged the documents on his desk and stood up.

"Ah, by the way. About that notice you posted at the Adventurer's Guild."

Notice?
After pausing momentarily in confusion, I recalled the request I had made to the Adventurer's Guild a few weeks before the Rupel Cooking Competition.

It was a notice recruiting wandering knights and knight candidates to join the Snow Leopard Knights, wasn't it?

One knight commander and a deputy commander.
Only three regular knights under them.

Including me, technically a non-combatant, that makes a total of six.

Isn't that too inadequate and shabby for a Count's knight order?

Considering that the average knight order in a typical Count's domain operates with about fifty knights,

The Snow Leopard Knights were practically in a state of extinction.

Until now, it was because of the territory's terrible economy, but still—isn't this too much for a Count's knight order?

So I sought help.
If Korea has online services that respect part-time jobs, here we have the Adventurer's Guild, which is romance itself.

It's called the Adventurer's Guild, but it's essentially an office for non-regular workers.

Mercenaries, mages, merchants, blacksmiths, bards, wandering priests, and wandering knights.
It wouldn't be difficult to find wandering knights in this melting pot of all races except those who aren't there.

Former knights, retired knights, or even current wandering knights who, like me, left in frustration.

Just as there are many counts and barons in the Empire, there are quite a few people with knightly titles.

No wonder such wandering knights are derisively called "Knight Peasants."
It means they're as common as tenant farmers.

"I hear there are quite a few applicants. It might be better to wrap up the notice soon."
"I suppose by now anyone who's interested has already seen it. It wouldn't be bad to close it."

I nodded at Tribune Antonio's words.

Now that we're gathering funds and external personnel are starting to flow in,

This is the perfect time for work to pile up.

Iron Road construction.
LuCiH Association headquarters opening.
Securing the Stout beer brewing method.
San Mariano brewery construction.

Plus managing the A-rank dungeon in Hebron territory.

Somehow, it reminds me of my memories from the Black Lion Knights.
Until now, the Deputy Commander Imen and I have barely managed to cover everything, but as time goes on, we'll reach a point where we can't handle it all.

So the knight order needed to be expanded as soon as possible.

We urgently needed people who could at least serve as seeds if not regular knights, and personnel to assist with office work and accounting.

"Let's see what kind of people have applied..."

After seeing Tribune Antonio off, I headed straight for the Adventurer's Guild.

I'd prefer someone who values honor like a genuine romantic knight rather than someone with a mercenary attitude.

Ch.82 - Superstar Knight (1)
The dragon's fury that once scorched the skies has been forgotten.
The graves of adventurers have crumbled and been buried.
And no one cares about such things anymore.
In an age where romance has become a useless joke.

An elf was walking through the snow-covered field.

It was the first time he had visited the Rupel Territory, this elf who used in the human world the name "Regius."

"The concentration of frost spirits is quite excellent, and with little human traffic, nature seems well preserved."

Elves typically live in dense forests where the World Tree has taken root, so it was unusual for them to wander much in the northern regions filled with frigid air.

For him, walking through the powdery snow fields even during the height of summer was quite a mystical experience.

"I see why Wolfgang praised this place so highly."

He recalled the face of his old hometown friend as he slowly moved forward.

Regius, who had been staying briefly in a western city, had recently encountered the Sleepywood Nomadic Troupe by chance.

Meeting his kinfolk after so long, Regius and Wolfgang had engaged in lengthy conversation.

Among those discussions was talk about the Rupel Territory, a northern domain of the Bolivar Empire.

"There's a village where goblins, humans, and other races all live together harmoniously. It's peaceful and relaxed."
"That does sound intriguing."
"You'd definitely like it. Not just the village, but the entire territory seems to have a remarkably peaceful and gentle atmosphere."

Regius had already been thinking about relocating. Wolfgang's words were enough to stimulate the curiosity of this wandering elf.

So here he was.

As an elf who enjoyed the nomadic lifestyle, it was only natural for him to move from place to place, living with nature as his companion.

"Kirikarak."

Frost spirits were circling around Regius.

Unlike ordinary spirits, these manifested their forms quite clearly. Communing with such spirits would be difficult even for most elves.

But Regius had once accompanied the highest-level spirits—what humans called Spirit Kings. So handling these frost spirits was not particularly challenging for him.

"Thank you. Without you, it would have been difficult to come this far in this ice-laden air."
"Kishishishi."

The frost spirits emitted a splitting cry as they sparkled.

They surrounded Regius protectively, blocking the cold from the outside. This was why he could walk around in remarkably light and thin clothing despite traversing the snow fields alone.

Elves are generally weak against the cold, after all.

"Well then... once I pass that area, I should reach the city."

Regius looked up at the rising mountain, then continued on his way.

***

"Welcome, Baron Rubern! We've been expecting you!"
"I told you to just call me Administrator..."
"How could I do that? You rightfully hold your title."

The Petaronto Adventure Guild Master, who clearly had lived a rough life, burst into hearty laughter.

"Thanks to the recent cooking competition, our guild has gained quite a pool of talent. Even the small magic tower has offered to dispatch mages for cooperation."
"That's good news."

Unless one has power equivalent to the Hebron Duchy, it's rare for mages to be directly affiliated with noble factions.

But one can't simply exclude mages either. A single mage can sometimes accomplish what dozens of knights cannot.

That's why most territories and their knight orders either establish mutual cooperation with local magic towers or hire mages registered with the Adventure Guild.

"Here's their roster. Please take a look."

The Guild Master fluttered a paper document before me.
As expected, most were elemental mages, with about two summoners who controlled familiars.

The average skill level was around 4th Circle.
There was one 6th Circle mage, but judging by the hiring cost noted beside the name, it seemed to be the tower master himself.

Overall rating: three stars.
Not bad.

"Decent enough."
"I can confidently say these are the best magical forces available in the count's territory."

Better to have mostly 4th Circle mages who can actually be called "mages" than a bunch of rabble who haven't even reached 3rd Circle.

This likely means the magic tower also views the development of Rupel Territory positively.

"That covers the mages. How many wandering knights or seed-level personnel have arrived?"
"Quite a few. However, most came after the cooking competition, so it's uncertain how many remain in the city now."
"Hmm..."

I began reviewing the documents the Guild Master handed over. The stack was noticeably thicker than the one for mages, who were relatively fewer in number.

"First, let's exclude anyone with criminal records or guild disciplinary actions."
"Of course."

There were 86 knight order applicants in total.

For a knight order that would serve as the count's shield and sword, it seemed inappropriate to accept people lacking even that level of moral character.

People's Knight Orders that couldn't form proper knight formations often accepted members regardless of status...

Imagine if someone like Franken joined the knight order. With that status, one could hardly imagine the havoc he might wreak.

Of course, 'that' People's Knight Commander can no longer cause any trouble.

Anyway, after excluding those with criminal records or guild disciplinary actions—which serve as a basic measure of moral character—53 remained out of the original 86.

Criminal records or guild disciplinary actions for 33 people...?

I glanced at the Adventure Guild Master.
In response to my look, he shook his head and explained:

"This is normal. Given the rough nature of their work, many commit crimes both large and small. Some might live perfectly normal lives in this territory but be wanted in others."
"In the capital, you'd hardly find this many, but I see the situation in provincial territories is different."
"That's why the guild's role is important. If we let these people loose without any restraint, the headaches would be endless."

A necessary evil, perhaps?

Some people become more vicious the more cornered they feel. Once things go wrong, they lose their minds and cause incidents.

By containing them within the clear boundaries of the Adventure Guild, a minimum level of public order can be maintained before such incidents occur.

Ironically, these criminals often display a double standard, willingly stepping up against those they consider more villainous than themselves.

It's like a drug offender beating a pedophile to death.

Both are scum, but the former is slightly less so.

If both options are bad, naturally the one who hasn't abandoned basic humanity is preferable.

Of course, I can't allow drug offenders, pedophiles, or even petty thieves in the knight order.

After marking an X over the names of those 33 individuals on the document:

"Please keep a close eye on these people at the guild level."
"Of course. Don't worry about the city's security."

I requested the Guild Master to take "appropriate" measures.
Most were minor offenders, but you never know when they might snap and do something unpredictable.

The first time is hard, but it gets easier after that.
That's how needle thieves become cattle thieves.

"Next condition: let's look at experience. Only those registered with the guild for at least one year."

Like a purple-haired person with a suspicious fondness for balance snapping their fingers, half the remaining candidates disappeared.

"..."
"That's just how it is with adventurers."

Damn it.
Everything is "just how it is" with them.

"They're essentially wandering contractors. While some mercenary groups are affiliated with guilds, even those are generally recognized as 'paramilitary organizations.' How many truly decent people do you think avoid joining even those?"
"You have a point... but this is really serious."
"I believe that adventurers of at least Silver rank are fairly decent personnel."

Like all Adventure Guilds, this one also had nameplates proving each member's skill.

From Iron to Diamond.

These ranks, named after metals, were the most intuitive way to verify the abilities of guild members.

However, as he said, most personnel affiliated with the Petaronto guild were Iron to Silver rank.

I recall that in the capital guild, the lowest rank they could mobilize was Silver...

"So it's the same rural-to-urban migration here too. All the decent talent flows to the capital."

First criminal records, then experience.
After adding various other conditions, the initial 86 candidates dwindled to just about 15 who barely met the criteria.

While I felt somewhat dejected, the Guild Master crossed his arms and smiled with satisfaction.

"This is quite a respectable number! Our talent pool has definitely increased!!"
"This is considered an increase?"
"Before Baron Rubern Ailoy's appointment, we would have been lucky to find even 3 suitable candidates."
"It's amazing the territory functioned at all."
"Indeed it is, hahaha!"
"Hahaha..."

As the potential employer, I found nothing amusing about this, but perhaps I should take comfort in salvaging fifteen candidates, as the Guild Master suggested.

"Let's proceed with interviews right away. Please arrange it immediately."
"Understood. I'll dispatch staff to the relevant addresses. If you could wait just a moment, I'd appreciate it."

Before long, the fifteen candidates who passed the final document screening arrived at the guild.
I received the first applicant.

"Greetings, may God's blessing be with you. My name is 'Decart'."

He was a man dressed in an impeccably neat black monastic robe.
The wooden rosary around his wrist indicated he was an officially sanctioned monk of the Papal Office.

While not as common as wandering knights, wandering priests can also be found occasionally.

These are devout representatives of God who choose not to stay in monasteries or religious institutions under the Papal Office, but instead travel the world performing services or walking the path of pilgrimage and asceticism.

"If someone is born a cleric, they're rarely useless."

These monks sometimes joined knight orders, as having more monastic priests in a knight order meant various benefits from the Papal Office's influence.

I've heard that in the west, where the Papal Office's influence is strong, there are even knight orders composed entirely of "monastics."

"Pleased to meet you, Father Decart. I heard you have a particular interest in our Snow Leopard Knights..."
"Yes, that's correct. After six years of wandering asceticism, I've finally felt the need to settle down."
"Then are you seeking a position as religious advisor or chaplain to the knight order?"

With proper identity verification through the Papal Office, he could certainly serve as a knight order chaplain.

As the order grows, having a chaplain becomes increasingly essential.

But Decart gave an answer I never expected.

"No. I wish to become a knight."
"Pardon? You mean a holy knight?"
"Just a knight. Honestly, the specifics don't matter much."
"????"

Decart pulled something from his spacious priestly robe and placed it on the table.

Thunk.
It was a steel flail that looked heavy just by sight.

"As an inadequate servant, I found I cannot perfectly represent God's will. Moreover, the profession of adventurer comes with many restrictions."

Decart added, with an expression so peaceful it was inherently calming:

"I wish to become the devout flail of the knight order, to eradicate evil."

Snow Leopard Knights' First New Knight Candidate:
Priest (Physical), Decart.

Is this right?

Ch.83 - Superstar Knight (2)
The moment Regius arrived in the capital Petaronto, he was captivated by a peculiar feeling.

The air was cool despite it being summer. Not cold, but just the right pleasant temperature.

Traces left by spirits were scattered throughout the city, as if Frost Spirits descended during winter, and the mountain range embracing the back of the city was truly like a painting.

Even to Regius, an elf who lived with nature, it was an environment he could genuinely describe as spectacular.

But that wasn't all.
The expressions of the residents were uniformly gentle.

Until now, the northern cities Regius had visited fell into only two categories.

Large cities that had grown based on abundant resources where many people lived, but were consumed by numerous intertwined negative emotions, losing their smiles.

Conversely, small and medium-sized cities and villages where people were satisfied with their respective lives, but their numbers were too few to possess enough power to change one's mood.

However, this place belonged to neither category.

Petaronto's atmosphere was incredibly friendly and vibrant. A distinctly different feeling from typical northern cities.

"How curious."

It was truly a mysterious place.

Once you passed through the rough and seemingly insignificant outer walls and entered—you felt the warm air and vitality.

This couldn't be artificially created.

It stemmed from the city's history, the lives established there, and the wisdom of those who governed it.

*According to rumors, it used to be a truly unremarkable place, but from what I can see, the atmosphere probably wasn't too bad in the past either.*

I'll probably stay here for a few more days.
Regius thought with a faint smile as he took in the panorama of Petaronto.

As he wandered through the alleys, a group of excited children rushed past him.

"Lucy! Come with us!"
"Ahaha! John! Hurry up!! The last one to arrive has to buy the food!"

A girl with beautiful blonde hair fluttering in the wind entered his field of vision.
In that fleeting moment, Regius realized this child wasn't an ordinary human and quickly turned around.

But the children had already disappeared into the alleyways.

"Gold Dragon?"

The name of the great race slipped out unconsciously.
He'd heard that their lineage had completely died out, but could some still remain?

Seeing her in the form of a young child, could it be a hatchling using polymorph?

While Regius was blankly staring in the direction where the children had disappeared, caught off guard by the sudden encounter:

"Haha, I apologize. This old man will apologize on their behalf. The children of our city are quite energetic, you see."

An elderly man approached him with a hearty laugh.

"It's been a long time since I've seen a race blessed by the Great Forest in Petaronto. Are you a traveler who just arrived?"

Regius bowed his head in response to the old man who willingly showed kindness to him, a stranger.

"Yes, that's right, elder."

Typically, elves didn't show deference to humans.

That was because they were a race that lived for nearly an eternity.

Without using other methods like transcendent magicians, they were generally much older than humans whose average lifespan was just over 70 to 80 years.

But Regius always showed respect.
It was his way of paying tribute to beings who lived short but more fiercely burning lives than any other race.

"By the way, that blonde-haired girl..."
"Ah, you mean Lucy. She's the pride of our city. Isn't she remarkably beautiful despite her young age?"
"Is she from a noble family?"
"She's the adopted daughter of Baron Rubern Ailoy, who's in charge of our territory's knights. I heard he brought her in after finding her lost in the forest and made her his adopted daughter."

Rubern Ailoy.
That was the very name he had heard from his friend Wolfgang.

A hidden hero who had distinguished himself in the Great Expedition and a benefactor who had bestowed proper grace upon Regius's kin.

If Wolfgang described him in such terms, he surely wouldn't be keeping the Gold Dragon bloodline with 'bad' intentions.

Regius took a small bead from his pocket and handed it to the old man.

"Would you accept this?"

A pill containing the blessing of the forest.
Made from ingredients gathered only in the Great Forest, it was a medicine that could only be obtained for a fortune among humans.

When Regius handed over the pill, the old man's eyes widened as he realized what it was.

"No...?! How could you give such a precious item to me...?!"
"It's a proper token of appreciation for your kindness. But may I ask one more thing?"
"Anything you wish. This old man will answer sincerely."

Regius closed his eyes briefly before opening them and asking:

"Where can I meet this person called Rubern Ailoy?"

***

"You've passed the initial screening. If you're finally selected after the internal meeting of the knights, we'll notify you again."
"Thank you, Amir."

Decart gave a slight bow to me and the guild master before leaving the reception room.

"If he's accepted, he'll be both a cleric and a knight."
"It's not uncommon here."

From what I knew, even in the real world, there were cases where monks also served as knights.

Like the Teutonic Knights with their distinctive iron cross helmets, or the Knights Templar who appear in all sorts of conspiracy theories.

So I decided to accept him for now. Having a priest in the knights isn't a bad thing at all.

Anyway, to actually receive the knight position, he would need the approval of Sianne, the knight commander, and finally the permission of Dionaos Rupel, the lord.

For now, I could at least grant him eligibility for the first screening.

Besides Decart, who made a strong first impression, the lineup of potential regular knights I had narrowed down looked like this:

A wandering knight from the eastern territory of Karahan.
Apparently, he became a drifting knight after the lord's heir he served lost in a power struggle.

Another who had been a knight candidate in a southern duchy, though not an official knight.
This one simply couldn't become a knight because he couldn't afford the required fees.

*Even larger knightly orders can be quite territorial about knight positions.*

At least the Imperial Black Lion Knights, befitting their name as the empire's strongest order, selected knights solely based on martial prowess.

But for mediocre marquisates, counties, or some minor duchies, becoming a knight often required more than just "personal ability."

For example, bribes or parental connections...

Still, having been a ducal knight candidate, he should have basic skills.
It might be worth taking a chance on him.

And the last person was a former Imperial Ranger.

I wondered why a ranger was working as an adventurer in Rupel Territory, but he too had his share of hardships.

-I lost my fingers during an operation. After that, I retired from the Imperial Rangers and now live as an adventurer and hunter.

The man with impressive dwarf-like bushy beard showed me his right hand.

The ring and little fingers were missing.

Even as he showed his injury, he added that it posed no problem for his archery.

His reason for joining the knights was simple financial hardship.
Apparently, due to his appearance having various issues, he wasn't often hired as an adventurer.

But isn't the fact that he can shoot a bow with two missing fingers proof that he's an incredible talent?

I passed him without further consideration.

People who have lost a part of their body are always strong.

It's like in that famous pirate manga from the neighboring world.
That super cool middle-aged red-haired man who sacrificed his left arm to the new world.

Anyway, I selected these four as regular knight candidates, and of the remaining eleven, I planned to bring eight as squires.

While "squire" is commonly understood as an attendant, it's not exactly like a servant but rather a title for junior knights, so it's not a bad designation.

After all, the Snow Leopard Knights don't have their own knight training process, nor do we have instructors to professionally manage and train candidates.

Of course, I express my sincere regrets to the remaining three who didn't pass the interview.
They clearly looked like rookies.

After all the interviews were finished, the adventurer guild master asked with a satisfied expression:

"How was it?"
"Well... not bad. Now that I've met them, fifteen doesn't seem too few."
"Being a quiet territory, we have skilled individuals hidden here and there."

In the end, whether they're truly skilled or not would have to be verified directly, but at least on paper and in face-to-face meetings, there weren't any major issues.

"Still, I wish we had one more regular knight-level talent..."
"You're too greedy, Baron."
"Am I?"
"For a territory that's just starting to become active, I guarantee that as more time passes, better talents will flow in."

The guild master's eyes sparkled as he spoke. He was openly showing his affection for Rupel Territory.

People who genuinely love their region are rarely sloppy in their work.

He's quite trustworthy.
Usually, those in charge of adventurer guilds approach things purely from a "business" perspective, so this attitude increased the guild master's credibility.

Definitely a rare case.

I think it would be good to keep him close if possible in the future.

"Now I need to talk with Commander Sianne and the existing knights."
"Indeed."

The sooner we recruit personnel, the better. To be honest, our knight order currently has almost no manpower.

Of course, even if we brought in all the applicants from earlier as members of the knight order, it would still be hard to escape the feeling of inadequacy for a while.

But it would be much better than now.
At the very least, we should have a scale worthy of being called a count's knight order.

That's when:

"Excuse me... Baron Rubern."

The receptionist of the adventurer guild peeked her head in and looked at me.

"There's an adventurer in the lobby looking for the administrator. I think they came after seeing the notice..."

I turned my head to look at the guild master, who shrugged as if he didn't know either.

"Haven't we closed the applications yet?"
"Our staff went to remove the flyers posted around the city and nearby villages. We might have oddly missed each other."
"Hmm..."

I've already selected enough people, so I could just say it's closed and be done with it.
Besides, everyone else submitted documents and went through thorough checks, so I can't give special treatment just because someone came late.

"I'm sorry, but please tell them we've already closed applications. We can't make an exception just for that person."

But the receptionist, seemingly troubled by my response, scratched her cheek and continued:

"But... the rank of that adventurer is a bit unusual."
"What about it?"
"They're Diamond rank."

A moment of silence descended.
My eyes met the guild master's almost simultaneously.

"A Diamond-rank adventurer? Not Gold, not Platinum, but Diamond???"
"Why would someone so rare—there aren't even twenty of them in the empire—be here?"
"Ahem! Hmm!!"

I quickly adjusted my posture and straightened my clothes.

"Of course they can come in. Please tell them to enter. And be very respectful so as not to offend them."

If they really came with the intention of joining the knight order, we absolutely couldn't miss this opportunity.

A guaranteed 5-star knight gacha.
Has it finally appeared!?

Ch.84 - Superstar Knight (3)
"May happiness spirits accompany you in your lives."

The elf who confidently walked into the interview room was unmistakably an elf.

Long ears, delicate features, and long green hair that flowed down—from behind, one might mistake him for a beautiful woman.

*But strangely enough, elves are hard to tell apart.*

Since they're all pretty and handsome, from my perspective, I could only distinguish them by their hair color, clothing, or manner of speech.

I once saw elf triplets and genuinely thought they were identical triplets.

But among the elf adventurers I knew, almost none had reached Diamond rank.

To begin with, not many elves chose the adventurer profession. Being a race that loved nature in its purest form, they showed little interest in hunting or dungeon exploration—the main work of adventurers.

Well, a rising star elf adventurer. That's the impression I got.

Given how mysterious their race is, with so little known about them, it wouldn't be strange if a skilled individual who had lived their entire life in the forest suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

"I am Baron Rubern Ailoy, loyal vassal to Count Dionaos Rupel and administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights."

I nodded slightly toward the elf in greeting, and he responded with a gentle smile.

"I am Regius."
"I heard you're a Diamond-rank adventurer. May I ask why you specifically sought out our knight order?"

Diamond-rank adventurers are treated well wherever they go.

Though adventurers, like mercenaries, are generally looked down upon, reaching the Diamond rank in such a harsh profession means one's skills are exceptional.

While Gold or Platinum-rank adventurers occasionally receive knighthood in a count's territory, I've never seen a Diamond adventurer join a knight order.

Successful freelancers typically earn much more than regular employees.

The elf who introduced himself as Regius nodded slowly at my question and spoke.

"Because you are here, Rubern Ailoy."

Uh...
What...?

Stunned by this unexpected answer, I was further shocked when Regius added:

"I was curious about who you really are."

Feeling a chill run down my spine, I involuntarily shuddered.

*If I heard correctly... this is definitely...*

I hastily stood up and politely expressed my refusal.

"Um, I'm sorry, but I'm heterosexual."

Shit.
This is my first time seeing a gay elf.

***

Ah! Spirit-loving elf adventurer!
May I request permission to attempt to ask if I may decline your application to join our knight order!!

...Fortunately, nothing like that happened.

"Um, what do you mean?"
"Huh? I'm heterosexual..."
"Do you perhaps know Wolfgang, the leader of the Sleepywood Troupe? We grew up together in the same hometown."
"Ah—!!"

That makes more sense.
How could an elf be homosexual?

Quickly moving past the spine-chilling situation, I finally regained my composure.

"I heard from Wolfgang that Administrator Rubern Ailoy is extremely capable. The locals in this territory also seem to hold you in high regard."
"Hahaha, thank you."

So he really joined the knight order because he was impressed by my reputation?

If he were human, I would have thought he was out of his mind.
But since Regius was an elf, I couldn't make that judgment.

From my few years here, I've learned that different races often have vastly different ways of thinking and lifestyles compared to humans.

For example, dwarves were crazy enough to dip bread in alcohol, and some beast-folk naturally accepted polygamy.

In fact, male beast-folk would be surrounded by females who dominated them.
I still vividly remember the look in their eyes, begging anyone to save them.

A truly gender-role-reversed world.

That's why I had to approach these matters sensitively.
I couldn't make hasty generalizations based on narrow-minded, non-progressive views.

The elf before me might have come from such a tribal society.

From the beginning, elves were a race that loved the beautiful harmony of body and soul, loyalty, faith, nature, leisure, and peace.

If he was a close friend of Wolfgang from the Sleepywood Troupe, who had stayed in Tipen Village for over a month, he might have expressed interest in joining the knight order simply based on my reputation...

But Regius once again shattered my expectations.

"What do you mean by joining the knight order?"
"Huh? Aren't you here to join the knight order?"
"No, I'm not."
"?????"

Even the guild master looked confused about what was happening.

"I simply came looking for Administrator Rubern Ailoy because I heard he was here."

The confusion was quickly resolved when Regius clearly stated his purpose for visiting.

Damn it.

Right, it was strange to begin with that a Diamond-rank adventurer would give up his status to join a knight order.

But I was really disappointed.
This is why false hope is called false hope—I briefly dreamed an impossible dream.

It was like almost pulling a 5-star limited gacha...

As I visibly deflated, the guild master beside me observed my expression and tried to smooth things over.

"Ah, it seems my employee had a misunderstanding. He's quite new here."
"These things happen. It's understandable."

A mishap arising from a simple misunderstanding.
I'm not petty enough to make a big deal out of this.

"So you came solely to speak with me?"
"I went to the knight order headquarters and was told you were here at the adventurer's guild."
"I see."

The guild master cleared his throat and stood up.

"Then I'll take my leave. The interviews are finished, aren't they?"
"Yes, I suppose so."
"I have another appointment this evening, so I should be going now."
"Take care. Thank you so much for your help today."

Being an adventurer guild master is surprisingly busy. He had to manage not just Petaronto but all the small branches scattered throughout the Rupel Territory.

"Please take your time and enjoy your conversation. I'll have a staff member bring some refreshments."

The guild master left, and soon the embarrassed employee came in scratching his head, bringing refreshments—a set of premium cookies that had arrived with a merchant caravan from the capital.

He apologized to Regius and me once more before quickly exiting the reception room.

He must have been quite embarrassed, being the one who caused the commotion.
It might have been his first time seeing a Diamond adventurer, since Pirhak had only stayed in Tipen Village last time.

Now only Regius and I remained in the spacious reception room.

An awkward silence.
Regius nibbled on a few cookies silently, then looked me straight in the eyes and said:

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy, what happened to the child named Lucy?"
"Kuhp—! Puh, khelock-collock!!"

Also feeling the awkward atmosphere, I had been drinking tea when his sudden question made me spray it out.

Before the hydro pump from my mouth could hit him directly, Regius made a slight hand gesture that instantly removed the liquid from the air.

Magic activated without casting, wands, or formulas.
Spirit magic.

As a Diamond-rank elf adventurer, he was naturally a spirit mage.
Even from that simple gesture, I could vaguely understand how advanced his spirit magic was.

"Have you seen Lucy?"
"Yes. She was running around the city with the local children. I was a bit surprised."
"...Do you know her identity as well?"

To my probing question, the noble elf answered without hesitation.

"Gold Dragon blood flows in her. Very strongly too."

Definitely identified.
There was no way to deny it now.

Wolfgang, also an elf, had encountered Lucy before, but he hadn't shown any signs of noticing anything unusual.

"Have you told anyone else?"

Either way, he knew Lucy's identity.

As her safety was a critical matter, when I showed a slightly guarded attitude, Regius placed both palms on the table in a reassuring gesture.

It was a silent expression that he meant no harm.
He went further by revealing his true name.

"My real name is Reaarlic Girdo Uraos. It means 'the rain cloud embracing the outer forest.' I have no intention of harming her."

When an elf reveals their true name to a human, it means they truly acknowledge that person. Living through countless ages, an elf's name itself represents traces of long history and time.

With the other party going this far, I couldn't remain completely guarded.

"I'm just curious... how did you come to bring her here? What was the reason?"

At least there's no hostility.

Elves rarely show aggression first—in nine out of ten cases, it's because the other party did something wrong, or simply because the elf's intuitive judgment led them to keep their distance.

Elves were comparable to venerable races like dragons among the many humanoid races.

Rather, Regius was likely trying to understand my intentions in bringing Lucy, a Gold Dragon descendant.

I decided to tell the elf before me everything about the current situation.

"She is half-human, half-dragon. The child of the dragon knight Orgius and a Gold Dragon."

From the goblin den near Tipen Village to the Red Dragon Percerscaron—a long story began.

***

"So that's what happened."
"I'm keeping her purely for protection. When she grows up enough, I'll have to tell her the truth."
"That was a wise choice. I sincerely thank you for your kindness."

Regius bowed his head in gratitude. For me, I had only done what was natural, but there are plenty of people in this world who don't do what's "natural."

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes?"
"I understand you're looking for members for your knight order."

Wait a minute.
If he's saying this now...

"Yes, that's right."
"Would my race or status prevent me from joining the knight order?"

My mind went blank again. At this point, the question resurfaced.

"Um, do you really intend to join the knight order?"
"If possible, I'd like to watch her grow. The spirits accompanying me seem to wish for the same."

Spirits.
Elves who leave their homeland tend to travel wherever the spirits guide them rather than settling in one place.

Sometimes, when spirits suggest settling in a particular area for a while, elves establish themselves there.

It could be for days or decades.
For elves who easily live a thousand years and spirits that are more than material beings, decades are but fleeting memories.

That was the case with the Imperial Ranger elves who participated in the last great expedition.

Even Wolfgang, who led the troupe in question, had settled in Tipen Village for a few weeks.

"If my race is an issue, there's no need to accept me. I can simply live in this city and observe..."

I firmly grasped Regius's hand as he made a disappointed expression and shook my head vigorously.

"Not at all!! You're absolutely welcome to join!!"

When an obviously overpowered character volunteers to join?
Ah, how could I resist?

Ch.85 - Superstar Knight (4)
"An elf wants to become a knight!? Is that elf in their right mind!?"

Is that really so surprising? Talk about an overreaction.

—That's what I might have thought, but not a single person among the vassals felt that way. Even I, who brought the news, worried about how to explain it properly to avoid starting strange rumors.

The vassals weren't the only ones looking dumbfounded.

The Count of Rupel, the sole ruler of the knights and lord over the vassals, seemed to think he had misheard and kept asking me to repeat myself.

"Is what you're saying true, Administrator?"
"Yes. It's the absolute truth without any falsehood. He said he would settle in Petaronto, guided by the spirits."
"I can hardly believe what I'm hearing."

The vassals couldn't fully accept the fact that an elf—a Diamond-rank adventurer, no less—would voluntarily join a knightly order in a remote county of the Empire.

I would have reacted the same way.
I might have even lost my temper, insisting it was impossible. Asking who they thought they were fooling.

But ta-da! Nothing is truly impossible!

"...What does the Captain think?"

Count Rupel's gaze shifted to Sianne, who was sitting beside me.

She had slept in quite late today and, upon waking, was thrown into confusion by the news that some elf wanted to join the knights.

Of course, she regained her composure after hearing my explanation, before falling into an even deeper panic.

Still, she was my direct superior and the leader of the knights. Above all, she was the co-guardian of Lucy, who was the main reason Regius wanted to settle in Petaronto.

She needed to know in advance.

Definitely not because I was afraid of getting an earful if I told her later.

"Regius offered to be her tutor. Even though she's half-human, half-dragon, with dragon blood flowing through her veins, wouldn't an elf be better suited to educate her than a human?"
"Hmmmm...!!"

Sianne seemed to consider it briefly before nodding as if she had no choice.

"I suppose there's no helping it! You're right, Rubern."
"But why are you smiling faintly?"
"Ah!? These lips of mine are so mischievous!"

Sianne hurriedly slapped her own mouth.

Yes... it must be hard for Sianne too. Lately, Lucy had been showing signs of becoming less obedient.

Having to practically live in the office and being unable to focus on her duties as Captain was the least of her worries.

Being pestered to play at all hours or listening to whining about hunger—even I sometimes felt like giving the child a light knock on the head when I watched.

That's why we just let her go outside to play today.

But if she had a dedicated tutor, Sianne could escape from some of the pains of child-rearing.

Though we adopted her as our daughter, this truly was responsibility without pleasure.

I felt it clearly when we took Lucy in.
All mothers and fathers in the world are truly great.

"I really don't know what we'll do when she hits puberty."
"Just thinking about it makes me dizzy."
"We needed someone to take on the role of educator anyway. We're her guardians and knights, not teachers."
"If he becomes her educator, it will greatly help shape her character going forward."

Half-human, half-dragon daughter going through puberty. I suddenly tried to imagine what Lucy would be like then.

Right now, she smiles brightly whenever she sees me and is quite affectionate.

But someday she might hang a sign on her door saying "Knock before entering," refuse to come out for meals saying she'll eat later...

Barely greeting me when we meet, being disrespectful...

On top of that, plotting mischief with the children of Petaronto, lighting cigarettes with her breath, accidentally shooting dragon fire at me, her father...

"ARRRGH!!!!"
"What, what's wrong!? So suddenly!?"
"I've peeked behind the veil and glimpsed the future... there was nothing but destruction."

That absolutely cannot happen.
I had to prevent my small, precious Lucy from falling into such corruption.

As her appearance had already grown from that of a 7-year-old to looking like a 12-year-old elementary school student, it was also necessary to provide her with systematic education.

"Ultimately, it's the Captain, Sianne, who must lead this person. Do you think this elf should be accepted as a knight in our order?"
"I approve."

When Sianne officially expressed her agreement—likely motivated by the desire to be freed from childcare—the other vassals began to waver.

"When you think about it, it might not be so bad..."
"Elves are a race that doesn't pledge loyalty or become subordinate to others by someone else's will. Whatever his intentions may be, it will certainly have a positive impact on the Count's reputation."

Honestly, if a Diamond-rank elf adventurer suddenly joined the knights, it would elevate not only the status of the knightly order but the entire county.

A Diamond-rank adventurer voluntarily walking into a previously unremarkable knightly order?

There could be no better rumor to boost the prestige of both the knights and the territory they serve.

The vassals, having generally accepted the situation, reluctantly approved Regius's recruitment, but...

Count Rupel still seemed concerned about something.

"Is there another issue, sir?"
"Not exactly. But as the lord of a territory, even though I don't think the elf has approached with ill intentions, I should know why he wants to join the Snow Leopard Knights."

At the Count's words, I kept my mouth firmly shut.

Of course, if I mentioned that he had immediately recognized Lucy's true identity, Count Rupel would certainly understand and accept it.

Unfortunately, this was a place where all the vassals were gathered.

In the county, only Sianne, myself, and Count Rupel himself knew about Lucy's true identity.

Security had to be maintained strictly.

"I will look into that matter separately and report back to you in detail."
"I'll be counting on you."

With those words, Count Rupel tapped the small bell placed in front of his seat.

Ding-ding—
The clear metallic sound echoed throughout the meeting hall.

"Let's conclude this matter here. Have the verifications for the other knight candidates been completed?"
"Yes, they have. They match the documents submitted by Administrator Rubern."

The security officer nodded and replied. He may not always get along with me, but his work is certainly thorough and meticulous.

"We must prepare for the investiture ceremony. A baronial appointment followed immediately by knightly positions... I never thought such days would return to Rupel Territory."

Count Rupel spoke with a faint smile on his face.

"Once again, things have unfolded as you said, Sir Rubern Ailoy."

***

"...Never fear in the face of the enemy. Always speak the truth."

Count Rupel, dressed in armor, spoke in a deep voice. No matter how many times I see it, the fully armored Count Rupel truly looks magnificent.

Though my knight-fanboy phase has long since passed.

Seeing him standing proudly in that gleaming silver armor almost brings back that old excitement.

"Knights, kneel."

As Sianne, standing beside the Count, drew her sword and spoke, everyone attending the ceremony bent one knee in unison.

Soon, from Regius on the far right to Arent, the former Imperial Ranger, the Count tapped each shoulder with his sword, declaring them knights of Rupel.

Of course, the squires, not yet formal knights, did not undergo the same ritual.

Doing that for eight additional people would look rather silly anyway.

"With this, I proclaim you the swords and shields of Rupel. I look forward to your service."

When the investiture of the four knights was complete, Count Dionaos Rupel sheathed his sword.

Finally.

The Snow Leopard Knights officially had ten knights, eight squires, and one administrator.

The total still barely exceeded twenty members, but...

It was much better than when there were only six of us.

Decart, a priest-knight who would also serve as the order's religious advisor.

Liberio, a fallen knight who had drifted in from the eastern territory, the Karahan Marquisate.

Irpin, who had been a knight candidate from the Howl Duchy.

Andrei, a former Imperial Ranger.

Regius, an elf and Diamond-rank adventurer.

"Knights, rise."

I took in the sight of the new members of the knightly order standing proudly before Count Rupel. Just looking at them made my heart swell.

How we had struggled with the shortage of personnel. We couldn't even form the minimum unit of three knights per team, so whenever an incident occurred, we had to rush there all together to handle it. Those days were finally over.

Truly a momentous occasion.

Finally, when Judicial Officer Arthur Tarantino firmly closed the cover of the Imperial Law Book:

"All ceremonies of the investiture are now complete."

Buuuuuuuu—

The majestic sound of horns blown by the soldiers filled the garden of the Count's residence where the ceremony was held.

All official proceedings were now over.

I approached the people who had become our new family members, along with the other knights.

Well, what's left now?

Obviously, it's time to get to know each other better.

Tonight is the company dinner.
Every single member of the Snow Leopard Knights must attend!

...And so that day, the Balgrud Tavern in Petaronto received nineteen drunk patrons.

The two broken tables and twelve shattered glass cups were just a bonus.

Ch.86 - The Melancholy Of Baron Kirten (1)
"Haaah..."

Baron Kirten Mexis propped his chin on one hand and let out a deep sigh.

Several months had passed since his meeting with Rubern Ailoy in Tipen Village. The hot summer was slowly fading, and the season of chilly winds had returned to the Rupel Territory.

Quite some time had passed since then.

During that period, Administrator Rubern had hosted the Rupel Cooking Competition, spreading the territory's name throughout the Bolivar Empire. He had also identified the cause of earthquakes occurring along the mountains in northern Rupel and the Hebron Duchy, successfully subjugating an earth dragon.

As a reward, he had not only been granted the title of baron but also, remarkably, had taken the eighth position among the existing vassals.

Of course, his achievements warranted it. Who could possibly doubt Rubern's abilities?

And it wasn't just his military accomplishments.

Rubern Ailoy was showing exceptional results as the administrator of the knights as well.

The once-disregarded "Snow Leopard Knights," which even his own people's knights had subtly looked down upon, had recently undergone a major expansion and could now rightfully be called "the knights of the count's territory."

Additionally, the construction of the "Iron Road"—a highway connecting Zahed, Petaronto, and his own Montelgo—was progressing steadily.

Rumors had it that Marco Firenze, the legendary merchant who single-handedly established the free city of San Mariano, had volunteered to be a sponsor.

Despite being in office for less than a year, Rubern was accomplishing incredible feats one after another.

But the more such news reached him, the more Baron Mexis was consumed by a bitter emptiness alongside his joy.

After all, that was precisely the life Kirten Mexis himself had truly desired.

Until Dionaos Rupel returned defeated from the Great Expedition, Kirten had believed his destiny was to strengthen the Barony of Kirten to support the count's territory.

So he worked even harder.

Finally, as he had wished, the free city of Montelgo became as wealthy as any major city in other territories.

But the situation in the Rupel County hadn't improved at all.

Every business venture seemed to fail.

Merchants showed no mercy to the weakened lord, and the count's treasury grew emptier by the day.

In the end, it was Kirten Mexis who had to fill the gap.

However, unlike himself who had declared lifelong loyalty to Count Rupel, the officials of Montelgo began showing noticeable discontent toward vassals who only exploited without giving anything in return.

In a way, it was understandable. Montelgo was a city that had risen on its own without support from the count's territory, and its people took pride in having cultivated a free city.

That's why Kirten had to remain as the lord of the barony. If he were to return under the count's direct control, the discontent of Montelgo's residents would surely never subside.

But now that all those hardships were being resolved and the territory's situation was gradually improving...

Baron Kirten Mexis had fallen into endless tedium.

There was nothing left for him to do here.

The residents were building their own lives, and progressive scientists and magicians continued making great discoveries in the free city of Montelgo.

Merchants brought in new goods without rest, and the city officials who managed them handled public affairs competently and stably.

For Montelgo, Lord Kirten Mexis had become merely a "symbolic figure" governing the region.

Thinking about it made him feel drained.

*Perhaps it's time for me to retire.*

If he stepped down as administrator of the barony, he would naturally return to Petaronto, as his family had been part of Count Rupel's household for generations.

Whether he could rise to a position among the vassals was uncertain, but he could help his lord directly in some way.

Just as Kirten Mexis was seriously contemplating "quitting as lord"...

A refined maid's voice came from outside the closed study door.

"My lord, a guest has arrived from Petaronto."
"Ah, already? I'll be right out."

Kirten rose from his seat, put on the coat hanging on the rack, and headed straight for the mansion's lobby.

Rubern Ailoy.
He had finally arrived in the free city of Montelgo.

***

"It's been a while, Chen. Becoming a people's knight seems to have made you quite dignified."
"Tell me about it. I finally understand why mercenaries sing praises about knighthood."

The woman who had once served as both the vigilante group and resident mercenary band of Tipen Village grinned, perking up her ears.

After the major overhaul of the barony's people's knights...

She had quickly cooperated with other members who had suffered under the tyrannical Franken, successfully unifying the people's knights.

As a result, the city's security had greatly improved, and I'd heard the good news that the residents' opinion of the people's knights, which had hit rock bottom due to their previous misconduct, was improving day by day.

She had completely established herself in the free city of Montelgo.

See, what did I tell you?
She was clearly a promising talent from the start.

"But you look radiant yourself, Administrator. Don't you think, Baron Rubern Ailoy?"

As Chen smiled mischievously with narrowed eyes, I responded with a smile of my own.

"It's officially Sir Rubern Ailoy now. By the way, where is Baron Kirten Mexis?"
"He'll be here soon. The maid just went to fetch him."
"Baron Rubern Ailoy."

Speak of the devil.

No sooner had I been chatting with Chen than Baron Kirten Mexis came down the Y-shaped staircase to greet me in the lobby.

"Welcome to the free city of Montelgo and the barony."
"So this is Montelgo. It's my first visit, but I'm amazed. It reminds me of the imperial capital."
"Hahaha! You flatter me. Though I am confident it doesn't fall short compared to any major city."
"The people of a territory with such a wise ruler must be happy."

At my words, Baron Kirten hesitated momentarily, then replied with a bitter expression.

"Not at all. Please, come inside. I've prepared the finest quality tea produced in our territory."

With those words, the baron turned around and led the way.

Does he have some deep concern?
I followed him toward the reception room.

The reception room was just inside the first-floor lobby. Despite being a two-story mansion, the entire space felt very open and spacious.

To be honest, the living quarters themselves seemed much more luxurious than the count's residence in Petaronto.

Well... partly because Dionaos Rupel is particularly frugal, and partly because the free city of Montelgo is much larger than Petaronto.

As I sat down in the prepared seat with these personal observations, the fragrant scent of tea gently tickled my nose.

"You may leave now."

With a slight gesture from Baron Kirten, the servants bowed and disappeared.

"How is it, Baron? This variety is grown in the tea fields south of Montelgo. Add a spoonful of raspberry jam to the hot brew, and you won't find a better cup of black tea anywhere."

Barleyni, was it? I had tried it once before when I visited the Hebron Duchy on official business, before being appointed as the administrator of the Rupel Territory.

*It was quite delicious.*

Following the baron's suggestion, I carefully stirred the jam from the elegant dish into the tea.
Then I cautiously raised the cup to taste it.

The first sensation was bitterness.
Then the tangy yet sweet flavor of raspberry jam quickly enveloped my tongue.

"Oh, this is quite something."
"Isn't it?"

Baron Kirten Mexis nodded with satisfaction.

"The land of the free city of Montelgo and this barony is extremely fertile. Although tea culture typically requires a certain level of economic support, it has become accessible to all residents of Montelgo without difficulty."

No wonder this barony once single-handedly supported the count's territory's economy. While Zahed's iron industry is certainly massive, mining alone is far from sufficient to sustain an entire territory.

After all, this barony is the main food supplier for the territory.

I savored the rest of the tea and gave Baron Kirten a thumbs up.

"You have every right to be proud."
"Not at all. It's thanks to the residents who have worked hard, not me."
"I believe excessive modesty can be poisonous..."
"Yet the one practicing excessive modesty more than anyone is you yourself, Baron Rubern."

No... I'm not being modest so much as uncomfortable with being praised like that.

The greater the expectations, the greater the disappointment.

Rather than having people be greatly disappointed, it's wiser to constantly set low expectations.

If someone says, "What? Rubern is worthless?" I can confidently retort, "I've always said I'm worthless, you bastards!!"

The only area I can somewhat confidently claim to excel in is administrative work.

That's why I react so strongly whenever the Leschanberg Plains are mentioned.

That wasn't administration but strategy and tactics.
If too much weight is placed on such things, the arrows will eventually come back to me one way or another.

I'm not some black-haired grand marshal from somewhere, and I don't have the ability to lead every battle to victory.

"But do you have some concern? You showed a similar reaction earlier."
"Ah..."

At my words, Baron Kirten deliberately averted his gaze. Something is definitely wrong.

Kirten Mexis was clearly a capable lord.

At the very least, in developing the Barony of Kirten to this extent, he must have been helpful rather than hindering.

Could there be a problem with a nearby dungeon?
Or perhaps some issue with the social structure of the city as the population inflowing into the entire Rupel Territory has increased recently?

As an ominous feeling stirred within me at the thought that it was none other than Kirten Mexis who was troubled...

Kirten Mexis silently sipped the tea in front of him.

Then, as if having made some decision, he looked straight at me and spoke.

"...Baron Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes?"
"Would you perhaps be interested in becoming a lord?"

Ch.87 - The Melancholy Of Baron Kirten (2)
At first, I thought I'd misheard him. A lord? Was he talking about some kind of servant command mark or tattoo?

If not that, I assumed he was joking.

"Would you like to become a lord?"
"Of course!"
"Actually, I'm lying. Just think about it."

It would be a bit rude, but... it's not entirely impossible. Baron Kirten Mexis might consider me almost a close friend with some internal affinity.

But the baron's expression was deadly serious.

Just like when he mercilessly kicked out Franken!

"What do you mean by that?"

Thinking it might be a loyalty test, I looked straight into his eyes as I asked.

Hey, don't underestimate a veteran who's spent three years in the Imperial Black Lion Knights. I didn't survive on wits alone.

"I mean exactly what I said. It would become Baron Rubern's territory instead of Baron Kirten's. You can change the name of the territory as you wish anyway..."
"No, no, that's not what I meant."

My mind was in chaos. So suddenly?

Was he really going to throw away his position as lord after cultivating a territory that was exceptionally prosperous even among the count's domains?

As far as I knew, there were only two cases where a lord would give up their territory.

Stepping down for political reasons, whether due to power struggles or disputes with neighboring territories.

And the other was when the granted territory was hopelessly terrible.

How could Baron Kirten be caught up in a power struggle? In this city and autonomous region, Baron Kirten Mexis's position was as solid as Count Rupel's.

If anything, the count's domain might keep him in check, but there was absolutely no threat to the baron's position otherwise.

So if it's the latter...

"Has there been a rebellion in your territory recently?"
"W-what are you saying?!"
"Or was all of this just a mirage? Are cracks starting to form in the golden tower you built by gathering the souls of your territory's people?!"
"What do you take me for?"
"If not that, then why are you suddenly handing over your position as lord?!"

The baron sighed deeply at my words and added:

"Honestly, I've been feeling quite bored lately."

Boredom, huh.
Thinking about Baron Kirten's current situation, it made sense.

People need goals to stay motivated. Look at me—I'm traveling all over the count's territory almost every day.

I have mountains of work to do, and my ultimate destination is still far away.

Boredom? If I had the luxury to feel that, I'd rather gnaw on another chicken.

I'm already too busy to properly focus on nutrition, and I'm losing muscle mass from protein deficiency.

But Baron Kirten Mexis has already finished his work.

The free city of Montelgo has already left his hands, and the Barony of Kirten runs smoothly without his constant supervision.

Of course, it's a good thing when a territory runs well without problems.

But for someone like me... the story is different.

When I first met Baron Kirten Mexis in Tipen Village, my first impression was that he had a personality similar to mine.

He seemed more suited to being an administrator who handles practical matters and leads change, rather than a lord who reigns leisurely.

*I used to feel bored often when I was in the Imperial Black Lion Knights too.*

It's just like those veteran players in MMORPGs who've finished all the endgame content and just sit around the town square with their /dance emotes on.

When there's nothing to do, you kill time with meaningless activities.

Just completing daily quests (reviewing paperwork), occasionally going on raids (business trips)... After repeating such a routine for weeks or months, you start questioning your life.

"Why don't you take a vacation instead?"
"Unfortunately, I'm not one who enjoys traveling."
"...Then how about enjoying some delicious food to refresh yourself?"
"The LuCiH Association Montelgo branch opened just last week, didn't it? After eating chicken for every meal, I'm getting a bit tired of it."

No matter how delicious chicken is, of course you'd get sick of it eating it like that, you madman.

Fried food gets tiresome quickly, and he managed to eat it for three meals a day. He's not some broke college student—I never dreamed he'd eat chicken even for breakfast.

"I think this feeling won't go away until something happens in the barony... To wish for trouble in my territory as its lord—I'm truly unqualified."

Baron Kirten spoke with sad eyes.

Damn, he's a severe workaholic.
I used to be like this too.

"So that's why. Baron Rubern Ailoy already holds the same baronial title as me... and you're one of the few people I can trust with the Barony of Kirten."

As he said, there was no reason it couldn't work. I had a proper title, and my abilities were recognized as one of the eight vassals.

However... whether the residents of the barony would easily accept such a change in lordship was another matter.

Ironically, Baron Kirten Mexis's biggest flaw and problem lay in the overwhelming trust of his residents.

Count Rupel couldn't easily replace the lord because he couldn't predict how much backlash there would be.

He had merely been "granted" the territory, so if the count wished, he could reclaim authority over it.

But Dionaos Rupel would surely worry about the residents developing resentment over such an action.

He was a ruler who prioritized his territory's people above all else.

"I truly appreciate your high opinion of me, but I'm afraid that won't be possible."

I politely declined Baron Kirten Mexis's offer. A lord's position isn't like a duty shift—the barons under the count can't just take turns.

"I thought as much."
"But I think I can help ease your concerns a little."
"...How so?"

I savored the still-steaming hot tea before answering.

"Through the inspector system."

***

Inspector.

It was actually a system created by the empire's emperor to check the expansion of local lords' power. But since it was officially recorded in imperial law, it could be applied to Baron Kirten as well.

Literally, it was a system to replace existing lords according to certain standards or cycles, or when there was a valid reason.

In this case, "substitute temporarily" would be more accurate than "replace."

"What was the reason I came to visit the Barony of Kirten in the first place?"
"For the Iron Road construction project, wasn't it?"
"Exactly."

Now that the Rupel Territory's reputation has improved and merchant caravans are increasing, it's time to focus solely on road construction.

But the biggest problem with this construction project is the terrible terrain of the Rupel Territory.

It shares a border with the Hebron Duchy, has abundant underground resources, and is relatively close to the imperial capital—so why hasn't it developed?

Because the terrain is absolutely dreadful.

Massive mountain ranges cut through the northern and eastern routes toward the Hebron Duchy.

And the southern part of the territory—except for Montelgo and the barony managed by Baron Kirten—is mostly mountainous, making transportation extremely inconvenient.

Some villages are in such a state that walking is faster than using a carriage.

That's why I proposed the Iron Road, and why the vassals made the construction project the territory's top priority.

Reputation alone cannot develop a territory and city.

It ultimately depends on accessibility.

As for reputation, we already had high-quality iron ore, Campten's potions that were becoming famous even in the capital, and above all, the LuCiH Association and Rupel beer, the best outputs from the recent cooking competition.

But for the former issue, it was impossible to resolve without building entirely new roads.

"The Iron Road is divided into three sections."
"I received the project plan. From Jahed to Petaronto, from Petaronto to Tipen, and from Tipen to our Montelgo, correct?"
"The problem is the road from Petaronto to Tipen Village."

Jahed already had some of the best infrastructure in the Rupel Territory. Petaronto, being used as a main road, didn't have any major inconveniences either.

After Marco Firenze's investment, construction began first on the section connecting Jahed and Petaronto.

But Petaronto-Tipen was a different story.

"The terrain is unnecessarily steep, and the villages that could serve as intermediate points are all scattered. As a result, there are many bandits in the area."

Going from Petaronto to the imperial capital took almost the same time as going to Tipen Village.
Despite being much closer on the map!

"So we decided to overhaul this entire area. Tipen Village will likely develop into a small city soon."

Baron Kirten's eyes sparkled again at my words.

"...We certainly need someone on-site to organize the village."
"And the distance between Tipen Village and the Barony of Kirten is quite close, isn't it?"

Here's the point:
Baron Kirten Mexis would be temporarily dispatched to Tipen Village—which might become a new barony—to assist and advise on the road construction connecting Montelgo and Jahed.

This could significantly speed up the road construction.

Antonio the Tribune was overseeing the road connecting Petaronto and Jahed, but I was managing everything from Petaronto to Tipen and Montelgo by myself.

"Hmm..."

The baron's expression brightened, unlike before.
He was genuinely happy at the prospect of having work to do.

"If you take charge of that section, I can handle the road from here in Montelgo to Tipen, can't I?"
"That would work well."

It's about cooperation. Since this road construction is far more than just a local project, the barony's residents would understand.

"Then shall we ask Count Rupel for his thoughts on this matter?"
"Sounds good."

Baron Kirten Mexis immediately wrote a letter to be delivered to the count and sent it through the fastest courier in Montelgo.

The next day.
The count's reply, delivered by the courier early in the morning, was extremely concise:

[Proceed as planned.]

With the count's permission secured, Baron Kirten Mexis began preparing for his assignment as soon as the words left his mouth.

The time it took to appoint me as the minor lord of the Barony of Kirten and transfer all proxy governance qualifications was just one day.

Displaying incredible administrative efficiency, Baron Kirten completed his preparations to leave for his new assignment.

"Then I'll head to Tipen Village with the People's Knights."
"Your drive for action is impressive."
"Hahaha, getting a real job after so long fills me with energy!"

Baron Kirten burst into laughter.

"I entrust Montelgo and the barony to you, Baron Rubern."
"If you think I'm misbehaving, you can rush right back. It's right next door after all."

I responded with my own joke, then saw him off as he disappeared with his carriage and knights.

From my perspective, this was actually welcome news.

I had been quite worried about how to manage that Petaronto-Tipen section, but now it looks like I won't have to lift a finger.

Kirten Mexis is an excellent administrator and official. Knowing him, I'm sure he'll do well.

And you know what...

"Minor Lord Rubern Ailoy, I am the head maid Izayoi, responsible for your stay here. I look forward to serving you."
"Yes, then... could you prepare a hot bath for me first?"

I spoke to the neat maid who bowed behind me, while looking at the massive mansion.

Not only did he give me this minor lord position, but he's also letting me stay in this magnificent mansion...
I can't contain my excitement!!

Woohoo~~~~!
Super lucky territory get─!!!!!

Ch.88 - My Administrator! (1)
"Ah, this is happiness."

Those words naturally flowed from me these days.

After waking up in the morning and finishing a light training session, I'd have breakfast prepared by the incredibly skilled chefs.

Then I'd leave the baron's residence and leisurely stroll through the streets of Montelgo, the free city. Around noon, when the sun was shining brightly, I'd enter any shop that caught my fancy to satisfy my hunger.

In the evening, I'd return to the count's residence, finish the day's paperwork, and then enjoy another exquisite dinner.

After that, it was purely free time for myself.

I'd swing my sword at the training grounds meticulously maintained by Chen, the commander of the People's Knights.

Following that, I'd complete 100 push-ups, 100 sit-ups, 100 squats, and a 5km run.

Then I'd soak away my fatigue in the large bath heated by Izayoi, the head maid.

And when I finally laid down on the king-sized bed (maximum softness) prepared in the guest room, it was nothing short of paradise.

Life in the knights wasn't bad, of course, but it was communal living, and with the recent expansion of personnel, the headquarters had become quite crowded.

Lately, I hadn't had any time to myself. Wherever I went, I was bound to run into people.

And on top of that...

"Daddy!! Play with me!"
"Lucy, look here. Can't you see all these stacked papers?"
"Don't care! Play with me!"
"Why don't you play with the other kids... Why aren't you playing outside today?"
"My friends all went home. It's 8 o'clock now!"

Whenever I was working so intensely that I lost track of time, without fail, a blonde rest-thief with a full belly would appear to torment me.

With the influx of squires, Sianne, who had relatively little to do, took on training and correction duties.

Naturally, childcare fell to me.

"Administrator Rubern, you need to spend some time with Lucy too...!"
"Commander Sianne, how can you assign me work and then tell me to watch Lucy too!?"
"I feel like I'm dying... Please... I'm begging you... Last time you said you were her husband!"

If I had said that was something like an "office wife" concept, I would have been sliced into 16 pieces by Sianne's Eren Sword Saint Style, so I kept quiet.

Besides, seeing Sianne with eyes completely soaked in fatigue, I couldn't help but agree.

She had indeed taken care of Lucy a lot until now.

I never knew the responsibility of childcare could be so heavy.

It might have been different if Lucy were actually the result of Sianne and me fooling around.

Taking care of a bloodline born between a centuries-old figure named Orgius and a Gold Dragon was mentally draining for both Sianne and me.

I even thought one day that it would be nice if she hit puberty and pretended not to know her mom and dad!

"Phew..."

Still, as I soaked in the hot water, Lucy's face began to float before my eyes.

It felt like I could hear her cheerful laughter in my ears.

Hate it or not, she's my kid.
It's only been two days, and I already miss her.

The reason I visited the Barony of Kirten in the first place was to proceed with the Iron Road construction project.

My status had simply been elevated from a retainer dispatched from the count's family to a minor lord of the barony, but the schedule itself remained unchanged.

My task was to design a road connecting Montelgo and Tipen Village with surveyors and professional builders I had connections with from my time serving in the Black Lion Knights, and to set the direction for the initial construction.

This wasn't something that could be completed in a day or two, so the dispatch schedule was set for about two weeks.

Well, two weeks isn't really that long for road construction.
This was purely because Montelgo's transportation was so well-developed.

Normally, it would take at least a few months.

The reason Baron Kirten readily accepted being dispatched to Tipen Village was because the road construction difficulty between Petaronto and Tipen was at least twice as challenging as Montelgo.

At this point, I have a reasonable suspicion that Baron Kirten might have been Korean in a past life.

You know how Koreans get so excited about hellish difficulty levels after seeing the ending content.

"Minor Lord?"

Just then, a clear female voice came from outside the bathroom.

"I've prepared the simple milk and snacks you requested outside."
"Ah, thank you, Izayoi."
"Then I'll take my leave..."

Thud, thud.
The sound of footsteps gradually faded away.

That's Izayoi for you.
We've only known each other for three days, but I was amazed at how efficiently she handled everything, as if she could stop time.

Even the head maid is so competent—Baron Kirten is truly blessed.

Anyway, today's schedule in the Barony of Kirten was coming to an end.

Tomorrow I'm scheduled to meet the personnel who came up from the capital, so I should eat my snack and get to bed early.

I'm finally experiencing the true value of "freedom"—sleeping when I want to sleep, eating when I want to eat, and bathing whenever I want to bathe.

I stretched out fully and then...

Splash.
Dunked my face into the hot water.

***

"Here's their list."
"Only 10 from Montelgo, and just 50 from the entire barony... Even adding the workers coming up from the capital, we'll only have about 100 people."

I placed my hand on my forehead and spoke. The Adventure Guild Master sitting across from me let out a deep sigh.

"We can't help it. Meeting all the criteria is too strict."

Hey, why are you acting like that?
You're making me look like some evil client who finally gave approval after requesting countless revisions.

Well, I did request some revisions.

I was truly horrified when they staffed people who seemed to have never done this kind of work before, and even included a 12-year-old child on the list.

What do you take me for, a Somalian child labor farm owner?

A 15-year-old might be understandable, but a 12-year-old was too much.

Besides that, I thoroughly filtered out anyone who seemed likely to cause accidents in road construction.
If an industrial accident occurred, there would be no solution.

Do you think this world has workers' compensation insurance? If something goes wrong, I'd be the one bearing all the responsibility.

"Let's go with this for now. Well, I'll have to hire mercenaries with extra pay to make up for the shortage of manpower."
"Understood."
"And don't think I'm being too picky. The Imperial Court is already cracking down on local governance, and if they find fault with even the smallest things, your respected Baron Kirten could be gone in an instant."
"I'll keep that in mind."

The magic of mentioning Baron Kirten Mexis—even those who initially tried to cut corners turned into gentle lambs.

It seemed that Baron Kirten enjoyed overwhelming trust from his subjects, similar to how Count Dionaos Rupel was revered in Petaronto and other cities.

To leave such a happy life territory and walk into hardship by choice.

This is how scary workaholism is, everyone.

"Minor Lord, Guild Master."
"??"

Just as I was about to neatly organize the documents and hand them over to the Guild Master, the guild receptionist peeked her head through the curtain.

"The guests from the capital have arrived."
"Ah, tell them we're coming out now."

We stood up and went outside. Now that the personnel were decided, we needed to send official documents throughout the barony and wait for people to arrive.

In the meantime, I had to survey and design the road with the builders from the capital—determining which direction to build and how wide to make it.

As we left the guild master's office where we had been meeting privately, the guild lobby was bustling with many people.

'What? Did they bring all the workers too? I heard they were departing separately.'

However, I froze in place when I recognized people in familiar armor.

They weren't my guests.

Full plate armor painted black, with black fur like a lion's mane decorating the back.

The emblem on the scabbard at their waists depicted the double-headed eagle symbolizing the "Imperial Family" of the noble Bolivar Empire.

Why are the Black Lion Knights here?

As I pondered this question, someone emerged from among the knights. Red fabric that stood out distinctly among the black armor.

Brown hair that flowed down to the shoulders.

"Guild Master of Montelgo! Come out right n—?"
"Huh?"
"Administrator Rubern?!"

Petra Bastian.
Former colleague and current administrative department head of the Black Lion Knights.

Why are you here?

***

The Adventure Guild Master of Montelgo bowed his head deeply before Petra and me. Despite his bear-like build, he was shrinking back, his hands trembling pitifully yet somewhat vexingly.

"Guild Master, do you admit to employing children as porters to collect dungeon harvests?"
"Y-yes... I... admit it..."

Tsk, I clicked my tongue.
I told you. I suspected something from the moment he sneakily included children in the initial workforce.

The reason Petra and the Imperial Black Lion Knights came all the way to Montelgo was because of the guild master before us.

The guild master was charged with falsifying the ages of children who couldn't be employed as porters and dispatching them to dungeons managed by the Black Lion Knights.

In this world, being a porter was a very useful occupation for inexperienced adventurers or people in need of quick money.

However, because the danger was twice that of simple labor, the law stipulated that one had to be at least 16 years old to be deployed, but the guild master in question had blatantly violated this law.

He didn't do it unknowingly—he did it knowingly, which made it worse.

Well... it's true that everyone violates laws knowingly or unknowingly.
And it's also true that something isn't a problem unless it's treated as one.

But using money to drive children into danger is just wrong.

"You reassured the parents by using the name of Baron Kirten who manages this place, while actually sending them to recover items from dungeons?"
"N-no! I didn't use the Baron's name!"
"Strange. That's different from the testimony. If you're committing perjury, your crime will become more serious. Can you prove it?"
"It's true! Besides, the reason I employed children was for nothing else! There's no job that can earn money as reliably as recovering resources from dungeons...!!"
"It's fortunate nothing has happened so far, but if there had been any unprocessed monsters left in the dungeon, a terrible tragedy could have occurred."

The guild master finally closed his mouth at Petra's sharp words. It felt slightly awkward seeing Petra being so serious after a long time.

But even though she seemed a bit unhinged every time we met, she was still my comrade from the Black Lion Knights.

If Petra hadn't had talent in this area, I wouldn't have kept her around. She was an excellent administrator and legal officer.

In legal matters, she often showed more competence than me.

"Therefore, having admitted to all these crimes, in accordance with Imperial law, you will be stripped of all your current positions and sentenced to two years of imprisonment."

The guild master's face turned pale at the mention of imprisonment.

"Oh, Administrative Department Head! Please show mercy! If I leave, who will raise my children?!"
"Are your children precious, but other people's children not?"
"That's not what I meant! Please believe me! The dungeons I sent them to weren't even high-level ones!"
"How dare you raise your voice!!"

Petra intimidated the burly man several times her size with just her voice.
Wow, our junior is impressive!

"Sob, sob..."

Just as the guild master was about to accept everything and be thrown into the cold prison...

"Hey! Where do you think you're going?!"
"I-I'm sorry!! Please don't do this!! I was too scared to speak properly!!"

A man with an appearance that would make no one bat an eye if he were drinking alcohol right in front of them stumbled into the room.

His build was almost as large as the guild master's, completely mismatched with his whining voice.

"Please don't punish the guild master! Please!!"

Um... wait a minute.
Are you perhaps the porter mentioned in this story?

Wow, unbelievable.
Why are kids these days built like this?

He looked exactly like 15-year-old Dwayne Johnson I'd seen on the internet.

With an appearance that anyone would guess to be at least thirty, I looked at Petra in shock, and she also had a very surprised expression.

"Administrator..."
"Huh? Uh..."
"How should we apply Imperial law in this case...?"

Petra asked with trembling eyes.

Why are you asking me?

(For reference, he looks like this)
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"So, you're saying this guild master didn't hire children to exploit them, but rather to help them financially?"
"Yes! That's exactly what I'm saying!"

Mark Calloway (15), whose name was as sturdy as his face, actively defended the adventurer's guild master.

Following this, additional testimonies from children who had been standing helplessly outside the adventurer's guild piled up.

The Montelgo adventurer's guild master had apparently taken responsibility for the children's livelihoods, even breaking the law to do so—creating the image of a somewhat ambiguous good person.

*Is he really good? No matter what, dungeons are dangerous...*

However, looking at the documents Petra had prepared, the dungeons where underage porters were deployed were mostly C-rank, or B-rank at the highest.

In the case of C-rank dungeons, a 15-year-old boy with basic equipment could handle sudden situations.

A true dilemma.

He had definitely broken the law. Considering that he had reassured and encouraged the children, he could potentially receive an even harsher sentence than what was currently being considered.

Since Petra was conducting a summary proceeding, the guild master would receive a minimum sentence of two years imprisonment.

If he were transported to the capital and tried in the imperial court, he might receive an even more severe punishment.

But.

If he had provided jobs to children from single-parent households or orphanages who had no means to earn money.

And if he had returned most of the brokerage fees back to the children.

Even I couldn't hastily conclude whether punishing him according to the law was the right thing to do.

Petra, who had come to enforce the law, was in the same position.

It was certainly wrong to have recklessly dispatched Mark to a dungeon managed by the Black Lion Knights, but looking at Mark's face, I could understand why the guild master thought he wouldn't get caught.

The reason he was caught was because he screamed after stepping on something like a bug while leaving the dungeon, when he should have kept his mouth shut.

With a face like a veteran mercenary but a voice that hadn't even gone through puberty, it was no wonder the managers and knights found him suspicious.

"Why, why are you looking at me like that...?"

When I stared at young Mark's face, he became conscious of my gaze and shrank back.

Poor kid.
Still, with a face that aged so prematurely, there's that saying that he won't age when everyone else does, right?

I really hope that's true for his sake.

I let out a deep sigh and poked Petra, who was sitting next to me, on the shoulder.

"...?"
"Let's step outside and talk."

I stood up with Petra.

"How about just ending this with a verbal warning?"
"Wh-what?"
"The circumstances are pitiful, and I'm sitting in the position of minor lord as a sort of acting duty, so it would be awkward for me too."
"B-but..."

I grabbed Petra's hesitant hand. She jumped back in surprise. She even hiccupped involuntarily.

"Hic!"
"Petra, you looked really cool earlier. But if you show mercy here, wouldn't people think you're even cooler?"
"Y-you thought I was cool?"
"Yes. Really cool. Even though you're my junior, I thought to myself, 'Wow, she's grown so much.'"

I showered her with praise. Petra was particularly weak to this sort of thing.

Sure enough, her judgment seemed to be clouding as her face turned as red as Montelgo's autumn leaves.

As I squeezed her hand and massaged it, she finally raised the white flag as if she had no choice.

"O-okay...! But, this kind of stimulation is too... stop it!"
"That's my Petra! Decisive when needed and flexible when appropriate!"

Cute kid.

I patted Petra's back once and went back into the room where the guild master was sitting with a gloomy expression.

"Ahem... Well, there was no intent to exploit. And since the victims don't want punishment either, the Black Lion Knights will show mercy this time."
"R-really?!"
"There doesn't seem to be any evidence that you profited from these activities. You are free to go, Guild Master."
"Thank you! Thank you so much!!"

The guild master prostrated himself before Petra. Seeing this, the other children also bowed their heads.

"Don't thank me, thank Baron Rubern Ailoy standing next to me."
"How could I not be grateful! Thank you, Baron!"
"Thank you, Baron!"

I glanced sideways at Petra. Though she maintained a solemn expression with her arms crossed, her lips were twitching slightly.

Well, well.
Since getting that administrative director position, she's gotten quite good at throwing her weight around.

Very impressive.
A satisfying growth.

"Then, Guild Master, please proceed with securing construction personnel as we discussed earlier."
"Ah, yes, yes!!"
"Please tell the construction workers coming from the capital to wait at the guild. I'll be back after having a meal with my friend whom I haven't seen in a while."
"Understood!!"

The guild master responded in a booming voice and jumped to his feet.

"Let's go, Petra. Have you eaten?"
"Ah, no..."
"Then this works out perfectly. Last time, I asked you to come with Rateon to the Rupel cooking competition, but you couldn't make it, right?"
"That's right. Sigh, I really wanted to go."
"They've opened a branch here in Montelgo too. Let's go eat together. It's about time for dinner anyway."

I took her hand and stood up.
If you visit Rupel Territory, you must eat chicken!

***

"Welcome! This is RPC (Rupel Chicken)!"

A cheerful employee greeted us as we entered the store.

"Wow... they even have uniforms. This is rare even in the capital."

I shrugged my shoulders at Petra, who was looking around the LuCiH Association's first Montelgo branch with an impressed expression.

Yes, praise it more! Keep praising!

Originally, when I first came, they called everyone out from the kitchen, and the branch manager personally greeted me.

Unfortunately, since today was the third day, such a big event didn't occur.

But who am I?

The de facto leader of the LuCiH Association.

The employee naturally guided me and Petra to the innermost suite room of the branch.

A VVIP-exclusive employee who managed only the suite rooms was assigned to us for 1:1 service. Petra's eyes widened, not expecting this level of service.

At times like this, I really want to create a commercial jingle and sing it. My era of success began when I joined the count's knights.

"If you have a menu you'd like to order, please ring this bell and I'll come right away."
"Thank you as always."
"Then please enjoy at your leisure."

The employee bowed his head and disappeared, closing the back door.

"So, Petra, what would you like to eat? Personally, I recommend the assorted chicken box here. Or we could order all three types if you'd like."
"You know I can't eat that much."
"When you worked overtime with me, you always ate late-night snacks, didn't you? I left some, but you ate it all."
"Th-that was...!! I did that because I was stressed!?"

Petra exclaimed indignantly.

"Our administrative director, you've definitely become more confident since getting that position. It's good to see."
"You should have endured a little longer. The Black Lion Knights are in complete chaos right now."

Petra glumly stroked the emblem indicating her position as the administrative director of the knights in response to my words.

"A large portion of the existing personnel has been replaced. The Inspection Bureau turned everything upside down... they're completely rooting out corruption."
"Ah, is that why the dungeon management wasn't being done properly?"
"It's partly because I deliberately didn't pay attention to the north, but the Dungeon Management Department was hit the hardest."

So that's what happened.

When the Inspection Bureau's sword swings, not many people can survive.

But if it's related to corruption, could I be in trouble too...? A chill ran down my spine for a moment.

I'm already of common birth, and if the Inspection Bureau caught me, they would surely cut me to the bone.

"Ahem! Hmm! But what can we do? Given the situation, I just have to do my best here."
"That aspect of you is really admirable."
"Thanks, Petra. You've become prettier too."

I laughed and responded. Petra squirmed like a puppy that needed to pee, then muttered something.

"...always like this."
"What did you say?"
"It's nothing. Anyway, I don't know much, so please recommend something, Administrative Officer Rubern. You should know the tastes of your pretty junior colleague better than anyone after working together for several years, right?"
"Then I certainly do."

Without hesitation, I chose the 'Wife's Home' chicken. In addition, I ordered a medium-sized assorted box so she could try other chickens as well.

"Petra, you like spicy food, right?"
"I told you, I only eat that when I'm stressed..."
"So you don't like it?"
"...That's not it."

Why play hard to get when you'll admit it so easily?

I called the employee and ordered the dishes. I also added special draft beer directly imported from the Balgrud Tavern in Petaronto.

"But why is it called 'Wife's Home'? The name sounds strange."
"They say it's as sweet and fiery as when your daughter and wife go down to the in-laws' house."
"Who describes taste like that...!!"

Watching Petra continue to nitpick, I was reminded of my days with the Black Lion Knights, which, though miserable, had now become fond memories.

"But that taste is just right. I'm feeling that way right now."
"Pardon?"
"I'm finally free from childcare. Petra, when you get married, make sure to bring in a live-in son-in-law..."

Just as I was about to explain to Petra, who was acquainted with Lucy and Sianne, how difficult my daily life had been, the closed door of the suite room suddenly opened.

What? Is the order ready already?

But what appeared was not the steaming 'Wife's Home' chicken.

"Huh?"
"S-S-Sianne Commander!?"
"Were you having a meal here?"

It was my actual wife.

And simultaneously,
Rubern failed to notice Petra's face turning cold.
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I immediately felt the muscles in my face twitch. Even without anyone telling me, I could picture what expression I was making.

"What... what's with that face? You look like someone who just ran into their boss during vacation."

Correct answer.

This was a trap of resonance!

It was clear that Count Rupel... no, Magistrate Tarantino had noticed I was taking it easy with my work.
That man is surprisingly perceptive, so he must have conspired with the Tribune to send Sianne as a monitor.

While I was still stunned by this sudden change in situation:

"Ah...!! I'm sorry. Were you not together!?"

The suite attendant rushed over and spoke.
It was an understandable misunderstanding. If Sianne arrived shortly after Petra and I entered, anyone would assume we were together.

"But the person next to the Administrator is... could it be..."

Irpin, the rookie knight accompanying Sianne, looked at me with a strange gaze.

Ah, I've seen that look before.
It's the exact same look the apartment association chairwoman gave when she spotted her husband, who was supposed to be out, entering the building with a young woman.

"It's not like that. This is Administrative Director Petra Bastian, a former colleague from my days in the Black Lion Knights."
"B-Black Lion Knights!! Ah...! So that's why black knights were patrolling the city earlier...!!"

Irpin finally covered his mouth and bowed deeply to Petra in apology.

"I-I'm sorry!"
"It's fine. These things happen."

Her tone sounded somewhat resigned. Anyway, given the situation, I should provide a proper explanation.

I formally introduced the two rookie knights accompanying Sianne to Petra.

"This is Irpin, a knight candidate from Duke Howl's territory. And this is Andrei, formerly of the Imperial Rangers."
"Pleased to meet you."

Andrei responded with a voice as deep and heavy as his face.

Since becoming a full knight, he seemed to have grown particularly close to Heintz, though he remained somewhat distant from the other knights.

I suppose being a "scout" knight and the fact that his late father was a former Ranger helped form that bond with Heintz.

"But why is Sianne here? Where's Lucy?"
"I'm just here as a guide. Regius is watching Lucy. I need to eat quickly and head back."

I accepted Sianne's answer. A guide, huh. I suppose it would be a bit concerning to send Irpin and Andrei alone on an unfamiliar route.

It's not exactly a distance you could call "nearby," after all.

So Sianne's invasion wasn't some evil scheme by the Tribune and Magistrate to make me work, but purely for my safety.

Since the local lord, Baron Kirten Mexis, had taken all his civilian knights down to Tipen Village.

Count Rupel must have dispatched two of his knights to provide at least minimal protection.

To think I failed to recognize such thoughtful intentions.
Thank you, SENSEI Rupel...

"Well, let's all sit down. You came to eat, right?"
"Ah, yes."
"The suite is spacious enough. Let's just order a few more chickens."

After the three sat down, an awkward silence fell over the suite following all the commotion.

Andrei was naturally quiet, and Irpin seemed to be the shy type, so the three strangers became like living statues.

"Your order is rea... dy...?"
"Ah, come in! Come in! Please set it up quickly."

If the server hadn't come in just then, I might have suffocated from the tension.

Of course, the food didn't completely change the atmosphere, but it was definitely better than having nothing.

And so, in an air that felt like a vow of silence, we somehow finished our meal.
The chicken was delicious throughout.

***

Having finished her meal, Sianne Erdian stepped outside the restaurant first and waited for her companions.
Though smaller than the main branch in Petaronto, it was still substantial in size, giving her the impression it would firmly establish itself as a delicious local restaurant.

'How does Administrator Rubern come up with these things?'

Who in Rupel could have ever imagined such restaurants would appear throughout the territory?

And the menu was simply fried chicken with various seasonings.
Not only had he made an unpredictable food a hit, but he'd succeeded in establishing it as Rupel Territory's signature cuisine.

Now he'd been granted the position of minor lord in Baron Kirten's territory and was busy working to connect a road from Montelgo all the way to Zahed in the north.
It was natural to wonder if there was anything he couldn't do.

Even his swordsmanship, which he claimed was weak, had already far surpassed the average person's level.

Even with the Duchess of Hebron's help, facing off against a land dragon to buy time was no small feat.

The back of this man who boldly handled tasks that even a knight with basic skills would struggle with always gave her a sense of reassurance.

"Ah, that was good."
"No matter how many times I eat it, I never get tired of LuCiH Association's food."

As Irpin patted his stomach, even the taciturn Andrei nodded with a satisfied expression.

"The taste here isn't much different from the main branch. That's what makes it good."
"Now that you've finished your meal, you both need to focus on your mission?"
"No need to remind us!"
"You needn't worry."

The two knights responded confidently to their captain's reminder of their duty.

"Then I'll be heading back now."

Sianne's role was purely as a guide from the beginning. Even though it was getting late, there was no need for her to stay in Montelgo.

Still, feeling she should at least say goodbye to Rubern Ailoy, she waited for him to come out.

"Administrator, did you enjoy your meal?"

Sianne's eyes suddenly caught sight of a slender arm linked with Rubern's.

'...?'

At first she thought she was seeing things, but looking again, they were definitely arm in arm. Startled by the casual physical contact, she looked at Petra, and their brown eyes met as Petra's curved into a smile.

"As long as you enjoyed it. I was so disappointed you and Rateon couldn't come to the cooking competition last time."
"Yes, I really wanted to go too. But it's nice to have a meal with the Administrator like this. It reminds me of the old. days."

Did she just emphasize that?

Though Sianne was rather clueless about these matters, she still possessed a woman's intuition.

That behavior was deliberately being shown to her, and no one else.

Like a knight challenging another knight!

Sianne was so dumbfounded that she lost her words.

"Captain Sianne, are you leaving now?"

As she stood there blankly, having forgotten what she was going to say, Rubern approached and spoke to her.

Still with his arm linked with his junior administrator's.

What is this behavior?

"Sianne?"
"Ah, um..."

Though the heat rising from within instantly rendered her speechless, upon reflection, she couldn't explain this emotion to herself.

She quickly concealed the emotions showing on her face and answered in her usual voice.

"Y-yes, I should. Since we're finished here."

Only then.

Sianne realized the source of her sense of defeat and irritation.

'Could it be that I'm... jealous?'

Sianne was twenty-four this year.
Though young for the position of knight captain, she was of an age to be treated as a proper lady.

Even though Rupel Territory was on the empire's periphery and lacked proper social gatherings.
It wasn't as if she had no social experience.

Before her father passed away, she had maintained cordial relationships with the daughters of northern territories.

And what did those daughters talk about when they gathered?

When they got together, it always came down to men.

Who admired whom, who was jealous of whom and used political schemes to bring down entire families.
At the time, she had no interest and let it go in one ear and out the other.

Sianne was certain that what she just felt stemmed from jealousy.

Jealousy.
But what she couldn't accept was... isn't jealousy ultimately an emotion born from not wanting to lose someone you love to another?

Did that mean she was in love with Rubern Ailoy?

Having reached that thought, Sianne hastily shook her head to dispel such notions. She feared she wouldn't be able to hide her emotions if she thought about it further.

"Why are you suddenly doing that?"
"Oh, no... there was just a bug flying in front of my eyes..."
"I see? It must have been drawn to the light."

Sianne rolled her eyes once more, alternately checking Rubern, Petra, and his arm pulled tightly toward the fox-like woman's chest.

Thinking about it, there was nothing strange about this Petra woman having feelings for Rubern Ailoy.

It was a connection that had continued from their previous workplace.

Even she herself could admit...yes, she had to acknowledge it.

She had developed feelings for Rubern Ailoy.

If she could develop such feelings in less than a year, it wouldn't be strange for someone who had been by his side for three years to feel the same.

No... perhaps, she and Rubern Ailoy had already crossed the line.

Wasn't it said that between men and women, there's no such thing as friendship when alcohol and night are involved?

Rubern already liked drinking. Who knows if that woman might have pounced on him when he was drunk?

Suspicions piled upon suspicions, and Sianne's thoughts became thoroughly complicated regarding Rubern and Petra's relationship.

Moreover, even if they were fake parents bound by circumstances through their adopted daughter Lucy, they were still parents nonetheless.
How outrageous that he would casually make physical contact with a former colleague right in front of her!

How could he do such a thing?
Not just Rubern, but that woman also knows what kind of relationship exists between her and Rubern.

"Then I wish you a safe journey back, Captain Sianne."

With a smooth motion, the linked arms separated, and Petra slightly bowed her head in greeting.

Even the most oblivious person could tell.

This was a subtle provocation. A silent warning common in women's society, telling her not to covet her place.

Recognizing this fact, Sianne felt distinctly irritated by behavior she would normally have ignored.
Didn't it look like she was being shooed away like an unwelcome guest?

Thinking about it, who exactly was the unwelcome guest here?

"..."

In the end, Sianne did something she would never normally do.

"No!? I'm staying here tonight!"
"What?"
"It's too late now, isn't it? C-come on...! Since it's come to this, let's go for round two together!"

And with that, she grabbed Rubern from beside Petra and started walking ahead.

Ch.91 - My Administrator! (4)
What's going on?
What's happening right now?

I couldn't make sense of any of this. Sianne, who had said she was leaving today, suddenly changed her mind and brought her knights along for a second round of drinks.

Someone who normally wouldn't even set foot in a tavern, let alone go for a second round—why is she acting like this today?

And this strange atmosphere...

With me caught in the middle, Sianne and Petra were both radiating such intense auras that my skin was practically tingling.

"What kind of alcohol do you prefer, Captain?"
"I, I like Rupel lager beer the best."
"Hmm~."

Hey, Sianne.
You don't even touch lager beer.

That's what I like.

I had no idea why Sianne was suddenly putting on airs like some bar regular.

And since when were these two on such bad terms? They were acting like mortal enemies.

*Were they always like this when I wasn't around...?*

The other knights seemed equally uncomfortable.

Irpin, who had reluctantly tagged along, carefully rose from his seat.

"I... I think I'll head back now! It's been a while since I've traveled such a long distance, and I'm tired!"
"Go ahead and rest. The head maid will welcome you at the baron's residence."
"I'll go with you."

Andrei, who had already finished his beer, also stood up.

"I've already paid for Irpin's and my drinks. Good luck."

Good luck? Those ominous words were all they left behind as the two knights disappeared outside the tavern.

Then Petra and Sianne's rampage began in earnest.

"Bring another bottle over here!"
"F-fine! I accept your challenge!"

Why are they suddenly having a drinking contest?

People around the tavern were marveling at the sight of two women in knight uniforms mercilessly pouring alcohol down their throats.

"Knights will be knights, even if they're women. The way they drink without stopping reminds me of dwarves."
"The blonde woman can hold her liquor better than I expected."

*Shit... we're screwed.*

Knowing both Sianne's and Petra's drinking habits, I was already breaking out in a cold sweat.

If Sianne's habit was to blurt out whatever came to mind when drunk, and then empty her stomach when she reached her limit...

Petra's habit was homing instinct.

No matter where or when, whenever Petra got drunk, she would find her way to my home. I had no idea why my place, not her own, was set as her respawn point.

Even during the knights' expedition training in the past, she was once found at my home, which was hours away from their camp.

The entire base had been turned upside down searching for her, and I'll never forget the shock of finding the culprit snoring away on my bed.

But I couldn't let that happen again.

Back then, it was at least flat plains with no major obstacles to the capital.

This is the northern region, famous for its rough terrain.

Even though the Barony of Kirten is "relatively" flat and gentle, it's still not safe enough for a drunk woman to ride around on horseback in the middle of the night.

In the end, I had to empty every drink that was brought to the table to stop Petra and Sianne.

I barely managed to survive until both of them retired.

"Your bill... is... 3 gold coins... sir."
"Oh my, thank you, young lord."

Burning through 3 gold coins in one sitting?
They're both insane.

"Heeeh... urrrgh..."
"I can... still drink more..."

Fighting back the urge to vomit, I helped the two women—who had essentially become undead—to their feet.

This was the moment my hopes for a peaceful, relaxing assignment were completely shattered.

***

"That's how it is. Since we were planning to wrap things up here anyway, you can go back separately. If you're worried, you can leave a few knights in Montelgo."

Early in the morning, I spoke to the knights who had come looking for Petra. They were from the Imperial Black Lion Knights. I wondered if I might recognize some of them, but all the faces were unfamiliar.

Just as Petra had said, the entire knight order had been overhauled—not just the administrative positions.

"We'll leave two squires behind. The road from Montelgo to the capital isn't particularly dangerous anyway."

The knight said this as he mounted his horse. He was right—this region rarely saw attacks from bandits or wild beasts.

As long as it wasn't nighttime when poor visibility made it difficult to navigate the terrain, they could set out as soon as they woke up and arrive before sunset.

"Then have a safe journey back."
"It was an honor to meet you, former Chief Administrative Officer 'Black Fox' Rubern Ailoy."

So they did know who I was. I tapped the sword at my waist with my fist in response to the knight's courtesy.

It was a form of communication unique to knights, blessing his honor.

"...And one more thing I should mention: there have been reports of strange magical energy detected in the free city of Montelgo and its surrounding areas recently. I hear the Imperial Magic Tower will be sending an investigation team soon."
"Strange magical energy?"
"Yes, it was detected by magical wards that the Imperial Magic Tower had set up for dungeon break research. They say it's too weak to be a dungeon break, though."

I nodded at the knight's words.

From what he described, it didn't sound like anything serious. If it had been a major issue, the Imperial Magic Tower would have sent someone immediately without any discussion.

"Still, be careful, just in case."
"I sincerely appreciate your concern."

It must be confidential information, yet he freely shared it just because I used to work at his organization.

Whoever trained this knight did a good job.

The Black Lion knights departed from the baron's residence. As I watched the black armor gradually disappear into the distance, I felt strange.

They say even if you hate it, you'd do it again.

Now that I'd seen them, my feelings were complicated. It wasn't the knight order that was terrible—just a few people in it.

I wonder if Levia is still up to her old tricks?

Various thoughts crossed my mind, but I quickly erased such regrets.

I've already left that place behind.

I'm receiving more than enough recognition where I am now, so why should I reminisce about the past?

*I can't stop raiding northern dungeons.*

I'd already abandoned the habit of being swayed by personal feelings long ago.

"Now then... time to wake up those two ladies who were going at it last night."

But first, I should ask the head maid to prepare some hangover food.

***

Slurp.
Slurp.

In the spacious dining hall, only the sound of pasta being eaten broke the silence.

Irpin and Andrei had already gotten up and gone out for morning training, so the only people left in the dining hall were Sianne and Petra, who were having a late breakfast due to oversleeping.

Both looked mentally and physically exhausted as they silently ate the pasta served as hangover food.

Montelgo was frequently visited by spice merchants from Fisher-Pepper, who had started importing in earnest with the LuCiH Association to our Petaronto.

As a result, this place was famous for pasta dishes seasoned with a wide variety of spices.

Of course, our refined head maid was also well-versed in these types of dishes.

What the two were eating now was a spicy tomato pasta with shrimp—something I used to eat for hangovers in real life.

"So why did you act like that yesterday, Petra?"
"I don't know. Maybe I was just in a bad mood."

At those words, Sianne, who had been picking at her food with her fork, turned her head sharply.

"Oh my, it wasn't because of our captain, was it?"
"Ahaha... is that so?"

Sianne shrugged nonchalantly, then shifted her gaze back to me and asked:

"By the way, you didn't come to my room last night, Rubern?"
"What?"
"We always sleep together when we drink, don't we? We're married after all."
"Why... why are you bringing that up now?!"

It's weird to suddenly mention that here! As I frantically waved my hands, the light in Petra's eyes momentarily disappeared.

"You slept together?"
"Of course we did."

She said with her own mouth that we should pretend that night never happened, but I never expected her to bring it up in front of Petra.

Caught off guard by this unexpected revelation, I stammered:

"Ah, no... Petra, it's not like that. It wasn't anything serious..."
"Hmm, so you slept together. I see. Well... I suppose you'll be giving Lucy a little sibling soon?"

Lucy's sibling?
What is she talking about?

"Well, seeing how you were ogling those large breasts without a care yesterday, and grinning like someone completely smitten, I suppose anyone would fall for that."
"L-large breasts?! You're one to talk...!!"

Just as our peaceful morning was about to turn into complete chaos—

Scrape.
Petra wiped her mouth with a handkerchief and stood up.

"Thank you for the meal, Administrative Officer Rubern."
"You're done already? You've still left a lot..."
"It's fine. I drank too much yesterday, so I don't have much appetite. I was supposed to return early today, but since my schedule has been disrupted, I'll be on my way now."
"Oh...? Um..., well, take care then?"

My junior responded in a cold voice I'd never heard before and disappeared from the dining hall.

I watched her retreating figure, unable to say anything proper.

Two days later.
An urgent letter arrived from the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

[Administrative Director Petra and two squires have not yet arrived at the knight order. If they are still staying in Montelgo, please have them return quickly.]

Petra.
She had gone missing.

Ch.92 - Setting Fire To Our Sacred Territory (1)
Two days before the news of Petra's disappearance arrived.

"I'm sorry..."
"No, Commander, what do you have to be sorry about?"
"I feel like I've only made things worse between you two."

Though it wasn't a situation where I could casually say it was fine, the matter had at least reached some resolution.

I planned to contact Petra separately by letter since she left before I could do anything.

There seemed to be some misunderstanding that needed clearing up.

And you know what?
This is purely my own thought, but...

The way Sianne and Petra reacted this morning—could it have been the classic "heroine competition" that always appears in possession stories?

I mean, think about it.

Like last time, Sianne clearly had feelings for me. Honestly, not only did we appear as a couple publicly, but she also took excellent care of me.

When I had to work overnight, she would quietly visit around midnight with a simple cup of tea.

If I collapsed from exhaustion, she would struggle through the remaining work with Deputy Commander Imen despite her limited skills.

Wow, looking back now, those were totally flags!

And Petra too—hadn't she been acting in ways that suggested she had feelings for me?

Like that feeling when a senior you thought of as a close brother suddenly starts to look different...

By this point, my objectivity was crumbling, and my long-dormant romance cells were bubbling to life.

I no longer make that pathetic claim about not being able to forget my first love.

But perhaps my lack of active interest in relationships with women until now was purely due to a lack of confidence.

I mean... the fact that I like someone could end up hurting that person.

But if the other person makes the first move like this.

This might be my only chance to escape my long-standing single status.

I'm not enough of an idiot to kick away an opportunity that rolled right to me by saying, "What did you just say?"

While I was busy running these happy circuits in my mind.

"Lord Rubern."

The representative of the stonemasons who had come up from the capital addressed me. We had already finished our meeting early this morning while seeing Sianne off, after they arrived late last night in Montelgo.

Since the reason I came to Montelgo was ultimately for the construction of the "Iron Road."

I immediately made securing workers my top priority.

The high-quality materials I had secured through negotiations with Longston, who had dared to slash stone prices, had already arrived in Montelgo.

From now on, all we needed was manpower to carry and lay the stones according to the precise road designs created by the stonemasons and surveyors, and we could begin work immediately.

"Ah, have you secured all the personnel?"

The initial workforce gathered through the Adventurers' Guild was far from enough to build the road connecting Montelgo to Tipen.

So I was planning to hire mercenary groups operating in Montelgo.

If they refused, I'd have to sweeten the deal with extra money to bring them in. Besides, hiring directly without intermediaries often leads to more reliable work.

But the stonemason's expression seemed a bit strange.

"Well... about that."
"Did something happen?"

I suddenly had a bad feeling.

Since there were so many bastards trying to get a piece of the Iron Road construction project, I wondered if the mercenary groups had demanded a much higher price than budgeted.

*These bastards, seriously.*

They say money-related matters rarely resolve cleanly, but this Iron Road project seems particularly cursed, just like the Longston incident.

Just as I was about to bring out the stick again...

"It seems hiring mercenaries won't be necessary. The residents have volunteered to help..."
"What?"

I wondered if I'd heard correctly.

"We've counted over 400 people already. Didn't the administrator say we only needed about 100 officially hired workers?"
"That's right."
"All the young people with nothing to do in town have gathered..."
"So suddenly?"

As soon as I heard this, I left the city hall building. At the entrance, I saw a crowd of people gathered like a wave.

"Ah! There he is!"

The citizens of Montelgo waved warmly at me. Before I could even guess what was happening, the mayor stepped forward to explain.

"We heard you helped the Adventurers' Guild Master who was almost arrested by the Black Lion Knights yesterday."
"Well... I did help, but..."
"The Guild Master is a highly respected figure. He's known for taking care of the slum residents and helping children become self-sufficient, even knowing it borders on illegal."
"Was he that kind of person?"

Honestly, I didn't know.

I just thought he was an inconsiderate adult who brought underage kids to work as laborers, putting them in dangerous situations.

Come to think of it, even when he was almost dragged away by the Black Lion Knights, he defended himself but never sold out the kids.

I guess I had somewhat misunderstood him.

"My goodness, we thought our minor lord was just strict, but you have a human side too~"
"We should help each other when there's trouble!"
"We're all in this together!"
"I heard Lord Kirten left voluntarily too~. Ah, that sounds just like what a lord would do."
"Manpower is what we have plenty of!"

Warm phrases erupted from all around. Could it be that my work had been unpopular until now simply because I hadn't yet earned the residents' trust?

That does happen.

Especially the further you go into rural areas, the tighter the communities become—like concrete—and outsiders tend to be rejected.

*That's why public support is so important.*

I realize now that I may not have understood Montelgo's unique characteristics.

Considering the actions of the seven vassals of Rupel Territory until now, it's only natural that residents who achieved remarkable development on their own would view them unfavorably.

Meanwhile, Baron Kirten moved to the neighboring village of Tipen, albeit voluntarily, and I, a member of the vassal group, took the position of minor lord.

It's obvious that unfavorable rumors would spread among residents who didn't know the exact details.

"Come on, let's get started!"
"We built all the streets of the free city of Montelgo ourselves. We believe we can be of great help."

I was dumbfounded by this complete 180-degree change in attitude overnight.

"I'm confident in my strength at least! Thank you so much for yesterday, Lord!"
"Mark, you... I mean, young man."

Among the crowd were some of those overgrown teenagers from before...

*There's no need to be rigid about it here.*

Again, I don't have a habit of kicking away good fortune when it comes my way. After calming down the enthusiastic residents.

"So, do we still have a problem securing manpower?"

I asked the equally dumbfounded stonemason.

We had a problem.
Now we don't.

***

As soon as the citizens of Montelgo actively participated in the road construction project, the process moved forward rapidly.

First, the stones delivered by Longston and other merchants were neatly stacked near Montelgo's city gate.

As soon as the surveyors completed their measurements and distributed the blueprints, hundreds of people swarmed in and began construction in perfect coordination.

They dug up the ground surface to lay the dressed stones.

They dug drainage ditches so rainwater wouldn't pool and could flow away quickly.

They installed milestones at regular intervals to enable accurate measurements.

With more than twice the expected number of workers—over 400 instead of the planned 200—it was magical how a few meters of road would be completed in the time it took me to visit another location and return.

It was truly unbelievable.
That such a difficult task could be so easy.

*If things continue like this, there won't be any problems. This section might even be completed first.*

However, a problem arose from a completely unexpected direction.

"Has anyone seen Mark?"
"Mark? Why?"
"He went up to the northern canyon earlier to get more gravel."
"The eastern canyon?"
"Didn't Mr. Hatin go with him?"
"That was several hours ago..."

A road isn't completed simply by placing a few dressed stones.

Basically, you need to level the terrain, spread a mixture of gravel and sand to firm up the foundation.

Then fill it with clay and small stones to allow rainwater to effectively seep into the ground while firmly supporting the dressed stones on top.

Therefore, road construction requires quite a lot of gravel and sand.

While we had contracted for sand with the stonemasons from the capital, we had planned to collect some gravel from nearby canyons, so some workers were assigned to gather these materials.

"The eastern canyon doesn't even have difficult terrain..."
"Come on, they'll be back soon. Why worry so much?"
"Just look at Mark's face—even bandits would run away thinking he's one of them."

The residents initially thought it was just an unfounded worry or a minor accident.

But those who had headed to the eastern canyon didn't return even after the sun had set.

With five or six perfectly healthy residents who had been working on the project now missing.

Naturally, as the person overseeing the operation, I found myself in a very troubling situation.

"Shouldn't we dispatch a patrol now?"
"After checking the map, I found that while the terrain to the canyon isn't difficult, there are several places along the route where landslides could occur."
"They might have gotten caught in the worst situation..."

I bit my lip at the words of Andrei, a former Imperial Ranger.

The ground was already weakened after the rainy season.

While that made it easier to dig up the earth, it also meant an increased risk of landslides.

"For now, they might simply be stranded with their carts, so let's send a search party at dawn tomorrow."
"That sounds like the best approach."

So as soon as day broke, I led the knights to the eastern canyon.

There, we found only two completely abandoned carts with no trace of people anywhere.

Ch.93 - Setting Fire To Our Sacred Territory (2)
[Petra, the administrative director, and two apprentice knights have not yet arrived at the knight order. If they are still staying in Montelgo, please have them return quickly.]

Following the disappearance of villagers, now Petra and her subordinate apprentice knights had gone missing as well.

At first, I thought it might just be a simple accident, but now I was certain that something sinister was happening here in Montelgo.

"Call in all the workers from the front lines. And please summon the captain of the guard as well."
"Yes, understood."
"I'll ask Andrei to request support from the knight order headquarters."
"Shouldn't I go personally?"
"We can't spare crucial forces when we don't know what might happen at any moment. Have it delivered through the fastest messenger possible."

Andrei nodded at my words.

The immediately available forces included the adventurer's guild, the mercenary group stationed here, and the Montelgo city guard.

But whether they could provide knight-level combat power was uncertain.

If this was the work of a monster like the Worm from before, even bringing more guards and mercenaries might not be as effective as a single knight.

"Time is of the essence, so please finish quickly and return."

As soon as I finished speaking, the two knights rushed out of the conference room, and the mayor of Montelgo anxiously shook his legs.

"It-it must be bandits, right?!"

That wasn't a genuine question. It was more like he was hoping they were just bandits. I answered firmly to the man who was desperately trying to deny reality.

"Absolutely not."

If they had only attacked the wagons without harming the personnel, or if there had been signs of battle, it might be different... but the wagon site was too clean.

It was as if the workers had vanished in an instant.

'Vanishing.'

In a world without magic or monsters, this would be treated as a chilling urban legend.

Unfortunately, in this world, such disappearances weren't particularly rare.

"It's likely the work of monsters. Or perhaps those who use black magic. The worst case would be both."

The mayor's face turned pale.

The situation was even more dire considering that even members of the "Imperial Black Lion Knights" might have been involved.

The idea that such powerful monsters or evil organizations were operating near the city was unimaginable.

"Have there been any other residents who disappeared recently, or any unusual accidents?"
"I-I haven't received any such reports."
"Did they suddenly become active... or perhaps they came from outside..."

It was already a headache that this happened during the road construction project, but the thought that Petra of all people might be involved made me want to rush out immediately.

However, I needed to stay calm now more than ever.

'Get a grip.'

I was here in my capacity as a minor lord, and the city's residents were already caught up in this incident.

If I, who should be the main control tower in this situation, showed signs of agitation, the situation would only worsen.

"Administrator! I've brought the captain of the guard! Fortunately, the workers hadn't started their work yet, so they're still in the city."

Soon after, Irpin returned to the conference room, breathing heavily. Beside her stood the captain of the guard, his face as pale as the mayor's.

"Captain."
"Y-yes, sir!!"
"I order you to prepare your guards for deployment. I'll give you 30 minutes. And Mayor."
"Yes... Minor Lord."
"Organize a civilian defense force. By my authority as Minor Lord, I'm declaring a state of emergency in the free city of Montelgo and throughout the Barony of Kirten."

Acting quickly was crucial.

Besides, when we didn't even know what situation the victims were in, we couldn't just wait for support from headquarters.

If we hesitated and failed to make quick decisions, we might not be able to save those who could be saved.

Golden time.

We couldn't give up hope yet.

***

The mayor of Montelgo swiftly declared a state of emergency and organized a civilian defense force with able-bodied men.

Combining the city guard, members of the adventurer's guild, cooperating mercenaries, and civilian volunteers, we gathered about 80 people.

I organized them into search parties to track down traces of the missing workers, residents, and Petra with her two squires.

"All search activities will be conducted in groups of ten. Please focus your search on the eastern part of the city and gather at the eastern gate every hour for reporting."
"Can't we just continue searching without stopping?"

One of the search party members raised his hand to question me. Judging by his attire, he seemed to be one of the adventurers.

Of course, continuing the search without interruption would be more efficient.

But.
We had too little information right now.

When we didn't even know who we were dealing with, sending people out without any precautions might cause even greater damage.

The hourly reporting was solely for the safety of the search party members.

"Six grown men disappeared all at once. Just because our search parties have ten people instead of six doesn't guarantee the same won't happen to us."

The mercenaries and guards generally seemed to agree with my opinion. Even the adventurer, apparently reluctant to gamble with his life, sheepishly scratched the back of his head with the hand he had raised.

"Well then... let's begin the search in earnest. The search headquarters will be set up at the eastern gate of Montelgo, so Mayor and Captain, please compile the reports from our personnel here."
"Excuse me? Then what do you plan to do, Minor Lord?"

I answered the mayor, who asked with a bewildered expression, while tapping the sword at my waist.

"Before being the Minor Lord of the barony, I am the administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights. I cannot leave my knights alone and stay in a safe place."

Besides, when the life of someone I care about deeply is at stake, it's only natural that I should be out there myself.

"Dismissed! Everyone, please be careful! If you notice anything suspicious, report it immediately!"

The search party members dispersed with determined looks.

I too headed to the site with Irpin and Andrei.

True to his background as an Imperial Ranger, Andrei carefully observed the surroundings as we made our way there.

Irpin, covering our rear, drew her sword, ready to counter any attack.

Having these two skilled individuals with me provided a sense of security far superior to what the hastily assembled search parties might offer.

"Do you sense anything?"
"Nothing yet."

Click.

As Andrei lightly flicked his wrist, a crossbow hidden in his gauntlet appeared.

It was a portable wrist crossbow used only by rangers specialized in reconnaissance and ambush among the Imperial Rangers during his time with the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Like my two armed companions, I drew the sword from my waist and steadied my breathing.

"B-but is there a reason why just the three of us are moving separately? No matter how skilled we knights are, wouldn't it be safer to have more people searching..."

Irpin asked with a tense voice.

"I deliberately made it dangerous."
"What?"
"Just as we don't know who's hiding here, they don't know who we are either. If you were in their position, who would you target first?"

Andrei added an explanation to my words.

In short, we were bait. We actually wanted to be targeted.

"...gulp."

Irpin swallowed hard. She must have understood our intention.

However, despite deliberately presenting ourselves as vulnerable bait as we continued our search, we found nothing unusual.

'Could it be that it's already hunted suitable prey and is now resting after feeding...?'

It was a plausible scenario, but also the worst assumption.

If what attacked the workers and Petra's group was a beast-type monster like a hydra or basilisk, this scenario was entirely possible.

Assuming the entity that attacked both groups was the same, it definitely wasn't an undead cursed corpse.

If it had been undead, the workers wouldn't have disappeared without a trace. Instead, there would have been an unspeakably horrific scene left behind.

As I realized this, I felt a stabbing pain in my heart.

'Please... be safe, Petra.'

While Petra wasn't completely unskilled, if she was suddenly attacked by such a monster, it would have been too much to handle with just two squires.

The workers disappeared yesterday.
Petra is estimated to have disappeared two days ago.

'...'

The more time passed, the exponentially lower the chances of her being safe. Thinking about this, the composure I had been trying to maintain began to crack.

I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly, trying to maintain my stability, when—

"Wait."

Andrei, who was scouting ahead, raised his hand and spoke.

It was a signal to stop.

"Did you find something?"
"Look at this."

In the direction Andrei pointed, there was a withered purple flower. It stood out clearly among the lush green undergrowth.

Having dabbled a bit in alchemy myself, I could easily recognize the identity of that purple flower.

"Laberansia."
"What's that flower?"
"It's a plant particularly sensitive to magical energy. Even the slightest contact makes it wither like this."
"That means..."
"It's the work of a monster."

Black magicians don't actually emit magical energy. Black magic only uses magical energy as a catalyst; it doesn't manipulate the energy itself.

I quickly unfolded a map to check our current position. We were only about 300 meters southeast from where the abandoned wagon was found.

"But isn't it strange if it's a monster? Subduing six people at once? And without any resistance?"
"It must have used poison. Or perhaps some kind of mental hallucination."

I quickly ran through a list in my head.

Now that it was almost certain that what attacked the workers was a monster, we could narrow down what kind of monster it might be through deduction based on a few facts.

"It eats humans, can subdue them using paralyzing poison or some hallucinogenic substance..."
"Additionally, it didn't consume its incapacitated prey on the spot. This is quite rare among monsters."
"And it likely incapacitated all six people almost simultaneously. Not by directly injecting poison through stingers or fangs, but by dispersing poison over an area."
"...Then it seems we've pretty much figured it out."

My eyes met Andrei's.
He too seemed to have arrived at the answer.

"Arachne."

A man-eating spider had made its nest in the mountains of Montelgo.
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First, I narrowed down the category of monster, but it was still just speculation. I hadn't found any definitive evidence yet.

Besides, even if it was an Arachne, one question remained unanswered.

Arachne isn't a monster commonly found in northern regions. Especially wild Arachne roaming naturally, without a dungeon nearby, is extremely rare.

They typically inhabit the dense forests of the central Empire or the southern jungles.

No matter how warm Montelgo might be for a northern region, it's not particularly suitable for an Arachne to build a nest.

It's Montelgo, after all. With frequent human traffic, the chances of an Arachne—which is extremely wary of human presence—building a nest here were too low.

"...Whatever the case, we need to move quickly."

People had already been taken.
Petra was likely captured by the creature too.

An Arachne that spews paralyzing venom and specializes in ambushes would be difficult for two inexperienced squires to fight against.

My teeth ground together involuntarily.

I hadn't parted with Petra on the best terms, which made me feel even worse.

No.
If only I hadn't gone along with her whims.

If I had convinced the knights or woken Petra earlier, she could have safely returned to the capital.

If anything happened to her...
I honestly didn't think I could forgive myself.

"Irpin! Go to the search headquarters right now and inform them this is the work of a monster. List places nearby where an Arachne might build a nest! And request reinforcements!"
"Y-yes, sir!"

Caves. Dense wetlands. Cliffs. Abandoned houses. Ruins.
Arachne build their nests in places suitable for spinning webs and storing hunted prey.

"Andrei, let's continue searching. I'll leave X marks on trees, so Irpin can follow them when he returns."

We couldn't waste time. We needed to find them as quickly as possible.

Irpin hurried back the way we came, while Andrei carefully examined the Laberansia lying limp on the ground, lightly sweeping the surrounding earth.

"This way."

He raised the crossbow from his back and advanced deeper into the forest.

***

Petra opened her eyes in darkness. Her mind felt hazy, as if she'd been drinking. But for some reason, she couldn't move her body.

She had clearly been on her way to the capital after leaving Montelgo.

The squire at the front had suddenly been thrown off his horse as if he'd hit something while riding along the winding forest path.

She and the other squire had quickly dismounted to help him, but then there was a ear-splitting roar, and her memory ended there.

"Ugh..."

There was a sticky stretching sound as she tried to pull her arm. Something viscous stretched along her arm and sleeve.

"Huh?"

It wasn't just her arm that was covered in something strange.
Her stomach, neck, both legs—essentially her entire body was covered in something sticky.

And then she began to notice the revolting smell.

"—!!!"

It didn't take Petra long to realize where she was.

This was a giant spider's nest.
There was only one type of monster that spun webs and hunted humans.

Arachne.
Had she been attacked after dismounting from her horse?

Petra bit her lip hard, trying to maintain her composure.
Fortunately, the monster didn't seem to notice she was awake.

She twisted her body with all her might to tear off the spider web restraining her.

She managed to free her right arm, but her legs were the problem.
They were bound too tightly to be removed just by hand.

Luckily, the sword at her waist was still there, so if she could just draw it out, she'd be fine.

No matter how tough the spider web was, it was just thread before sharply forged steel.

Petra took a deep breath. She inserted her wrist into the tightly restraining web and wriggled toward the sword at her waist.

She had to be silent—any noise might alert the spider that might be nearby.

"Hng, ugh, hah..."

After struggling for a while, her fingers finally touched the hilt.

"Ugh, urk!? W-where am I?!"

A familiar voice reached her ears.
Instinctively turning her head, she saw the silhouette of a man flailing about not far from her.

"What is this?! Some kind of... spider web?! Ugh! I can't move! Is anyone there? Administrative Director Petra?!"

He was even shouting at the top of his lungs. He was agitating the monster when they should be calmly assessing the situation.

*That idiot...!*

But Petra had to remain silent. Unless she had a weapon in hand, making noise would only alert the Arachne to her presence.

Instead, she moved faster. Petra firmly grasped the hilt and pulled with all her might.

The web restraining the hilt began to loosen. Just a little more and she'd have it.

"Is nobody awake?! Someone please help me!!"

Meanwhile, the squire's reactions grew more frantic.

He had fallen into panic.

This wasn't Petra's first brush with death by monster attack. During the Great Expedition, even knight-level experts died by the dozens each day.

As the administrative officer of the knights, she couldn't always remain safe in such a hellscape.

But this squire was different.

He was a newcomer who joined after the expedition, having just recently been granted the qualification of squire.
It was natural that he couldn't think straight while tied up in spider webs.

However, if she revealed her position now, they would be helpless against any potential additional attacks from the monster.

Petra tried to ignore the cries disrupting her concentration and focused on the task at hand.

The web tore more easily now that she had gotten the hang of it.

The sticky adhesive substance was annoying, but the hardness of the spider web wasn't that strong.

Finally succeeding in drawing her sword from its scabbard, Petra raised the blade upward and cut through the webs firmly holding her body.

Though still covered in the sticky substance, making every movement unpleasantly viscous.

But she had no time to worry about such trivial discomforts.

"Hic, sob... sob... I don't want to die..."

The young squire was now almost wailing. The only fortunate thing was that despite all the commotion, the monster hadn't appeared.

Perhaps it had left the nest?

This might be their only chance to escape.

Petra skillfully wielded her sword to remove the spider webs. After freeing her upper body, she was about to remove the webs from her lower body when—

"Aaaaaaaaahhhhh—!!!!"

A terrible scream echoed throughout the cave.
Sensing that something had gone wrong, Petra pressed her half-raised body flat against the floor.

Turning her gaze slightly, she saw a massive silhouette.

Eight legs, a body the size of two wagons joined together, followed by a chilling cry.

"Sssssssssssss."

It was an Arachne.

"Get away! You monster!!! Get away!!"

The squire screamed at the top of his lungs.
He struggled desperately to escape, but the more he moved in confusion, the more tangled the spider webs became.

Unless he removed them with minimal movement and precision like Petra, the Arachne's threads would only bind its prey more tightly.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"
"Guhk, kuh!!"

As if mocking the struggling squire, the Arachne shrieked sharply and plunged its abdomen into the knight's body.

He had been injected with paralyzing venom.

*This isn't good.*

Typically, Arachne subdue their prey by spraying paralyzing gas. There was only one case where such a creature would directly inject venom into its prey.

*Feeding.*

Since it eats its victims alive, the weak paralyzing gas might allow them to regain consciousness and resist.

So it directly injects powerful venom into the body to prevent any resistance.

When the squire hanging on the wall went limp, the Arachne began removing the spider webs wrapped around him one by one.

It was clearly preparing to feed.

Petra could no longer remain still.
She couldn't just watch as her comrade was devoured before her eyes.

She quickly rose from her position and rushed toward the Arachne.

This was her chance—while it was distracted by its prey.

"Got you!!!"

The Arachne belatedly noticed Petra's presence, but this time she was faster.

The trajectory of her sword fell toward the Arachne's vital point. The abdomen where the venom sac was stored was this cursed spider monster's critical weakness.

The abdomen was covered only with soft fur rather than a carapace, so even a light swing of a sharp sword could inflict a fatal wound.

However, just as her precise strike aimed at the vital point was about to hit—

Clang—!!!
A sound that shouldn't have been heard rang out.

"What?!"

The metallic sound pierced her eardrums. A jarring vibration struck Petra's wrist. Her sword bounced off helplessly after colliding with something solid.

*Metal plate...!!*

The Arachne's abdomen was protected by some kind of metal.

An Arachne wearing armor—it was an absurd sight that momentarily stunned Petra, causing her to freeze.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"

Seizing the opportunity, the Arachne convulsed, turning its body and lunging at Petra.

"Guh!!"

Her face contorted in pain as something pierced through her abdomen.

The paralyzing venom spread instantly.
Petra felt all strength draining from her body.

Clang, clang!!
The sword she was holding fell to the floor. The sensation in her legs disappeared, and her vision flipped.

"N-no..."

It took only seconds. Spider webs wrapped around her body again, which had lost all control.

Her ankles and legs were tightly bound, and unlike before when there was space to move slightly, her hands and body were tightly constricted.

"Kuh, hng..."

The spider web extending from her stomach to her chest and nape strongly compressed her breathing.

Even in this state, all of Petra's senses remained intact.
Only her muscles were paralyzed, preventing movement.

They said victims captured by Arachne feel the sensation of being devoured as they meet their death.

Was that to be her fate now?

*I don't want to die like this, please...*

Tears welled up beneath her eyes, which were forced open by the paralysis.

The first people who came to mind were her parents.
Coming from a rural village far from the capital, Petra hadn't visited them much since joining the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Tears poured down as she imagined her parents waiting endlessly for letters, not knowing their daughter had been killed by a monster.

And then next.
None other than Rubern Ailoy.

*If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have been so petty. Acting like I was something special, trying to constrain someone like him.*

Rubern Ailoy was an extraordinary person.

In just a few years, he had risen from an unknown foreigner to a key position in the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

A name truly worthy of being called a hero, respected and followed by many.

Being attracted to such a male was only natural for any woman.

But now she could no longer dream of a happy future.

That made her regret even more.

Even her final moments with him had been ruined by her own emotional pettiness.

With a sudden jerk, she was lifted into the air.

Petra now found herself dangling from the ceiling.

Blood began rushing to her head.
But the pain she should have felt wasn't there. It was the effect of the Arachne's paralyzing venom.

She was now certain death was approaching.

She didn't know how much time had passed since her capture, but even Rubern Ailoy couldn't find her immediately.

*I'm sorry... Administrative Officer...*

In her fading consciousness, her final wish was that he wouldn't feel guilty about her death.

She also felt nothing but regret for the two squires who would meet a terrible end after being caught up in this.

If only she had been more careful.
If only she had reacted faster, this disaster wouldn't have happened.

Just as the spider web of death was about to cover her face, her last hope abandoned—

Snap!
Something flew through the air, cutting through the single thread holding her to the ceiling.

As the securing thread broke, she felt herself falling helplessly to the floor.

"Guh?!"

Petra screamed as the floor grew closer through her half-obscured vision.

But she didn't crash into the floor.
Instead, someone's hands gently caught her back.

The spider webs covering her eyes and mouth were removed.

Even in the darkness, those eyes that never lost their light flickered before her.

A dreamlike scene.

"Petra! Are you alright?!"
"Huu, huup, sob! Huu, hu...!!"

Tears poured endlessly. Hope, relief, fear, regret. All kinds of emotions mixed together as Petra gasped for breath and burst into tears.

Rubern pulled her tightly into his arms.

"You fucking bastard."

He unleashed a fury more fierce than ever before toward the giant spider monster.
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The former Imperial Ranger was indeed different in every way.

Though the only definite trace was a single withered Laberansia flower, he quickly assessed the surrounding terrain before taking long, purposeful strides.

"Weren't there reports that no disappearances had been reported near Montelgo recently?"
"Yes, we confirmed there were no missing person requests not only in Montelgo but also in other villages of the Barony of Kirten."
"Then there are two possibilities."

First, the Arachne had only recently built its nest and had just begun attacking people.

Second, until now, the Arachne had been able to procure food without hunting humans.

Among these, Andrei was convinced it was the latter.

"Generally, Arachne are extremely cautious monsters. They're also highly intelligent, so they won't even touch what they perceive as too difficult."

Because of these characteristics, in areas where Arachne typically inhabit, people usually move in groups of at least seven.

"But before attacking the workers, it first ambushed Petra's administrative director's party. Despite them being on horseback."

The former Imperial Ranger's eyes flashed.

"This means it's a specimen that has fully adapted to hunting humans. It even attacked six people afterward, which shows it clearly knows how to hunt humans."

A monster accustomed to hunting is several times more dangerous than one that isn't. There's a reason why a single hop goblin is more troublesome than an entire goblin colony.

As soon as I heard Andrei's words, I realized what he was trying to say.

"You mean it has already successfully attacked even larger groups without difficulty."

He silently nodded, then continued his answer.

"Just in case, I checked with the Adventurer's Guild yesterday about nearby dungeons, abandoned villages, fortresses, or ruins."
"Between those places?"
"Missing persons cases. This level of investigation should be done in advance."

His matter-of-fact statement made my trust in Andrei skyrocket. I pride myself on being thorough too.

"Anyway, there's an abandoned castle from the old kingdom era nearby. Given that it's been neglected for a long time, it's likely that vagrants or bandits in the area have been using it as a hideout."

It's not just monsters and beasts that seek out places devoid of human presence.

Those who have been isolated from society for various reasons often make such places their homes.

After all, a utopian world where everyone is happy and prosperous hasn't been realized here either.

"Let's start from there."

Following Andrei's guidance, we arrived at the abandoned castle. The thick walls that once would have withstood enemy attacks had collapsed, and the entrance gate was crushed beyond recognition.

As soon as we entered the gloomy atmosphere of the castle.

"...Damn it."

I could see clumps of spider webs attached everywhere.

"Just as I said. It seems to have hunted all the vagrants in this place."

That wasn't all. In one corner of the castle wall lay bodies that were nearly mummified. As if discarding leftovers after a meal, the remains of victims who met a terrible end had been piled there.

It's fortunate that I have a strong stomach; if it were even slightly weaker, I wouldn't have been able to hold back the urge to vomit at this point.

Moreover, among the pile of remains, alongside crudely made armor, there was a distinctly noticeable jet-black armor of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

For a moment, my heart sank.

"It probably hasn't eaten them yet. Arachne are unnecessarily clean, so they discard the food they've consumed as is."
"Then this is..."
"They just stripped them off."

It's a monster with high intelligence. Even goblins remove all clothes and armor from their victims, so there's no way an Arachne would swallow a sturdy knight whole with armor and all.

It seems that after ambushing the party, it removed all the cumbersome armor to make them easier to eat.

Now that its existence was confirmed, there was no reason to delay any further.

"Follow me closely."

I drew the sword hanging at my waist and stepped into the dark interior of the castle where not a single ray of sunlight penetrated.

***

"It should be here."
"I agree."

True to its nature as a spider that nests in damp, gloomy places, the Arachne had built its nest in the basement rather than the upper floors.

From the entrance, the basement was filled with horrifying silk pouches that looked like they contained something bundled up, and what appeared to be egg sacs.

As it seemed to have once been used as a prison, the rusty cells and iron bars scattered throughout added to the terrifying atmosphere.

Still, it was fortunate that there were no human-shaped pouches at the entrance yet.

"First, this."

Before entering combat, I took out a potion from the bag I had brought and handed it to Andrei. It was a "Night Vision Potion" that I had brought along just in case.

It was one of the potions generously donated by Campten, who had now established himself as a respectable mid-level alchemist.

I didn't expect to use it here though.

As soon as we drank the potion, our dim vision immediately brightened as if we were wearing night vision goggles.

It would be foolish to enter with torches here.

There might be flammable toxic gases inside, and if we carelessly used fire and innocent victims got hurt, it would be irreparable.

Instead, I had brought along a few magic scrolls.

These were very useful and expensive items that allowed even someone like me, who could only handle a tiny amount of mana, to temporarily wield powerful magic.

More than enough to deal with an Arachne.

Just as Andrei and I, now fully doped up, descended into the horrific basement.

"Kyaaaack!!!"

A ear-piercing scream echoed loudly.

It was the Arachne.
Was someone resisting?

We exchanged glances almost simultaneously and ran down the stairs.
Spider webs hanging at intervals obstructed our passage, but we cut through them with our swords.

And finally,
I could see a giant spider crawling up the wall.

Not only that, but next to it, hanging from spider webs, was a human-shaped pouch covered in silk.

Through the spider webs, I could see medium-length hair peeking out.

There was only one person I knew among the victims with such hair.

"Andrei!!!"

Before I could even give an order, an arrow was fired from the experienced hunter's crossbow.

As soon as the sharp arrow precisely pierced the thinly stretched spider web, I accelerated my steps and lunged forward.

Barely catching the figure, I tore off the spider webs stuck to her face and shouted.

"Petra! Are you alright?!"

Her pupils trembled.
Paralyzed and barely able to move her mouth, Petra gasped and shed tears. How terrified she must have been.

"This fucking bastard."
"Kyaaaack!!!"

I glared at the Arachne.
I would split that damn monster's face.

How many innocent people had it devoured?
It had taken the lives of all those living in the abandoned castle, and even tried to eat someone dear to me.

Not stopping there, it had also attacked the citizens of Montelgo who had participated in construction out of pure goodwill.

As the minor lord of the Barony of Kirten, administrative officer of the Snow Leopard Knights, vassal of the Rupel Territory, and former administrative officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights,
I had to exterminate this bastard.

"Petra, hang on a little longer. I'll see you upstairs."

I handed Petra over to Andrei who had followed closely behind.

"I'll handle this bastard myself. Andrei, focus on rescuing survivors in the meantime. Please join Irpin and the reinforcements."
"Are you sure you'll be alright alone?"
"I'll be fine."

I raised my sword and took a stance.

Unlike typical spiders, the Arachne's front is protected by hard carapace.
Unlike other insect-type monsters that can be dealt fatal blows with just a few sword strikes, this opponent would be troublesome to handle with simple sword attacks alone.

Moreover, since it's smooth and has a thin, sword-like shape, if I misjudge the trajectory, there's a risk of my sword bouncing off.

'In that case... I have no choice but to aim for its weak spot.'

The abdomen, which shoots silk, sprays poison gas, and has poison stingers—essentially the most important part of an Arachne.

Despite being such a crucial area, the unprotected abdomen was the only weak spot I could target right now.

'If I change direction to lure it and then cut it right away...'

A strange tension filled the standoff.
I was planning to exploit any opening and stab it in the rear, but...

Thanks to the night vision potion, I could clearly see parts that would normally be invisible.

"...?"

The round weak spot that should have been covered with fine hair was instead surrounded by something shiny and oval-shaped.

"Kiyaaaack!!"

With a roar, the carapace surrounding the monster's abdomen spread to both sides. What emerged from within were translucent wings.

A form never before seen in ordinary Arachne.
And that wasn't all.

Kiiiiiiiiiii—!!!

As the thin membranes rising from its abdomen collided with each other, a powerful shockwave that rattled my skull enveloped the entire space.

"Urgh!?!"

If I hadn't instinctively covered my ears, it would have been more than just a simple headache.

'An Arachne that uses sonic attacks...?'

I've never heard of such a thing.
Neither the academic world nor the knightly orders that exterminate all kinds of monsters on the front lines had reported discovering this type of monster.

Even as I witnessed it directly, I couldn't believe it, and a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

"Could it be."

A monster with a form different from ordinary Arachne.
Not only does it have wings that a spider shouldn't possess, but it also uses those wings to emit sonic waves.

If this creature before me isn't a new type of monster that hasn't been reported to the academic world yet...

There's only one possibility left.

"A chimera?"

This creature was an "artificial monster."
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"KYAAAAAAAK!!"

The Arachne leaped into the air with a howl that made my knees weak just hearing it. If I hadn't taken the night vision potion, this would have been game over already.

Fighting a giant spider with spread wings flying in pitch-black darkness was something only a madman would do.

But I'd already overcome the visibility disadvantage.

I parried its fiercely swinging leg with my blade.

Clack! Clang!!

Heavy. Despite being just an Arachne, its carapace hardness felt similar to the Worm I'd faced before.

But it was too early to judge from a single strike.

I rolled across the floor, twisting my body to target its side. I drove my sword straight into the joint between its face and chest, but—

Clang!!!
It blocked me again. Being too close, I couldn't properly evade its leg attack, and it grazed my face by a hair's breadth.

Hiss.
A stinging sensation spread across my cheek.

"I don't know which bastard designed you, but they did a fucking terrible job!"

I cursed and leaped backward. With sticky spider webs spread throughout the area, I had to be extremely careful with each step.

The nest was in the underground of an abandoned castle, making the space extremely cramped. For the safety of the other victims, luring it outside would be best, but...

How do I lure it out?

I've said this multiple times, but Arachne are extremely cautious magical beasts. There's no guarantee this bastard would follow me if I tried to run and lure it away.

If instead of following me, it used its webs to completely seal the entrance...

That would become a serious headache.

I couldn't guarantee the safety of the victims tied up everywhere. In the worst case, it might immediately devour everyone.

"KIAAAAK!!"
"Goddamn it, seriously."

I grimaced at the shockwave that spread with its roar. It felt like someone was hammering my skull.

If I kept my distance, it would send shockwaves.

But if I got close, I wasn't confident I could handle all eight of its sharp legs.

This was a mid-high level magical beast.

No matter how consistently I'd trained, in a battle of attrition against a mid-high level magical beast, I was at an overwhelming disadvantage.

"...Even so, using 'Blood Technique' doesn't seem worth it here."

I bit my lip hard. It was a powerful technique, but its side effects were enormous, making me reluctant to use it.

Besides, it wasn't very efficient in a one-on-one environment. Risking my life against a mere Arachne seemed... excessive, right?

I'd already rescued Petra, at least.
Looking around, there were exactly eight cocoons in human shape.

Two squires and six missing villagers, all seemingly alive.

In the end, all I could do was hold out as long as possible.

Fortunately, the Arachne didn't just charge in. It must be its first time facing a human head-on, having previously ambushed and subdued its prey.

"By the way, you look like absolute shit. I can tell who your father is without even asking."

I provoked the Arachne by raising my middle finger. As if understanding my insult, the spider monster roared fiercely.

Maybe family insults cross the line in their world too.

"KYAAAAK!!"

Its first leg swung toward my face. I ducked to avoid it, immediately followed by another leg.

I wedged my blade precisely into the middle of the X-shaped sharp strike.

CLANG!!!!!

"Kugh!?"

I caught the attack with my upright blade. I shifted my center of gravity forward and spread my legs wide to withstand the impact.

Grrrrr, screeeech!!

The sound of metal scraping against my blade assaulted my ears. The heavy weight pressed down on my wrists.

Neither of us could move, both locked in position, until—

Its rear end twitched. It raised its hind legs, opened the carapace on its abdomen, and released a purple gas.

The Arachne's specialty.
Paralysis gas.

"Damn it."

In this space with extremely poor air circulation, the gas particles would linger for a long time. Even if it had no immediate effect, I'd inevitably inhale small amounts of gas as time passed.

The Arachne looked at me with what seemed like a smirking face. Eight red, gleaming eyes.

That's the problem with high-intelligence magical beasts.
They think they're human.

"If that's how you want to play, I have my own plans."

Despite the paralysis gas gradually spreading, I didn't remove the sword wedged between its legs.

Instead, I used my other hand to pull out a scroll from the pouch firmly attached to my thigh.

"You think I'd enter a tiger's den without preparing for this?"

A magic scroll.

Something I'd brought just in case.
Made in Bernard, the scroll's quality was guaranteed.

When I tore the part with the inscribed characters, a linear magic formation with fourteen strokes expanded, causing the air around to fluctuate.

5th Circle wind magic, Wolf Wind.

A storm like a running wolf blew in from the outside.
The creeping paralysis gas instantly dispersed and vanished.

I moved with the flow of the wind. While the Arachne was confused by the unexpected magic, I pushed hard against its front legs and—

Jumped onto its back and drove my sword in with all my might.

"KYAAAAK!!!"
"Why are you so damn hard!!"

CLANG!!

But even this hard-won strike only managed to dent its carapace.

The Arachne let out a painful scream from the wound that was dented in the shape of my blade.

It thrashed about wildly.

I lost my balance and fell to the floor.
I couldn't even hold on by stabbing its back, so this was inevitable.

"Kheuk!!"

Pain like a needle stabbing my tailbone shot through me.
I couldn't position myself properly to absorb the impact.

To make matters worse, I'd dropped my sword.

The Arachne wouldn't just stand there watching during that momentary lapse.

It spread its wings and flew at me. In the blink of an eye, the giant spider pinned me down.

Thunk!!

One sharp leg pierced my thigh. Before I could even feel the pain in my tailbone, a burning sensation engulfed my nerves.

My teeth clenched. A scream erupted from the back of my throat.

"KUAAAAK!!"
"KYAAAAK!!"

The enraged creature brought its disgusting teeth right up to my face.
Revolting saliva dripped from its gaping maw, ready to bite my face off.

And that was my last and only chance.

"Die, you bastard!!!"

I immediately drew my dagger and thrust my hand into its mouth.
Just before its layered teeth could tear into my flesh, I drove the dagger deep into the roof of its mouth.

Splat!!

Green blood dripped down. Despite the horrible sensation, disgusting smell, and everything else, I didn't stop stabbing.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. Squelch, splash, squish.

No matter how hard its carapace, any creature's mouth is just soft flesh.
I tore through skin, ripped muscles, and pierced organs.

After stabbing it countless times, my entire arm covered in sticky fluid, the Arachne collapsed on top of me.

It was over.

I looked straight into the glistening red eyes on its chest and said:

"If you were going to eat me, you should have done it in one bite."

***

"Administrator!!!"

After gathering all available forces and arriving at the abandoned castle, Irpin rushed down to the basement as soon as she heard Andrei's words.

A giant man-eating spider.

She knew all too well how dangerous an Arachne could be. Especially one that had built a nest like this was doubly dangerous.

Even in the duchy where she once served, two knights had lost their lives while subjugating an Arachne.

No matter how skilled Rubern Ailoy was—a former Black Lion Knight and a capable combatant—he couldn't face an Arachne alone.

Even if he had rescued the victims, leaving the Administrator alone...

Irpin couldn't understand Andrei at all.
And what was with that look in his eyes, as if victory was certain?

How would he take responsibility if something happened?

When she reached the basement, beyond the torch in her hand, she saw a massive silhouette.

The Arachne.
It was completely flattened against the floor, twitching.

The Administrator was nowhere to be seen.

A missing Administrator.
An Arachne that appeared to be "eating" something while lying down.

The implication was clear.

"Administrator!!!!!!"

Irpin's face turned pale as she realized what had happened. There was no time to think. She charged toward the Arachne without hesitation.

Opening her mana.
As red energy began to envelop her sword and ignite flames—

"Time!! Tiiiime!!!"

A familiar voice came from inside the spider. Even hearing it directly, Irpin asked in a greatly confused voice:

"Administrator?! Were you... eaten?!"
"Yes, it's quite cozy in here. Want to join me, Irpin?"
"What nonsense are you talking about?!"
"I'm serious. I'm starting to suffocate, so could you please remove this wretched thing?"

At those words, Irpin pushed the Arachne away. As the limp body of the giant spider rolled over, Rubern appeared underneath.

His face was covered in revolting fluid.

"Good morning."

The Administrator waved his hand.
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Fortunately, the Arachne that had made its nest in the abandoned fortress was a solitary creature. While they weren't typically social creatures... there was still a good chance other specimens could have been living in such a vast space.

The guards and vigilantes led by Irpin immediately descended underground and safely rescued the survivors.

The six missing villagers and two squires were able to see the sunlight again, unharmed.

And I, Rubern Ailoy, the one who made all this possible...

"Arrrggghhhh!!"
"Please bear with it. Irpin, could you hold his arms firmly?"
"Don't resist, Administrator!"

...was being tortured to great acclaim by two subordinate knights, unable to even escape the underground area.

The bleeding wouldn't stop from my thigh where the Arachne's sharp claws had pierced through.

The wound was too deep for emergency treatment without a professional healer. There was a clear limit to what could be done just by pouring Campten's healing potion.

Therefore, Andrei's decision was field surgery.

The Arachne had been wandering in an environment that couldn't be called sanitary even as a polite lie.

While external bacteria or viruses could be treated with alchemical potions, direct infection could still occur with an open wound.

Moreover, as a former Imperial Ranger accustomed to traversing treacherous terrain, he possessed medical skills to handle emergencies.

"I personally performed emergency treatment on severed fingers before."

Andrei said this as he pulled out a needle and thread from his pocket. Additionally, he completed flame sterilization by heating the needle in a fire ignited by Irpin's mana.

"Oh."

I was briefly reassured by his professional and thorough approach, but then pain that made my balls shrivel up enveloped my entire body.

I thought I'd only need to endure for the first few seconds, but this is too painful!!!!!

"Please bear with it a little longer. We're almost done."
"Nnnggghhhh!!!"

This feels more painful than when I was directly impaled by the Arachne.

There's no anesthesia or anything here. I initially thought I could somehow endure given the circumstances.

Unfortunately, I was no Guan Yu.

Unable to bear the dizzying pain any longer, I pointed to the rear end of the Arachne rolling nearby and shouted.

"Paralytic sting! Get me the paralytic sting! Quickly!!"
"Paralytic sting???"
"The one stuck in that bastard's rear... Argh!! That! Get that quickly!"

As soon as Irpin hurriedly removed the paralytic sting from the Arachne's body at my agonized cry, I plunged the sting into my arm without hesitation.

The paralyzing venom remaining in the sting, not long after the creature's death, spread through my veins.

That's right.
If there's no anesthetic, you can use a natural anesthetic instead, right?

An unpleasant sensation of muscles stiffening enveloped my body, and my clear vision became blurry.

I belatedly realized this was truly a stupid thing to do.

The Arachne's paralyzing venom only immobilized muscles, not nerves.

While Andrei, the one performing the surgery, seemed much more comfortable with me paralyzed and limp...

During the suturing operation that lasted over thirty minutes, I was unable to writhe but had to endure all the pain.

It was the first time I thought dying might be better.

***

News of the Arachne attacking people in the free city of Montelgo was immediately relayed to Petaronto, the capital of Rupel Territory, and the Snow Leopard Knights.

Count Dionaos Rupel ordered the immediate dispatch of his knights upon hearing the news.

Baron Kirten Mexis and his civilian knights, who had been near Tipen Village for the Iron Road construction, quickly returned to the Barony of Kirten.

The sight that greeted the count's knights and vassals gathered at the abandoned fortress was truly horrific.

"This fortress was neglected as its remote location made it unsuitable for maintenance or upkeep. I believe it was expanded 200 years ago..."

Baron Kirten muttered with a grave expression.

"To think such a dangerous magical beast would make its nest here."

This was entirely the fault of him as the lord. If he had thoroughly destroyed it, repaired it, or stationed guards or knights nearby to manage it properly, such a tragedy wouldn't have occurred.

Having merely heard that vagrants were living there and neglecting it, he was the one responsible.

He could never escape that responsibility.

"Damn, it ate quite a lot."

Liberio, a former wandering knight, remarked as he looked at the mummies wrapped in spider webs—victims whose bodily fluids had been completely drained.

Even he, who had seen all sorts of sights during his wanderings, couldn't help but grimace in disgust at what the spider creature had done.

Of course, not everyone was left speechless by the horrific scene.

"Their souls will have reached heaven. Please prepare funeral rites."
"I've asked the spirits to purify the magical energy in the area."

Decart, a priest, and Regius, an elf from the Noble Forest, each prayed for the victims' souls in their own way.

Barbara, Heinz, Lonz, and other original Snow Leopard Knights also expressed their condolences for the victims who had once lived their own lives.

It was during this solemn, heavy silence that enveloped the group.

"Please bring out the Arachne's corpse."

A timid voice came from behind.

Sianne, immediately recognizing who it was, turned around in surprise to see the black-haired administrator leaning on crutches.

"Rubern!"

The blonde knight captain approached urgently. Up close, the administrator's condition was even more miserable than expected.

Bandages wrapped tightly around his thigh. His bloodshot eyes were swollen red from the fierce battle.

His eyes looked as if he had aged ten years.

"Oh no...! What happened?!"
"I'm fine. More importantly, the Arachne first."

After calming down the frantic knight captain, Rubern had the guards bring out the problematic magical beast.

When the creature responsible for this tragedy was revealed...

"What... is this...?"

Everyone present, except for Andrei and Rubern who had witnessed it directly, had their faces filled with shock.

Partly because its face, slashed from the inside of its mouth and covered haphazardly with its own fluids, was horrifying.

But mainly because it wasn't a simple Arachne.

Its already sturdy carapace was reinforced like steel. Not only that, but even the belly area, traditionally considered an Arachne's weakness, was protected by a hard exoskeleton like that of an armored insect.

Between those exoskeletons protruded a thin, translucent membrane—insect-like wings.

"Have you ever seen an Arachne like this?"

When Heinz asked in a fearful voice, Regius the elf silently shook his head.

"And this powerful magical energy. It doesn't show signs of natural occurrence."
"So you noticed too."

Rubern limped over on his crutches and stood right next to Regius. Andrei, who was quite experienced in magical beast extermination, had reached the same conclusion as Rubern.

"This is an artificial magical beast. A horrific hybrid deliberately created by someone."

Whether it had escaped from some secret laboratory somewhere and happened to drift here.

Or whether it had been deliberately "released" in Kirten Barony with some special purpose in mind...

Even the lowliest guards clearly understood what kind of situation this was.

Anyone who wasn't a fool would know.

"Please contact the Papal Office and the Imperial Court. Tell them black mages have infiltrated Rupel Territory."

Rubern Ailoy's eyes flashed.

This had grown too large in scale to end as a mere incident in Rupel Territory.

Count Dionaos Rupel wanted to resolve it quietly if possible, but even Sianne thought that burying this might lead to an even greater catastrophe.

No, rather, knowing the count as she did, he would have immediately sent an urgent messenger to the capital as soon as he witnessed the situation here.

"...Prepare a messenger right away."

Sianne bit her lip firmly.
A distinctly bad feeling was gradually taking over her mind.

***

Petra opened her eyes in bed. Fearing she might still be in that terrible spider den, she jerked upright.

But soon she exhaled in relief as she recalled her last clear memory.

"Petra! Are you okay!?"

The voice echoing in her head.

Just remembering that moment brought her a sense of peace.

Once again, she had received help. Rubern Ailoy had always saved her like this.

"Ah, you're awake."

The door to Petra's room opened just then. The very man from her memories entered, leaning on crutches.

"Administrator!"
"No need to get up. Lie down and rest properly."

The bandage wrapped around his thigh. It was clearly not a minor injury.

Had he been injured trying to save her?

"Are you feeling alright?"
"Yes..."
"That's a relief."
"B-but, Administrator Rubern... what happened to that wound?"
"Just a scratch."

Rubern shrugged as if it were nothing. A lie. Petra immediately realized he was downplaying it to reassure her.

He was always that kind of man.

Foolishly sacrificing himself for others, allowing himself to be used. He was like that in the Black Lion Knights, and his character hadn't changed much here in Rupel Territory.

The Chief Administrator who supported the knights by overworking himself, when he could have left at any time.

A war hero who, despite having the strongest backing in the Crown Prince, was always humble and never abused that power.

A person who gave up positions of attention and glory to others, content to watch from behind a humble tent.

"I'm... sorry."
"What are you sorry for? Being attacked by a magical beast?"
"You got hurt... because of me..."
"As long as you're safe, that's what matters. Petra, even if I lost the use of one leg, your life is more precious to me."

At those words...

Petra couldn't hold back her tears. Sniffling, with her head hung low and shoulders trembling, Rubern slowly approached her.

"It's okay. Everything's fine."

Pat, pat. His hand gently tapped her shoulder. That warm touch once again embraced Petra's heart.

"The Black Lion Knights will be coming soon. Commander Levia is coming too."
"What?"
"You can safely go with them. As you know, with Levia around, you'll be safe from anything short of a dragon, so don't worry."

This was a case where the current administrative director of the knights had nearly been killed. Given the severity of the matter, it wasn't strange that even Commander Levia would be involved.

But Petra's response was completely unexpected.

"No."
"Huh?"
"I'm quitting the knights too."

...Suddenly?
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The black lion banner fluttered in the wind with a roar as they advanced toward the free city of Montelgo. Their imposing presence caught the attention of commoners working in the nearby fields.

The Imperial Black Lion Knights—undisputedly the most renowned order not just in the empire but across the entire continent.

Naturally, the name of the knight commander leading this order was well-known even in this remote territory.

"Look over there! It's Lady Levia, the Golden Lion!"
"My goodness... she's even more beautiful in person than the rumors suggest."

Levia Irtarte.

She rode her horse slowly, completely unfazed by the admiring exclamations from the commoners. There was no reason to show displeasure or pride.

After all, wasn't her beauty simply a matter of course?

She was the Golden Lion Levia, commander of the empire's fiercest warriors and possessor of unrivaled martial prowess. There was no need to react to every comment from commoners in some backwater count's territory.

From untouchables to high nobles, Levia had become everyone's role model, the exemplar of an honorable female knight.

For someone born with such natural excellence, such praise was hardly special.

As they crossed over a gently rising hill, the city walls of Montelgo, which bordered the northwestern part of the Bolivar Empire's capital, came into view.

"Commander, that's Montelgo ahead."
"Hmm."

The golden-haired knight nodded at the flag bearer's words, who was clad in heavy black armor.

Apart from the Hebron Duchy, this northern territory wasn't particularly well-known, nor was there any need to know about it.

Nevertheless, Levia had heard the name Montelgo mentioned a few times before.

Of course, she had only heard of it—this was her first visit to the place.

If Administrative Director Petra Bastian and two squires hadn't been attacked by an Arachne, she would have had no reason to venture to this area.

"What's this place famous for?"
"They're known for mountain goat meat dishes served with milk in the northern regions. And recently, a new food called 'chicken' has been making its way to the capital. I've heard about it."
"Chicken?"
"It's fried poultry... you know, that... the Black Fox. They say the Black Fox personally developed the dish with famous chefs from across the country."

Levia's eyes narrowed at the mention of "Black Fox." It was a nickname she couldn't forget even if she tried.

She had been slapped across the face—a face that had never been struck before—in front of the order's administrators and knights.

It wasn't that she couldn't react.
She simply hadn't expected someone would dare slap her, which had left her momentarily stunned.

"So this is the territory where that guy was newly appointed as administrator?"
"Yes, this is Count Rupel's territory."
"I was wondering why the Administrative Director was here... I'll have to firmly warn her to stay away from that bastard."

Levia clicked her tongue.

She absolutely could not tolerate her knights associating with the former administrator who had so outrageously insulted her.

If the order's administration hadn't continued functioning, and if it weren't for the crown prince actively defending Rubern, she would have thrown him in the knights' prison for contempt—and that would have been too lenient.

She couldn't allow her knights to be close to such a man.

"Administrative staff are just impossible to understand."

This is what happens when people who can't even fight properly wander around places like this—they get subdued by pathetic monsters like Arachne.

Of course, Administrative Director Petra had visited the area solely to manage the dungeon near Montelgo and had merely encountered the Black Fox Rubern Ailoy by chance.

But such facts were unimportant to Levia.
She didn't need to know them anyway.

And so the Black Lion Knights entered through Montelgo's city gates.

***

A strange atmosphere filled the baron's residence in Montelgo. It was by no means pleasant. This was due to the hostility simmering between the minor lord and Snow Leopard Knights' administrator Rubern Ailoy and the Black Lion Knights' commander Levia Irtarte.

Except for Sianne and Petra from the Snow Leopard Knights who knew the situation to some extent.

Everyone else present couldn't understand why there was such a permafrost between these two people.

"Um... shall we start the meeting right away?"

Breaking the suffocating silence was Lilia, the princess of Hebron Duchy and captain of the second division of the Wolf Pack Knights.

The Arachne attack was solely an issue for the Rupel Territory, so there was no reason for the neighboring Hebron princess to attend this meeting.

However, when three of the victims of the Arachne attack were identified as merchants who had contracts with the Wolf Pack Knights,
The Wolves had to send personnel to hear the truth about the incident.

"Y-yes! Let's get started right away!"

Following Lilia Hebron's lead, Sianne also spoke up, prompting Rubern Ailoy to reluctantly stand and begin explaining the incident.

"Based on our investigation, what the Snow Leopard Knights dealt with wasn't simply a mid-high level monster called Arachne."
"Not an Arachne?"

When Lilia asked, the black-haired administrator pulled out something like a round orb from his pocket. A palm-sized sphere coated in pitch-black without any luster.

"That's..."
"A Corruption Heart."

At his firm declaration, murmurs erupted throughout the room.

Corruption Heart.
An artifact primarily used by black mages—the knights' archenemies and betrayers of humanity—when casting their wicked spells.

The problem was that this one was much larger than a typical Corruption Heart.

"The Arachne that attacked Petra Bastian and the people of Barony of Kirten was a chimera. It had the shell of a beetle-type monster called 'Dragon Beetle' grafted onto the Arachne's body, and underneath were wings of a Sound Cricket capable of powerful sonic attacks."

An artificial monster created by combining three completely different types of monsters.

Fusing monsters to create a new form was entirely possible with a Corruption Heart, which could subjugate even dragons if conditions were right.

But one question remained in everyone's mind.

Why?

Of course, Arachne was a mid-high level monster, quite challenging for a single knight to subdue.

But that also meant that two or more knights could easily defeat it.

Perhaps for an elite specimen like an Arachne Queen it would make sense, but using such a valuable item just to fuse a regular Arachne with a few insect-type monsters seemed excessive.

Rubern Ailoy was well aware of this fact, and after deep contemplation, he had reached a conclusion.

Now, with representatives from each knight order gathered, he saw the perfect opportunity to share his opinion.

"I believe this chimera monster was a prototype."
"A prototype, you say?"

Rubern Ailoy continued his explanation.

"As you all know, Corruption Heart isn't actually a term for a specific artifact. It's a core made by crystallizing mana corrupted by black magic. That's why their shapes and functions vary greatly."

There are Corruption Hearts that create dungeons, and others like this one that create or recombine new monsters.
He recalled some that could turn healthy humans into undead with just a touch, or ones installed beneath cities to gradually drain the life force of citizens.

However, because of this, Corruption Hearts are inherently unstable.
To function properly, they require considerable trial and error.

This is why black mages are often caught by knight orders or the Papal Office before they can achieve their goals.

The necessity of "sacrifices."

A Corruption Heart isn't like armor or a sword that any blacksmith can forge with a few hammer strikes.

As a vessel that inevitably contains negative energy, it requires a pure heart that can withstand that energy.

The procurement of such materials typically involved kidnapping innocent citizens or illegally purchasing slaves.

Most black mages get caught during this process.

However, for experiments based on monsters, there's no need to kidnap humans.

Monsters, being inherently corrupt beings from birth, are actually more compatible with Corruption Hearts.

"It was literally an experimental subject. This Corruption Heart probably wasn't perfectly made either."
"You're saying something as concentrated and powerful as that is incomplete?"

Levia, who had been wearing a disinterested expression throughout, finally spoke.

Her tone, completely lacking in respect for others, made Sianne slightly displeased, and Lilia also seemed somewhat surprised.

Though he might have once been her workplace superior, he was now clearly an administrator working for a different knight order and the minor lord of Barony of Kirten.

Even if they weren't on good terms, knightly courtesy should be maintained.
Yet she wasn't even observing that basic decorum.

*She's just as rude as I expected.*

Rubern thought to himself as he answered in an equally curt voice.

"Yes."
"So you're saying there's a completed version somewhere?"
"I would assume so."

He put the Corruption Heart back into his bag and added:

"That's why I've already asked a close friend of mine to investigate related matters."

A close friend?
As the knights in the meeting room were about to question who this might be.

The firmly closed door burst open, revealing a shiny forehead.

"Rubern Ailoy!!"
"Right on time."

Rubern Ailoy's close friend and a renowned researcher from the Larva Ecological Zone who had been dispatched to investigate the young dragon that appeared in Bordova.

It was Bernard, the spatial mage.
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In the Bolivar Empire, anyone with knowledge of magic or auras would certainly know the name Bernard, the Spatial Magician. Even though I tease him about his bald head, the title of Spatial Magician isn't something easily earned.

Bernard strode into the conference room, ignoring the gathered knights, and snatched the Corruption Heart from the bag in front of me.

He immediately infused mana into the artifact. The matte sphere flashed blue for an instant before splitting in two with a cracking sound.

"W-what are you doing?!" Sianne shouted in panic, seeing what could be considered crucial evidence being destroyed before her eyes.

Bernard coolly extended his palm to stop her. "Stay. Back."

Both Lilia Hebron and Sianne's faces crumpled at the sight. It was immediately clear why Bernard remained single—his gesture made it perfectly understandable.

And of course, it fell to me to provide a proper explanation.

"Members of the Imperial Black Lion Knights may not be aware, but a few months ago, our Snow Leopard Knights eliminated a young dragon, a 'Wyrm,' that had settled in the Ardaroce Mountains."

"A Wyrm?" the Knight Captain accompanying Levia responded with surprise. Since we had some passing acquaintance, I didn't feel much hostility toward him.

"A Wyrm in the northern region... I never would have thought."

"It wasn't just causing trouble in Rupel Territory, but crossing the mountains and wreaking havoc in Hebron Duchy as well. Fortunately, Princess Lilia happened to be traveling with us and provided appropriate assistance in the elimination, allowing us to resolve the matter without significant casualties."

When I subtly highlighted Lilia's contribution, she faintly rolled her eyes. She was feeling embarrassed.

Though she maintained an aloof expression in public, befitting her alias "The Noble Gray Wolf"...

In reality, she was someone more honest with her reactions than most.

"So that's why the mages from the Larva Ecological Zone were here."

"Correct. And coincidentally... we just received news yesterday that a Corruption Heart was found on the problematic Wyrm."

"...!!!"

You didn't know this, did you?
This was why Bernard could rush from Bordova at the northernmost part of the territory to Montelgo at the southernmost end in one go.

Having discovered the Corruption Heart, he had come to Petaronto to deliver the related information, then immediately headed down to Montelgo.

"Is, is that true?"

"Yes. And I just completed analyzing the magical structure of this Corruption Heart."

"Then the reason you infused it with mana earlier—"

"Yes, I reverse-engineered it."

Since artifacts are ultimately created with magic, with sufficient skill and time, one can understand their structure.

It's similar to computer programming—examining the source code to understand the program's logic.

However, in reality, it's far more complex than ordinary programming and requires advanced magical skills.

Bernard had just solved such a task in mere seconds.
He truly is a genius.

"What were the results?"

"Just as you suspected, Rubern."

Bernard said this as he placed the broken Corruption Heart on the desk.

"The structure is 100% identical."

With the Spatial Magician's confirmation, it became an undeniable fact.

"So the sudden appearance of a Wyrm in the northern region, and the bizarre Arachne harming people in the southern part of Rupel Territory were ultimately..."

I gave a definitive answer to Sianne, who seemed to be in disbelief, or more precisely, trying desperately to deny it.

"The work of the same person, or rather, the same group."

***

The Imperial Black Lion Knights.
The Wolfpack Knights of Hebron Territory.
And finally, the Snow Leopard Knights.

The meeting of representatives from the three knightly orders concluded quickly after Bernard's appearance.

Given how things had developed, this was no longer an issue that could be resolved at the knightly order level.

First, the Imperial Black Lion Knights said they would investigate at the imperial level to see if similar reports had come in from other territories.

Lilia Hebron, captain of the Wolves' 2nd Division, sent a letter to Knight Commander Siegbert Bauer and Duke Harald Hebron, given the gravity of the situation.

Hebron Duchy is geographically very close to Rupel Territory.
There's no guarantee that the black mages' activities are limited to Rupel Territory, so Hebron Duchy faces the same urgent threat.

Additionally, the assistant bishop of the Papal Office responsible for Rupel Territory, and given the severity of the situation, a high priest from the Inquisition in the Laterano Autonomous Region, would be sent.

While knights respond when incidents occur, the ultimate decisions rest with those higher up.

So Count Dionaos Rupel, Baron Kirten Mexis, Duke Harald Hebron, and an Inquisitor from Laterano.

Including the Imperial Inspectors who would arrive later, it was essentially an assembly of the Bolivar Empire's all-stars in one place.

Whew, just imagining it gives me chills.
I should test the waters and then make my escape.

I wasn't the only one taken aback by this unexpected "Avengers Assemble" moment.

"Then we'll be returning to the capital now. We've safely taken custody of the two knight apprentices and the administrative director."

I nodded at the Knight Captain's words. His gaze toward me was strangely moist.

A silent plea that seemed to say, "You know everything, so please let us go peacefully."

It made sense that the Black Lion Knights wanted to avoid entanglement, given their poor relationship with the Papal Office and their recent thorough investigation by Imperial Inspectors.

After all, once the Inspection Office gets involved, no one can escape.

"Very well... however, Administrative Director Petra will need to be monitored a bit longer."

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"She's experiencing severe anxiety symptoms. It seems she wants to rest and recover for a while."

"If that's the case, wouldn't it be better for her to recover in the safety of the capital?"

"Ah, well..."

I couldn't give a proper answer to the Knight Captain who questioned me with incomprehension.

Of course not.
It was a lie I had carefully crafted.

Petra had suddenly declared her resignation from the Black Lion Knights.

Since the meeting was imminent, I couldn't ask her exact opinion, but it was clear she didn't want to return with the Black Lion Knights today.

So I made up a vague medical excuse about anxiety symptoms.

It's not like I'm some NTR villain from an adult webtoon.

I couldn't just say, "Petra's no longer satisfied with your knightly order? I'll make good use of your pretty administrative director and return her later, so wait patiently~."

"Since she was attacked on the way... yes, I think it's best to wait until she calms down."

"Hmm, I suppose there's no choice then."

Fortunately, the Knight Captain accepted this without showing any suspicion.

However, as always, the problem was...

"What? What are you saying? Absolutely not."

Our clingy Knight Commander was bound to cause trouble.

"Commander Levia."

"I told you, I will never allow that damned man to associate with our knights again."

Wow, your wonderful personality remains unchanged.

How can she speak so rudely to someone's face without any hesitation?

Her habit of disrespectfully treating people however she pleases apparently hasn't been corrected.

Well, people don't change easily. Especially those with strong egos—they're neither flexible nor easily broken.

They stagnate and eventually rot.

Even Sianne, who had been listening nearby, seemed to think this was too much and stepped forward to intervene between Levia and me.

"Your words are excessive. Is there some problem with our administrative officer?"

"Outsiders should stay out of this."

"Excuse me?"

Levia's eyes narrowed. The word "outsider" made Sianne's expression harden. She seemed unsure if she had heard correctly.

"Out-outsider? Who are you calling an outsider? This is clearly Rupel Territory. Despite being an Imperial Knight Order, such an attitude is quite insulting."

Of course, Lucy's mother is also someone who doesn't back down from injustice.

"Administrative Officer Rubern is like a mentor to our knightly order. Insulting him is equivalent to insulting the Snow Leopard Knights and myself, wouldn't you agree?"

I felt a warmth in my heart. How could two blonde beauties be so different?

Sianne is truly the best.
An absolute archangel!!!!!!!

Especially since she had heard directly from me about all the terrible things Levia had done.

Any reverence she might have had for the Imperial Knight Commander had already plummeted through the floor and reached the inner core of the earth.

"Hmm... do you really think so? I had no intention of insulting this knightly order, Commander Sianne."

Patzut.
A spirit like electricity being discharged.

I tried to calm my swelling chest and attempted to pacify both Sianne and Levia.

Honestly, while Levia is annoying, I'd rather not let this escalate further.

"I find that hard to believe, given your current behavior."

"What?"

"Apologize. Now. Immediately."

In an instant, the atmosphere became several times more hostile.
The Knight Captain was visibly flustered.

Why is she acting like this today when she's usually not this way?
Please, Lucy's mother. Calm down!

But the chaos was just beginning.

"If we're talking about apologies, I should receive one from that man. Not only did he submit a resignation letter and run away, but now he's trying to poach a well-performing officer... isn't that outrageous?"

This crazy woman started bringing up the past with her own mouth.
While I wasn't entirely innocent of wanting to recruit Petra, I certainly wasn't trying to do so right now!

"If that man apologizes first, I'll apologize too. Satisfied?"

"...You really!"

"'You'? Even as a count's territory knight commander, is it appropriate to address me, the Imperial Knight Commander, in such a manner?"

This is bad.
It looks like they might end up in a duel of honor.

This would be the worst outcome for both the Snow Leopard Knights and the Black Lion Knights.

Just as the Knight Captain and I were about to intervene simultaneously...

A brown-haired woman appeared in the conference room to end this war.

"I said I wanted to stay, Commander Levia."

"Petra Bastian?"

She was holding a white envelope clearly marked "Resignation Letter."

This looks more like adding fuel to the fire than ending anything.

Ch.100 - I Want To Quit Too (4)
"You've been saying that since you first put me in the Administrative Director position, haven't you? That I should only take care of it until the Black Lion Knights' administration stabilizes."

What? She didn't just naturally get promoted but received the Administrative Director position under those conditions?

I was momentarily surprised by this shocking revelation I'd never heard before.

Petra continued speaking rapidly, just like when she had interrogated the Adventurer's Guild in Montelgo.

"The restructuring is complete. I boldly cut several unnecessarily bloated business departments. By abandoning the northern dungeons where personnel management was relatively difficult, I also reduced unnecessary expenditures."

Ah, when I told her to sabotage the northern dungeons... she just classified them as targets for personnel restructuring and excluded them.

Our Petra is so capable...

"I've also completed reorganizing the administrative work system and established a thorough performance-based system. I straightened out the previously chaotic organization."
"...You did?"

Levia's eyes widened slightly as she listened to Petra's story. It meant this was news to her.

This crazy woman clearly just put some random person in the Administrative Director position again and didn't even bother to listen to the results report.

"Yes, that's correct. It's Administrative Director Petra's Administrative Reform 2.0. It's been highly praised among the staff as well."

With the Knight Director's supporting fire, Levia scratched her head as if she had a headache.

"And I've properly written down manuals to prevent the same problems from happening again. If you look under my desk, you'll find a proper handover guide for the next Administrative Director. It's 200 pages long, but unless they're an idiot, they should be able to understand the administrative work to some extent."
"My goodness."
"...You really prepared thoroughly."

Finding it unbelievable even to themselves, Deputy Commander Imen was shocked, and Lady Lilia muttered in a disgusted tone.

The more I heard these stories, the more I felt a pang of guilt in my heart.

At first, I thought Levia was being a jerk, but wasn't I also a jerk for impulsively quitting the knights without any preparation?

In reality, we were both equally guilty of dumping responsibilities on Petra.

"So there's no reason for me to stay with the Black Lion Knights any longer. Please accept my resignation."

It was checkmate.
There was no point in insisting otherwise when someone was being this clear.

Knowing Levia, she probably hadn't set any specific conditions regarding the retention of the Administrative Director position.

There was no way that hardheaded woman, no less stubborn than Ibona, would have shown such thoroughness.

No, Ibona was genuinely clueless, but this one knew better and was just too lazy to bother.

And that laziness...
Always resulted in unreasonable insistence.

"No."
"For what reason?"
"Just because!!! Are you so desperate to humiliate me in pairs? This isn't how you handle things, Petra!!"

"That's actually true... since there are clearly other people present."

I glanced around to check the reactions of others.

The expressions of the meeting attendees, including Lady Lilia Hebron, were the very definition of bewilderment.

Just a few minutes ago, they had been discussing the dark mage who had nested in Rupel Territory, and now a fantasy resignation show was suddenly unfolding before their eyes.

But I understood Petra's position too.

Levia is someone who thoroughly cares about others' perceptions.

Of course, you might question that statement given how freely she displays her terrible personality, but that's because of her shitty character, not because she doesn't care what others think.

Arrogance is the privilege of the strong.
And Levia was truly one of the few strongest, and the problem was that she knew it herself.

That's why she prioritized outward honor, her position, and her promises above all else.

If Petra chose to return to the Black Lion Knights here, it was clear that she would be trapped, as she was surprisingly vulnerable to requests.

Even if I could eventually get her out, an immediate resignation as she wanted would be impossible.

Plus, rumors would spread instantly, and the Knight Commander might persistently harass Petra using her authority.

If she had cast out Ibona, who was once her friend, with such excellent character, how could she possibly leave Petra alone when she had openly opposed her and taken my side?

In the end, no matter how you looked at it, stopping this now was the fastest and most accurate solution.

"Petra... did you hate it that much?"

I was overcome with guilt.
She was a precious connection who had followed me consistently even in that wretched knights order.

The person who betrayed that connection was none other than me.

And if that wasn't enough, I even asked her to deliberately mess things up purely for my own selfish desires.

Knowing full well that all the resulting trouble would fall on Petra's shoulders!

Then shouldn't I at least take responsibility?

"Knight Commander Levia, please. I'll apologize for everything that happened before. While talking with her briefly, I could see how much Petra was struggling. Couldn't you please show some mercy and consideration?"

I respectfully bowed my head to Levia.
Her golden eyes, shimmering as brightly as her hair, stared through me.

"With just that attitude?"

I knew this would happen.

We've spent several years together after all.

I was somewhat aware that this level of effort wouldn't be nearly enough.

"..."
"Administrator!!"
"Rubern?!"

I knelt down and pressed my head to the floor. Only then did Levia show a satisfied expression.

I felt like slapping that smirking face, but if a moment's humiliation could win Petra's freedom, it was worth it.

"Fine... if you insist that much."

She snatched the resignation letter Petra was holding and carelessly stuffed it into her pocket.

I got up from my position. As I was dusting off my knees, I heard Levia's nasal voice.

"But one last thing."
"?"

She approached with heavy steps. An ominous feeling washed over me as Levia's arm rose into the air.

"Shit."

It was timing I could easily react to.
To be precise, I could have blocked, dodged, and even counterattacked Levia's attack since she hadn't activated her aura.

But I planned to just stay still.

It would be much better for both me and Petra to end this situation quickly.

I have a mountain of work to deal with right now.

If I dodged or blocked here, it was obvious that this clingy Knight Commander would throw a fit.
I could coolly take just one slap to the face, right?

"This is going to hurt my jaw a bit."

The moment I thought that,
A flash of ash-gray hair swept past my eyes.





***





Jaw.
Levia's wrist stopped in mid-air.

Rubern wasn't the only one surprised by the sudden intervention. Confusion filled her eyes.

"This is going too far, Levia Irtarte."

Lady Lilia Hebron.

Her cold eyes were glaring at Levia. The gaze was so fierce that it raised goosebumps on the skin.

"I don't think this is the honorable behavior expected of an Imperial Knights Commander."
"Who do you think you—!"
"Watch your words, Levia Irtarte. You're facing Lilia Hebron, the legitimate heir to the Hebron Duchy."

At those words, Levia closed her mouth.

Sianne was just the knight commander of Rupel County, so it wouldn't matter much if Levia treated her rudely.

She didn't even have a title.

No, from the beginning, Levia already considered her beneath herself, since Rupel County wasn't even a provincial territory large enough to compare with the Imperial Knights, which represented central power.

But the Hebron Duchy was different.

One of the three dukes said to wield the most powerful authority in the Empire after the Emperor. And Lilia Hebron was the direct heir to that position.

The Imperial Knights were, after all, just knights.

Naturally, they ranked below the lady of the Hebron Duchy, which was respected even by the Emperor himself, not just any duke.

Even in terms of titles, Levia was only a countess. Though she was called a duke's lady, there was naturally a difference in status with someone who would claim the duchy and become a duchess within a few years.

Finally, Levia irritably pulled her wrist free.

"Let's go, Knight Director. We don't need to look after someone who's no longer one of us."
"Yes, understood."
"What do they all see in that man..."

She disappeared down the corridor.

"She still hasn't killed that dog-like temper, sigh. She really needs to get taught a serious lesson one of these days."

Rubern could only click his tongue as he watched her retreating figure.





***





After the storm had swept through Baron Kirten's residence,
I lay exhausted on the sofa.

Similarly, Petra sat demurely beside me. She kept getting up from her seat and sitting back down with a slightly restless expression.

"What's wrong?"
"No... I was wondering if I should prepare some tea..."
"It's fine, I already drank a lot in the meeting room earlier."
"Ah..."
"We have to go back to the meeting soon anyway. Just rest."

Lilia Hebron had gone to receive Haralt Hebron, who had arrived in Montelgo.

Sianne and the Snow Leopard Knights members had likewise gone to greet the imperial and papal personnel who had just arrived from the capital with Count Rupel.

Bernard had also disappeared with the mages and researchers from the Larva Ecological Zone to prepare a more accurate briefing.

"This is difficult, so difficult."

When I muttered to myself, Petra flinched.

"Um, Administrator Rubern?"
"You can just call me Rubern now. We haven't been colleagues since I resigned. Oh, Petra, how old are you again?"
"Twenty-three."
"Two years younger than me, right. You can drop the formalities. You can even call me oppa."
"O-oppa?! No way!"

I tried to tease her but was immediately rejected.
I felt awkward and clicked my tongue.

"...Can I really call you that?"
"Huh? Yeah. Of course."
"Then... Rubern oppa."

What's this?
It has more impact than I expected.

I tried to control my heart, which was starting to act foolishly, and averted my gaze. Being conscious of this made me remember the power struggle between Sianne and Petra over the Arachne incident that I had momentarily forgotten.

"Thank you for earlier. You didn't need to do that for me."
"You mean kneeling?"
"That, and... you were planning to take that slap, weren't you? Even though you could have dodged or blocked it."
"You know Levia's terrible personality. It's actually better to let her hit you once and get it over with."

I smiled at Petra as I spoke.

"You didn't need to do that. Why..."
"I bear plenty of responsibility for this situation too. And I realized I should sincerely apologize to you as well."

I stood up and bowed at the waist to Petra, who was staring at me blankly.

"I'm sorry for leaving so abruptly, Petra."
"O-oppa, what are you apologizing for! Of course you could do that. Just thinking about how the Black Lion Knights treated you all this time...!!"
"That's a separate issue. If I truly valued you, I should have taken you with me when I left. And on top of that, I made unnecessary requests. I thought you must have felt hurt."

Petra clasped her hands to her chest at my sincere apology.

Trembling pupils. Eyes glistening with moisture.

"You're right."

She opened her quivering lips to answer.

"I was hurt. Really. When you appeared with that Sianne person, and when you suddenly brought a little child who resembled both of you...!"

Huh?
That's what hurt her?

I think I may have flipped some strange switch here.

"So I won't let you go now."
"What?"
"Don't leave my side again, Rubern oppa."
"Were you always this kind of person, Petra?"

In response to my question, Petra's eyes curved seductively.

"Yes."

This can't be a boat angle, right?
...Please tell me it's not.

Ch.101 - Uncomfortable Daily Life (1)
"I will dispatch inquisitors to Montelgo and Rupel County."
"Thank you for the support from the Papal Office."
"I heard inspectors from the Imperial Inspection Department are coming as well. It would be best to cooperate closely with them."
"Hebron Duchy will also strengthen border security to watch for any suspicious forces operating in the border regions."

To summarize the outcome, the Barony of Kirten and Rupel County would be hosting outside visitors for a while.

Inquisitors and priests dispatched from the Laterano Papal Office headquarters—natural enemies of black mages—would be working to protect residents and investigate the truth behind the incidents.

From Count Dionaos Rupel's perspective, there was absolutely no way to know what the black mages were plotting.

If Laterano was willing to take direct action, nothing could be better.

It was only natural to hire skilled hunters when trying to catch predators that had infiltrated the forest.

With that, the emergency meeting concluded.

The Arachne Chimera naturally became a joint research asset of the Larva Ecological Zone and the Papal Office.

The temporarily suspended Iron Road construction would also get back on track.

Of course, since the incident occurred in his territory, the Baron of Kirten couldn't return to Tipen Village.

"...You've worked hard."
"Not at all."

Count Rupel patted my shoulder as he spoke.

"It could have become a truly difficult situation. Thanks to your quick action, the territory's residents remained safe."

The Count promised to provide proper compensation from his personal funds to the six residents who had suffered harm.

He pledged to spare no expense in supporting them until they fully recovered from the aftereffects.

Thanks to this, the residents of Kirten Barony, who had harbored rather unfavorable feelings toward Count Rupel, opened their hearts to him instantly, just as they had done with me.

The awkwardly strained relationship with the free city of Montelgo could also be resolved.

My earlier efforts to build goodwill with Montelgo's citizens probably helped too.

"You truly did something remarkable. I heard you also smoothed over a situation that could have led to conflict with the Imperial Black Lion Knights."

The Baron of Kirten approached me and offered his thanks.

"That was... fortunately someone I knew."
"Still, a debt of gratitude is a debt of gratitude."

It wasn't really anything special.

As I scratched the back of my head awkwardly, Count Rupel added another comment.

"And about that former colleague of yours."
"You mean Petra?"
"Sianne suggested we accept her as a member of our knights. What do you think?"
"Pardon?"
"I heard she declared her withdrawal from the Imperial Black Lion Knights today. There was almost a big commotion, but you personally took responsibility, even going so far as to kneel, from what I heard."

The wording sounded a bit off, but it was true that I took responsibility.

I couldn't say I had absolutely nothing to do with Petra suddenly becoming a runaway ninja.

"But did Commander Sianne suggest it first?"
"She seemed rather apologetic about something. Did something happen between you two?"

...Hmm.
I had some idea.

Wasn't she the one who had that strange confrontation with Petra before she went missing?

Knowing Commander Sianne, she was likely feeling guilty about the fact that Petra had been attacked by the Arachne and nearly died.

"They had a bit of an argument before Petra went missing. I think that's what's bothering her."
"That child has always been unnecessarily tender-hearted..."

Count Rupel seemed to understand and nodded slightly, as if thinking it couldn't be helped.

"Anyway, given the circumstances, we can accept her as a member of the knights later, if not right away. After all, you essentially have the personnel administration rights for the knights."

That was true, since I wasn't a knight myself.

While newly added knights like Irpin and Andrei naturally required approval from the vassalage for their appointment, the squires, officers, administrators, and other clerical positions below them could be decided cleanly at the level of Commander Sianne and Vice Commander Imen.

"Besides, if she's a junior you constantly kept by your side when you were in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, her competence must already be proven, right?"
"Her skills are unquestionably solid."
"The more our territory grows, valuable talent becomes increasingly important. I'd rather like to ask her to settle in our knights."

The Count smiled kindly and continued.

"Who knows? She might be a goose that lays golden eggs, just like you."
"Haha... so you're saying you plan to work me even harder."
"Let me be clear about one thing. I never forced you, did I? It was all your doing."

I couldn't argue with that.
Damn workaholic.

I really should take it easy soon.

"Ah, right. Haralt, the Duke of Hebron, was looking for you, Rubern."
"The Duke?"
"He said he wanted to discuss something related to the dungeon."

I see.
It was about time for a bite.

The assistant bishop dispatched from the Papal Office was also Javier Simon, the archbishop from Hebron Duchy whom I had spoken with previously.

Given that black mage activities had been identified in nearby territories, he would certainly want prompt action regarding what was happening in the cursed temple in Hebron territory.

Since everyone was already gathered, I might as well pull out the bull's horn in one go.

I straightened my clothes and asked Count Rupel.

"Where is the Duke now?"

***

"Administrative Officer Rubern Ailoy."
"It's good to see you again, Assistant Bishop."

As I expected, Archbishop Javier Simon was accompanying Duke Haralt Hebron.

"Have we met before?"
"Two years ago, at the Blood Festival ceremony."
"Well, I suppose I might have crossed paths with the famous Black Fox of the Imperial Black Lion Knights. I apologize, my memory grows hazy with age."

Archbishop Javier Simon was an elderly man with snow-white hair. Duke Haralt Hebron was also approaching middle age, but he still looked more vigorous compared to Javier.

"First... I would like to express my sincere condolences regarding this incident. Rupel County is clearly a territory under our Papal Office's management, yet we failed to discover such an impure monster roaming about."
"Not at all. It was an abandoned castle on the outskirts, and the missing persons from the area were all without family connections, so anyone would have had difficulty noticing."
"Still, it's fortunate. Thanks to a certain capable administrative officer, further damage was prevented."

Archbishop Javier smiled slightly as he spoke. He seemed pleased with my previous response.

"So I've heard from Duke Hebron. You want the Imperial Black Lion Knights to take over management rights for the cursed temple."
"Yes, that's correct."
"Actually, the recovery process has already been completed. The Imperial Knights are out, given that they left such a dangerous dungeon unattended."

There are few forces within the Empire that could take such a firm stance against the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

My idea to bring in the Papal Office to push back against the Black Lions had worked perfectly.

With sensitive keywords like "undead" and "contaminated dungeon," how could they possibly resist?

"As you know, while Rupel County's situation has improved recently... originally, it couldn't be considered a territory in good condition, even as a polite fiction."
"Yes, I understand."

I've heard this so many times I could grow calluses in my ears.
It's no wonder that merchants like Marco Firenze are interested in the development of Rupel territory.

Because it was overwhelmingly pathetic before, even minor developments stand out more.

It's essentially the fantasy version of the Miracle on the Han River.

A debt-ridden territory now becoming the hottest place in the north!?

That's an achievement that nationalist YouTubers could milk forever and never get tired of.

"However, I was quite impressed by the Arachne subjugation and the follow-up measures. The matter was handled swiftly, and in the process, troops were boldly deployed to rescue the victims."
"I only did what needed to be done."
"And that's why I'm asking."

The archbishop's eyes flashed. Based on my experience as a seasoned administrator, this was 100% the motion for an unexpected quest.

*I'm caught, damn it!*

True to his years of wisdom, he's coming at me with timing that makes it impossible to refuse.

"Could you help investigate the truth behind this incident with the inquisitors who are arriving?"
"Pardon?"
"The situation in Laterano isn't good. The Pope's health has deteriorated significantly, and there's an invisible power struggle among the cardinals for the next papal position."

Archbishop Javier wore a troubled expression.
He seemed deeply disappointed that priests who should be setting an example for the world were engaging in political maneuvering.

Well...
As with any religious organization, once power becomes involved, things rarely end peacefully.

"So most of the inquisitors being dispatched this time are lower-ranking individuals."
"Wait, black mages have appeared in the territory, and people have actually been harmed by them, yet they're sending such personnel?"

I protested at this absurd situation—they're eager to check and balance when it's not needed, but when it's actually necessary, they send third-string personnel?

The archbishop bowed his head with a troubled voice.

"As a priest of the Papal Office, I have no excuse... But they are still official inquisitors, and their abilities shouldn't be doubted to that extent. You served in the Monastic Order, so you should know that the title of inquisitor itself is proof of strength."
"That's... true."
"And we're not just sending complete novices."

As the archbishop glanced toward the inner part of the room, a black-haired woman who had been there unnoticed appeared.

With long, straight hair and amber eyes that sparkled like pumpkins, the woman in black nun's attire bowed her head respectfully.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Brother Rubern Ailoy."

My mouth fell open at the appearance of someone impossible not to recognize for anyone living in the Empire, or indeed, this continent.

"Catherine Sissela...?"

The Saint of Laterano shows up here?
Wow, I didn't see that coming.

Ch.102 - Uncomfortable Daily Life (2)
Catherine Sissela.

The Papal State carries powerful symbolism by its very name, but only two individuals within it have achieved worldwide renown.

One is the Pope, who leads the Papal State.
The other is the Saint standing before me now.

The Pope is essentially a monarch who represents the Papal State, a transnational religious institution. He is the head of all churches spread throughout the world and the actual administrator who manages their affairs.

His status is such that even minor lords, kings of small nations, and even emperors acknowledge his authority.

Yet because of this, the Pope can never be close to common people.

His position alone carries such power that he becomes solely an object of reverence.

The Saint, however, is the opposite—an object not of reverence but of love.
She is the compassionate guardian who cares for people in the lowest places where the Pope's authority doesn't reach.

If the Pope is the father who reigns and leads, the Saint embodies the maternal symbol who embraces and guides.

And now this woman with such religious significance stands before my eyes.

"It is an honor to meet you, Saint."

I immediately bowed my head to show her respect. She responded by making the sign of the cross.

"I heard about your earlier conversation. Given the circumstances, it's only natural to be disappointed by the Papal State's improper decision. I've come in their place, so I hope you can feel at ease despite my inadequacies."

*Shit, did I get caught?*

My spine chilled when the Saint directly addressed what I had said earlier.

I tried to brush it off with a smile.

Honestly, someone of the Saint's caliber is even more of a VVIP than Princess Lilia Hebron.

I definitely expected them to send some mid-level official as external support, but this is like the CEO showing up unexpectedly.

It's overwhelming.
I'm not sure how to treat her properly.

In the end, won't I be responsible for her protocol? If something were to happen to her while conducting additional investigations...

*FUCK.*

Just thinking about it made my head feel like it would explode. It would be much better for my mental health not to imagine it at all.

"With the Saint herself here, it's clear there's nothing to worry about."
"It concerns wounded lambs, after all."
"Our Snow Leopard Knights will spare no effort in expelling the dark mages believed to be nesting in the Rupel Territory."
"I appreciate even your words. As expected of the Black Fox of rumor—it's reassuring."

The Saint covered her mouth and chuckled. She was a woman whose intentions I couldn't read. Was she hiding her true motives, or was this her genuine self?

Either way, the symbolism carried by the title "Saint" cannot be ignored.

As Archbishop Javier Simon said himself, the Papal State is by no means a clean and pure organization.

There are many priests who devote themselves wholeheartedly to spreading God's will and serving as the light and salt of the world.

But behind the scenes lie all manner of power struggles and political machinations.

I've already experienced this thoroughly during the previous Great Expedition.

And this woman bears the title of Saint amidst all that. She's certainly no ordinary person, and it's questionable whether she truly came to help the county out of pure intentions.

Even if she personally came with innocent intentions to help the county, we must remain vigilant since we don't know the motives of those who sent her.

*Who knows, maybe they sent her here under this pretext to get rid of her because she might interfere with the papal election.*

It's not entirely impossible.

Priests are inherently shady creatures. Despite the Papal State possessing such absolute power, it's easy to find wandering priests who have left the organization to roam the country.

It's only natural to have an existential crisis when you go to follow God's will but find humans just playing politics.

We even have one such person in our knight order.

Anyway, this has become troublesome. Now that Laterano's Saint Catherine is here, I can't act as I normally would.

How many titles are attached to the name Catherine Sissela? The Saint concurrently serves as the Combat Nun Commander of the Holy Knight Order, Laterano's regular armed force, and as a standing advisor to the Inquisition.

This means she could potentially just sweep through the county if things go wrong.

Moreover, the compatibility between knight orders and the Papal State has never been good, so this situation is bound to be uncomfortable.

The Inquisition might just barge in demanding explanations.
If I challenge the Saint inappropriately, I might literally end up crucified by the local residents.

I'm not joking!
Religion is the scariest thing in the world!

"Then I look forward to working with you."

Trying to hide my suddenly constricted breathing, I shook hands with Saint Catherine.

"Likewise."

***

The inquisitors from Laterano and the imperial inspectors arrived the next day. Their first task was to investigate the abandoned castle in question.

Decart and Andrei, both former priests, guided them.

First, they prayed for the souls of the victims piled in one corner, then completely removed all unholy traces of the arachnae, including spider egg sacs, with holy fire.

Meanwhile, the inspectors, true to their imperial origins, channeled prosecutorial energy as they thoroughly searched the abandoned castle for any remaining documents.

As a result, they managed to roughly determine the location where the problematic arachnae had originally nested.

The residents of the abandoned castle were all vagrants who had been marginalized in the Barony of Kirten for various reasons. The discovery came thanks to a diary found on one of these vagrants.

"It seems they had been gradually hunting these vagrants. There are records of people who entered the southeastern forest for food disappearing one by one."
"They were probably testing the waters, then attacked all at once when they gained enough confidence."

As soon as this fact came to light, the Kirten Barony's guards and our knight order launched a large-scale search operation.

"Kyaaaak!!"
"I knew it."
"Everyone, stand back!"

The investigation team discovered another chimera in a cave quite far southeast of the abandoned castle.
Unlike my desperate struggle for survival, this arachnae was sliced up like sashimi by Sianne's "Eren Sword Saint Style" with her aura unleashed.

After proudly executing her "Can you feel the difference in power?" move, Sianne elegantly flicked the glistening bodily fluids from her blade.

"This must be their headquarters."

She strode confidently into the darkness.
Now that's a girl crush, for sure.

"By the way, Commander, you're afraid of cockroaches but not spiders?"

Suddenly remembering our first D-rank dungeon investigation together, I asked, and Sianne shrugged her shoulders as if it were obvious.

"Spiders aren't insects, you know."

Um... well...
Strictly speaking, biologically they aren't, but aren't they pretty much the same?

After pondering for a moment, I decided it was probably similar to how someone might fear ghosts but not ghost-type monsters, and let it go.

Perhaps it's the difference between harmless creatures based on cockroaches versus merely spiders, however dangerous they might be.

"Shall we begin our proper search from here then?"

Sianne spoke beside the arachnae's corpse. The cave search team consisted of me, Sianne, Ronz, and Barbara.

Heintz, as a senior knight, was guiding the squires deployed for external searches alongside Vice Commander Imen. Though initially awkward, he now handles it well without needing instructions.

He's really got the hang of it.

While the potential was always there, it's the position that makes the person—Heintz and the other founding members were faithfully fulfilling their roles.

Nothing could make me prouder.

Except for one person.
Ronz.

"Damn it! Why is there only one? Hey, Commander Sianne! Isn't this too weak?!"

Our barbarian knight was fuming, apparently disappointed that he couldn't tear, rip, taste, and enjoy the arachnae. He seemed genuinely upset that Sianne had one-shot killed it.

"Ronz... please maintain some dignity! You're a senior knight, yet you keep acting like this!"

Sianne sighed deeply and scolded him for his childish behavior.

"Kuhuk...! It's been too long since I've seen real combat!"

Ronz howled like an orc.
If he wanted to fight so badly, he should have rushed ahead of Sianne.

While this comedy routine was playing out...

As if this were just another day at the office, Barbara—who had admirably restrained herself and gone ahead to scout—called out to us.

"Commander! Administrator! Over here! Look at this!"

She found something.
I immediately exchanged glances with Sianne and ran past the arachnae's corpse.

Sure enough.
Deep in the cave was the scene of evil sorcery.

A display of human skulls and a demonic inverted pentagram drawn with what might be blood.

Cages barely large enough to stuff a person into hung from the ceiling, along with various torture devices and alchemy supplies.

"What sick tastes."

Just looking at it felt like my sanity was being chipped away. I didn't want to imagine what these bastards had been doing here.

"Do you think they left any traces?"
"That's what we're about to find out."

The dark mage's laboratory was surprisingly well-organized. It looked like it had been used until just a few days ago. I don't know why the owner disappeared, but we should be able to obtain quite a lot of material.

I approached the bookshelf that first caught my eye and pulled out a stack of papers haphazardly pinned together.

The first things I saw were portraits of children. Looking at these drawings immediately filled me with an indescribable disgust.

Did they draw their victims?

These damn dark mages seemed to have a preference for children, like pedophiles.

I remember some revolting reasoning about how children, being pure and not yet fully ripened fruit, had higher value as sacrifices.

Anyway, it was disgusting and pathetic. Pedophiles should all be killed.

As I slowly turned the pages...

"...Wait."

I recognized a face clearly drawn on the paper. No, it would be impossible not to recognize it. It would be strange not to.

I uttered a word in denial:

"Lucy?"

It was a drawing that looked exactly like my adopted daughter, Lucy.

[Standing illustration of the Saint is included!]
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"What is that? Uh...? Huh?!"

Sianne's expression hardened as she examined the material I had discovered.

It was understandable. After all, a photo of Lucy had been found in what appeared to be a black mage's hideout.

Her already pale face turned ashen, and her pupils trembled.
I grabbed her shoulders firmly and said:

"You mustn't panic, Sianne!"
"Ah... aah...!"
"Is Lucy in a safe place right now?"
"W-well, she's currently staying at the Count's mansion in Petaronto..."

Lucy had always been an active child.
Since both Sianne and I believed she shouldn't be raised confined to a single space, Lucy had been allowed to roam around Petaronto much more freely than one might expect.

Of course, this was only possible because Petaronto had exceptionally stable public security and was a clean area untainted by the unwholesome entertainment culture typically found in small to medium-sized cities.

But if a black mage powerful enough to create chimeras and drag a wyvern all the way to the northern Ardaroce Mountains decided to attack, it would be the perfect target.

"I'm going to tell Bernard right away and head to the capital."

I tried to calm Sianne, who was on the verge of panic, then hurriedly left the cave.

'Did someone discover she's half-human, half-dragon? No, that's impossible. Only Sianne, Count Rupel, and I know that fact!'

There were actually two more people who knew.
Pirhak and Percerscaron.

But they had to be excluded from suspicion from the start. There was no way either of them would have divulged that information carelessly.

Perhaps this was just needless worry.
Maybe it was just a child who happened to look like Lucy.

But I had to be certain.

Black mages were the kind of bastards who planned and carried out things normal people wouldn't even think of.

What sane person would come up with the idea of capturing mid-to-high-level magical beasts to create chimeras?

These guys weren't normal.
If they had somehow obtained information that Lucy was half-human, half-dragon, she would be an incredibly tempting sacrifice for them.

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy! Did you find something in there...?"
"I'm sorry!"

A holy maiden approached from ahead, but I merely pointed toward the cave and quickly brushed past her.

"Eek!?"
"I have an urgent matter! Ask Sianne below for details!!"

I could hear the inquisitors' voices behind me, complaining about my rudeness.

Screw them.
If Lucy really were to be taken, you'd all be in a state of emergency too.

"Administrator, where are you going?"
"I have urgent business in Montelgo! Please bring me a horse quickly!"

I reached the edge of the forest in an instant, mounted a horse, and headed for Montelgo.
I was able to find him at the temporary research lab for the Larva Ecological Zone set up in the city hall.

"Bernard! Where's Bernard!"
"What is it? Sweating profusely, so unlike you. Weren't you in the middle of a search operation?"
"Teleport me! Right now!"
"What?"

Bernard's expression contorted. His eyes said, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

"Remember Lucy? My daughter."
"Ah yes, that blonde girl?"
"I just found a picture of Lucy in a cave that was presumably a black mage's nest."

That was enough to convince Bernard.

During the Great Expedition, what troubled the expedition force most persistently wasn't the magical beasts or the Demon King who controlled them from beyond.

Rather, it was the black mages who, despite being human, worshipped the Demon King.

Necromancers, cultists, dark mages.
Lunatics who either infused corpses with magic, made pacts with demons, or corrupted themselves with magical energy.

Of course, the Demon King was strong.
The magical beasts also far surpassed the expedition force in both quantity and quality.

But they were external enemies, and the expedition members would fight to the death against magical beasts without the organization falling apart.

Because they weren't human!

Naturally, there were humanoid magical beasts skilled in psychological warfare, like the incubi and succubi of the dream demon class.

But the unchangeable fact was that they were still magical beasts.

Magical beasts couldn't shake the foundation of the organization.

But black mages were, at least initially, human.
It's only natural to let your guard down around them compared to magical beasts since they appear normal on the surface.

Hiding behind human masks, these infiltrators caused all sorts of chaos.

They exploited the weaknesses of the expedition force, which suffered from chronic manpower shortages.

It was a horrific battlefield where people died almost daily.
As a result, expedition members would recruit anyone who showed even a hint of potential from nearby towns or villages, and the ideological screening or identity verification that should have been conducted was often glossed over.

When they were short on people to deploy the very next day, there was no luxury of thorough screening.

To begin with, the expedition force wasn't a strongly centralized group.

It consisted of knights and regular armies representing different countries and territories.

Mercenary groups and adventurers seeking money and honor.
Holy knights and battle priests dispatched by the Papal Office to deliver divine punishment.
Wanderers who belonged nowhere, eccentric wizards.
Civilians who had lost family to magical beasts and joined out of vengeance.

It was merely a collection of people with different purposes, thoughts, experiences, and backgrounds, all jumbled together.

In such a group, it would be more suspicious if they could properly screen personnel.

As a result, it was child's play for those who had abandoned their humanity, including black mages, to infiltrate.

This directly led to loss of troops and failed operations.

I don't know how many lives were lost each time they interfered.

Even the Empire's crown prince nearly died.
I had the ridiculously overpowered ability of "possession," so I knew about their infiltration during the Great Expedition.

Without such knowledge, the expedition force would have disintegrated before even setting foot on the corrupted land, let alone completing the expedition.

That's how vicious and beyond common sense black mages are.

"You're saying those bastards are targeting your daughter?"
"Yes."
"Damn it. No wonder you're sweating."

Having witnessed and experienced all of this firsthand, Bernard quickly grasped the severity of what I was saying.

He tossed aside the pen he had been scribbling with and immediately led me to a human-sized crystal tower installed next to the makeshift laboratory.

"It's a warp gate. I've connected it to Petaronto with my magic."
"?? When did you prepare something like this?"
"You were the one who said to always think five steps ahead when dealing with black mages, Rubern."

Was I?
But that's why he was so reliable.

"Go quickly."

Bernard said, giving my shoulder a push.

"Thanks."

I always tease him about being bald, but at times like this, he really is an amazing friend.

As I stepped into the warp gate, Bernard extended his hand and released his mana.
Soon the crystal resonated, and a blue light began to ripple beneath my feet.

Tzzap!

In an instant, a blinding white flash obscured my vision, and I felt my body float up as if riding a Viking ship.

When my vision finally returned...

"Aaaagh!! Kugh!?"

There was a middle-aged man who fell to the floor with a sudden scream.

He was the sheriff, one of the seven vassals.

Did I have to run into him at this timing?

"Rubern Ailoy!? Where on earth did you pop out from?!"
"I came through a warp gate."
"Damn it, a warp gate!? Did you install such a structure without the vassals' permission again!? And right in the middle of the Count's mansion...!!"

I'm sorry, but that wasn't my doing.

Knowing Bernard, he definitely wouldn't have obtained permission when building such a facility. Even I had no idea it was installed at the city hall earlier.

"I'll explain later!"

But I had no time to explain all this to the sheriff.

I'm the same person who shoulder-checked that holy maiden while running. The questions in my mind kept multiplying.

What if releasing the Arachne was intentional?
What if they planned to secure Lucy while the Snow Leopard Knights' forces were diverted to the Barony of Kirten?

Their plan would have worked perfectly.
And now would be the optimal time to kidnap Lucy.

"Hey!! Rubern!! Rubern Ailoy!!!! Kugh, my back...!!!"
"I'm sorry!!"

I left the shouting sheriff behind and exited the Count's mansion.

As I passed through the citizens of Petaronto, who seemed no different than usual,
I spotted one of the children who often played with Lucy.

What was his name again?
Jack?

"Oh, it's Lucy's uncle!"

When I waved my hand, Jack immediately recognized me and approached.

"Jack, have you seen Lucy by any chance?"
"Lucy? Ah, I saw her talking with some man near the gate earlier."

Thud.
My heart sank.

I ran toward the gate without even thinking to thank him.
A drawn sword was already in my hand.

'Please don't let me be too late...!'

I didn't think Lucy, being half-human and half-dragon, would be easily subdued, but that didn't mean I could relax.

Whoever this bastard is, I'll cut him in half.

Grinding my teeth, I finally reached the gate.

There was a girl with golden hair glistening in the sunlight.
And in front of her, crouching, was a 'bastard' wrapped in a robe.

"You son of a bitch!!"

Without needing to make a proper judgment, I immediately launched a kick.

Whack!!

"Guhk?!"

A precise strike was followed by a pained voice. The guy rolled on the ground.

"Show your face, you bastard!"

I threatened him with my sword at his neck.

"What kind of crazy bastard are you?! Have you lost your mind?!"

An unexpectedly familiar voice reached my ears.
As the man on the ground removed the hood covering his face, blue hair that caught my attention was revealed.

It was a man I couldn't possibly fail to recognize.

"...??"
"That fucking hurt! Are you trying to kill someone?!"

It was Pirhak, who had been with me when I brought Lucy from the nest.
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"Ow, ow, ow... This is 100% a broken bone. It really hurts like hell!!"
"That's what you get for lurking around looking so suspicious."
"I'm definitely filing for damages. I'll take you to the imperial court!"
"No way. Stop whining like a child."
"Yeah, stop whining!"

As Pirhak groaned, Lucy chimed in beside him. My daughter telling him not to whine—the nerve of her.

The blue-haired adventurer looked at them and replied with an exasperated voice.

"Wow~ You've really become a complete daddy's girl. You two are perfectly in sync."
"My Lucy takes after me—she's excellent at catching bluffs."
"Father and daughter detectives, I see."
"That's right, that's right."

When I spread my arms wide toward Lucy, she jumped up eagerly and sat on my knee.

Somehow she seems to have grown taller while I haven't seen her. Last time, I had to lower my head to see her crown, but now I could clearly see the top of her head without bending down.

"So? What brings you here? Where's your wife?"
"She woke up early from hibernation last time. She's been complaining about sleep disorders recently."

A dragon with sleep disorders.
That person—no, that dragon—is truly unusual.

Though she was already extraordinary for falling in love with a human in the first place.

"Is that so...? Since you're already here, why not get a sleep potion prescribed from the most famous alchemist in our territory?"
"If time permits. Anyway, that's not the important thing."

Pirhak's eyes flashed.

"Remember that swordsmanship manual we found in the Gold Dragon's nest in Tipen Village last time?"
"Of course I do."

The arcane book containing the essence of the Dragon Knight Orgius. It's the sword technique Sianne has been practicing every single day since she first acquired it.

Of course, despite her burning determination, she hasn't made much progress...

It's only natural that a legacy left by a great hero from centuries ago wouldn't be easy to master. Otherwise, everyone would become a Sword Saint.

"I received a request to find that arcane book. A Diamond-grade request, no less."

I couldn't help but feel something was off about Pirhak's words. In popular folklore, all that's known about Orgius's end is that he disappeared into the Ardaroce Mountains.

In other words, no one should know that Orgius wrote a book containing the secrets of his Sky Sword Style.

Pirhak nodded after checking my expression.

"You sense something strange too, right?"
"Who's the client?"
"Anonymous. Seems they paid a hefty sum to keep it quiet."
"This is suspicious as hell."

Moreover, Orgius is essentially a hero remembered only in the Rupel Territory and its vicinity. Even legendary figures fade from memory as time passes.

And now suddenly Orgius's legend is being brought back to light?

From my position, knowing the truth, I could only think there was some scheme behind this.

For starters, I wondered how they even knew about the existence of the arcane book.

"Is that what you came to tell me?"
"Yeah, I had a bad feeling about it. I didn't accept the request."

Pirhak has excellent intuition. To survive in the dangerous profession of adventuring, one needs superior instincts above all else.

If someone like him felt uneasy, there must be something to it.

After thinking for a moment, I decided I should tell him about the recent events in Rupel Territory.

"Actually..."

From the intermittent earthquakes occurring in the northern region to the Arachne Chimera.

After explaining the events that had transpired over nearly half a year, Pirhak responded with a serious expression.

"So that's why you immediately went for a dropkick?"
"Of course."
"Let's forget about the damage claim. I have to admit that was justified."

And you're truly dangerous in the real sense, you dragon-philia bastard.

Though I don't think he's crazy enough to have designs on my friend's daughter, it's better to be cautious about these things.

"So I understand that Rupel Territory and the north are under threat. The situation doesn't look good."
"We're dealing with someone who can control Worms and even Chimeras. They must be of a high Circle."
"Hmm."

Black mages aren't judged by different standards than regular mages. They too measure their strength by "Circles."

"The one we caught during the Great Expedition was 7th Circle, right?"
"Yeah, he could even go toe-to-toe with a Demon King alone."
"Then this one must be at least 4th Circle."
"...That's why it's giving me a headache. Clearly not an easy opponent."

Pirhak silently nodded.

"You should definitely keep Lucy with you. With that elf adventurer Regius around too, she'll be much safer."

Orgius Sky Sword Style and Lucy. Two keywords connected by a definite causal relationship. What was mere speculation before has now become almost certain.

"I'll investigate how the Orgius Sky Sword Style was leaked. With the Papal State and Imperial Inspectors here, they should be able to easily catch the black mage who's nested in Rupel Territory."
"That's true."

If they can't catch them, that's when things get serious. We've already deployed a Saint.

The situation has already become more than Rupel Territory can handle alone. If it gets any worse, it could become a calamity that shakes the entire empire.

"Anyway... this has become a headache. Good luck."

Pirhak said as he stood up. When I suggested he visit Bernard while he was here, he coolly refused.

"I don't need to see that unnecessarily capable bald guy who'll just spout all kinds of curses at me."
"...Well, he does have a lot of issues with you."

It wasn't a personality clash but rather Bernard's one-sided outbursts.

"I'm off."
"Alright. Thanks for bringing the news."

Honestly, I was touched.

Percerscaron's nest is not close to Rupel Territory at all. The Bolivar Empire boasts a relatively long, narrow territory.

"Goodbye, handsome mister!"

As Lucy waved her hand, Pirhak's face momentarily brightened and his lips twitched.

"Hey, stop that. Are you happy because she complimented your looks, or because my daughter complimented you?"

Pirhak grinned as if I'd asked something obvious and replied:

"Both."

Your taste really never changes, you crazy bastard.

***

"Lucy!"
"Mommy!"

Lucy ran over and nestled into Sianne's arms. Sianne had clearly been worried, with tears welling up in her eyes, and she let out a deep sigh of relief only after holding Lucy in her arms.

"Thank goodness you're safe."
"I think it would be better if we stay together for a while."
"Absolutely."
"By the way, did you find anything else in that hideout?"

They were just about to start searching when I rushed out. The Saint and the Papal State had just arrived, so I wondered if they had discovered anything.

But Sianne just shook her head.

"No..."
"Wasn't the entire study filled with books? You couldn't find a single clue among all those records?"
"Most were common magic books you could easily obtain. There were some forbidden books on black magic, but the Saint said they were texts easily found even in the 'Trient Grand Library.'"
"So no peculiarities were found."
"There is one piece of information though—about them."

Sianne pulled out a beautifully decorated badge from her pocket.

A blue vine entwining a cross.

'Blaukreutz.'

I nearly cursed out loud the moment I saw that emblem.

"Hah."
"You know about them."
"Of course. They gave us such headaches during the Great Expedition."

They were history's worst secret society and magical organization. I thought we had eradicated them completely back then, but it seems they've crawled back like cockroaches.

"Does the Saint know about this too?"
"Yes, she immediately declared a state of emergency in Laterano and postponed the scheduled 'Conclave.'"

If Blaukreutz has been resurrected, it's definitely an emergency the Papal State cannot take lightly.

No matter how important the election of the next Pope might be, dealing with this immediate threat takes priority.

Of all times for them to resurface—just when I was trying to be a proper tycoon.

The timing couldn't possibly be worse.

This means all the business projects I've been pushing will essentially come to a complete halt.

"Count Rupel has expressed serious concerns about this matter. It seems he wants to actively utilize the Snow Leopard Knights."

Now that we know they've been active in Montelgo, there's no guarantee that other cities or villages in the territory are safe.

Rather than concentrating forces in Montelgo, which already has the attention of the Papal State and the Imperial Court, it would be more helpful for maintaining regional security to disperse the Snow Leopard Knights.

"I agree."

Following the Count's orders, the Snow Leopard Knights were dispersed throughout the territory starting the next day.

This was possible thanks to the recent significant reinforcement of our regular knights, including squires.

As a result...
I was almost forcibly made to stay in Montelgo for Lucy's "protection."

"...Brother?"
"I'm sorry, Saint!! I was really in a state of confusion then..."

And I ended up having to closely assist the Saint, which was the last thing I wanted to do.

"Wow, Dad, who is this? She has a huge butt!"
"L-Lucy!!! What kind of language is that to use with the Saint?!"
"Huh? You were just thinking the same thing, weren't you?"
"Can you read minds now?"

And if that wasn't enough, with Lucy sticking by my side 24 hours a day and her brutally honest outbursts...

"W-What?! Brother Rubern Ailoy!! Did you teach your adopted daughter such inappropriate things?! You really are..."

I could barely breathe.
Just kill me now...
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Although I had cleared up the misunderstanding with Saint Catherine Sissela, the uncomfortable daily routine continued.

It was inevitable, considering that the Inquisition of the Papal Office and the Imperial Inspection Department—two of the Empire's most prominent central forces—had gathered in one place.

When groups that were like oil and water, both politically and socially, mixed together, friction during the investigation was unavoidable.

"The dark mages must have made their nest in the dungeon."
"Why would they nest in a dungeon? It would be faster to search sparsely populated areas like forests or ruins, as we did last time."
"Hah, this is why people from the Imperial Palace who only play desk games are useless."
"With nothing but wild speculation, you should provide solid evidence before making such claims!"
"Gentlemen, why are you all acting like this! Come now, calm down... Why don't we send search parties to both locations?"

I was the shrimp whose back was breaking in this whale fight.

Squire Jackson, who had accompanied me, seemed deflated as he trudged along and said, "Administrator Rubern, what can our knight order do without even an imperial modifier?"
"Just bring some hardtack, Jackson."

This wasn't a joke—there really was nothing we could do.

From the start, both factions had run away from dealing with the Black Lion Knights, and what could I, merely a territory knight administrator and a baron, possibly do?

Moreover, both the Inspection Department and the Papal Office were now openly pressuring me to take their side.

It didn't take long for Montelgo's relaxed and leisurely daily life to transform into an unbearably uncomfortable one.

*Those damn dark mage searches... do them properly, for fuck's sake...*

Additionally, the investigation was progressing much more slowly than expected.

Except for the cave we had discovered last time, we couldn't find any special monsters or traces of dark mages.

At a scene that could only be described as having "evaporated," even I couldn't determine the direction of the investigation.

The tracking attempts using the holy power of the inquisitors, whom I had mobilized in desperation, also failed.

I wasn't sure if they failed for legitimate reasons or because all the inquisitors were rookies.

In the end, the investigation remained at a standstill.
Since both the Imperial Palace and the Papal Office had strongly declared their determination to track down and eradicate the dark mages, they were more focused on shifting blame to each other than finding solutions.

Of course, I could understand their position to some extent.

Not only had all traces simply vanished, but even holy power, which had been considered the only hope, had failed to track anything.

I understood that no one wanted to take the blame for such a sensitive matter.

Moreover, even Saint Catherine herself was ineffective in mediating the conflict between the two forces, so today, as usual, I had to return after mediating between the Papal Office and the Imperial Palace.

"Daddy!"

As I dragged my tired body to the baron's residence, which had been my temporary lodging for several weeks now,

A girl who had been sitting in the courtyard with a tall elf jumped up and ran to me.

"Lucy, have you been listening well to your teacher?"
"Yes! I always listen well."
"Oh my, good job."

I gently stroked Lucy's head. It's amazing how seeing such affection can completely wash away fatigue, even in the midst of exhaustion.

"I was teaching her some magic today."

When I turned my attention to Regius's words, I saw a clear magic circle drawn on the ground. A 2nd circle level magic that I could never handle even if I died and came back to life.

"Already at the 2nd circle?"
"Yes, since she was born with natural mana, the earlier she learns, the better."

Regius was doing an excellent job as Lucy's tutor.

Elves and dragons, both long-lived races naturally born with overwhelming mana, had quite a lot in common.

But already at the 2nd circle.
I couldn't help feeling both proud and somewhat bitter.

I wish I could properly learn magic too.
Those without talent can only weep.

"By the way, has there been any progress in the investigation?"

Just as I was savoring an unattainable dream, Regius asked.

"No, not much progress."

At my answer, the elf knight tilted his head in confusion.

"Something seems strange. No matter how secretive the Blue Cross Society is among secret organizations, they shouldn't be able to hide this deeply from the Inquisition."

Regius had been integrated into human society for quite a long time.
Of course, he knew what Blaukreutz was.

Additionally, since elves were among the main sacrifices of the Blue Cross Society,

There was a high probability that Regius had a deep grudge against them.

Elves were strong and intelligent, but they were extremely vulnerable to the complacency that came from those traits.

"Well, what can I do? It's not my responsibility."

But I'm an administrator, not an investigator. There's a limit to how much I can intervene.

Even Saint Catherine herself seemed to have little insight into the investigation. At first, she frequently attended meetings, but now she spent more time wandering around Montelgo, interacting with citizens.

The day before yesterday and yesterday, she ate chicken two days in a row.
I saw her order two whole chickens by herself.

Eating two chickens alone.
She must be quite the big eater despite her appearance.

Perhaps it all goes to her hips?

As soon as that thought crossed my mind, Lucy's eyes, who was in my arms, narrowed.

"...Daddy."
"Uh, yes??"
"You said it wasn't true last time! Why are you lying!!"
"That was because the Saint was right next to us... You shouldn't say such things in front of others. And you shouldn't read my thoughts whenever you want!"
"Tch."

Lucy pouted.

Oh my goodness.
It feels like just yesterday when she hatched from her egg and asked me to hold her, but now her emotional expressions have become much more diverse.

When did she grow up so much? It's moving to see her every time.

And it also worried me.

According to what I heard from Pirhak, it takes about ten years from hatching for a typical half-human, half-dragon to reach a form close to an adult human appearance.

This means that Lucy, who spent more time in egg form than usual, might transform in just a few years, much faster than the typical ten-year period.

Everyone already knows she's my adopted daughter anyway.

I'll have to think about explaining her abnormal growth later...

But I think I'll be sad when the time comes for her to leave my arms. I might feel a sense of disconnect as she grows up so quickly.

In the end, all that remains are memories.

Before that day comes, it would be good to spend as much time with Lucy as possible.

"Since there's nothing else to do today, shall we play together for the first time in a while?"
"Yes!!"
"Administrator? Is that alright?"
"Of course. You saw it earlier, right? Even the Saint is doing it, so why not?"

The order that Count Dionaos Rupel gave me was to assist the Saint, not to support the investigation.

Besides, I was just taking a rest after finishing my daily duties, so this excuse was close to borrowing against future time.

By the same logic, before throwing stones at me, throw them at the Saint first.
Then I'll accept it.

"Let's go with Regius and Jackson too. I heard there are new minstrels performing on 5th Avenue."
"Sounds good!"
"Is it an elf troupe?"
"No, it's a joint performance by wandering bards who've gathered together."
"That sounds nice."

True to his elven nature, loving wandering, music, and nature, Regius showed great interest in the sudden proposal.

Just as our impromptu gathering for healthy cultural entertainment was about to be finalized.

"Big brother Rubern!"

A brown-haired woman burst through the door.

It was Petra Bastian, who was resting in Montelgo after leaving the Black Lion Knights.

After being attacked by the Arachne, she was in a difficult state both mentally and physically.

But the workaholic spirit unique to Black Lion administrators hadn't gone anywhere, and she had been handling small knight order tasks bit by bit.

Recently, I believe she's been coordinating the duty schedules for the patrol teams guarding the outskirts of the city...

"What's wrong?"

Judging by her urgent voice and pale face, this was definitely not an ordinary matter.

Sure enough.

"The patrol team investigating the eastern valley area has been attacked! The Inquisition is requesting support!"

Crash!
Regius and I jumped up from our chairs without hesitation.

***

"If you heed my words, the truth shall set you free!"

The inquisitors made the sign of the cross and charged toward the horde of monsters.

Simultaneously, a brilliant light exploded, driving away all the distinct impure energy rising from the monsters.

"Kyaaaak!!"

The monsters were helplessly purified by the inquisitors' holy power.

Only those priests who possessed powerful holy energy and had exceptional resistance to "magic" could become inquisitors.

They might be clumsy in investigations, but when it came to actual evil, they were executioners with authority even more powerful than the holy knights.

Of course, even taking that into account, the condition of the monsters that appeared wasn't very good.

There were many of them. And most, like the previous Arachne, had chimeric forms.

A goblin's body with a kobold's head.
A dog's body with an imp's head. What is this terrible hybrid? An imptaur?
And various other third-rate chimeras made by mixing miscellaneous monsters.

As a result, none of them looked particularly strong.

With the Arachne, I felt overwhelming dread as soon as I realized it was a chimera, but this was just child's play.

"We can handle them too! Form ranks and repel them!"
"We won't lose!!"

Therefore, when the patrol members and Chen's civilian knights managing the Barony of Kirten joined forces, the monster army began to collapse helplessly.

The monsters, which had numbered around a hundred, were now reduced to a countable number.

"Hah!"

Whack!
Even Saint Catherine, who was practically the mascot of the Holy Knights and the Inquisition, had reached the level of turning the skull of a beast-type monster charging at her into minced meat with her mace.

"T-this can't be happening...!! I was told that the Rupel Territory would be full of nothing but rabble!"

The dark mage who had launched the attack with such momentum began to flee in panic.

"Where do you think you're going?"

Regius the marksman didn't miss that moment. When his precisely shot arrow hit the dark mage's Achilles tendon, the villain screamed and tumbled to the ground.

"Aaaaargh!!"

I didn't miss that moment and rushed toward the dark mage.
These bastards were the kind you should never let your guard down against until they were completely dead or subdued.

If they activated a self-destruct spell, innocent people would suffer again.

Just as I pinned his head to the ground and restrained his arms.

"I-I can't die like this!! Crowley, you said you would raise me!! Kuk, kuhek, gurgle..."

The dark mage's body, which had been struggling violently, suddenly hardened like stone.

Foam bubbled from his mouth, and his eyes rolled back, showing only the whites.
It happened before I could do anything.

"Administrator Rubern! Did you catch him!?"

I shook my head at the inquisitors who came running after finishing off the remaining monsters.

"...This bastard committed suicide."

Ch.106 - Uncomfortable Daily Life (6)
When the spellcaster died, all the chimeras powered by the black mage's magical energy were completely neutralized.

Even if the spellcaster had survived, his skill level was so low that defeating him wouldn't have been difficult anyway.

Regardless, the morale of Montelgo's guards, who had just faced magical beasts in actual combat for the first time, was through the roof.

The Inquisition members, true to their freshly appointed rookie status, were visibly delighted as well.

While everyone was excited about what could be called a perfect victory, only Regius and I weren't smiling.

"Did you hear that earlier?"
"Yes, it was clear. Crowley."

If no one else knew, Regius certainly would.

'Samuel Wynn Crowley'

Not only was he infamous within the Blue Cross Society, but he was also considered to have reached the pinnacle of black magic.

And above all, he was an 'elf.'

Interestingly, dark elves didn't exist in this world, but Crowley was the closest thing to what one might call a dark elf.

He not only deceived fellow elves to use them as human sacrifices but also practiced 'cannibalism of his own kind,' exploiting the innate superiority of elven mana.

During the Great Expedition, he had ambushed a returning expedition party that had vanquished two Demon Lords using overwhelming black magic, massacring three hundred knights.

He was a figure taken seriously not only by the Papal Office but also by the leadership of various territories and nations.

Truly the Demon Lord of elves.

Here, the concept of a Demon Lord was close to 'an entity that controls magical beasts at a higher level,' making him truly the worst black mage worthy of being called a Demon Lord.

"I thought he died during the last Great Expedition..."

We never had glamorous hero groups like adventuring parties from the beginning.

The horde of magical beasts that nested beyond the Wall of Lamentation was overwhelming, and it wasn't a problem that could be solved by a small party of a few heroes of the century.

The Bolivar Empire.
The Nirvana Magic Kingdom beside it.
The Laterano Autonomous Region.
The Arc Underground Kingdom.
The nomadic beastmen of the Haven Plains.
The elves of the Western Forest.

Countless lords from numerous countries lost their lives participating in the expedition for humanity's salvation.

Naturally, Samuel Wynn Crowley, who was essentially the leader of the black mages, bore clear responsibility for that massacre.

During the final battle, he was believed to have been eliminated through the desperate sacrifice of two sages.

Could he possibly still be alive?

"It's too early to say for certain. There have been many who used Crowley's name since the Great Expedition."
"True... this is too crude."

Regius nodded as he looked at the magical beast corpses scattered on the ground.

If the black mage who committed suicide before our eyes had truly inherited the will of that damned Crowley, he wouldn't have been walking around with such crude chimeras.

The Crowley I knew wouldn't even look at them.
Rather, he would have tortured and killed anyone who degraded the value of black magic like this.

"We need a more detailed investigation. We should find his hideout and confirm who's really behind this."

However, no suspicious circumstances were found at the hideout discovered by searching the black mage's body.

In other words, there was no evidence supporting the fact that Crowley, who was thought to be dead, was alive, or that the black mage in question was deeply connected to the Blue Cross Society.

"Perhaps he simply harbored a vague admiration for the Blue Cross Society and committed these acts."

Said the inquisitor in charge of the investigation.
That's not an implausible story.

Not all black mages are cunning, thorough, and cruel.

Almost 100% of black mages who get caught are either nobodies who obtained forbidden books somewhere and taught themselves, or members of obscure cults that weren't even worth mentioning during the Great Expedition, causing trouble.

"And if you look at this diary, most of the circumstances are written here. He thought that in the remote Rupel Territory, the Papal Office's reach wouldn't extend."

The culprit's hideout was an abandoned cabin in a dense forest spanning between the Barony of Kirten and the Hebron Duchy.

It wasn't far from the cave where the Arachne chimera had been living.

It's clear that this bastard artificially created chimeras and made them attack people.

The fact that all the magical beasts he mobilized were chimeras also fits the pattern.

However, despite all the facts being clearly revealed, I couldn't shake off the uneasiness that was blocking one corner of my mind.

"Don't we need further investigation?"
"Hmm... it's not impossible, but is there really a need?"

The imperial inspector replied to my question in a dry voice. The case was already as good as closed.

The suspect died at the scene.
All mobilized magical beasts were eliminated.

The hideout used to create chimeras was discovered, and evidence including attack plans, journals documenting chimera creation, and various forbidden books were seized.

There was even an incomplete Corruption Heart, making the situation indisputable.

"He's also the one who brought the Worm to the Ardaroce Mountains. I don't know how he got it, but it seems he raised a Worm that was still in its fetal stage in the mountains."

The inspector who was skimming through the black mage's records held a notebook in front of my eyes.

That's the most orthodox and simple method.
No matter how powerful a beast is, if raised from a young age, it can be tamed by human hands.

That wouldn't be much different for magical beasts, even a dragon.

Look at Lucy.
Although she's a noble being with Gold Dragon blood flowing through her veins, she now lives like my daughter.

"Even so..."
"Hmm, it seems the Papal Office's inquisitors have reached a similar conclusion... are you saying you want to raise an objection again?"

The inspector looked visibly annoyed.

I understand that feeling well.
It's like dealing with a troublemaker who keeps requesting additional investigations, claiming something is off, even after all complaints have been resolved.

The conclusion regarding the incidents in Rupel Territory, Hebron Territory, and especially the Barony of Kirten has already been drawn.

The scenario constructed based on the revealed information is as follows:

In the free city of Montelgo, there was someone who either belonged to the Blue Cross Society, admired it, or was simply deceived by a con artist and stepped into black magic.

Among the many schools of black magic, he was interested in 'life alchemy,' which combines different life forms to go against the essence of nature.

He succeeded in reconstructing several magical beasts into chimeras using the Corruption Heart.

Two Arachne chimeras created in the process made their nest in the Barony of Kirten, hunting humans, and they became so emboldened that they fearlessly attacked workers and were caught.

When personnel from the Papal Office and the Imperial Court arrived, and knights gathered, the frightened black mage abandoned his hideout and fled.

As a last desperate measure, he attacked the investigation team with his chimeras but was repelled and killed.

The 'Worm' from the Ardaroce Mountains is oddly inserted in the middle, but it's also confirmed to be his doing.

There's no room for a different conclusion here.

However, at the same time, it's undeniable that there are still suspicious aspects.

Plus, Lucy's picture found in that hideout.

What was that all about?
Was it really just a victim who coincidentally looked very similar to her?

Also, unlike the incredibly powerful Arachne chimeras, the state of the chimeras mobilized at the end was pathetically weak, which is suspicious.

Black mages aren't idiots.

Knowing full well that personnel from the Papal Office and the Imperial Inspectorate had been dispatched, he attacks investigators with subpar chimeras?

That's not typical black mage behavior.

These types cut and run when at a disadvantage and only show themselves when they think they have a chance.

But all he brought were chimeras that weren't even low-grade?

If they had been entities far superior to the Arachne, I might understand. But no matter how I think about it, it was an incomprehensible strategy.

Of course, if this guy was genuinely an idiot, everything would fit... but that conclusion is too disappointing.

I bit my lip firmly.

'Forget it. Even if I request an extension of the investigation... it's uncertain whether it would be properly conducted.'

As someone holding the position of a minor lord here, I could insist on extending the investigation if I pushed hard enough.

However, those conducting the investigation are the imperial inspectors and the Papal Office's inquisitors, not me.

I don't think they'll cooperate willingly.

From the moment they killed the black mage, they've essentially achieved their mission objectives.

"No, it's fine. Thank you for your hard work."
"I'll be staying in Montelgo for about two more days to write the related reports."
"That's fine. Take your time."

And so, the series of happenings surrounding the free city of Montelgo came to an end.

Leaving behind only an inexplicable, uneasy feeling.
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It had been a month since the incident in the free city of Montelgo was resolved.

The crisp, cool air of late summer and early autumn now carried a cold chill.

It snowed yesterday.
True to the northern region's reputation, it came down heavily.

Thanks to that, I was deployed with the knights for an exciting snow removal operation from dawn.

If carriage traffic were to be blocked, the local economy would freeze right along with it.

Besides, the northern winter is no joke. If you neglect it out of laziness, it becomes truly unmanageable later.

Working on snow removal since dawn gave me strong vibes of Cheorwon, my distant homeland.

Fortunately, supplies heading to Petaronto arrived on time because of our efforts.
As soon as the sun rose, the city marketplace welcomed another day like any other.

And among the merchants who arrived was Roger Ruski from FisherPepper.

"Administrator Rubern! How have you been?!"
"I nearly lost my neck waiting for you."

The man with impressively tanned skin burst into hearty laughter.

Roger Ruski.
He's a merchant from FisherPepper, a small southern spice guild that has an exclusive contract with Rupel Territory.

Having secured a contract worth an entire territory, he was recently promoted to branch manager overseeing direct trade with Rupel Territory—truly rising as the real beneficiary of our arrangement.

His trip to the southern region was due to being summoned by the guild master in his capacity as Rupel branch manager.

He had just returned after nearly a month-long schedule.

It was also an opportunity to investigate the additional business ventures that Roger and I have been pursuing.

"I heard things were quite chaotic while I was away. Quite the commotion, they say."
"Yes, Montelgo was turned completely upside down."
"Tsk... what times we live in, that dark mages are still causing trouble."

When the incident broke out in Montelgo, Roger was already on his way south.

It's not like we have cell phones in this era, so he probably just heard about the dark mage plotting in Montelgo.

"But was that really the end of it?"
"There are some suspicious circumstances, so I'm personally continuing the investigation."

I answered Roger's sharp question straightforwardly.

The imperial inspector and the inquisitors from the Papal Office concluded the case and withdrew as soon as the problematic dark mage was killed.

Even though I tried to tell them about the Blue Cross Society and Crowley, their response was lukewarm.

-Generally, we receive about a hundred requests for religious trials and heresy investigations every month. And about 80% of those involve Crowley and the Blue Cross Society.
-Isn't that serious then?
-Serious? Sure. Except that 90% of that 80% are fools who fell for con artists using Crowley's name, and only the remaining 10% are actually remnants of the Blue Cross Society.

In short:
Since Crowley and the Blue Cross Society are such famous black magic organizations, everyone uses their names.

The Papal Office was convinced that this particular dark mage was just one of those imposters.

-You saw it yourself. Except for the Arachne, the chimeras weren't that threatening. Even that worm was just released in the north without proper control and left abandoned.

It was a reasonable argument.
The Papal Office in the Laterano Autonomous Region doesn't just oversee the Bolivar Empire.

Essentially the entire continent falls under their influence.
That's why they can't respond personally to every such incident.

The dark mage had already been eliminated, and all circumstances had been clarified.

It would be unreasonable to commit valuable personnel just because a few details seemed suspicious, especially when the practitioner was already dead.

I understand.

But this is an issue directly connected to our territory's safety.
In the end, I ordered our knights to form a separate investigation team to conduct our own investigation without help from the imperial inspector or the Papal Office.

Andrei and Heinz, skilled in reconnaissance, detection, and tracking, along with Priest-Knight Decart, who has excellent knowledge of black magic.

The investigation team, consisting of three regular knights and three squires, was currently traveling throughout the territory, including Barony of Kirten and Tipen Village, collecting evidence.

If the dark mage who was killed then was merely a tail-end subordinate, now would be the perfect time for those bastards to operate freely, with the imperial inspector and Papal Office having withdrawn.

Those three should be able to catch a trail.

It's been nearly two weeks since they were dispatched, so they should be starting to see the outline of something by now.

"I hope nothing bad has happened."
"Nothing will happen."

After exchanging a few more bits of small talk.

"So, did you find the brewing method?"

We decided to get to the main point.

FisherPepper's Rupel branch manager Roger was traveling around the country to find the manufacturing method and commercialization of the "stout" beer, separate from the spice contract.

He had met with a former liquor administrator who used to produce stout beer, but the result was a bust.

He said he couldn't remember much since it was from years ago, and that he had simply stored it in barrels without any special additives—information that wasn't helpful at all.

If it were ordinary, I would have given up here, but.

I was personally very interested in the deep flavor unique to stout beer.

And since prominent VIPs like Count Dionaos Rupel, who loves drinking, Duke Harald Hebron from up north, and the wealthy merchant Marco Firenze had all praised it highly, it had become a product I absolutely couldn't give up on.

Common specialties that are accessible to ordinary people aren't bad, but brand value typically originates from expensive and delicious luxury items.

If we could establish stout beer as a high-priced liquor available only in Rupel Territory, the trickle-down effect would be immeasurable.

Not only would it raise Rupel Territory's own recognition, but it would naturally increase the value of "Petaronto Lager" and "Rupel Ale" produced at the same brewery.

"I remember from your last letter that you found a drink with a similar aroma."

As I looked at Roger with expectant eyes, he waved his hand dismissively as if to say "why even ask?"

"Yes, I did. Thanks to that, I was able to find out the exact brewing method."
"Oh...!!"
"What we missed wasn't how long it was aged in barrels, but what kind of barrels it was stored in."

He pulled out a transparent bottle from his bag. A clear liquid sloshed inside.

"Is that whiskey?"
"Yes, bourbon whiskey. Made from fermented corn."

Roger added with a grin.

"Bourbon is especially developed in the southern regions. The aftertaste of stout beer felt familiar somehow... when I thought about it carefully, it was bourbon."

As he opened the cap, the intense aroma of distilled liquor wafted out.

Indeed, when I smelled it carefully, there were quite a few similarities to the aroma found in stout.

"If we age it sufficiently in barrels used to produce this bourbon whiskey, and add vanilla beans and cacao, I think it will have exactly the right flavor."
"Hmm...!"

It was a satisfying result.
Although we'd need to establish the recipe after brewing it at the brewery, obtaining this much information was already a significant achievement.

"You've worked hard."
"Ah, and there's this too."

Roger put the bourbon whiskey back in his bag and placed a small leather pouch on the desk.

"What is this?"
"That 'thing' you asked for last time."

As I slightly opened the leather pouch, black seeds filled the sack appeared.
Immediately recognizing what they were, I hastily tied the sack closed.

"Ahem, hmm...! Hmm!!"

*Shit, I had forgotten about this!*

Those were poppy seeds.

"How is the cultivation going? Is it going well?"
"Well... it's going fairly well. That's why I expressed interest in purchasing more."
"You don't know how much I had to plead with the head office. It's already an expensive spice, and we're barely making any profit because it's for Rupel Territory."
"We made the contract on the condition that it wouldn't be used as a spice in the first place."

I placed the sack gently on the floor and made light of it.
Actually, there's no reason to be nervous.

It's only illegal in Korea, not particularly illegal here, right?

"That's what's strange. If you're not using poppy as a spice, what are you planning to use it for...?"
"I have several ideas, but for now I'll just say it's a 'strategic' resource."
"Strategic resource?"

Roger seemed completely baffled. I'd prefer if he continued not to understand.

You never know.
Whether I'll use the poppy for medicinal purposes or something else.

For now, having it on hand means I might find some use for it... right???

"Well, anyway, were there any interesting stories from the south?"
"Ah, there were a few..."

Having completed our clandestine transaction during the break, we chatted a bit more before parting ways.

Unlike before when he was a simple peddler, Roger had become quite busy after taking on a proper managerial position.

It's the complete opposite of my situation, where I have less to do as Rupel Territory develops from what was once a barren wasteland.

Of course, that's to be expected now that Petra has been appointed as the new administrator.

*Her work efficiency is twice as good, no question about it.*

Her efficiency is so good that Deputy Commander Imen's once dry, exhausted skin is gradually regaining its vitality.
Plus, the corners of his mouth are perpetually turned up all day.

-Petra! Take me with you!

He was practically singing her praises... though Petra herself seemed uncomfortable with it, so I just told her she'd get used to it.

*It's been barely a year since I came to Rupel Territory, but the atmosphere has changed quite a bit in that time.*

I smacked my lips as I recalled the not-so-distant past.
Comparing then and now, I can't help but feel a sense of accomplishment.

Petaronto has been steadily developing and has now reached a point where it's not out of place to be called the capital of a count's territory.

The LuCiH Association has expanded its reputation nationwide through aggressive business ventures, not just in the northern region.

The Snow Leopard Knights have also significantly strengthened their forces, now able to hold 8:8 friendly jousting matches.

Yes.
This is why I enjoy building up the knights.

Although we still have a long way to go compared to the Wolfpack Knights, currently the strongest in the north, this is already tremendous progress.

With a little more effort, we can surely reach a similar level.

It's not that we lack people—our skills are definitely not inferior. From the lowest squire to Commander Sianne, it's good to see everyone training diligently without neglecting their practice.

*Since we're on the topic, maybe I should go observe their training.*

I thought as I got up from my seat.

Come to think of it, it's been a while since I properly wielded a sword.

With the weather getting colder, I find myself reluctant to leave the warm knights' headquarters.

I'm not the only one.
Barbara, one of the knights who's particularly sensitive to cold, also doesn't go out much because of the cold. It would be funny if I, as an administrator, kept swinging a sword around all the time.

The only people who would enthusiastically participate in training in this weather would be Ronz, whose pain receptors must be completely frozen, or...

"Oh? Administrator Rubern. It's been a while since we've seen you at the training grounds."
"I knew you'd be here."

It was Commander Sianne, sweating profusely.
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In the snow-covered training ground, a blonde knight commander approached, wiping away sweat. Even the harsh northern cold couldn't overcome her passion.

"You haven't been coming out lately, claiming it's too cold?"
"But today's weather isn't so bad, is it? Perhaps because it snowed yesterday, it feels rather cozy."
"You're right. I'm feeling unusually warm today."

Hot and steamy.
I could feel the heat radiating from her as she approached.

Her training clothes were already thin, and now damp with sweat, revealing glimpses of skin through the fabric in a rather provocative way.

And why did she have to wear black underwear of all colors?

Black against flesh-colored skin.
It was the epitome of eroticism, and I hastily averted my gaze.

Had I not noticed it initially, it might have been fine. But once seen, my eyes kept stealing glances.

This was beyond my control.
An immutable law that all men possess.

"What's wrong?"
"Your clothes... they're soaked through and transparent."
"Huh?"

Sianne stepped back in surprise after checking herself. I took off my coat and handed it to her.

"No matter how hot you feel, is it appropriate for a commander to show such a defenseless appearance?"
"What, what! What's the problem! This naturally happens when you train hard. Ah, wait a moment."

Looking flustered, Sianne paused, then seemed to have an amusing thought as she leaned toward me with a mischievous smile.

"Or... is the Rubern administrator being conscious of me?"

Poke.
Her elbow nudged my waist, making my vision blur momentarily.

"Where did you learn that?"
"Deputy Commander Imen told me. She said despite your appearance, you're surprisingly shy."
"Hey, what's wrong with my face?"
"It's a compliment, a compliment~"

Since the incident at the Barony of Kirten, Sianne's approach toward me had changed.

Before, we just bickered, but recently it felt more like we'd become close friends.

Of course, as Lucy's co-foster parents, it was natural that we'd grow closer whether we liked it or not... but it would take some time to adjust to her distinctly different attitude.

"And are you just going to stand there blankly?"
"Pardon?"

While I was momentarily confused, Sianne grabbed my coat and threw it far away.

"Ah, no!"
"Administrator Rubern, do you have time?"
"No, I don't!"
"Liar. Someone who never shows his face at the training ground when working suddenly crawls out here."

Soon, a crude wooden sword flew toward me in place of the discarded coat. I instinctively caught it, and her sapphire eyes curved into a smile.

"Don't be like that, play with me. It's been a while."
"Hah...! Are you sure you won't regret it?"
"Aha, where did that self-deprecating attitude go? You used to call yourself a confidence therapy machine."
"I'm not the same Rubern as before. I won't go easy on you anymore."

Since my outer coat was already gone, I removed my cumbersome vest as well and faced Sianne in just my white shirt.

A sudden friendly match.

Satisfied with this development, Sianne nodded and pulled out another wooden sword stuck in the corner of the training ground.

"By the way, how's the application of the Orgius Sky Sword Style to the Eren Sword Saint Style coming along?"
"It's difficult... but I'll try as far as I can go. Who knows? I might discover some new truth while sparring with Administrator Rubern."

She could even phrase "spar with me all day" like that.

For a moment, I considered surrendering and running away, but it was awkward to back out after being the one who provoked her.

Besides, no matter how cold it was, skills would rust if not used.

This kind of occasional refresher wasn't so bad.

"Well then, shall I begin?"
"Yes, come at me anyt—"

With those casual words—

SWOOSH!
In the blink of an eye, Sianne's sword flew toward my face.

***

Fast. Overwhelmingly fast.
Of course, Sianne had always been skilled, but compared to when we sparred before, she had improved tremendously in those few months—I could feel it viscerally.

Last time, I could counter her attacks if I reacted well, but now I was barely able to dodge.

Sianne's wooden sword flashed.
As I narrowly avoided it, the blade grazing my nape, a fist aimed at my opening struck my abdomen, causing a sharp pain.

"Kuhak!?"

I rolled on the ground, groaning in pain.
It was chilling to realize she hadn't even opened her aura or mana yet.

"...Is it just my imagination, or have you gotten stronger?"
"I learned a lot during the recent Worm subjugation. I need to be stronger. That's how I'll maintain my dignity as commander of the Snow Leopard Knights."

At this rate, she might even surpass Levia.
Having been hit by both of them, I could objectively say that Sianne's rate of improvement was truly astonishing.

'Is it because she's learning the Orgius Sky Sword Style too?'

Unlike before when her sword strikes were choppy, her movements were now incredibly smooth, and her combination moves flowed naturally.

I could barely trace her trajectory, let alone counter-attack.

But she wasn't completely without openings.

CLANG!!
I raised my blade diagonally to deflect her wide swing.

The recoil momentarily disrupted her stance, and I seized that split second to dive inside her guard.

It was a counter-attack opportunity I'd barely managed after taking a beating, but—

"Hup!"
"Wh-what?!"

Sianne blocked even that with surprising ease. She caught my wooden sword between her elbow and knee.

I dropped my sword in disbelief at the sight before my eyes. The wooden sword hung suspended between her elbow and knee.

What am I witnessing right now?

"Are you surrendering already?"
"...You just used aura, didn't you?"
"No! This is a thrust defense move written in the Orgius Sky Sword Style!"
"Is that what it takes to earn the title of Dragon Knight?"
"Administrator Rubern could do it too if you keep practicing. It's surprisingly easy..."

That's totally cheating!!

I know myself well enough—I could never do that.
Forget countering thrusts; I'd more likely fail to adjust the angle and end up skewered.

Movements of that difficulty level would require someone of my master's caliber to barely execute.

"There are many interesting moves. Before, I tried to apply pure swordsmanship to the Eren Sword Saint Style, but recently I've been mixing in martial arts like this."

Sianne tossed the wooden sword she was holding into the air, caught it lightly, and handed it back to me.

"Despite saying you don't understand verbally, your body is much more honest. At this rate, it seems you'll complete the Eren Sword Saint Style before long."
"Hehe, I'm happy to hear you say that, Rubern."

I wasn't just flattering her.
Though my skills might be lacking, my years with the Black Lion Knights gave me a discerning eye for swordsmanship.

Unlike before when she relied solely on fundamentals, today's Sianne seemed to truly understand what the Orgius Sky Sword Style was and how to use it.

The difference between doing something with understanding versus without is like heaven and earth.
No, more like the cosmos and the inner core.

"Well, now that you've had enough fun, I should—"

With slight exaggeration, she had long surpassed the level where I could hold my own even at full strength.

Now I truly feared becoming worse than a self-proclaimed confidence therapy machine—more like a training dummy or a punching bag.

You know, like those unfortunate boss monsters in RPG games that constantly get beaten up by players checking their DPS.

But Sianne clearly had no intention of letting me go anytime soon.

"Where do you think you're going?"
"Excuse me...?"
"No way! Today you can't go anywhere until I drop first."
"I absolutely cannot!"
"As commander, that's an order! Even an administrator shouldn't neglect sword training!"

Ah, damn.
That's exactly what that old geezer from the Black Lion Knights used to say.

Of course, his tone was sharper and more aggressive, with a raspy voice and subtle contemptuous glare added in.

"Besides, if you keep refusing, I'll tell Lucy about those lewd drawings you were doing strange things with three days ago!"

Ah.

"W-wait...! I told you I just received them as a gift! And you know that's bad for a child's emotional development!"
"Don't know! Don't care!"

Our noble and pure blonde beauty of a commander instantly transformed into a petulant child throwing a tantrum.

In the end, like a high school girl caught in an embarrassing predicament by a bad uncle, I had no choice but to comply with Sianne's demands.

And after that, we sparred intensely.

***

"My goodness, why do you look like that?"
"The commander subjected me to cruel treatment. I'm going to report this to the sheriff immediately for disciplinary action."

Imen Lua gasped upon seeing me. I massaged my aching body all over and answered in a serious voice.

"I-I'm sorry, Rubern... once I got into it, I just..."
"I'm absolutely not accepting any settlement."
"Ugh..."

From my perspective, she did this on purpose.

Otherwise, how could she have hit such precise points without damaging a single bone?

But despite this unprecedented case of an administrator being unilaterally assaulted by a commander, the deputy commander's attitude remained indifferent.

"Anyway, there's a visitor waiting in your office right now. You should clean up quickly before causing any misunderstandings."
"A visitor? At this hour?"

It was already getting dark. Winter days were short, after all.

However, the moment I heard the visitor's name from Imen, I had to rush into the office without even taking time to tidy myself.

"Percerscaron? She's here with the adventurer Pirhak."
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Percerscaron, why is she here?

When Pirhak told me a few months ago that there was a request circulating among high-ranking adventurers to find the secret manual of the Orgius Sky Sword Style, she was supposedly still in her sleeping period.

*Why has she awakened from her sleep cycle so soon?*

Of course, Percerscaron did have an exceptionally short sleeping period compared to other dragons. A dragon's sleep cycle typically lasted for decades.

No matter how strong he might be, Pirhak is only human with a finite lifespan. That's why she chose to minimize her sleep cycle duration and instead sleep more frequently.

It was born from her desire to see Pirhak more often.

But even so, waking up this frequently seems rather strange.

*She did mention having trouble sleeping recently. Could that be why?*

Whatever the reason, I could just ask her directly. I immediately got up from my seat.

"...Should I come too?"
"Not necessarily. If it's important, I'll call for you separately. Go take a shower first."

I mean, during the Great Expedition we've seen each other at our worst, but Sianne hasn't reached that level of familiarity yet.

After rolling around for hours, her hair, clothes, and entire body were covered in dust. She needs to maintain her dignity as a knight commander now.

"Understood. Make sure to call me if needed?"

With those words, Sianne disappeared into her room, and I turned my steps toward my private office where the two would be waiting.

When I opened the door, there was a couple already enjoying the refreshments that had somehow been prepared.

"Long time no see."
"What do you mean 'long time'? We just saw each other recently. For an adventurer, you come around too often. Just join our knight order already."

When I spoke in a gruff voice, the guy shrugged his shoulders with his usual smug expression.

"No way, man. Even my wife can't constrain me, so how could I be bound by a mere knight order?"
"Oh? Want me to show you what real constraint is?"
"I'm sorry."

It didn't take long for the confident Pirhak to be subdued. That's what happens when your mouth gets you in trouble.

"Lady Percerscaron."
"Rubern Ailoy."

Unlike the slick adventurer, I bowed my head respectfully to the polymorphed Red Dragon.

"I was under the impression you were in your sleep cycle... what happened?"
"Well, my physical condition has been totally wonky lately."
"Pardon?"

Per brushed back her glossy red hair with irritation.

"I don't know. Recently I can't fall into a deep sleep and keep waking up."
"Did you cheat again?"
"What kind of bullshit are you spouting now!"
"I thought it might be that too, but not this time. I didn't sense any other dragon's presence."

That's unusual. A sparrow passing by a rice mill without stopping.

"If you had been messing with other dragons again, I was planning to put a powerful recognition curse on you that would force you to add 'dragon' to the end of every sentence and 'woong' before every word."
"And changing your name to Bongpal would complete the trashy image perfectly."
"That's a great idea! As expected of the brain of the greatest strategist."

Wow, just thinking about such punishment makes my legs go weak. I'd rather go bald than live such a life.

...Or maybe not?

Pirhak's face turned pale at those terrifying words.

"H-honey... you're not serious, right?"
"Depends on how you behave."

Pirhak immediately straightened his posture and sat up properly. It's truly fortunate that this guy's wife is a Red Dragon.

Only a dragon could have some control over his philandering tendencies.

"But it really is strange, isn't it? If it's not that, there should be no reason for your sleep to be disturbed."
"I do have one suspicion... but I can't tell you yet because I'm not certain."

Per added, slightly averting her gaze. When a dragon hesitates to speak about something, I can't help but have an ominous feeling.

"Anyway, I came to buy some sleeping aids for my wife and also to discuss what I told you about last time."
"Did you find out who the client is?"

I asked, all joking aside.

This was a serious matter. A request to find a hero's secret manual that had vanished 200 years ago suddenly appearing was suspicious to anyone.

However, the answer I received was slightly different from what I expected.

"No."
"Even a top-tier adventurer like you can't identify the client? How much hush money did they pay?"

Hush money, as the name suggests, referred to the cost of keeping certain information quiet.

Information is money here.

It's not like the world I used to live in, where there was a tree of knowledge that could search for both in-depth quantum mechanics theories and the sexual fetishes of some otaku anime female character.

There was no green window that could provide appropriate answers to whatever you searched for.

Information itself held tremendous value.

I myself could manipulate merchants and territory officials with the information I had accumulated during the Great Expedition and my time with the Black Lion Knights.

Even though I was a foreigner, having an overwhelming advantage in information was essential to survive the intense local prejudice.

Therefore, those who didn't want their information to be exploited could pay a certain amount to adventurer guilds or information brokers to keep them quiet.

A kind of "embargo," you might say.

The problem was that this embargo would be lifted the moment someone else offered a higher amount, but if it couldn't be lifted even with Pirhak's name value and funds, I couldn't even imagine how much money had been invested.

Why go to such lengths in the first place? It looks suspicious as hell to anyone.

"It's not about money. They've arranged it so the client can't be identified no matter how much you pay."
"What does that mean?"
"First, there are five intermediaries involved in this request. And it seems each intermediary was contacted by different people."
"So no one knows who the real client is?"
"I had a bad feeling about it too, so I put in a personal request. After barely tracking it, I found that once the request is completed, contact will be made through a special artifact."
"Shit."

I couldn't help but swear. It basically meant that tracking was impossible from the start.

"Strange, isn't it?"
"It would be stranger not to find this strange."
"Anyway, with the incident that happened in your territory recently, I have a feeling something's about to happen here. Be careful."

My lips had gone dry without me noticing.

Dragon Knight Orgius and Lucy.
Two people connected by the definite link of blood.

And I, Sianne, and the entire Rupel Territory are caught up in that connection.

Whatever the unknown client's intentions might be, I didn't think we could just let things slide.

"Oh right, I heard you found some strange pictures from those black mages you burned to death."
"Yes. Most were photos of children, but looking further, we found some adult men and women mixed in. They seem to be innocent people those bastards sacrificed."
"Let me see them."

Percerscaron said, crossing her arms.

I wondered how much she would know about people we couldn't find even after searching through all the administrative systems of Rupel and Hebron Duchy.

But you never know. They might be people who disappeared long ago. There might even be someone Percerscaron was acquainted with.

In our current situation with one piece missing, we can't afford to be picky.

I took out the case file from the Kirten incident that I had neatly organized in one corner of my office and handed it to them.

The Red Dragon's face crumpled.

"These absolute bastards. They're so young."
"If you recognize anyone at all, please tell me immediately."

She slowly turned the pages of the file. Pirhak also stuck close to Percerscaron, quickly scanning the pictures with his eyes.

"Wait..."

And finally, on the page where their eyes stopped, there was a drawing of a girl with red hair like Per's.

It gave me the impression that they looked quite similar. I wondered if they thought so too.

"Honey, could this be..."

Pirhak's eyes began to shake wildly.

Until now, Percerscaron had mostly appeared relaxed, irritated, or expressionless, but now her face showed an indescribable mix of emotions.

"Do you and my sister-in-law know this person? What's wrong?"
"...Know her? Of course I do."

Surprisingly, her curt response carried undertones of disgust and fear.

The mighty Red Dragon feeling fear?
While I was pondering this question...

"This is me. It's a drawing of my polymorphed form from when I was a hatchling."

That bombshell statement filled me with fear as well.
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"Are you sure you didn't see it wrong?"

When I asked this, feeling a chill run down my spine, Percerscaron shook her head firmly.

"I wouldn't fail to recognize my own appearance."
"That's true, but..."
"Wait, I need to check the other photos."

In my heart, I was hoping it was just a mistake, but as the Red Dragon examined the mountain of related documents, her eyes grew increasingly certain.

"This one is a Frost Dragon from the eastern snow mountains."
"Honey, this person... no, this dragon is a Blue Dragon from the Lailai Islands, isn't it?"
"You're right. This is insane."

It wasn't just Percerscaron. The polymorphed forms of other dragons from her memory existed as well.

There was no room for wishful thinking here. These were faces she had firmly imprinted in her memory so that she would remember them even after waking from her dormant period.

"My drawing shows me as a hatchling, but some dragons aren't like that. I don't know the polymorphed forms of all dragons..."
"So you're saying most of the people drawn here could actually be dragons."
"That's right."

Shit.
I couldn't help but curse internally.

This was no longer an issue that could be handled at the level of the Bolivar Empire's emperor. This was something that needed to be brought to the attention of world leaders.

At the same time, it seemed so unrealistic that I wondered if it was right to report it as is.

This news would shake the entire continent, but it's still difficult to act without concrete evidence.

It's like having reliable intelligence that North Korea is about to launch nuclear missiles—you can't act rashly unless you actually see the missile silos activating.

"But why? What the hell were those black mage bastards trying to do by collecting pictures of polymorphed dragons?"

Pirhak asked the question that naturally came to mind. I was curious about that too. Black mages are troublesome enemies, but unless they've reached a certain level, they're no match for dragons.

They need to be at least 7th Circle, considered Demon Lord class, to stand a chance, and to be confident of victory against a dragon, they'd need to be at least 8th Circle.

"It's strange that they specifically focused on polymorphed forms. Why not just look for dragons directly?"
"Maybe it's because dragons are treated like legends these days? Before I met your sister-in-law, I only saw creatures that were barely dragon-like myself."

I offered what seemed like a reasonable inference to this increasingly puzzling situation.

Of course, during the Great Expedition, I had encountered corrupted dragons with the Black Lion Knights.

Two of them, in fact.

'I remember they were the Black Dragon of the Western Forest and something from the Southern Sea...'

But those were merely "corrupted dragons."
In other words, specimens weak enough to have their bodies and minds stolen and controlled by mere black mages.

For people of this era, true dragons—wiser than sages, stronger than sword saints, and more sublime than the Pope—had become the stuff of legends.

So perhaps from the black mages' perspective, it seemed faster to search for polymorphed dragons who might be blending into human society rather than hunting for dragons directly?

"Maybe that's right."
"Are you serious, honey?"
"You know how it is. We dragons enjoy recreational activities more than you might think. We pursue worldly desires a bit more than those pointy-eared forest dwellers."

Why would a dragon, essentially a god-like being, fall in love with a human?

It's because living among humans was entertainment in itself for dragons.

Value that exists because of its finite nature.
From a dragon's perspective, these ephemeral creatures lived more passionately than any other race.

"Why are there no more individuals with the title of Dragon Slayer? Why have dragons disappeared in the first place?"

The red-haired dragon continued slowly.

"It's because more of my kind than you might expect are living among humans."
"If that's true, what about the dormant periods?"
"If you really want to have fun, you can go without a proper dormant period for decades. It puts strain on the body, of course. The younger the dragon, the longer they can go without one."

I don't do that because I want to stay with this man for a long, long time.
He's too precious to waste on mere entertainment.

Percerscaron concluded with these embarrassing words. Pirhak looked at her with touched eyes.

"Honey..."
"So stop doing stupid things!"
"I understand..."

Normally, I would have gladly punished Pirhak with a sharp verbal jab, but given the current situation, I didn't even feel like making jokes.

And if what she said was true, then the black mages were targeting dragons.

It's still unclear how they obtained information about Lucy, but it's certainly not something to take lightly.

'And if they're scaling up to this extent, that black mage might really have been from the Blue Cross Society...'

More thorough investigation seemed necessary.
If it was the Blue Cross Society, since Pirhak knew about them well, we might be able to get Percerscaron's help.

"Thanks to you, we have a clearer picture now. If they're really looking for dragons, we can't just let this slide."
"I originally had a policy of not interfering in human affairs, but since those bastards have dragged in my kind, I won't just stand by and watch."
"Lady Percerscaron...!"
"I'll ask around about other dragons on my end."

This was exactly what I'd hoped for.
Having a Red Dragon as backup—it felt like gaining an army of thousands.

"The Snow Leopard Knights will continue our investigation. Currently, we have three knights assigned to it, but that's clearly not enough."
"Those black mage bastards hide everywhere like cockroaches."
"Just to be safe, keep Lucy close. Sianne is strong, but those guys aren't the type to fight fair."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I said this while looking at the sword hanging on one side of the office.

All I wanted was to live a peaceful life.

Even I have to admit that I'm truly an icon of misfortune.

***

"If that's the case, the situation is truly serious."

Sianne speaks in a quiet voice, looking at Lucy who is sleeping soundly.

"It's still not certain. Even if they really are images of polymorphed dragons, it's questionable whether they could make true dragons—not lesser drakes—submit to them."
"But I have an ominous feeling. Remember the worm that appeared in the Ardaroce Mountains? They were actually raising a drake, weren't they?"

Of course, they couldn't control it properly, but it was clear that the black mage in question had attempted to tame a drake.
They even implanted a Corruption Heart in it.

"And what's particularly unsettling... the information about the Orgius Sky Sword Style and all that."
"It seems too well-connected to be mere coincidence."

Anxiety had already settled in Sianne's eyes.

"Rubern, this is purely hypothetical."
"Yes?"
"What do you think about the possibility that the drawing we saw wasn't Lucy?"
"What?"

As I blurted out a stupid-sounding response, Sianne added further explanation.

"It's strange, isn't it? If they had a drawing of Lucy, they already have information about her."

That was a valid point.

If these guys were really planning something as reckless as targeting dragons...
There would be no reason not to go after Lucy, who is only half-dragon with the power of a hatchling.

"They had plenty of opportunities. If that sloppy black mage's chimera hadn't attacked Petra, their plan would have been much smoother."

I listened to Sianne's words with my arms crossed.
It felt like puzzle pieces were coming together in my head.

"It's also strange that Percerscaron's polymorphed drawing was from her young hatchling days. Why specifically a hatchling? She's grown incomparably since then."

That was the most important point.

Why would they have a drawing of Percerscaron's childhood?

It was unclear how they obtained the drawing in question, but it showed her hundreds of years ago as a hatchling.

An enormous amount of time has passed since then, so naturally her appearance would have changed. They couldn't possibly not know that.

'Then that photo probably isn't Lucy either. Maybe another dragon with a similar appearance...'

The Orgius Sky Sword Style, a photo resembling Lucy, and polymorphed dragons.
I slowly combined all the keywords. Rationally and carefully, I compiled the clues they had left behind to create a deductive narrative.

Once I got started, continuing the reasoning wasn't difficult.

"Wait."

As a thought struck me like lightning, I immediately grabbed Sianne's wrist and left Lucy's room.

"Eek!? W-why are you doing this!?"
"We need to deploy immediately."
"Did you figure something out?"
"Yes."

I nodded with 100% certainty. In a way, some hints had been there all along.

Why did the black mages come to the Rupel Territory? Why did they release a worm in the Ardaroce Mountains for no apparent reason?

The answer to the most fundamental question, and the key to understanding the inexplicable events that had occurred in the territory over the past few months.

"The drawing we saw wasn't Lucy. It was Lucy's birth mother."
"Oh my goodness..."

Sianne seemed to realize something too, her eyes widening as she exclaimed.

"The dragon knight Orgius, and the Ardaroce Mountains...!!!"
"We need to go to Tipen Village right now."

The gold mine.
All this time, they had been searching for the nest of the Gold Dragon sleeping beneath it.
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I had released the worm into the mountains for a specific reason—to find the dragon's nest believed to be hidden beneath the Ardaroce Mountains by tracking the worm's movement path.

That meant the pathetic chimera "Black Mage" nesting in the Barony of Kirten was just bait from the beginning.

"Pirhak!!"

I kicked open the door to the room where Percerscaron and Pirhak were staying.

"Huh!? W-what's going on!?"

For some reason, Pirhak, who had been creating some kind of intimate mood, hurriedly ducked under the covers.

Percerscaron, who had been about to enjoy her happy time, frowned.

"Rubern?"
"I-I sincerely apologize for the interruption, but we need to go to Tipen Village right away."
"Tipen Village? Why so suddenly?"
"...That drawing you saw before wasn't of Lucy."

Even with just that vague hint about it possibly being a dragon, she immediately grasped the situation.

"It's that same Gold Dragon we saw back then, isn't it?"
"Yes."
"These bastards, really...!!"

Her ruby-red eyes rippled with anger.

"But it's late now. Can we make it by horse?"
"We have no choice, do we? Now that we've discovered their scheme, we need to move immediately. Who knows what might be happening at the gold mine in Tipen Village right now."
"Should Rubern and I go ahead? A wyvern can carry two people."
"Do you think the two of you, no matter how strong, can handle a group of black mages bold enough to target a dragon directly?"

Percerscaron showed a slight hint of contemplation before looking me straight in the eyes and adding:

"Get on."
"Excuse me...? Did I hear you correctly?"
"I said get on, on my back. Gather your knights."

I couldn't believe my ears. A dragon offering its back? And a Red Dragon, famous for its strong pride, at that?

Even Pirhak, apparently not expecting Percerscaron to say such a thing, jumped up from his spot.

"W-wait! Are you serious, honey?"
"Would I joke about this?"
"No! I can't allow it! The only one who can ride on your back is me, your husband...!"

So that's what bothered you, you crazy bastard.

"Good grief! You fool!! You have the leisure to make such jokes in this situation?"

Pirhak's protest was easily settled with one powerful punch from Percerscaron.

I contacted Sianne and had her gather all the knights currently at the headquarters.

The squires would remain on standby in the capital, Petaronto.

When dealing with black mages, one cannot afford even a moment's weakness.

Even though the Snow Leopard Knights' apprentices possessed skills that weren't bad for trainees, they were still insufficient against knights and Inquisition officials, and against human butchers who captured and tortured people.

Those villains were skilled at exploiting the slightest opening to turn the flow of battle in their favor.

If I brought the squires along and they became a liability, not only their safety but also mine and Sianne's—and by extension, the entire territory's safety—could be at risk.

"Snow Leopard Knights, all assembled."

I looked at the knights lined up in front of the training ground, fully armed.

Wearing Damascus steel armor newly contracted from the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort, they emitted a pure white radiance befitting their name as Snow Leopards.

"Sianne, did you inform the Count?"
"When I told him about the 'nest' hidden beneath Tipen Village, he understood immediately."

As time was of the essence, as always, the knights would move first, and the infantry would follow later.

It's not that I wouldn't mobilize the squires at all.

If my prediction was wrong, today's events would pass as a simple misunderstanding, but if they were really plotting something, the knights alone wouldn't be able to handle the aftermath of the subjugation.

The main force would depart at dawn anyway, with the squires mixed in, so they would arrive together.

I had already sent detailed instructions through "Bart," the most skilled among the squires, so there shouldn't be any problems with the operation.

"Let's get going then."

A special unit consisting of seven knights including Sianne, and one administrator.

Percerscaron looked at us and threw off her robe. With cracking sounds, as if something was tearing through flesh, a bright light surged throughout the training ground.

The dark sky without a single moonbeam suddenly brightened, and an overwhelming silhouette appeared, imposing by its mere presence.

The master of the eastern volcano.
The Fire Dragon, Percerscaron.

Even the battle-hardened knights couldn't take their eyes off the magnificent sight.

Soon, Percerscaron lowered her body and used her tail to create a path to her back. The knights showed their respect in their own ways as they climbed onto her back.

"I'll go ahead, Administrator Rubern!"
"Be careful."
"Let's depart then. Hold on tight."

Once all the knights had boarded, the massive wings spread out, and the Fire Dragon's body rose into the air.

Strong gusts swept through the garden, and the window frames of the knights' headquarters rattled.

Truly a dragon.

Witnessing a sight that would inspire awe in any human, I climbed onto Pirhak's wyvern, who still wore a sullen expression.

Why was I traveling separately?

Because this crazy dragon rider insisted that while he couldn't help the others, he absolutely wouldn't let me ride on his wife's back.

Since flying on a wyvern or on Per's back was essentially the same, I decided to avoid the argument and just ride the wyvern.

Such a fuss. Does he think I'm the Golden Sun or something?
I'm not interested in dragons anyway.

"...Brother Rubern."
"I'm counting on you to take care of the Count and Lucy, Petra."
"Don't worry about things here, and please return safely. You must come back unharmed, okay?"
"Of course."

I waved goodbye to Petra, who had stayed behind to see us off.

"Let's go."

I soared into the sky, following the dragon's form as it receded into the distance.

***

"Gegruruk. Geruk!"
"Keeek!"
"Kik!"
"Kyaul!!"

The evening roll call was being conducted without fail at the goblin fortress (read as tent village) set up on the outskirts of Tipen Village.

When they lived in caves, there was no need for evening roll calls.

Their daily life consisted of just eating, defecating, and sleeping in the dark where no sunlight reached. But now that they had formed a proper "civilization," keeping track of personnel was extremely important to the Golden Goblin Chunsik.

Tomorrow alone, fortress expansion and logging operations in the surrounding forest were scheduled. This was for Tipen Village's winter preparations.

If people went missing from such important work, it would cause major disruptions to the schedule.

"But? Five missing? Where they go??"
"Maybe in village?"

At Chunsik's words, the goblins shrugged with puzzled expressions.

The total number of goblins living in Tipen Village was fifty. Yet only forty-five showed up for this roll call.

At first, Chunsik thought he might have miscounted, but even after counting two or three times, it was still exactly 45 creatures.

"Yusik, Gapdol, Ttaengchil, Samgil... all gone!"
"Any goblin see them?!"

While Ttaengchil was known for being lazy even among goblins and might be napping somewhere, Gapdol and Samgil were always enthusiastic workers.

They were also among the few fellow goblins that the Golden Goblin Chunsik personally trusted.

As the goblins were thrown into confusion, a miner entered the settlement. In his hands was a sack full of bread made by the villagers specifically as goblin snacks.

"What's this, why's everyone gathered here?"
"Geruk! Human goblin! You see Gapdol and Samgil?"
"Gapdol and Samgil..."

The miner carefully searched his memory.

At first, he had thought all goblins looked the same, but those who had worked with them for a long time, like him, could distinguish them by their names.

"Ah, yes. The foreman asked them to bring a cart."

Since it was winter and no farming was being done, both goblins and Tipen Village residents were frequently assigned to mining work recently.

"But that was several hours ago... They haven't returned yet?"

It was strange. After all, it was just one cart—there was no reason for five goblins to be struggling with it for so long.

But Chunsik and the goblins didn't think much of it. The roll call was just to account for everyone, and they had a clear reason for their absence—they'd gone to fetch a cart. They assumed the missing goblins would manage fine.

Goblins had excellent night vision from birth anyway, so they were probably just fooling around somewhere.

"Well then, enjoy your meal~."

The miner left with a slight smile.

The goblins huddled together, finishing their day by eating the bread he had brought as a late-night snack.

It should have been just an ordinary day with five members absent.
That's certainly how it should have been.

"Chunsik! Chunsik!! Big trouble!!"
"W-what's happening..."
"Must come quick! The mine! The mine!!"

In the dead of night, Chunsik woke to the urgent calls of a subordinate goblin, and what he saw was:

"Grr, grrrrrr..."

Undead creatures beginning to crawl out from the mine entrance.
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Even a goblin unfamiliar with the ways of the world couldn't simply ignore the fact that undead were crawling out of the mine they managed.

"Urgh, ahhh..."

A horde of death advanced, moaning as if their screws had come loose. Chunsik couldn't help but tremble at the sight of the endless undead emerging from the entrance.

It was fortunate that, perhaps because they were both monsters, the undead didn't recognize the goblins as enemies.

But the moment Chunsik realized these creatures were heading straight for Tipen Village, he felt his mind snap to attention.

"P-prepare to attack!!"

The most terrifying aspect of the undead was their overwhelming numbers.

They might be low-level monsters that even an adult man—no, even a reasonably strong boy with his wits about him—could repel without much difficulty.

But no one could single-handedly stop dozens or hundreds of them attacking in swarms.

Moreover, because they were unholy creatures that transcended death itself, casualties in battles against the undead inevitably became new undead themselves, hungering for the lives of comrades they had fought alongside just moments before.

A truly irreversible plague.

A horrific sight where parents devour their children, and wives tear apart their husbands' flesh.

The only combat forces available right now would be the mercenaries staying in the village and the vigilante group composed of young men. They clearly wouldn't be enough to counter that horde.

If they didn't evacuate the residents before nearby military units could arrive, the village they loved would never return to its former state.

With that thought, Chunsik chose to act rather than flee.

"Weapons! Must take pickaxes!"
"Geurk! Geureuruk!!"
"You go down to village and wake people!"

Being their leader, Chunsik calmly issued orders to the goblins who didn't know what to do in the face of the sudden undead attack.

The strongest laborer goblins in the group lifted heavy steel tools.
The smaller, faster individuals were sent down to the village to sound the alarm.

This was possible because Chunsik was a gold goblin, a subspecies with relatively high intelligence, and his intelligence had been further enhanced by living among humans.

"Those things not attack us! First strike wins!!"
"First strike wins!!!!"

When Chunsik let out his war cry, the goblins' morale rose in unison.

"Grrrr..."
Crack! Thud!
"Graaaah..."
Crunch!!

The tools they used for mining were more than sufficient to smash the soft skulls of the undead.
Thus began the legend of the goblins fighting like a hundred men.

***

The village chief of Tipen Village couldn't help but be startled by the urgent news brought by the goblins.

A massive horde of undead from the mine that had been operating normally until just that afternoon?

At first, he thought it might be a prank by the goblins.
But when he saw the pale faces of the young men who had gone to scout, he finally realized that a great calamity had begun to befall their small village.

From then on, it was an emergency situation.

"Women and children, quickly board the carriages! Able-bodied men, over here!"

The first directive was to evacuate non-combatants—women and children—as quickly as possible.
Then came the call to arms.

Every man who could wield even the simplest farming tool gathered at the village hall without exception.

According to the young scouts, the undead from the mine all reeked of decay and moved sluggishly, which meant they were likely just zombies or at most ghouls.

That level of low-grade undead could be dealt with easily using simple farming tools.

Once the village vigilante group was quickly assembled, the chief's next action was to call for professional reinforcements.

Without knowing the exact scale of the undead threat, they might need help from a military unit... or even a knightly order.

"Raiki! Go immediately to the nearby garrison and request military assistance!"
"Will the vigilante group be enough? I don't know what's happening, but we'll join the fight!"

Even in this unprecedented crisis of an undead attack, the residents of Tipen Village didn't panic prematurely.

Of course, this was partly because Chunsik and his goblins had given early warning and were holding the front line against the undead.

But it was also due to the unique identity of Tipen Village's residents.

The special identity of a village where goblins, elves, dwarves, beastkin, and humans lived together had naturally strengthened the bonds between the people living there.

Even mercenaries, who typically moved only for money, rolled up their sleeves to defend the village.

"Chunsik's group is buying us time?"
"Yes, Chief. Fortunately, they don't seem to recognize them as enemies since they're both monsters. Maybe we should just let them keep fighting..."
"What nonsense are you talking about?!"
"Pardon...?"
"If it weren't for those children, we wouldn't have been able to respond in time! Tell the vigilante members to go rescue the goblins right away!"
"That's right! We can't just leave the goblins behind and run!"

They might not be recognized as enemies now, but who knew what would happen later?
What guarantee was there that the undead would continue to ignore the goblins covered in the blood of their kind?

The goblins were now proper members of the village.
At least to the chief and others, they had become indispensable, so they had to fight together as fellow residents of Tipen Village.

"We won't let those damned corpses take a single step into our village!"
"That's right! That's right!"
"Hey, Jack! Want to bet who can crack more skulls?"
"Don't cry when you lose, Rudster!"

Even the young men who were initially gripped by fear, and the old men who had stood dazed without understanding the situation, all united in their resolve for the decisive battle.

They believed that if the goblin force alone was enough to delay the undead, then the vigilante members, who had been conducting their own training, would be sufficient.

And with battle-hardened mercenaries joining them as well.

They thought they could easily repel the undead, which would likely be just zombies and skeletons.

"Let's go!"
"Where's Chunsik?!"

But what greeted the villagers as they left the village, each holding a torch, was:

"Must run away!!"
"Geurk! Geureuruk!!"

A group of goblins fleeing in panic, having abandoned their weapons.

"What! Chunsik, weren't you all fighting hard?"
"We fought!"
"Then why are you here?!"
"Can't win! Must run away!!"

Chunsik blocked the vigilante leader's path, stamping his feet anxiously. Now that they looked, the number of goblins had noticeably decreased.

A mercenary was the first to sense something was wrong.
As a veteran Silver-rank adventurer with considerable experience, he instinctively knew that the forces of death advancing toward Tipen Village weren't just zombies and skeletons.

And soon after.

"Death... Honor..."

Sure enough, a massive armored undead appeared, pushing through the undergrowth with a clanking metallic sound.

Green blood dripped from its greatsword, already the size of an average person, having slain several goblins.
Red light gleamed from behind its shadow-darkened helmet.

"D-Death Knight!!"

The cry, almost a scream, came from a young man at the front. At the same moment, the Death Knight's blade flashed in the moonlight.

"Watch out!"

Clang!!
A sharp noise of metal striking metal rang out, and the mercenary's hand trembled.

"Everyone fall back! A Death Knight is too much for vigilante members!"

Zombies and skeletons were merely corpses. Naturally, their bodies, reeking of rotting flesh, had terrible durability.

But when it came to mid-to-high-grade undead, like the Arachne, there were specimens with strength on a completely different level from ordinary undead.

The Death Knight was a perfect example of such mid-to-high-grade undead.

"Kill... Life... I shall hate."

A lost knight obsessed only with jealousy toward the living and his own lost honor.

His black armor of unknown material was stronger than any steel, and his heavy black blade could cut down even veteran warriors.

Even the Silver-rank adventurer mercenary could only barely withstand its sword strikes.

But it wasn't unbeatable.

A young man who had escaped by the skin of his teeth crawled away, while mercenaries who had been mixed in with the vigilante members jumped out and quickly surrounded the Death Knight.

"Aim for the gap between the neck and helmet! If anyone knows magic, blast it with fire spells!"
"I've got holy water here, just in case!"
"Nice!!"

What are mercenaries?

Those who work for money.

Though they were essentially capitalistic problem-solvers, they needed to be able to handle any situation with composure.

Holy water and magic scrolls.

The items they had brought along just in case were finally proving their worth.

"Eat this, you bastard!"
"Got it! The armor's cracked!!!"
"Focus on that spot!"

As soon as a crack appeared in the Death Knight's seemingly impenetrable armor, the mercenaries' attacks intensified.

As if they had known each other for years, the mercenaries coordinated perfectly, methodically working through the raid.

"We've got this! We can handle it!"
"Wait... what is that...?"

But there were facts they had overlooked.

First, the change in enemy type from zombies and skeletons to a Death Knight meant that even higher-tier undead could appear.

Second, the force behind this incident was none other than the "Blue Cross Society," the worst black magicians.

"Kiaaaaa─!!"

A being that had only been spoken of in rumors.

With no trace of its former pride, a cursed creature with nothing but bare bones left soared through the air above the village.

A Bone Dragon.

The embodiment of undead whose name alone was enough to destroy morale let out a tearing roar.

The mercenaries who had barely managed to destroy the Death Knight.
The vigilante members who had been trying to steel themselves.
The goblins who had sacrificed themselves to respond somehow.

Without exception, they were all gripped by despair at that moment.

"Kiiiiaaaaaa!!"
"Kyaaaak!!!"

Another spine-chilling roar pierced the forest canopy.
Flames like the sun engulfed the Bone Dragon's body.

Purifying fire driving away the thick darkness.

"Good heavens..."

The veteran mercenary who witnessed all this could only mutter a single phrase, as if entranced.

A Bone Dragon and a Red Dragon.

Two legendary beings were clashing right before their eyes.

Ch.113 - That's A Fad Joke (7)
"Fuck."
"We're screwed."

Pirharc and I cursed almost simultaneously. What we'd been dreading had finally happened. Who would have thought they'd actually resurrect the remains of a real Gold Dragon in such a short time?

"I should have pushed harder with those Papal Office bastards."
"Regretting it now won't change anything! Get your head straight, you idiot! Who else is going to fix this mess if not you?"

As I stood there dumbfounded by the sight of the bone dragon spewing its freezing breath, Pirharc shouted with an agitated voice.

"It's just a bone dragon. Not a black dragon! It's the weakest of all the dragons you've fought!"

I bit my lip hard.
Though it was a bone dragon, one of the highest-ranking undead in the world, it still couldn't overcome the inherent weaknesses all undead possess.

Particularly, its vulnerability to holy power and fire-based attacks.

"You're right. Thanks for that..."

Fortunately, our forces consist entirely of knights who have awakened their mana. Plus, we have an elven spirit knight with exceptional communion with spirits, the adventurer Pirharc, and above all, the fire dragon Percerscaron.

We can handle this.
It's far too early to give up.

"But what about dealing with those undead first, before the bone dragon?"

Lucy's mother, already desecrated, was locked in single combat with Percerscaron. Those black mage bastards probably never expected a real Red Dragon to come charging in.

But the true threat we're facing now is, as Pirharc pointed out, the horde of undead surging toward the village like a tidal wave.

Not just zombies, skeletons, and ghouls.
Death Knights and Durahans too.

I could vaguely make out corpse giants, and even a few "chimeras" created using intermediate-level magical beasts like ogres as vessels.

That bastard discovered in the Barony of Kirten was truly just bait.

*This is already beyond what the vigilante corps can handle. We'd need to gather every soldier in the Rupel Territory to deal with this...*

My mind began racing in this utterly desperate situation.

I carefully assessed the current state of affairs and formulated the best strategy.

If someone could control dragon remains with pure magical power, without any tricks, then the black mage lurking beneath that mine must be incredibly powerful.

They could probably summon Death Knights without much difficulty.

The Snow Leopard Knights might have the upper hand initially, but once it becomes a war of attrition, we'd be at a disadvantage.

And a war of attrition is exactly the kind of battle those damn black mages want.

Those spellcaster bastards would all be watching from the rear, munching on popcorn like they're watching a show from across the river.

That leaves only one option.

"We end this quickly. Take me closer to the mine."

I ordered Pirharc, who was circling overhead.

"What...? You're going to break through alone? Are you insane?"
"No, there's no need to break through anything. I guarantee the security around the mine itself will be lax."

Every black mage I've encountered has been obsessively efficient. They've spread undead throughout the forest and village, which paradoxically means they're probably not paying any attention to guarding the mine where the spellcasters are.

"Besides, a Red Dragon just appeared out of nowhere, right? The black mages must be pretty shocked too. They won't even notice one person like me slipping into the mine."
"You crazy bastard."
"Have you ever seen me fight a battle I couldn't win? Rather than wasting time and missing our chance, take me down quickly."

I said while carefully checking the knots on my fixed scabbard.

"Now the real Black Fox shows himself."
"Shut up."

Pirharc said as he lowered the wyvern's head.
The densely packed trees grew closer, and I could vividly feel the disgusting magical energy of black mages on my skin.

I took a deep breath.
A kind of self-suggestion I always make before entering combat.

*Master, help me once more.*

Then I slowly drew my sword.
I rolled my eyes up and down, aligning the blade precisely in the center of my vision.

And then.

"I'm off."

Without hesitation, I jumped from the wyvern.

***

Black magic.

The weak may reject it as taboo, but in truth, black magic was closer to the power of "God" that humans so worship.

Magical energy creates new life in the form of magical beasts.
It gives strength to the defeated.
It grants true knowledge to those who seek it.

If this isn't the power of God, then what is?

Ronald Drako, Second Order of the Blue Cross Society, sincerely believed that black mages were essentially no different from those charlatans of Laterano called priests.

How did a mere street vagrant like him rise to become a mid-level executive in an organization like the Blue Cross Society?

It was because he had been chosen.
And because he believed in that choice without doubt.

"We are on the verge of achieving our cause."
"Thelema!"

About a dozen figures in black hoods responded in unison to Ronald's words.

"I don't know why the red dragon appeared, but it works in our favor. The moment this ritual is complete, the newly descended god will devour that dragon!"

The ceremony they were preparing wasn't ordinary black magic.

It was a ritual to summon a demon god—more precisely, an artificial god.

One day, while creating chimeras as usual, Ronald began to question the existence of "God."

Chimeras always possessed the quality of becoming stronger than their original life forms.

So what would happen if one created a chimera using dragons, elves, and outstanding heroes of various races as sacrifices?

If successful, wouldn't it be possible to create an artificial god, something even the First Orders claimed was impossible?

Anyone else would have called him mad for such thoughts.

But Ronald Drako became completely obsessed with this question, and while the world was in uproar about the Great Expedition and Demon King, he focused solely on summoning a demon god.

Demon King?
Despite being called by such a name, wasn't it just a slightly more powerful and influential leader specimen?

Since it ultimately failed to reach the realm of gods, Ronald scoffed and concentrated even more on his research.

After decades of selection, three types of sacrifices were chosen:

Elves, who live through eternal ages and are said to eventually transform into spirits and vanish.
Humans, who despite being the weakest race, transcend through bone-breaking effort to reach the pinnacle in their fields.

And finally, dragons—the most excellent of all races, considered the managers and moderators of the world.

However, the biggest problem was obtaining a dragon, more so than capturing elven or human heroes.

Even if the other sacrifices were of lower quality, the dragon, which would be central to the ritual, had to be of the highest caliber.

As a result, Ronald decided to find the dragon of Ardaroce that had devoured the legendary dragon knight Orgius.

After years of investigation, he successfully located the nest of the Gold Dragon, the final sacrifice.

He never dreamed it would be in a quiet rural village called Tipen Village on the outskirts of the empire.

"Prepare the ritual."

At Ronald's command, one disciple removed his robe and tore open his own stomach.
From his body tumbled an elf, bound from head to toe.

"Hmph...! Mph...! Mmph!!!"

She was an elf brought directly from the Western Great Forest.
Her heart, connected to a great bloodline, would be perfect as material for a god.

"Place the sacrifice on the altar."

The disciple who had torn his stomach nodded and effortlessly hoisted the elf, securing her once more on the altar.

She shook her head fiercely in resistance, but realizing it was futile, she could only shed transparent tears.

"What should we do with the other sacrifice?"
"...That's no longer necessary. Turn it into a suitable undead."
"Understood."

Next was the human hero's turn.
An undefeated gladiator who had triumphed over all manner of races, brought from the distant eastern desert lands.

But he was not chosen.

"What... what are you doing?! Just kill me... let me die as a human! Gaaah, GAAAAH!!!"

His joints twisted and his skin melted away.
Bones grew rapidly, piercing through flesh and covering his body like armor.

An "Overlord," a high-ranking undead.
Though powerful in its own right, the reason Ronald didn't use this hero-class individual as a sacrifice was simple.

He had "unexpectedly" found an even more prestigious sacrifice.

"But Second Order, do we not need to summon the bone dragon rampaging outside?"
"Leave it be. The ritual formation has already been completed across the entire area."
"...I see, you intend to use the others who came for subjugation as sacrifices too. I'm impressed."

After all, this was a ritual to reach the realm of gods.
Beyond the base sacrifices, more victims were needed to increase the chances of success.

That's why they deliberately created large numbers of undead to draw attention to the entire area.

Not only the soldiers stationed nearby, but knights of even higher value had arrived sooner than expected.

Waiting longer wouldn't improve the conditions any further.

Yes.
If only they could activate the spell.

"What's there to be impressed about, you crazy bastards?"
"?"
"What was that?"

The black mages' gazes all turned toward the unfamiliar voice that rang out clearly.

The voice came from a small passage connected to the lowest level of the mine.
At its end stood a man, breathing heavily.

"...You made it here without triggering any of the alarm devices?"

Despite placing deadly traps that could turn an ordinary human into an undead with just a touch, along with alarm zombies sensitive to life force...

Had the figure before them bypassed all those traps alone?

As Ronald looked on in disbelief, Rubern Ailoy straightened his sword and answered.

"I might be lacking in strength, but my speed is truly top-tier. All dexterity, you know?"
"All dexterity...?"
"But it's more garbage than I thought. Can't really use it properly except in situations like this."
"You, what nonsense are you babbl—!"

Before he could finish his question, a dagger pierced through the forehead of the black mage standing at the far side.

The black mage died without even screaming, blood pouring out.

"!?"

By the time the others realized this was no ordinary opponent and tried to respond...

"Let me stretch my body a bit."

It was already too late.
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When Rubern Ailoy first encountered a black mage, it had been just shy of half a year since he'd fallen into this world.

This fictional world he'd unexpectedly dropped into was merciless to outsiders.

Heroines? Romantic journeys? Acquiring the protagonist's powers first to save the world?

Unfortunately, these were nothing but empty words in Rubern's situation.

To meet a heroine, one needed enough fame to reach that journey in the first place.
To obtain special powers, one needed to possess sufficient skill.

For a suspicious foreign black-haired man with no way to prove his identity and not even enough money for a night at an inn, such opportunities would never come.

That's why Rubern lived day to day, doing life-threatening work just to survive.

Of course, that was only when he was lucky—there were countless days when he went completely hungry, living a truly miserable life.
It was during this time that he finally met someone he would come to call "Master."

That day, Rubern's task was to deliver a certain "package" across the Empire's sewers, which crawled with all manner of filthy vermin and violent criminals.

Having used these crime-infested sewers several times before and even been robbed there once,
Rubern gripped a dagger tightly in one hand and walked through the underground as stealthily as possible.

He was prepared to stab any robber who appeared right in the neck and flee—that was the best counterattack someone as thoroughly weak as Rubern could manage.

However, the person who blocked Rubern's path was neither a pair of highway robbers nor human traffickers looking to kidnap someone without identification to sell as a slave.

"Would you kindly hand over that package?"

It was an elderly woman who looked like she might collapse and die at any moment.

If she had been on the street, even someone as downtrodden as himself would have felt pity for her.

But having gained a realistic sense through months of hardship, Rubern found her presence even more suspicious.
After all, there was no way a defenseless old woman would just appear in such a dangerous place.

There was a saying in fantasy and martial arts worlds to beware of children, women, and the elderly.

"..."

Rubern maintained his guard while subtly increasing the distance between them.

An instinctive warning was ringing in his head.

"Oh?"

And that instinct proved correct.

No sooner had he created distance than a sharp sword strike cut through the air before his eyes.
If he hadn't moved first, her sword would have cut more than just empty space.

Though he'd managed to dodge, his body wasn't as responsive as his senses.

He froze completely at the drawing technique executed in the blink of an eye.

But instead of finishing off the immobilized Rubern, the old woman sheathed her sword.

"You have good natural instincts, child. What's your name?"
"R-Rubern, ma'am."
"Rubern? Your hair looks like you came from the Eastern Continent, but your name follows our style. Judging by your lack of surname, you're not from the Empire either."

That was his first meeting with his Master.

She spared his life and, perhaps taking pity on someone with no connections, took him under her wing.

She gave him her family name "Ailoy," allowing him to become Rubern Ailoy.

Of course, it was only later that he realized she was actually the grandmother of one of the protagonist's companions from the original novel—the strongest "assassin character."

***

He had realized from the beginning that the entire story had been twisted.

After all, this world lacked the "protagonist" who was supposed to lead the novel's stage.

The protagonist who should have led the world's outstanding warriors, including that insufferable knight commander Levia, to victory in the Great Expedition.

The problem was that he couldn't take the protagonist's place either.

In a world where the protagonist didn't exist, the sage girl who was supposed to meet the protagonist as an early companion and eventually go down in history never survived the orc attack.

The weapon master who was meant to be the protagonist's friendly rival and join the final battle lost an arm and became a wandering mercenary.

And Ailoy's shadow, the assassin whose mere name would make world leaders tremble, never inherited her family's secret techniques.

By the time he had adapted to life here with his Master's help and realized the content of the original story, it was already too late.

Various Demon Lords' forces were already active throughout the continent, and many nations, including the Empire, were constantly discussing the "Great Expedition."

At that point, it was obviously unreasonable to try to develop the original characters who had already retired.

As mentioned, some of the main characters, including the sage candidate, had already departed from this world.

So I followed Levia the "Knight," who had grown closest to her position in the original work, and joined the Great Expedition as an administrative officer of the Black Lion Knights.

Of course, I also maintained friendly relationships with semi-regular characters who had appeared occasionally in the original work, like the adventurer Pirhak and the spatial magician Bernard.

Coincidentally, without the protagonist, they had grown much stronger than they were described in the original work.

And so, based on the hazy contents of the original novel and after all kinds of ridiculous struggles, we managed to lead the Great Expedition to victory...
But as you can see, I never returned to my original world.

Shouting things like "We won! End of Part 3!" didn't do anything.
Status? Status window? If I had something like that, I would have been the protagonist, damn it.

So I inevitably became a slave administrative officer of the Black Lion Knights, which had grown into an excellent black company worthy of its name.
And that's how I reached this point.

*So that's why I couldn't go back then. There was still a quest remaining?*

Blaukrohitz.
I hadn't paid much attention to them since they only briefly appeared in the middle of the original work and weren't featured prominently...

If this was the problem, I should have exterminated them from the beginning.

I glared at the face of the one who appeared to be the leader while stepping on the corpse of the black mage at my feet.

With his skinny face and body...
If this were Canada, you'd already be a target of racial hate crime, you bastard.

"Rubern Ailoy... I heard you were the administrative officer here, and indeed you were hiding such skills."

He opened his mouth. His uneven, crowded teeth were clearly visible.

Physiognomy really is a science.

"But this is as far as you go...!"

When he snapped his fingers, something strange lying in the corner began to move. Armor made of bones?

At first I thought it was a mid-level undead called a Dullahan, known as the headless knight.
But as soon as I saw blue flames rising from where the head should be, I sensed something had gone wrong.

*They had an Overlord in reserve?*

The Overlord was considered one of the most troublesome opponents among high-level undead.

A lord of the netherworld summoned using a human who had accumulated numerous achievements and abilities in their previous life as material.
Even a holy knight using sacred power couldn't easily guarantee victory against such a powerful being.

I thought they might have deployed Death Knights at most as guards... but that wasn't the case?

"Hahaha, I can clearly see your dismay!!"

The black mage shouted in a phlegmy voice.

Frustratingly, he was right.
I'm extremely vulnerable against magical beasts, even if I might handle one-on-one combat against humans.

My assassination techniques were originally effective against humans who rely on sight and basic senses.

Even though I learned the best assassination techniques from my Master, they were only half-complete.

In other words, my techniques don't work on beings that don't rely on the five senses, like magical beasts.

That's why I could easily handle black mages but struggled against an Arachne, which was merely a mid-high level magical beast.

I slightly turned my head to check the number of remaining black mages.

Three, including the boss.
I'd reduced their numbers significantly, but with them on high alert, it would be impossible to mow them down like before.

*Then I have no choice but to buy time.*

In a normal situation, I would have turned tail and fled, but honestly, the red markings covering the entire nest were driving me crazy with worry.

Since I don't know what these bastards are aiming for, leaving hastily might lead to an irreversible catastrophe.

So all that remained was to hold out with everything I had.

"Bow before death...!!"

The Overlord roared and charged. The twin swords in its hands flashed menacingly.

Clang!! Kang!

Simply blocking here would be amateur. I twisted away from the sword strike and rolled between its legs.

As expected, black magic shot out immediately.

If I stayed in one place for even a few seconds, I'd be exposed not to the Overlord's attacks but to the black mages' spells.

I continued stepping. Black magic has that distinctive tingling sensation just before it hits. Similar to lightning magic but distinctly different. With enough concentration, I could dodge without even looking.

I focused my gaze on the Overlord's movements while channeling all my bodily senses to my skin.

Kang! Grrk!
Crackle!!!

Unholy magic shattered against the ground.
After quickly evading, I threw a throwing dagger toward the direction the magical energy had been fired from.

In my peripheral vision, I saw the one who had recklessly targeted my rear clutching his arm and screaming.

"Arghhhh!!"
"What kind of monster is this...!!"
"Lord Ronald!! You must proceed with the ritual now! The knights are joining forces and the undead are gradually being pushed back!!"

Those who had been composed at first were visibly getting nervous by this point.
With their numbers reduced, they were probably having various problems with the precise control of their undead army.

"Despite being a hero who played an active role in the Great Expedition, what a disgrace to be unable to handle a single administrative officer!!!"

Finally, the boss who had been standing by with folded arms stepped in.

As I tried to avoid the Overlord's wide slash, the ground beneath me suddenly caved in.

"!?"

Unable to react quickly enough, I lost my footing and my balance collapsed.
Immediately, the Overlord's twin swords rushed before my eyes.

Clang!! Grrk!!

"—Ugh!"

I barely blocked it, but there was no way to deflect the impact. A heavy shock severely compressed the muscles in my wrist. I nearly dropped my sword in a catastrophic mistake.

Even in this situation, I tried to regain my posture by focusing intently, but these black mage bastards weren't going to just watch my opening.

A black line grazed my thigh.

The leather pants, made of fairly sturdy material, tore like paper, and black spots appeared on the skin beneath.

The curse of decay.

*Of all things!*

Following that, pain like sharp nails tearing my skin apart began to strike my nerves.

"S... hit...!!"

I gritted my teeth to suppress the escaping scream, but having allowed one hit, I could no longer move as I had before.

The black mages seemed to know this too.
The black mage called Ronald wore a disgusting smile as he pulled the Overlord back.

"You were hopping around so energetically, but this is the end."
"Hey... even so, ganging up on one person like this is a bit..."
"I'd like to see if you can still make such jokes while watching and feeling your body rot away."

I leaned against the cave wall.
The curse that had spread from my thigh was gradually trying to spread throughout my entire leg.

It was this manageable only because I had consumed the purification potion Campten made before entering—I didn't want to imagine what would have happened if I hadn't drunk it.

This was truly the power of genuine black mages, on a completely different level from the rabble I'd encountered in Kirten Territory.

But I hadn't yet played my trump card.

I deliberately pretended to be completely incapacitated while slowly waiting for Ronald to approach.

I had only one chance. If I was going to die either way, it would be better to take all these bastards with me.

I fingered the ring on my finger.

Just one step. If he would just take one more step...

"Rubern, Rubern Ailoy—!!!!"

It was at that moment.

Flash.
A beam of light extending from the passage turned one of the underlings lingering in front into ashes.

Behind the black mage who had been annihilated without even time to scream was flowing golden hair.

"Sianne?"

The name escaped my lips as if entranced. There, even in the dreary darkness, were sparkling blue eyes.

Sianne Valeos.
Commander of the Snow Leopard Knights.

"You idiot!!"

She shouted at me.
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The appearance of the bone dragon was truly shocking. And for Sianne Erdian, who knew it was none other than Lucy's birth mother, the shock was doubly devastating.

*These... creatures lower than vermin...!!*

A dragon who, after longing for a precious departed one, couldn't bear it and followed after. She should never have been desecrated like this.
Disturbing a lion's rest and turning it into an undead to be used.

"Everyone!! Annihilate them all without exception!!"

Sianne drew her sword filled with rage and began crushing the powerful undead army.

Purple flashes erupted, and slashes made of concentrated mana bloomed.

The undead, which had been charging forward with terrible moans, turned to ash and scattered the moment they touched the fully bloomed petals.

Eren Sword Saint Style, Fifth Sword: Daffodil.

The swordsmanship passed down from her father through their family line.
Until now, it had been only half-complete, but her sword was gradually moving toward perfection.

And that was entirely thanks to Rubern Ailoy and the ancient hero Dragon Knight Orgius who rested here.

For the sake of her distant ancestor who had fulfilled her wish across hundreds of years.
Sianne had to slaughter all those evil forces and recover the body of the captured Gold Dragon.

"You! I'm your opponent!!"
"I'll hold them here! Target the rear of the armor!"

Of course, she wasn't alone, but with her most trusted knight companions.

"Ronz, Barbara!"
"Commander, keep going! We'll follow!"
"Hahaha! I'm happy to let you take the lead again this time!"

Sianne broke through, and Ronz and Barbara, who quickly followed at her side, expanded the passage.

Ronz's attacks, wildly swinging his impossibly heavy greatsword, were too much for even Death Knights in their solid armor to withstand.

And what about Barbara?
She darted through the undead army, utilizing her characteristically small frame.

While doing so, she targeted only the most troublesome undead for others to face, precisely striking their vital points to destroy them.

Her rapier technique could only be described as ghostly.
The name "Sword Ghost" was truly fitting, completely contrary to her youthful appearance.

However, the enemy was not to be underestimated.

No matter how many they killed, more kept appearing.
Corpses rising through the ground contaminated with unholy magic. Another undead was reborn on the ashes of those cut down.

Undead.
Those who don't die even when killed.

They lived up to their name.

"Commander! Just killing them won't solve anything! We need to target the necromancer controlling the undead!"
"I know! They must be in the mine! But have you seen Rubern?"
"...Now that I think about it, where is he?"

Sianne quickly looked around.

Pirhak was still mounted on a wyvern, casting spells from the air, but Rubern, who should have been riding behind him, was nowhere to be seen.

At that moment.
Sianne instinctively knew he had gone into the mine alone.

"That... idiot...!!"

He was always like that.
A man who claimed he wasn't confident in his swordsmanship, yet when battle began, he charged ahead of everyone else.

*He's definitely gone inside!*

Rubern Ailoy would have already realized that simply destroying the undead wouldn't solve anything.

The administrator she knew would have certainly gone to strike the rear while the necromancers' attention was focused on the knights.

Sianne bit her lip hard, feeling a deep disappointment welling up inside.

Not because he had ignored her authority as commander and acted alone.
Even in such urgent situations, couldn't he have at least said something to her?

She trusted Rubern.
But whenever things like this happened, it felt like Rubern didn't trust her in return.

*...Let's talk about this later. After the battle is over.*

But Sianne shook her head vigorously to clear away the distracting thoughts.
This was an emergency situation more than ever. There was no time to be caught up in personal feelings.

"Imen! Lead the knights and clear a path! We're entering the mine!"
"Understood."

Vice-Commander Imen Rua accepted Sianne's order and released his mana, shooting green flames into the air.

Low-level magic, Smoke.

At the pre-arranged signal, knights who had been dealing with undead at their positions gathered swiftly and in perfect order.

"Clear the path to the mine!"

There was no need for detailed instructions. As Imen spoke while cutting down the throat of an approaching ghoul, the knights silently nodded in response and simultaneously released their mana.

The ifrit summoned by Regius created a massive firestorm. The firepower was so intense that even a thin flame could reduce low-rank undead to ashes.

"Don't be distracted by the fire...!!"

Irpin's sword cut through the storm, cleaving a Death Knight armor and all. Liberio's hammer crushed the bodies of undead that had gathered to avoid the flames.

When such a well-organized charge hit the already disrupted enemy lines, their defense crumbled like a sand castle.

It didn't take long for a clear path to open through the undead horde all the way to the mine.

"Now's our chance!"
"Thank you all!"

Sianne and the two knights sprinted through the path like the wind and entered the mine.

But even after their successful entry, the mine proved just as troublesome.

"Kyaaaaaaak!!"

Alarm undead screamed to alert others of the intruders, and toxic magic was being sprayed everywhere.

It would have caused fatal damage to anyone who hadn't awakened enough mana to resist such magic.

Eventually, Barbara and Ronz had to hold back the undead that were swarming in response to the alarm.

"Commander! Go ahead!"
"Barbara, Ronz...!"
"Administrator Rubern is inside, right?"

Sianne nodded at Barbara's question.

"Then only you can help him. He always acts like he's relaxed, but when you look closer, he's actually quite precarious...!"

Barbara's assessment was accurate.

The actual situation inside was completely unknown.
But seeing how they not only controlled powerful undead but also had thoroughly prepared defenses inside the mine, it was clear they were no easy opponents.

Perhaps they were remnants of the Blue Cross Society that he had mentioned.
—No, they were definitely black mages from the Blue Cross Society, using Gold Dragon remains to create bone dragons.

She didn't think even Rubern could easily defeat them.

"Then I'm counting on you!"
"Don't worry! Wounds on the back are a knight's disgrace...!!"

Looking at Ronz, who was excited at the prospect of a good fight, Sianne descended deeper into the mine.

Rubern Ailoy.
She couldn't let that man bear the burden alone again.

Not as the commander of the Snow Leopard Knights.
Not as his most trusted comrade.

And not as a woman who admired him.

***

"Sianne...? How did you get here?"
"Did you think I wouldn't know you were about to do something reckless? You stupid administrator...!! Please tell me before you do anything!! That was dangerous just now!"

She blocked Ronald and my path, speaking in a highly agitated voice. I felt a sharp pang in my heart.

"Sianne Valeos! Commander of the Snow Leopard Knights!"

The black mage looked at her with a surprised expression.

Yes, even you would find it difficult to face a knight who has awakened her aura.

"You're just another rat. Overlord, kill that woman!"

He stepped back while giving the order, and the Death Lord that had been waiting behind charged toward Sianne.

But Sianne didn't retreat.
She simply exhaled a long breath, widened her stance, and fixed her posture.

"Huuuuu... HAH!!!"

With a shout like a battle cry, their swords clashed.

KWANG!
A massive shockwave shook the cave.

"You... creature...! You're strong...!!"

Blue flames flickered intensely over her armor.
It was a completely different reaction from when I had crossed swords with it earlier.

No.
Rather, she was now overwhelming the Overlord.

The aura emanating from her entire body drove away the dark magic filling the space. CLANG! Sianne's sword spun, deflecting the Overlord's blade.

Curves were drawn through the wide opening. The following flashes remained like afterimages, creating a painting.

Blocking counterattacks, cutting, blocking, cutting.
Breaking. Pushing back. Destroying.

I soon realized that what she was showing was the final sword technique of the Eren Sword Saint Style that Sianne had been practicing so diligently.

The Eleventh Sword.
Magnolia.

Whitish and purple lights intermingled.
An enormous power that overwhelmed not only the Overlord but also the presence of the black mages around.

"Eternal... rest..."

The jet-black armor disappeared like melting snow under the six-pronged slash.

No explosion, no shockwave, no ear-piercing scream.
Before any of that could happen, a high-ranking undead entity had simply vanished.

I stared, mesmerized, at the golden hair fluttering before my eyes.

Beautiful. Noble.
My heart pounded with an emotion that no adjective could adequately describe.

"Aiiick!!!"

SPLAT!!
Ronald suddenly thrust his hand into the body of a black mage standing beside him.

"L-Lord Ronald?!"
"The ritual is already ruined. We must retreat and plan for another day! Don't feel too wronged—your sacrifice will be eternally recorded in the scriptures of Blaukrohitz!"

The body of the black mage, whose heart had been extracted while still alive, rolled lifelessly on the ground. Sianne, who had been rushing toward Ronald at the same time—

"Come forth, Warlord of Thebes, you who exist behind the veil of all humans!"

Unholy incantations flowed from Ronald's mouth, resonating with the markings drawn across the entire wall.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Sianne immediately charged at him, but Ronald teleported away with a flash of light that filled their vision.

The Blink spell.
Having easily avoided the attack, Ronald approached behind another black mage and pierced his heart.

SPLAT!!
Droplets of blood shot into the air, staining the floor.

"With this, all sacrifices have been offered!"

As Ronald finished his incantation, the ground shook violently and the floor flipped over.

Literally.
The cave floor turned upside down.

My vision spun.
When I opened my eyes, fighting off the dizziness, instead of the sealed dragon's nest, a space that seemed to extend infinitely appeared before me.

And at its end.
A knight in silver armor was watching Sianne and me.

"I feared this might happen."
"This can't be..."

I could sense that the being before us was someone who absolutely should not exist in this world.

A pure strength that transmitted more intensely than unholy magic.

"To think resurrecting remains from just a few hundred years ago would result in this?"

Even after experiencing it directly, the situation was hard to believe, and a vague fear began to wash over me.

Dragon Knight Orgius.
No, Dragon Slayer Orgius.

The legendary hero who had once ruled an era had returned.
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Sianne felt like she was having a nightmare. And for good reason—this was the Dragon Knight Orgius. The legendary hero of the past who could be considered the originator of all the sword techniques Sianne practiced.

The hero she had so deeply respected and revered.

What could be more insulting than resurrecting such a being as an undead?

"You... you...!!"

Sianne's eyes twisted with rage.
Her unleashed aura churned like a storm.

A presence that sent chills down one's spine just by looking at it.

"Ah, Sianne Valeos. The Valeos family was originally descended from Orgius's brother's bloodline, wasn't it?"

From behind Orgius, the black mage Ronald let out a cackling laugh and added.

"If that's the case, strictly speaking, this is a tragedy of family killing family."
"Shut your mouth, you bastard."

As he provoked them with a twitching smirk, Rubern painfully rose to his feet, downing all the potions he had brought just in case.

The curse of corruption still remained, but the potion's effects would suppress its influence for a while.

There was no option to simply endure until the effects wore off.

The space they were in was a sub-dimension.
It was a unique barrier created by the combination of the magical power remaining in Orgius's remains and the black mage Ronald's dark energy.

There were only two ways to escape such a barrier.

Either be slain by Orgius, or slay Orgius.

"You...!"
"Don't worry. I can hold out for a few minutes at least."

Rubern gripped his sword properly.
In the end, Orgius or whatever was just an undead.

That meant, just like other undead, they only needed to cut off the head of the summoner, Ronald.

There was still a chance.
He hadn't even used the lethal poison in his ring yet.

"Returned Dragon Knight, turn these uninvited guests who dared to interfere with our great work into visitors who will never return!"

At Ronald's cry, the Dragon Knight Orgius, who had been motionless until now, raised his sword.

Rubern bit his lip hard as he saw the gleaming eyes behind the helmet decorated with a dragon's skull.

It was overwhelming.
The clear difference in skill that could be sensed beyond intuition.

"So this is the Dragon Knight, the last Dragon Slayer...!"

Trembling with electrifying excitement, he carefully took Sianne's hand.

"Sianne, get ready."
"Are you serious...?"
"I'll cover your back. You can win. If it's you."

It was a warm touch.
If the situation weren't so dire, he might have felt his heart flutter.

Sianne looked at Rubern.
When she met his eyes, filled with infinite trust in her, she finally found her courage.

She prepared to counter Orgius's attack. She raised her silver longsword made of Damascus steel to an upper position, taking a defensive stance.

"Here it comes...!"

Whoosh.
The moment she detected a definite threat, Orgius vanished.

A movement too fast to follow with the eye, unbelievable for an undead that had just been resurrected.

Sianne concentrated all her senses and began tracking Orgius's path, but—

SPLAT—!

Startled by the sound of flesh being crushed, Sianne's gaze hurriedly turned.

Could it be Rubern?
No, it can't be.

However, the one standing there dripping dark red blood was not Rubern but the black mage.

He looked at the sword piercing his stomach with disbelief.

"Why... w-why...?"
"Did I look like someone who would obey a black mage like you?"

There were three facts Ronald had overlooked.

First, his original spell was not designed to use Orgius's corpse as a base. This was a "makeshift" undead raised in panic because the Overlord died too quickly. Naturally, his control was weaker.

Second, the black mages sacrificed for Orgius's summoning were not of high caliber as offerings. Similarly, they were woefully inadequate sacrifices to transform the soul as Ronald desired.

Third, above all, Dragon Knight Orgius was not a being who could be easily controlled by a "mere" black mage, no matter what he did.

There was a cold gleam in Orgius's eyes.
As he twisted his sword, Ronald's body was torn horizontally, his upper body rolling across the floor.

There was no honor, no status, no aspiration there.

Being killed by an undead he himself had summoned—the worst death a necromancer could face.

Ronald Drako's final expression was a miserable look of despair and emptiness.

But Rubern still couldn't understand.
No matter how powerful a spirit was, it was impossible to remain in this world without a summoner.

Wouldn't Orgius know that?

Such doubts barely had time to form.

Flash.
With a streak of light, Orgius disappeared from view.

"!?"

CLANG!! KANG!!!

The sharp sound of metal colliding. Sianne's body was pushed backward after barely blocking the slash.

"Your movements are decent. Sianne Valeos, was it? Quite useful for a descendant of my worthless brother."
"What are you doing?!"
"Before I fall back into hell, this is my final amusement."

Saying that, Orgius leaped toward Sianne again.

BOOM!! KEEEING!! This time it wasn't the sound of steel colliding.
It was the sound of aura clashing with aura in earnest—a sound ordinary people might hear once in a lifetime, if ever.

Orgius was serious.

"Kyaah!!"

Unable to withstand the onslaught of shockwaves, Sianne tumbled across the floor.

"S-stop—"
"Shut up and focus."

KAKAKAKAK!!

The Dragon Knight was relentless.
A flash passing before her eyes. Golden hair sliced off by the gleaming blade fluttered in the air.

Had she not quickly rolled to recover her posture, it wouldn't have been just hair that was scattered.

BOOM! KWANG!
Violent and destructive sound effects filled the space.

Rubern, who had just promised to watch her back, could only helplessly observe the scene.

Because he knew his own limitations all too well.
If he interfered, he would clearly only end up hindering Sianne.

"HAHAHA!!"

Orgius burst into laughter.

Both fighters were accelerating at tremendous speed as they battled.

At a glance, it seemed like an equal fight.
However, Sianne's expression revealed each time their swords clashed was not good.

She was purely defensive. Not by choice, but because she couldn't switch to offense.

And when continuously blocking relentless attacks, even the most experienced swordsman will unconsciously repeat the same movements.

"When panicked, your defensive posture becomes predictable. Your bloodline is truly distant, Valeos."

WHACK!

"Kuhuk!?"

A fist struck Sianne's stomach, targeting an opening. Had she not instinctively concentrated her aura to deflect part of the impact, it would have been a fatal blow.

"Puh, cough, kuhup...!! Cough!!"

She lay on the ground, coughing painfully. Her saliva mixed with blood, soaking her hair.

"Ugh, kup..."
"Still, not entirely disappointing. And by the way, I've noticed you trying to do something, but your preparation movements are too big. Unless I were as slow as a Death Knight, I wouldn't be hit by it."

The sharp sword was laid sideways.

With eyes mixing disappointment at facing the disgraceful state of her respected ancestor, fear of death, and confusion about the incomprehensible situation, Sianne looked up at Orgius.

"She'll make your child sad if you kill her!!"

A clear shout stopped the Dragon Knight.

"Child?"

The Dragon Knight turned to look at the man who had been a mere spectator throughout the battle.
A man who appeared so pathetically helpless that he hadn't seemed worth acknowledging.

"My name is Rubern. Sianne and I are temporary guardians of the half-human, half-dragon child born between you and the Gold Dragon!"

Rubern shouted as he slowly approached Orgius.
The eyes revealed beneath the helmet narrowed, and then a sigh escaped his lips.

"Ah, Epirosraxia. The last woman I loved. So you finally bore fruit."
"Epirosraxia?"
"If you have my child, shouldn't you know her name? Or perhaps you're lying to me—"
"No! By the time we took in Lucy, the Gold Dragon had already passed away."
"...I see."

"Good, he's taking the bait!"

Rubern inwardly sighed with relief as he continued speaking.

He thought Orgius was rampaging simply because he only had memories of his past life.

If he realized that the people before him were the adoptive parents who had taken in his direct descendant Lucy, wouldn't he gladly sheathe his sword?

"Please put away your sword, Dragon Knight."
"So you and that Valeos woman lying there are husband and wife?"
"Yes."

Without a moment's hesitation, Orgius nodded at the affirmative answer.

"Then the one I should be testing is not that woman, but you."
"What?"
"Since time is short, let's see."

Before he could understand the meaning behind those words—
The sword grazed Rubern's shoulder.

***

"What's wrong? You're staggering!"

This guy is insane.
Dragon Knight Orgius or whatever, he's just a crazy battle maniac.

Killing the black mage because he didn't like him was OK.
But trying to kill everyone else is just being a psychopath.

Is that why Lucy was such a troublemaker?

If she grows up like this, it'll be heartbreaking.

Counterattacking was impossible.
I avoided Orgius's attacks with all kinds of acrobatic movements I'd never normally attempt, gritting my teeth.

The moment I tried to counter, it would be over.
I was certain I couldn't last even a single exchange.

"All you can do is dodge around like a rat, yet by what qualification do you think you can take my child?"

Is this some kind of parental test?

Since Lucy had the proud bloodline of a Dragon Knight and dragon hybrid, I could somewhat understand her biological father wanting to test me, but—

If it meant getting beheaded the moment I slipped up in a one-on-one duel with real swords, I'd have to decline.

Just take Lucy back.

"I don't like that unnecessary composure either."
"!?"

BOOM! Crunch.

My body screamed in pain.

What broke? The thought came fleetingly, but the agony throughout my entire body made it impossible to tell exactly where I'd been hit.

So this is the Dragon Slayer.
The Dragon Knight Orgius.

"Ru-Rubern!!!"

Sianne rushed over urgently.
Her face, as much of a mess as mine, came into view.

"You managed to deflect it somewhat. Both of you have decent natural talent, but there's no need for two parents. It would only make the child grow up weak."

Orgius looked at Sianne as he spoke.

"The wife being alive will be a bit more helpful, so I'll let you live."
"What nonsense is that?!"
"Step aside."

Sianne shouted with a tearful voice, but Orgius merely waved his hand dismissively as he approached, as if even that was bothersome.

I had to decide.
Whether to just die here. Or try something.

Needless to say, I chose the latter.

"Sianne, help me up."
"Rubern! No! If you continue like this, you'll really die!!"
"If I'm going to die anyway, I might as well try everything I can first."

Fortunately, the recovery potion's effects hadn't worn off yet. Broken bones reconnected, and torn muscle fibers reattached.
And my sword... was it broken?

I stood up again with Sianne's support. Tears dripped from her blue eyes.

"Sianne, let me borrow your sword for a moment."
"Please don't do this, I beg you."

I grabbed her shoulders.

"Sianne, do you trust me?"
"Please! Stop talking like that every time!!"
"I trust you. No matter who it is, you always appear magnificently when crisis strikes—a true knight, unlike me who's just an administrator."

Smoothly, I took the sword she was holding.

"So now I'll prove my faith in you. My final secret technique that I've never shown anyone—no, that I should never show to anyone."
"Administrator Rubern...?"

I steadied myself, staggering.
I pressed my thumb firmly on the protruding part of the ring.

As soon as I felt the sharp sensation of a small needle pricking my finger, my entire body's blood flow began to race madly.

Lethal Poison.
The poison my master had instructed me to use only when facing an opponent I could never defeat no matter what I did in life.

The Ailoy family's suicide weapon that forcibly draws out all of one's life force, temporarily allowing movement beyond human limits.

"Hmm?"
"Just once. Let's match blades just once."

With roughening breath.
Feeling the pounding heartbeat.

I pointed Sianne's longsword.
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Rubern doesn't engage in battles he can't win. That was true even during the Great Expedition.

His repeated victories in every battle he participated in were not only due to his excellent strategic insight, but because he never accepted fights he was likely to lose.

This isn't simply about having a few percentage points of winning odds.
He's a player who only places his bet on the table when he's absolutely certain of victory.

And the fact that he went all-in for this duel, even letting the Lethal Poison spread through his body, was because he had something he believed in.

*The undead is different from the usual ones.*

Whether it was because Orgius's rank was too high, or because the black mage who had now become Ronald intended it this way.

Dragon Knight Orgius's mechanism of movement was closer to that of a human than an undead, not just in terms of consciousness.

That meant...
Rubern's secret technique would work perfectly well on Orgius.

He had witnessed it clearly during the confrontation with Sianne.
The preliminary muscle movements definitely existed, and the eyes moved along with the trajectory of the sword.

It was just that the movements were too fast to react to, but he concluded that the combat style of the undead before him was essentially no different from that of the living.

So if he could raise his own speed to match?
Whether Dragon Knight Orgius or Orgasm, he could devour them with Ailoy's essence.

"Hoo."

Rubern Ailoy took a deep breath and charged toward the Dragon Knight.
Orgius's eyes widened at the speed that surpassed physical limitations due to the effects of the Lethal Poison.

Clang!!!

A clear metallic sound rang out.
Followed by sharp consecutive strikes.

Orgius couldn't hide his surprise at Rubern, whose speed had temporarily become comparable to his own.

The sweat that flowed from the heated body evaporated into steam and dispersed like smoke.

The sword strikes that seemed to be swung randomly were all "fatal blows" aimed at vital points if one didn't pay close attention.

He had thought Rubern only had basic skills.
But he was hiding this.

Above all, there was no standardized pattern. Orgius expressed considerable interest in such attacks and burst into laughter.

"Splendid!!!"

Orgius sincerely expressed his admiration for his opponent and unleashed the Sky Sword Style. The very swordsmanship that once commanded the world and broke the wings of countless dragons.

The very swordsmanship that had made Sianne despair at its perfection.

Fifth Form: Spiral.
The aura released began to swirl like a vortex along the blade, but...

Crack─!! Thud!!

"!?"

The stance of the Sky Sword Style was disrupted by an attack that precisely penetrated that gap.
A storm of consecutive strikes, as if refusing to allow Orgius even a second to switch to offense.

"Urrrgh!!"

The blood vessels in the eyes staring at him had all burst, turning them red.

"Hmm...!"

Grrrr, clang! Clang!
Now Orgius moved cautiously, continuously clashing swords.

He felt that if he responded based on momentary sensations without predicting movements in advance, he might lose.

Might lose?
How long had it been since the word "defeat" had crossed his mind?

Epiroslaxia, the Gold Dragon, for whom he, who had quenched his thirst only through war and hunting, first felt the emotion of love.

Since she was the last, his life had come to an end.
It had truly been a long time.

Even now, Rubern's reaction speed was increasing further.
The once comparable speed had now risen to a level that even Orgius found difficult to keep up with.

The final radiance before death.
His opponent was pushing his body to the extreme, using his entire life force as fuel.

*But the more he does that, the more blind spots appear that he hasn't considered.*

Before a person takes any action, the muscles inevitably move first.

Especially in the case of someone like Rubern, who wore light armor, an expert could easily deduce even the slightest muscle movement.

It might seem like there were no openings now, but what if he dragged out the time?

Finally.
In a truly fleeting moment, Orgius was able to spot that opening.

Soon, a diagonal slash would come from the upper right to the lower left.
If he followed the trajectory of the sword he had clearly captured, the flank would be completely exposed.

*It's over. You fought well.*

Orgius's sword flashed with the certainty of victory.
It was a counterattack that precisely targeted the opening, one that could never be parried.

Yes, if Rubern had moved as he predicted.

"Got it."

A smile appeared on Rubern's lips.
The trajectory of the sword, which had appeared diagonal, twisted in a strange direction.

Feeling a sudden chill, Orgius quickly came to his senses, but...

By the time he realized it, Rubern's sword had already slashed his neck.

Rubern's aim wasn't the diagonal!
It was a horizontal slash in a straight line.

Pushing reaction speed to the extreme, and abnormally altering the movement of muscles and the speed at which the sword falls.

The strike itself was so simple that anyone with even a little sword training could respond to it.
But once you fell for the trap, the outcome was already decided.

*Deceiving people with cunning movements, just like a fox.*

Once seen, it can definitely be countered the next time, but it's a one-hit kill that always secures victory against those seeing it for the first time.

That's why Ailoy's sword should not be shown carelessly.

It could only be displayed in front of comrades he could entrust his life to, perhaps even more trusted than family.
That was why Rubern had preferred to move alone until now.

"I acknowledge it. It was quite an interesting swordsmanship."
"You crazy bastard."

Dragon Knight Orgius's body slowly turned to ashes and scattered.
Rubern Ailoy spat at that face, which looked satisfied until the end.

What a terrible guy.
Thinking that not all past heroes were admirable people, Rubern Ailoy...

"Rubern!!"

...collapsed to the floor with a thud.

***

He couldn't tell exactly what happened after that. When he lifted his heavy eyelids, he was in the recovery room set up at the knights' headquarters.

His entire body was bound with bandages wrapped with recovery magic engravings.

He was momentarily surprised that his body was intact despite using Lethal Poison.

"Administrator Rubern!!"
"Brother!!!"

As soon as he rang the bell placed on the side table, he had a hard time calming down Petra and Sianne, who rushed in with tearful expressions.

If Campten hadn't shooed them away, saying that patients needed some rest, he might have gotten worse rather than recovering.

Thus becoming the temporary attending physician, Campten put both hands in his alchemist's gown and continued calmly.

"Um... I used hemostatic agents and performed emergency surgery. You depleted too much energy, and it was almost a disaster."

That dialogue sounds familiar from somewhere.

I shook my head, trying to deny the worst-case scenario that came to mind.

"Um... unfortunately, the Lethal Poison affected a rather unfortunate area..."
"Wait, wait! This can't be right!! Hey!"
"Huh? Why are you so upset? I just meant that the poison hasn't been completely neutralized, so you should rest thoroughly for a while, administrative duties and all."

Fortunately, my concerns didn't materialize.
Whatever happens, as long as Rubern Ailoy Junior is safe, it's OK.

Anyway, according to what I heard from Campten, it was almost a disaster.

Fortunately, with the help of the elf knight Regius and the Red Dragon Percerscaron, they were barely able to save my life.

Not only did they transfuse dragon blood urgently because I was spraying blood from my entire body, but they also minimized the side effects with precise spirit control.

"Even after the emergency surgery, you were in a coma for two weeks... we thought you might never wake up."

Campten left, and shortly after, Sianne, who entered the recovery room alone, added that.

"Two weeks?"
"A lot happened while you were unconscious. Urgent reports were sent to both the Imperial Palace and the Papal Office, and the upcoming papal election that was scheduled soon was temporarily suspended."

It was a matter worthy of such attention.
After all, it directly involved Blaukrohitz, and the two powers had dismissed my concerns as mere groundless worries.

The working-level officials must have been severely reprimanded. It must have been beyond just getting their joints cracked.

"I heard that the Saint will soon visit the county as a gesture of apology. They say she'll stay in the county until Blaukrohitz is completely eradicated, to reassure the anxious people."
"The Saint?"
"Yes, they're even establishing a new diocese..."

Rupel Territory was so remote that it didn't have a dedicated diocese.
It was managed together with the neighboring marquisate.

In the first place, unless it was an exceptionally wealthy county, the Papal Office didn't pay much attention to it.

It seemed like closing the barn door after the horse had bolted, which wasn't very satisfactory, but if they were planning on this scale, it was clear that there were still quite a few Blue Cross Society members left in the territory.

From the Papal Office's perspective, they would track them down with burning determination to salvage their tarnished reputation.
It's good for us because we can just sit back and relax.

"And what happened to that... elf?"

Just before engaging in battle with them, I had spotted an elf captured by the black mages.

At the time, I was too preoccupied to confirm their safety, but I remember they weren't killed in the middle of it all.

"Ah, you mean Lady Laure."
"Laure?"
"According to Regius, she's of the bloodline of the Grand Elder who oversees elven society. It's unclear how they kidnapped her, but after urgently contacting the Great Forest, we found out she had gone missing two months ago..."
"These guys are truly insane."

It was always like this.
Whenever the Blue Cross Society's activities became visible, the whole country was in an uproar.

Those guys were social trash who couldn't wait to boast about being black mages.

It was the same during the Great Expedition.

"Anyway, thanks to Rubern's efforts, everything is being well resolved. And there were no casualties."
"That's truly fortunate."

I smiled at Sianne.

"But what now? The ancestor you so respected has been revealed to be a madman."
"That's why I've been giving Lucy a suitable explanation. That child is starting to figure things out too."
"Ah."

I had only intended to tease Sianne, but in reality, I was spitting in my own face.

Come to think of it, he was Lucy's real father.

I'm sorry, Lucy.
Dad unintentionally made a bad joke.

"She must have grown even more in the few weeks I haven't seen her? She's practicing swordsmanship in the backyard now."
"Already?"
"According to Percerscaron, she'll grow even more rapidly from now on. We can't hide it anymore, and Lucy herself must have realized she's not an ordinary human."
"Hmm..."

Well, she can't remain my little girl forever.
Half-human, half-dragon bloodline isn't exactly common.

"At least it seems he truly loved Lucy's mother."
"He might have been a strange person, but perhaps not such a bad father."
"Even such a person has someone who will long for him all their life. Will Sianne do the same for me when I die?"

I made a self-deprecating joke to lighten the mood.

Now it was Sianne's turn to respond with something like "W-what are you saying?" while getting flustered, but—

"Of course."
"Pardon?"

She firmly grasped my hand with both of hers.

Wait, this wasn't the response I expected.

"That swordsmanship you showed then, I've heard of it. A strike that will definitely be blocked if seen even once, but will always hit if never seen before."
"Ah... well, Commander Sianne, you're someone I trust."
"So within the knights, only I know about it? Does Administrative Officer Petra know too?"

For a moment, Sianne's eyes seemed to flash, or was it just my imagination?
Please tell me it was just my imagination.

"N-no, she doesn't... In the first place, as fellow administrators, it's not like we often see each other in combat."
"Then this is a secret between Rubern and me."

Sianne smiled sweetly.
Any man would inevitably be captivated by that destructive charm, and I hastily tried to shift my gaze.

"Rubern."

In an instant, Sianne's face approached right in front of me.
Her sapphire-like sparkling eyes aligned directly with mine, and then I felt the touch of soft lips.

"...Sianne."
"Does this make us even?"

After carefully parting her lips, she turned around and left the room.
I touched my lips with my finger, as if entranced.

The Snow Leopard Knights Commander's lips...
had the fresh scent of plum blossoms.
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"You've really worked hard, Rubern."
"Not at all, Count."
"Just as you said, the newly appointed administrators and officials are handling their duties well. Set aside your work concerns for now and get some rest. If you need anything, just let me know anytime."

Count Dionaos Rupel sincerely praised my efforts. The commotion that had gone on for nearly two months was finally resolved.

He had stood by my side, strongly criticizing the Inquisition and the Imperial Inspection Department.

As the rightful lord of a territory that nearly suffered a catastrophe due to the Blue Cross Society's attack, he submitted a petition to the Emperor and the Pope.

In essence, he had directly protested to the leadership of the two massive groups currently ruling the world.

It was a great comfort that he, a mere count from the empire's outskirts, had taken direct action—something even influential dukes wouldn't dare to do.

Of course, even the Emperor and Pope couldn't completely ignore something of this scale.

The Imperial family granted part of the southwestern granary region of the Rupel Territory, which had been under direct Imperial control, as new territory.

Correspondingly, the Papal Office established a new Rupel diocese.

While the granary region was valuable, the greatest gain for Count Rupel was the diocese.

The difference between having a dedicated diocese in one's territory or not is quite significant.

After all, why did we bring the wandering priest Decart into our knighthood?

It was to reduce friction with the Papal Office and enjoy religious benefits.

While the Imperial family outwardly rules the empire, the Papal Office rules it internally.

It's estimated that 90% of the empire's population follows the Law religion, and the weekly "offerings" collected from them amount to an incalculable sum.

Yes, offerings.

You might think that since offerings go to the Papal Office rather than the territory, what difference does it make?

The issue is that these offerings are managed by the diocese.

According to the decree mutually agreed upon by the monarchs of each country and the 10th Pope at the "First Laterano Council," all dioceses must return 20% of their activity tax to the territory as a welfare fund.

Apparently, this decree was established to eradicate the widespread corruption in the church during the 9th Pope's era.

Even now, the Papal Office's influence can hardly be called small, so I can't even imagine how powerful they were back then.

Well... they were powerful enough to depose the empress of the thriving Bolivar Empire at the time, which says it all.

Anyway, because of this decree, a diocese is essentially like an ATM that provides a generous amount of cash every week.

True, lords and officials also pay offerings, so it might balance out in the end, but that's still something.

But what if our territory wasn't designated as an independent diocese and instead fell under the multiple jurisdictions of a neighboring territory?

The offerings from our territory would flow directly into the neighboring territory.

Like cooking porridge only to give it to someone else.

And that was the situation the Rupel Territory had been in until now.

We couldn't simply not pay offerings either, because the Papal Office, like insurance salesmen, calculated monthly offerings from each region of the empire and severely criticized territories with low participation rates.

If you think, "Can't we just take the criticism?" then you haven't dipped your toes into the mud of politics.

Given how deeply the Papal Office is involved in citizens' lives, their political power is beyond imagination.

It's not for nothing that there's a joke about the Pope buying power from monarchs with money.

When the Papal Office starts applying pressure, that territory immediately becomes a pathetic, bankrupt territory that can't even properly pay its offerings.

The lord in question, surrounded by countless sneering noble brats:

"Loser♥ A worthless lord who can't even manage his citizens' faith should be absorbed into our territory♥"

Just imagining it gives me a headache—with such mockery, they'd lose their support base, capable officials, territory, and finally meet a shameful end with their guts spilled out.

This is territorial warfare in today's age.
How terrifying and dreadful is that?

I heard that before the Great Expedition, manly one-on-one territorial battles were common on vast plains.

But after the Great Expedition depleted such military power, if the Emperor saw any sign of such territorial warfare, he would dispatch the central army to slaughter both sides.

Anyway, an independent diocese.

Since establishing an independent diocese isn't something that can be done in just a few days, the dispatch of Saint Catherine, along with the Papal Office's compensation, was the maximum they could offer within their means.

"It's amazing that despite the dragon and the resurrection of an ancient dragon knight, there was almost no damage to the territory's people."
"But without an impact of this magnitude, the Papal Office and Imperial family wouldn't have bowed their heads."
"That's true."

Count Rupel murmured bitterly.

In other words, if the Blue Cross Society hadn't attempted the foolish act of trying to resurrect the Gold Dragon Epiroslaxia and Orgius, and had simply attacked Tipen Village...

We could have protested then too, but it wouldn't have garnered this much attention.

Either way, we'd drawn plenty of aggro, so the Papal Office and Imperial family had promised compensation substantial enough not to disappoint the Rupel Territory.

If you knew how stingy they really are.

"Ah, and I'm not sure if the others told you, but the Iron Road construction project is still progressing well. Baron Kirten took over immediately."

"Since you were in a coma for two weeks, I thought you might be curious," the Count said with a smile.

When you react like that, it makes me seem like a crazy workaholic who must finish what I start.

But actually, that's true.
Campten told me to rest absolutely, and Tipen Village must already be in chaos, so I was holding back from bringing up the Iron Road, thinking it might be inappropriate.

How do you know exactly where to scratch?

"Oh my, look at me. I had a meeting scheduled with the vassals this afternoon. I lost track of time while we were talking."
"You must be busy, please go ahead."
"I will. I hope you recover quickly."

Dionaos Rupel departed with a kind smile until the end. He really is a person with a good impression, no matter when you see him.

"Haah..."

So, new territory and a new diocese.

"Looks like I'll have more work to do after I'm discharged."

I wasn't sure if I should consider this good or bad.

It was an ambiguous feeling.

***

Two weeks in a coma.
And another three weeks for recovery.

A total of five weeks had passed mercilessly.

Lethal Poison was truly lethal. They said to use it only as a last resort, but it was basically a suicide move.

My master had said he'd never used Lethal Poison himself...

"Hey! You fool! If I use that, I'd die right away!"
"Is it that serious? If you just use a tiny amount..."
"What a beast you are!"

Back then, I thought, "Why is he so angry?" but after having it injected into my body, I understand why he was furious.

With a skilled alchemist as my attending physician, and an elven spirit knight who had risen to diamond-rank adventurer status providing dedicated care.

Plus recovery mages personally sought out by Count Rupel, and priests urgently dispatched by the Papal Office for appearances' sake.

Even the Emperor of the Empire, no, even the Emperor's grandfather wouldn't have experienced such medical welfare services.

Yet despite receiving such care, it took five weeks to fully recover.

"Even after all this, there might be aftereffects. Since we had to detoxify beyond your body's limits, your liver is probably quite damaged, so alcohol, tobacco, and other potions with side effects are absolutely forbidden."
"Even alcohol...?"
"Of course!! To think you're considering alcohol at a time like this—are you perhaps not human but some kind of alcohol spirit?"

Behind Campten, who spoke as if dumbfounded, real madness approached.

"Oppa, if I so much as catch a whiff of anything like alcohol from you, I'm going to lock you up in my room and manage you myself."
"Petra... why are you like this..."
"I saw you off hoping you'd return safely, but you came back half-dead, so endure this much, op.pa."

I decided to just keep my mouth shut.
Because I believed she would really do it.

Anyway, as of today, I officially returned as the administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights and a member of the eight vassals.

Five weeks is not a short period, so there was a mountain of work to be processed.

So, the first thing to do is...

"Baron Rubern Ailoy, Mr. Marco Firenze is waiting for you."

First, matters related to the soon-to-be-officially-opened "Marco Firenze Rupel Brewery."

It's brewing-related, but as advised, I won't drink alcohol.
...Probably?
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Marco Pirenche Rupel Brewery was built outside the city walls of Petaronto, not within them.

Even though there was plenty of usable land within Rupel, the future size of the brewery remained uncertain. Rather than being hindered by city walls for additional construction later, they decided to leave it this way.

Besides, wouldn't it make a good impression to have a massive brewing complex greeting visitors at the city entrance? There had been complaints that Petaronto's entrance looked too empty for a territory's capital.

Of course, some administrators worried about what would happen if Marco Pirenche suddenly changed his mind and exploited Rupel's branding value...

But honestly, Rupel is just barely known in the northern regions. The average person in the central or southern regions hasn't even heard of this territory.

Perhaps that might change when we grow larger, but right now, we're the ones leeching off Marco Pirenche's branding value like mosquitoes.

There's a reason Samsung and LG are famous abroad. People tend to resist new things, so creating our own brand would be premature.

It's no coincidence that I've only established LuCiH Association franchise locations primarily in the northern regions first.

Entering unprepared would be disastrous. Worse, once a product fails, you can't sell it again.

It's like remaking a failed web novel.

Unless it was famous to begin with.
Nothing has a higher failure rate than remaking a failed novel.

Better to write a new novel entirely, don't you think?

But when a merchant magnate like Marco Pirenche's name is attached, everything changes.

People will buy it without even knowing what "Rupel" means on the label.

This is the relationship between consumer psychology and brand value.

How do I know all this?
I majored in marketing in my previous life.

"We sincerely welcome you, Baron Rubern Ailoy."
"And we celebrate your recovery."

As I passed the sign and entered the brewery grounds, a pair of employees in neat uniforms bowed to me.

"Ahem..."

Though I hadn't intended to, I found myself straightening my posture as both employees treated me like royalty.

"Marco Pirenche is waiting for you inside the brewery."
"I understand."

I straightened my back and followed the two employees with a serious expression.

"That building you see is for top fermentation, and the one next to it is for bottom fermentation."

The employees explained the brewing complex as we walked at my pace. Simply put, these were places for manufacturing ale and lager.

The most famous beer in Rupel was lager, which is bottom-fermented at low temperatures, but that doesn't mean ales were less common.

In fact, in this world, when people refer to regular beer, they mostly mean ale, so ale might appeal more to the general public.
That's why buildings for brewing different types of beer were necessary.

As I was being guided around the area...

I noticed a small Western-style house standing beyond the two brewery buildings.

Unlike the two buildings that clearly looked like breweries, this one had a completely different design.

Could it be Marco Pirenche's personal villa?

"What is that building?"
"Ah, that building is actually the essence of our brewery."
"The essence?"
"Yes, it's a building that Marco Pirenche planned meticulously from the construction stage."
"Hmm..."

I nodded in agreement.

Indeed, saying he put his heart and soul into the construction was no exaggeration.

*The building material is ebony wood!*

Ebony, a tree that only grows in warm climates, was being used as the main construction material.
The surface gleamed with a luster that anyone could recognize as high-quality wood.

Due to its hardness, it's difficult to process, and it's nearly impossible to obtain in the north, so I know even most lords can't use it as a building material...

I was newly impressed by the wealth of the continent's greatest merchant.

And if a merchant of his caliber put this much effort into creating that building, it meant that the beer produced there would definitely command a premium.

"That must be where you brew Imperial Stout."
"Yes, that's right. Doesn't it exude nobility just by looking at it?"
"It certainly looks special. Nobles who like this sort of thing will go crazy for it."

From the planning stage, Marco Pirenche Rupel Brewery wasn't designed to function merely as a brewery.

Though things have improved somewhat with the LuCiH Association and Tipen Village, the most chronic problem that Rupel Territory has had since the old days is "content."

The lack of content is precisely why Rupel is called a backwater territory in the north.

In reality, geographically speaking, Rupel is not a backwater at all.
For one thing, it's not that far from Constina, the imperial capital.

It's just that transportation is inconvenient, but it takes less than a day to ride from Petaronto to Constina on horseback.

Considering the poor road conditions within the territory, it's actually relatively close.

What do you think I built the highway for?
Highways are only efficient when the distance is reasonable; if the route is too long, the results won't match the capital invested.

If it takes several days even with a highway, people won't come in the first place.

That's why I pushed hard for the Iron Road construction project.

The territory's commercial value has already been proven with Jahed, a luxury iron mining city.
The fact that major merchant groups like the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort frequented the area despite the terrible roads means that when you do the math, there's profit to be made.

Thinking about it again, it's really strange.
Why wasn't this done before?

*If it had been, Rupel wouldn't have fallen into such a state.*

In other words, the territory being treated like a backwater isn't simply because it's far from the capital.
It's because people have no reason to visit Rupel!

In this era, there are only two types of people who travel for tourism:

Wanderers with itchy feet, or people like my past self who have excess money and time and travel the world for novel experiences.

To begin with, travel and tourism aren't very popular here.
While traveling, you might encounter all sorts of criminals, wild beasts, and if you're unlucky, even monsters—who would do this without a reason?

It's not like renting a car and taking a comfortable day trip to Gangneung.
Unless there's a major regional event like the cooking competition we held last time, it's not easy to attract commoners, let alone nobles, to other regions.

That's why I planned to make this brewery a local attraction for Rupel, especially Petaronto.

Let's imagine.

Alcoholic beverages bearing Marco Pirenche's name sell like hotcakes throughout the continent. Both lager and ale, but especially the unique Imperial Stout.

A beer priced similarly to premium wine despite being a commoner's drink?

Naturally, wealthy middle-class people and nobles sensitive to the latest trends would be drawn to such issues.
They too would be captivated by the sophisticated taste of Imperial Stout, distinctly different from regular beer.

As they investigate the source of this beer, they eventually hear that they can tour the brewery that produces this peculiar beer in a territory called Rupel County.

I heard they recently opened a new road that greatly reduced the distance from the capital?

Though they would normally never have given this region a second glance, they might think, "Why don't we take a weekend trip there to see the brewery?"

As a result, Marco Pirenche makes money and gains a prestigious personal brand.
The Rupel Territory attracts tourists, raises awareness, and receives royalties from Marco Pirenche—there's nothing to lose.

Kill two birds with one stone.
A win-win situation.

Grabbing onto Marco Pirenche as a lifeline was truly a masterstroke.

"We've arrived, Baron."

While I was running these happy calculations in my head, I had already passed through the beer production complex and arrived in front of the office building where the brewery staff worked.

"Let's go in."

At my words, the two employees bowed slightly and opened the door wide.

A red carpet extending from the lobby entrance came into view.
At the end of it stood an old man who greeted me with a smile.

Marco Pirenche.
The merchant of the century and my precious sponsor.

"I almost broke my neck waiting. The construction was completed two weeks ago, but our Rubern couldn't miss an important occasion like the opening ceremony."
"Thank you for waiting, Mr. Marco Pirenche."

I expressed my sincere gratitude to him.
Honestly, I'm nobody important.

A merchant like Marco Pirenche could easily ignore my attendance and proceed, and no one would complain.

The fact that he's being so accommodating proves that he truly views me favorably.

"It's nothing. Only natural. Oh, and before the official opening ceremony, there's one more thing I need you to check, Rubern."
"What do I need to verify?"
"I really liked your idea of using the brewery as a tourist attraction, but we can't just let visitors roam around the brewery like cattle in a pasture, can we?"

He was certainly right.
The brewery equipment is very precise and important, so if uninformed visitors were to approach and damage or break something, it would be a disaster.

There's a high chance that fermenting beer could be contaminated, requiring all the beer to be disposed of.

"We need to establish a separate tour route."
"Exactly. That's why I'd like you to tour the brewery yourself and map out a designated viewing course. What do you think?"
"Sounds good, no problem. And make sure visitors can sample Rupel's beers along the tour route."
"That goes without saying."

I couldn't help but smile at his straightforward response.

Sampling!
It's tradition to enter a brewery with a pale face and leave with a red one.

Of course, Campten and Petra told me not to drink, but surely a simple tasting would be fine—

"You look very happy, Administrator Rubern?"

A voice cutting in from nearby makes the hair on my body stand on end. I turn to Marco in protest, wondering what just happened.

"Ah yes, I forgot to mention. I must be getting old; my memory isn't what it used to be."

Marco Pirenche merely chuckled leisurely.

"As it happens, Administrator Petra here hasn't experienced the brewery yet either. So I asked her to accompany you while she gets to experience the brewery as well."

No, this ruins everything!
While I was panicking, Marco Pirenche tilted his head and asked:

"Didn't you say you were very close personally?"
"Y-yes, that's right..."
"My, why do you seem so displeased? Op—I mean, Administrator Rubern, you don't seem happy that I came today."
"No, that's not it..."

As I tried to avoid her gaze, Petra added with a fresh smile:

"Actually, you can drink."
"Huh?"
"In exchange for staying in my room for two days."
"Why do you keep trying to lock me in your room, Petra..."

I'm not sure where the problem started, but my once kind and obedient administrative subordinate seems to be developing a sadistic twist day by day.

"Just kidding~ Just kidding~. How could I possibly lock you up, Administrator? Come on, let's go. I'm curious about the inside of the brewery too."
"Haha, you two seem to have such a close relationship. It's refreshing and nice to see."
"Thank you for all your kindness, Count."

Petra bowed politely to Marco Pirenche and then immediately dragged me out the door.

I'm sorry, my stomach.
Unfortunately, it seems I won't be able to replenish your alcohol today either.
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"It's cleaner inside than I expected."
"Of course it is, it's a new building."

The first place Petra and I headed to was the production line for Rupel's signature beer, "Petaronto Lager."

Originally, it wasn't called Petaronto but Balgrud Lager, named after the Balgrud Tavern that had a direct contract with the brewery.

However, the tavern's owner, Hakil Balgrud, wanted it named after Petaronto, the capital city, rather than his own name, so it was promptly changed.

-I'd rather have this beer bear the name of the city where I've lived my entire life and will continue to live, rather than my insignificant surname.

Despite being a commoner who had a golden opportunity to make his family name known nationwide, he sacrificed branding value out of pure goodwill.

The royalty amount wouldn't change since the beer itself wasn't changing. Still, if he had later opened chain stores under the Balgrud name, he could have doubled his profits alongside the brewery royalties.

"It is quite clean overall, just as you mentioned."
"But don't you think we should install some fencing at the front? Like a 'no entry beyond this point' kind of thing."
"Definitely."

Petra began scribbling something on her clipboard.

"This would probably be the first stop on a brewery tour, right? If we put the tasting area here, it would diminish the enjoyment of the tour."
"I suppose so. By the way, why are you still speaking so formally?"
"Because we're officially on duty."

Petra said with a light smile.

So she's strict about separating work and personal matters. As expected of a top-tier administrator.

"Let's move on to the ale production process next door."
"Sounds good."

However, the ale production process wasn't much different from the lager process.

Actually, except for stout, the ingredients aren't that different, and only the fermentation method varies, so it makes sense.

"Hmm... I think we should start from the hop farm then."
"You mean start outdoors and then move indoors?"
"That would be better. After all, beer production begins with growing hops."

Our Petra is growing up well.
Despite me not saying much, she was efficiently planning out the tour route.

Since I'd been discharged from Campten but advised against doing too much paperwork, the more Petra handled, the less burden on me.

"But something still feels missing... Is there anything we could add to differentiate between ale and lager?"
"What if we put a tasting area right here?"
"I was thinking of putting the tasting area in the packaging section..."
"That would be better. Then how about selling merchandise here?"

Petra gave me a puzzled look.

"Merchandise?"
"Ah, right. I mean souvenirs. In my hometown, we called souvenirs 'goods.'"
"By souvenirs, what exactly do you mean...?"
"For example, badges with the Rupel emblem, or beer mugs with the brewery's name."

According to what I learned in college, these souvenirs, though they might seem unprofitable, are actually a lucrative source of income at tourist spots.

Mascot character dolls from amusement parks. Mood lamps shaped like buildings with city night views. Things like that.

Of course, due to technological limitations, we can't sell as diverse merchandise as in my previous life, but custom wooden beer mugs or simple iron products wouldn't be difficult to make.

This is northern Rupel Territory.
Iron ore and timber are abundant here.

"A souvenir—or merchandise—shop. That's a brilliant idea, just as you said!"
"Right?"

Petra once again picked up her pen and started sketching something on the paper.

"Since we're at it, should we also sell our knights' merchandise?"
"Do we have any?"
"If we don't, we can make some."

Snow Leopard.
Perfect symbol to turn into merchandise.

When opportunity knocks, you've got to answer.

In this world without telephones or internet, where even social elites struggle to get accurate information, recognition is everything.

Why did the Black Lion Knights bounce back like a rubber ball after their massive screw-up?

Simple.
The "Imperial" prefix and years of built recognition don't disappear overnight!

When I visited the duchy and spoke with Duke Harald Hebron, he mentioned that Rupel hadn't earned enough trust yet.

In other words, not only was the Rupel Territory's credibility in question, but the knights they'd be outsourcing hadn't been proven either.

If the Snow Leopard Knights had been famous from the start, the Duke wouldn't have said such things, even if the county was declining.

In my previous life, credibility and recognition were somewhat separate values, but here, credibility is recognition.

Merchandise initially bought just because it's cute spreads far and wide, boosting the recognition of an obscure northern county's knight order.

"But if we sell too many varieties, it might diminish the brewery's value, so I think we should limit it to one or two types."
"Hmm, since it's a snow leopard, an intricately crafted leopard-shaped ornament would be nice."
"Exactly! Give you one idea and you come up with ten. As expected of a reliable administrator."

Petra blushed and smiled happily at my compliment.

"Of course. Who am I if not the person who's always been by Administrator Rubern Ailoy's side?"

Her shoulders rose involuntarily.

She's just so cute.
Except for that... whatever expression that occasionally appears in certain situations.

"But regarding the merchandise shop, I think we'll need to discuss it with Count Marco Firenze, the brewery's owner."
"This is an additional business venture. We'll need to talk to the Count about admission fees and tastings anyway, so let's discuss it thoroughly."
"Sounds good."

Petra nodded and moved on to the next location. After seeing the lager and ale production processes, it was time to visit the packaging area.

"This is..."
"The actual packaging process."
"It really is the packaging process."

Our reactions came almost simultaneously.
The packaging area was literally where the beer was packaged, giving it the feel of a loading dock filled with barrels.

"But it's sufficient as a tasting area. We could build a terrace leading to the second floor, where people can enjoy a cool beer while watching the loading process."
"Mmm, just imagining it makes me feel good."

As Petra suggested, this was the perfect place to maximize the "visual" effect of tasting freshly produced beer.

"I think we've seen enough here."
"Yes~."

Finally, after touring all the regular production areas, Petra and I entered the last place.

"Wow, they've gilded the entrance."
"That's clear differentiation."

It was a mansion with a golden sign that read 'IMPERIAL STOUT'.

From the entrance, it was clearly showing that it was on a different level from the buildings we'd seen so far.

Truly imperial.
A grandeur worthy of an empire.

As soon as we stepped inside, I was amazed once again.

The interior was spacious and airy.

While the buildings for lager and ale production weren't small by any means, they were factories for mass production, so barrels stacked everywhere made them feel less open.

But this place felt more like a noble's banquet hall than a brewery.
The atmosphere was completely different.

And unlike the employees in other buildings who were too focused on their work to even look at us,
everyone here was dressed in neat uniforms.

"We've been expecting you, Baron Rubern Ailoy and Administrator Petra Bastian."
"Ah, you're the people who guided us at the beginning."
"Yes, we work here."

The two employees who had initially guided us smiled and said.

"Actually, the Imperial Stout brewery already has its own established route."
"Oh, is that so?"

As expected of a premium place.
Although we're in a cooperative relationship, the brewery's owner is Marco Firenze.

While he might have delegated everything else, it seemed he had infused his own taste into this Imperial Stout brewery, which would be the exclusive domain of nobles and the upper class.

"If it's alright with you, may we guide you along that route?"
"Of course."

There's no need to mess with something that's already working well.
Nodding in agreement, Petra and I followed the employee's guidance.

"Rupel Imperial Stout is made using at least seven types of premium malts. The hops and yeast are the same varieties used in Rupel Ale."

The male employee began explaining skillfully.
I swallowed my saliva as I watched the high-quality dark beer being produced right before my eyes.

"The brewed beer is stored in barrels that previously held bourbon whiskey and is aged for a minimum of 6 months and up to 2 years."
"So there's no product available for tasting right now?"
"Unfortunately, yes, that's correct."

Tsk.
Can't be helped. After all, we had just recovered the lost recipe after all sorts of trouble.

But my disappointment must have shown, because the female employee who had been standing quietly beside us glanced over and then:

"Instead, this place will offer not just beers produced by the brewery but also premium spirits from across the continent."

She pointed to an open bar set up in the center of the brewery and added:

"How about it? Mr. Marco Firenze said that both of you are free to taste any type of alcohol you desire."

Any type of alcohol...?
Free to taste...???

Just hearing those words made my head spin, and I grabbed Petra's hand, trembling.

"Petra."
"...Baron Rubern."
"Can't you really stay? I mean, two days might be too much, but I could stay with you for one day..."
"Sigh."

Petra sighed deeply at my behavior.

"Fine. Really, it would be easier for a sparrow to pass by a mill."

She pushed me toward the paradise of my dreams, patting my shoulder.

"But drink moderately, okay? I'll be watching you."
"Pe-Petra...!!!"

Overwhelmed with emotion, I hugged Petra tightly. This administrator was truly impressed by Petra.

"Uh, huh!?"
"Of course I'll drink moderately!"
"You really change when alcohol is involved...!!"
"Thank you, Petra!!"

Leaving behind the sweet fruity scent from her soft hair,

I rushed over to the waiter.

I haven't even smelled alcohol for five weeks, let alone tasted it. You have no idea how much I've been looking forward to this day.

Do you think I wanted to abstain?
Look at all those premium spirits in the display case!

"It is a sincere honor to serve Baron Rubern Ailoy. What kind of drink are you looking for?"

I raised the corners of my mouth toward the bartender with his impressive mustache.

Let's start with brandy.
Something strong and expensive.

**

Ecstasy.
This place was truly a paradise on earth.
The Garden of Eden descended!

As expected of a merchant magnate, there were not only whiskey and brandy but also plenty of premium spirits from the southern regions, like gin and arrack.

These are not only expensive but also difficult to maintain, so they're rarely imported even in the capital.

Anyway.
After savoring premium spirits that I wouldn't normally even think of tasting during the 20-minute experience time:

"That was... an excellent... tasting..."
"I'm glad you're satisfied."

I was able to leave the bartender with a face on the verge of enlightenment.

But perhaps I drank too eagerly.
Petra, who I'm sure was here just a moment ago, was nowhere to be seen.

"Where did Administrator Petra go?"
"Ah, the administrator said she was a bit thirsty and went to have a cocktail. The cocktail bar is over there."

Oh ho.
So this place only serves shots.

Having reached a level where I didn't need a menu to choose drinks, I didn't even know if they had cocktails.

Usually, places serve both cocktails and shots together, but they've arranged it differently here. Somehow it felt more upscale, just by separating the spaces.

Is this the skill of a merchant magnate?
I should learn from this.

I followed the employee's guidance to the cocktail bar and

soon spotted Petra sitting on a long round stool.

She was already lifting an empty glass, having finished her drink.

"You're here? You finished earlier than I expected."
"You told me to drink moderately."
"Tch, you only listen when it suits you. That's not fair."

Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever had drinks with Petra before. Despite working together at the Black Lion Knights for quite a while.
I can't remember what her alcohol tolerance is like.

"What were you drinking?"
"Umm..."

Her eyes rolled around as if she couldn't quite remember.

What's this? Did she get drunk in that short time?
After just one drink?

And when I heard the words that came out of her mouth,

I was reminded of a nightmare I had temporarily forgotten.

"Long Island Ice Milk, I think..."
"?"

Hey.
Who recommended that to her again?
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The bartender looked wronged, but having been badly burned by that damn Lady Killer last time, I couldn't forgive him.

But before I could pass judgment on the bartender, Petra grabbed my arm.

"Pe-Petra. Are you okay?"
"Huh? I'm fine. As if I'd get drunk from just one cocktail."

Hearing those words, I regained my consciousness that had nearly slipped away.

She's not... drunk...?

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, it's nothing. Long Island drinks just tend to hit hard for cocktails, so I thought you might be."
"Come on, Administrator. I can handle a cocktail just fine. Isn't that normal?"

I suppose that's true.

Actually, it's Sianne and Princess Lilia who can't handle alcohol well. Even with a Long Island Ice Milk, getting drunk after one glass isn't exactly normal.

"But... it tastes good. Bartender, could you recommend something else besides Long Island?"
"I-If you want something with lower alcohol content, there's Red Lagoon. Or Blue on the Beach."

The bartender glanced at me nervously as he spoke. Not bad choices. Both have relatively low alcohol content, so they wouldn't be classified as Lady Killers.

But Petra made an even bolder decision.

"Considering I'll need to continue working later tonight, something coffee-based might be good."
"Then how about B-Black Lucia?"
"What? That's 32 percent alcohol!"
"I'll take that."

Petra's eyes curved into a smile.
The bartender looked back and forth between us before reluctantly beginning to prepare the Black Lucia.

"Are you worried I might get drunk?"
"Not exactly."
"Even if I do get drunk, you can take me home, right?"

Her voice seemed to become sticky somehow, or maybe not.

Until now, the people I'd drunk with were either fellow drinkers like Imen Lua or obvious lightweights like Sianne and Princess Lilia, so I couldn't really tell what state Petra was in.

She hardly ever drank when she was in the Black Lion Knights, so I wasn't even sure if she could handle alcohol well.
But if I told her she seemed tipsy and shouldn't drink, wouldn't that make me sound like a nagging boss?

Let her drink?
Or take it away?

Caught in a manager's dilemma, I decided to leave her be.

Petra didn't seem like the type to completely lose control like certain two brigade commanders, and I had a feeling she'd maintain her self-discipline even when drunk.

After gulping down the gently rippling black cocktail in one go, Petra—

Clink—
She set the glass down loudly on the table and stood up.

"Ah, that was good. Shall we head back now? Marco Firenze must be waiting for us."
"Uh... yeah... sure."

That was quite a strong vodka-based drink, but she downed it in one go.

Petra, from now on you're officially a heavyweight.

***

The subsequent meeting with Marco Firenze also proceeded smoothly.

Petra presented our discussions from the tour in an organized manner, and Marco Firenze responded positively to the locations for the tasting room and merchandise shop.

"Souvenirs are important. In San Mariano, we sell specially minted coins as souvenirs. Next year, we plan to sell limited edition coins for the city's 30th anniversary."
"Has it been that long already?"
"Back when people still called me young and green."

The old merchant stroked his white beard as he spoke.

He's probably only in his 40s, yet people called him young and green?
I almost laughed thinking it was a joke, but considering the faces of some merchants I know... it might not be a joke after all.

Given how difficult their profession is, merchants tend to look much older than their actual age.
Kind of like a warrant officer style.

Compared to that, Marco Firenze was actually quite robust for someone approaching seventy.

Though magic and alchemy have advanced medical technology in this world, the average lifespan still struggles to exceed 60 years. Reaching 70 with pure physical health, without magical or alchemical assistance, was no ordinary feat.

"We'll consider a few options for souvenirs as well. As you mentioned, basic items like beer mugs or wine glasses would be appropriate."
"Right?"
"We could promote them with the idea that drinks from Marco Firenze Brewery should be enjoyed in these glasses for the authentic experience."

We were on the same wavelength.
As expected of a merchant's mindset.

"By the way, did you enjoy the brewery tour?"
"Of course. For a drinker like me, it was absolutely paradise."

Now that we have a proper brewery, I won't need to bribe merchants contracted with the Snow Leopard Knights to import premium alcohol.

Besides, the brewery staff wouldn't turn away someone involved in a public-private partnership project like me.

I was planning to drop by occasionally for a drink when feeling down.

Just imagining it makes my mouth water.

Alcohol is a serious matter.
The reason I slapped Levia was partly because that bitch suddenly attacked me personally, but more importantly, she interrupted my drinking time with her annoying antics.

Ah.
Just remembering her face makes me angry again.

Seeing how shamelessly she acted last time, people really don't change.

I should draw Levia's face on the punching bag for tomorrow's rehabilitation training.

I quickly dispersed the image of the villain brigade commander with her level 9999 stomach punch resistance, and asked Marco Firenze:

"When are you planning the official opening?"
"It will still take about a month. Plus, a specialist magician dispatched from San Mariano will provide 'some' assistance with the brewing process."
"By assistance, you mean..."
"We're planning to shorten the fermentation process for Imperial Stout as much as possible."

Marco Firenze said this with a melancholic look in his eyes.

I suppose magic can do almost anything.
It's expensive, but as the mayor of San Mariano and the merchant of the century, he can afford to hire a magician just to ferment beer.

Isn't this the true capitalist market?
As someone who's possessed by the imperial spirit and chanting "Make Rupel Great Again," I couldn't ask for a better mindset for handling the territory's business.

It's absolutely not because I want to drink Imperial Stout sooner!

"I must say this though: thank you, Rubern Ailoy."
"It's nothing. Even with my physical discomfort, this is my duty as a retainer of Rupel, administrator of the knights, and partner of San Mariano."
"Hahaha! I really like your spirit! No wonder they call you the Black Fox. You certainly know how to charm people."

That was a flattering compliment.
It's not easy to be called fox-like by a merchant who commands the era.

Marco and I continued our conversation for quite some time, and finally managed to conclude our meeting only after having dinner with Petra.

"I knew it would end up like this."
"Really?"

Petra sighs tiredly as we walk slowly.

"But we ate something expensive and delicious, right? Did you... not like the food?"
"That's not it... Ah, never mind... I'll tell you later."
"??"

Petra glances at me sideways.

"By the way, about the drinks earlier. Wasn't it not enough for you, oppa?"
"It was a bit lacking..."
"Then shall we have a drink together, just the two of us?"

I thought I misheard, but judging by Petra's expression, she was serious.

She's offering me a drink?
That Petra Bastian?

I can't play around anymore.
For someone like me who was just planning to go home and sleep, this was a welcome invitation, but...

On the other hand, I was also worried.
This wasn't like her usual self.

"I'm fine with it, but... what's going on? Do you have something troubling you?"
"If I do, will you listen, oppa?"
"Of course, whose troubles would they be if not yours?"

Petra brushed her hair behind her ear with a slight smile.
I noticed the white curve of her neck as it dipped downward.

Surprised by the sudden femininity, I tried to step back when—

"Then follow me."

Petra firmly grabbed my hand and led me into a bar in the alley, as if she had planned this route in advance.

***

We definitely went into the bar.
I really drank a whole barrel of beer with Petra, who turned out to be a heavyweight.
I was just trying to walk her back to her lodgings when we were about to leave, but...

How did it come to this?

"Um... Petra?"
"This is all because you're unnecessarily popular and keep charming women left and right."

I raised my gaze at those dizzying words.

I needed to seriously consider the situation unfolding before me.

Maybe I was having a terrible nightmare.
Or perhaps this was the price for momentarily harboring lustful thoughts about a younger sister figure I cared about.

Or could it be the malicious trick of a succubus who had sensed my slight awareness of Petra since the last incident?

But it all feels too real!

"I told you I had something troubling me, right?"
"Don't tell me... you..."
"There's a senior I'm interested in, but annoying women keep flocking around him. What should I do?"

Petra smoothly removed her vest and jacket, then began unbuttoning her shirt.

No matter how dense I might be, I couldn't misunderstand that signal.
Already, Rubern Junior was stirring excitedly.

"W-wait. Petra, this is too sudden..."

Lick.
Petra's pink tongue traced her lips.

"I know. I know that you're too big a person to be satisfied with just me alone. Like a fox, you'd slip through my fingers no matter how I tried to cage you."

A heavy weight swayed before my eyes.
So she had a mole there. I never knew until now.

"If that's the case, at least for the first time... can I have you?"
"Did you... plan this from the beginning when you volunteered to accompany me to the brewery?"
"I knew you'd drink a lot after holding back for so long. How could I miss such an opportunity?"

I felt goosebumps rising all over my body. This is scary, Petra, you're scaring me!

"This part has also been holding back until now..."

Her purple eyes shimmered in the soft light.

"Tonight, I want to get completely intoxicated too."

Petra's small hand tugged at my pants.
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Losing my virginity. In a way, it was what I'd wanted most.
I should probably stop telling myself I chose not to do it rather than couldn't do it.

The truth is, I really hadn't done it before.

After that day, after I lost the person I relied on most in this world, I hadn't felt any desire to date women.

I can't deny that becoming a severe workaholic played a part in that.
Throwing myself into work was the perfect way to erase those memories.

During that time, quite a few women showed interest in me. That was only natural.

In this medieval fantasy world, my position as an administrative officer in the Imperial Knights was practically equivalent to minor nobility.

And in my case, with my achievements from the Great Expedition, I understand there were several marriage proposals from baronets, counts, and occasionally even daughters from ducal families.

But I rejected them all.
Until then, I had been trapped in the past, a weak man who secretly shed tears in bed every night.

Time passed that way.

With enough time, those terrible memories gradually faded.

I no longer flailed helplessly whenever those memories surfaced.

Yes, I'll admit it.
I was simply afraid. Afraid that if I gave my heart too hastily, I'd end up carrying another wound deep inside like before.

But now that my cherished junior had shown such courage, I didn't want to deny her feelings by dwelling on the past.

After all, I'd been indebted to Petra for quite some time.

The problem wasn't about moving beyond my past to embrace her.

*What... exactly should I do?*

My mind went completely blank. I just stood there stupidly, watching Petra tugging at my pants.

*What the fuck are you doing, you idiot!*
My inner voice thundered, but my body wouldn't respond.

Shouldn't there be some mood-setting first? Do we just go straight to this? Shouldn't we at least start with a kiss?

What about foreplay? Preliminaries? I remember seeing on YouTube that women actually don't like fingers inserted...

While all these ridiculous thoughts were racing through my mind.

"Hngh?!"

Petra had already wrapped her hand gently around my fully erect member.
The stimulation was too intense for a virgin to handle, and I unconsciously bit my lip hard.

"How cute."

Petra made a seductive expression as she slowly moved her hand up and down.
Her hand was soft and warm.

As the veins throbbed in response to the thrilling sensation of skin against skin.

"Eek?!"

Petra, who had been confidently leading the mood just seconds ago, jumped in surprise and pulled her hand away.
And then, as if caught in an act, she made her usual flustered expression.

At that moment, I felt all the tension in my body melt away.
The strange feeling of defeat that had been lingering also completely disappeared.

"Petra, you..."
"Ah, Administrative Officer—I mean, oppa... this is...!"
"I was wondering why you seemed so skilled, but you're not skilled at all, are you?"

I slowly got up from my seat.
The reason I couldn't move earlier was probably due to the disconnect between the Petra I knew and what was happening.

The Petra Bastian I knew couldn't possibly be this experienced in sexual matters. Wasn't she the friend who would blush at the slightest physical contact?

Yet there she was, craving my manhood like some brothel worker.

I couldn't help feeling a distance between us. The blow to my pride from being led by a junior I had always seen as innocent was just an added complication.

But not anymore.

"You were acting."
"N-no, I wasn't!"

Petra tried to deny it, but her bright red face and flailing hands made it obvious she was overcompensating.

The succubus who seemed capable of draining liters of energy overnight was nowhere to be seen; only my junior administrative officer Petra Bastion remained.

And this version was much more to my taste.

"Uu... uuuu..."

As she whimpered in frustration, I grabbed her by the nape of her neck.
And pressed my lips against hers.

***

The operation had failed.
That's what Petra Bastian thought.

Rubern Ailoy was an idiot.
A complete idiot.

He was always talking about wanting to date, but when a woman actually showed interest right in front of him, he'd say things like "Huh? What did you say?" like some impotent, herbivore man.

Of course, she did appreciate the fact that he treated all women that way, not just her.

Everything changed after he became the administrative officer for the Snow Leopard Knights.

He started sticking close to that blonde knight commander who looked like Levia, whom he had always disliked.
Then suddenly, after meeting again after a long time, they had adopted a daughter together.
And after another separation and reunion, he claimed he'd slept with the knight commander!

Of course, it turned out that "sleeping together" was merely a misunderstanding, but in that short time, he had completely won over the knight commander.

Petra's blood boiled every time she thought of Sianne's smug, provocative attitude toward her.

That blonde temptress who seduced oppa with her large breasts while pretending to be innocent. Her precious honor was clearly stuffed between her cleavage.

Yes.
In the past, she might have just ignored it, thinking he would reject the advances anyway.

But what made her anxious was that Rubern Ailoy's reactions had subtly changed from before.

Because of their connection through Lucy, their adopted daughter, Rubern had referred to himself as Sianne's husband in public, and Sianne hadn't strongly denied their marital relationship.

The thought that she might lose him to that busty knight commander gradually ate away at Petra's mind.

To make matters worse, when Rubern returned half-dead after his confrontation with the Blue Cross Society, she realized she needed to take action.

The reason Rubern was such an idiot wasn't just because he didn't understand women's hearts.
He was also the type of person who would burn himself out without caring for his own body.

Honestly, she never knew when he might suddenly appear before her as a cold corpse.

It was a terrible thought that made it hard to breathe, but Petra knew all too well that things in this world didn't always go as planned.

So she decided to use the forbidden method she had learned from Ibona, the former head of administration.

"Listen carefully, Petra. No man in this world would reject a meal served right in front of him. If he does, he's either gay or impotent."
"M-meal?"
"As long as alcohol and night exist, there's no such thing as just friendship between men and women."

In the carriage returning to the capital, Ibona had generously shared quite useful information with Petra.
She said it was her final teaching to Petra, who would have to lead the broken knight order, since she herself was clearly going to be discarded.

"First, drink together. You can handle alcohol well, right?"
"I drink well... but there's a bit of a problem. My drinking habit is... somewhat peculiar."

For some reason, whenever Petra drank alcohol, she would be overcome with lewd feelings. This effect was amplified when she was next to someone she liked.

She would suddenly want to strip and pounce on them.

That's why she had avoided drinking sessions with Rubern Ailoy as much as possible.

It was also why she rarely attended the knight order's dinners—she didn't want to show such an embarrassing side of herself to others.

Upon hearing this, Ibona clapped her hands as if impressed.

"Perfect. I don't even need to teach you anything else. You understand? Drink together, pretend to be drunk, and ask him to walk you home."
"And then?"
"And then what else?"

Ibona made strange splashing sounds as she repeatedly hit her palm with her fist while laughing.

"But remember one thing. Knowing Rubern, he will absolutely! I guarantee absolutely!! never make the first move on you. So finish it quickly, decisively. Make it a fait accompli."

So she pounced on him.
All those techniques she had studied from erotic books secretly purchased at the bookstore in Petaronto.

How hard she had worked to make it a fait accompli!

But as soon as she pulled down his pants and saw Rubern's unexpectedly large member, Petra was at a loss for words.

*What is this? What is this thing? It's nothing like what I saw in the pictures...*

Her momentary panic didn't stop her.
She continued with the planned handjob, but the sensation of the hard rod in her hand and the throbbing veins that seemed alive ultimately made Petra scream.

"Petra... you..."

When she turned her head, she saw Rubern's slightly contorted face. Her heart sank.

She tried to deny it, but even she knew it was too obvious.

*It's over now. I've ruined everything.*

Despair engulfed her. Not only had she been caught being less experienced than she pretended, but she had also missed her chance to make it a fait accompli.

Petra imagined Rubern getting up with a disappointed expression and walking out of the room.
Tears began to flow without her realizing it, but.

"Hmph, mmph?!"

Rubern suddenly grabbed her by the nape and kissed her. His sticky tongue intertwined with hers through the parted lips.
Their lips met and hot breath invaded her throat.

After several more entanglements, Rubern pulled his lips away. His black eyes were staring intently at her. It was her first kiss.

But it wasn't enough. The sweet, fresh sensation that made flowers bloom in her previously empty mind.

She leaned in again toward the lips that had just kissed her, but ended up bumping into Rubern's nose.

"Ouch."
"Oh shit."

Her clumsy yet lewd and lovable gesture made Rubern lose what remained of his reason.

Grip.

Rubern wrapped one arm around her neck and shoulder, while his other hand grabbed Petra's breast. The elastic flesh compressed under his fingers.

"Hiiee...?! Mmph!!"

She involuntarily screamed at the sudden pleasure, but it didn't continue to the end.
It was blocked by Rubern's lips.

"Uugh, hnng..."

With a melting moan.

Petra embraced Rubern's body even more tightly.
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Once I crossed the line, everything became easier. I completely removed Petra's half-draped shirt.

"Ah... hah, paha..."

Whenever I pulled my lips away, Petra would slightly stick out her tongue as if begging for another kiss.

Seeing her lewd expression made my already hardened lower half feel like it was about to burst.

I was now half-lying down while holding Petra. This meant her buttocks were pressing against my cock.

Twitch.
As my muscles moved and brushed against Petra's panties, her violet eyes glanced slightly backward.

"..."

The sound of swallowing echoed through the quiet room.

"Petra, it's... a bit awkward to say this out loud."
"Oh, is it painful? It's twitching like it might burst..."
"It does hurt."

I was erect to my limit. Even in my previous life, I hadn't been this hard since my first time masturbating.

Thankfully Petra had already removed her panties; if she'd been wearing them, it would have been quite painful.

"Then what should I, I do for you...?"

Petra asked with a trembling voice, once again becoming a submissive lamb.

At this point, it was basically a green light to do whatever I wanted, but someone who'd been a virgin his whole life couldn't suddenly become skilled just because an opportunity presented itself—otherwise, he wouldn't have been a virgin in the first place.

"That thing... you were trying to do earlier... want to try it?"
"Ah..."

Petra carefully placed her hand on my cock.
Unlike earlier when things progressed one-sidedly, her clumsiness and uncertainty now were adorable.

She twisted her body slightly, then turned back, curled her legs, then moved again repeatedly.

After much deliberation, she finally decided to move down from my stomach and sit demurely beside the bed.

This naturally positioned my body across her knees. Before my eyes was her soft flesh, with a pink tip protruding prominently.

"L-like this? Like this...? Ungh!?"

I couldn't hold back.

Petra, who had been slowly moving her hand up and down, let out a moan. It was because I had grabbed her breast.
It was heavy. I could feel its weight just by supporting it with my hand.

Have you been hiding this all along, Petra?

I raised my head to look at her expression. Her face was flushed red with heat, and she hurriedly avoided my gaze, awakening something deep within me.

"Move."
"W-what?!"
"Your hand stopped, Petra. I thought you were helping me."

I said while kneading her breast.

"Ah, ugh..."

At my urging, Petra continued her hand movements.

Meanwhile, I realized the stimulation wasn't as intense as I'd expected.
Of course, it wasn't without sensation, but it didn't immediately bring me to the edge as media often portrayed.

I carefully watched Petra's hand as it stroked my cock.
It was quite a spectacular sight.

"Can you move a little faster?"
"Ah... yes."

However, the fact that a beautiful woman like Petra was obediently following my commands excited me more.

What would happen if I teased her a bit more?

I closed my hand that was massaging her breast and pulled on her nipple.
Petra's expression, who had been diligently servicing me, contorted instantly, and her body lurched forward.

"Agh!?"
"Don't stop. And you're being too loud."

I commanded Petra, who had frozen again, and embraced her with my other hand.
Her breasts pressed against my face.

I gently kissed that overwhelming bosom.

"...!!"

Petra's face trembled once more, but this time she made no sound.
She had covered her mouth with her other hand.

One hand on my cock.
The other desperately stifling her moans by covering her mouth—the sight was incredibly erotic.

As visual stimulation combined with tactile sensation, I began to feel the pressure building from the base.

But I had no intention of stopping.
I lightly licked around her nipple with my tongue, then kissed it again.

Occasionally, when I bit around it with my teeth or sucked hard, Petra would stop moving her hand and tremble, hunching her body.

"O-oppa... ah, now... this is too mu-much, my chest, too..."
"Just a little more."
"Hng..."

The sudden urge to climax came then. What had been slowly building suddenly surged up explosively.

"Kuk...!"

Overwhelmed by the sensation, I pulled hard on Petra's nipple that I had been teasing.

"Ahng-!!"

Petra moaned and collapsed onto my stomach.
Thick white fluid spurted out, dripping onto her back and hair.

"Hah, haa, huu..."

Her large breasts heaved up and down as she let out heated moans. I raised my head to kiss Petra's collarbone and gently bit it.
Soon, soft arms wrapped around my neck as if never wanting to let go.

"Rubern oppa..."

At the sound of Petra calling my name with a whimper, I carefully got up and laid her down on the bed.

Then I slowly pressed my body against hers.
She covered her eyes with her arm, seemingly embarrassed by how aroused she was.

I leaned down and whispered in her ear.

"...Can I?"

No answer came.
Instead, she just nodded.

I moved the hand that had been massaging her breast slowly downward. Past the pair of rounded mounds, past her sternum and stomach, toward a deeper place.

And finally, when I reached between her tightly closed thighs, a sticky, wet sensation transmitted from my fingertips.

Petra's most intimate place, smoothly parted and twitching.

I needed to stroke the entrance gently to check if she was ready to receive me.

Though I was a virgin, I had accumulated vast data from years of audiovisual materials.
I clearly understood from this education that carelessly inserting fingers without proper technique would likely ruin the mood I'd carefully built.

"Ah, ahng... hng."

Just stroking around the area seemed to be intense stimulation for Petra, who looked like she might melt at any moment.
I thought perhaps no further foreplay was necessary.

And indeed.
Sticky fluid stretched between my fingers as I rubbed her slit.

"You're soaking wet."

When I whispered again, Petra shook her head.
She was still covering her eyes with her arm.

"Acting so shy now, but you were pretending to be more experienced than me, trying to take the lead?"
"Th-that's..."
"And it's been more than just a day or two, right? Wanting me to take you. You've been thinking about it since the Black Lion Knights?"
"Hng, mmph..."

She could only swallow hard.

Erotic.
That was the only way to describe it.

Everything was erotic. Her flushed face, her covered eyes, her beautifully perky breasts that hadn't lost their elasticity.
Her wet, slippery slit, her waist that trembled with each touch of my fingers, her legs and thighs that unconsciously pressed against my body.

"If that's what you want, I'll give you what you want."
"Ah... w-wait... unghhhh-!!!"

So I just pushed in. I didn't even need to search for the entrance.
As soon as I positioned myself, Petra's slit opened wide as if it had been waiting and pulled my cock in.

As I slid inside, Petra's body jerked strongly. Worried she might get hurt, I supported her waist with one hand and removed the arm covering her face.

But Petra wasn't there anymore.
Instead of the woman who always greeted me with a gentle smile, there was only a female consumed by pleasure, panting heavily.

Savoring the immediate sense of depravity, conquest, and the heat felt from below, I firmly grasped Petra's breasts.

"Ahng, ah...! Hnng!?"

It was already tight, but when I grabbed her breasts with both hands, that tightness intensified.
A pressure that seemed to want to suck everything in.

"Urgh...!!"

I gritted my teeth and endured. I hated the thought of becoming a premature ejaculator who climaxed right at first insertion. I needed to quickly divert my attention elsewhere.

I thought about all the paperwork I'd have to deal with starting tomorrow. Miraculously, the urge to climax subsided.

"Ahah, ha, ungh, hng...!"

Meanwhile, Petra continued to moan. And I hadn't even properly moved my hips yet.

Actually, I wasn't sure if I could move my hips at all.
Because she was so tight from the entrance, I had only managed to insert halfway.

Needing to help her relax a bit, I brought my face close to Petra's and kissed her. Even in her dazed state, she moved her tongue in sync with mine.

"Mmph, chu, phu..."

I could see her half-closed violet eyes.
The way she desperately intertwined her tongue with mine and the way she stimulated my lower part was the very embodiment of loveliness.

So much so that I wondered if I deserved such love.

So this time, I thrust all the way to the base.
Taking advantage of her slightly relaxed state, I bucked my hips strongly, causing Petra's eyes to widen momentarily.

"Ungh!?"

Along with a sweet moan that stimulated my masculinity.

Squelch. Squish.
Sounds that made my mind dizzy just by hearing them.

Tears had already pooled in her eyes. I hastily broke the kiss.

"Ah... ahng..."
"Did it hurt?"
"Th-that's not it..."

I suddenly thought I might have gone too far.
After all, it was our first time together, and as the man, I should have been more considerate.

But Petra's next words:

"I'm just... so happy... that you, oppa... are filling me up... ungh!?"

Were enough to shatter any restraint I had built.

"You really..."
"Ah, hngh! Ungh!?"

There was no holding back now. I put all my strength into my hips.

It didn't take long for Petra to bury her face in a pillow that had been lying nearby, unable to contain her intense moans.
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"When I first started having sex, the thought that crossed my mind was, 'Hey, I'm pretty good at this?'
Honestly, I was doing well for my first time, right?

If Petra had any sexual experience, I would have been exposed immediately, but since neither of us had any experience, we were both clumsy and didn't really know what we were doing.

That's why I had the advantage with my knowledge based on audiovisual materials, and Petra, who had been so confident before, had no choice but to end up underneath me.

And halfway through, I thought, 'Hmm, this is kind of hard work?'

I finally understood why those popular guys in my previous life emphasized leg and core workouts so much, and why they joked that sex was basically cardio and combat training.

If I still had the body I had when I first arrived in this world, I would have collapsed long ago. I wouldn't have been able to satisfy Petra either.

And finally, after finishing outside twice, the thought that came to mind was—

'I'm screwed.'

The bedsheet was already soaked with sweat.

...Well, not just sweat, but anyway, it meant we'd been quite vigorous. The satisfaction was great, and I think I gave it my all.

But why did your switch suddenly turn on so late?

"Mmm, oppa~"

Petra, straddling my stomach, acted coquettishly. The version of her who had been moaning helplessly earlier had completely melted away.

Now she was begging for more, saying this wasn't enough.

"Aren't you... tired...?"
"Mmm, I'm fine~ Just one more, just one more time, okay?"

Petra's eyes curved slightly. Her fingers skillfully tapped the tip of my glans. Even though this would be our third round, that bewitching smile and touch made my blood rush downward again.

But being aroused and being able to perform are two different issues.

I'm already a patient. And I've been drinking. No joke, I didn't even have the strength left to thrust my hips once.

"Hmm..."

Seeing her pour on the aegyo made me want to rush over and kiss that face, but what's impossible is impossible.

Petra pouted her lips in dissatisfaction and said:

"Are you calling it quits just because you're done? I gave you my first kiss and first time... and you want to end it like this?"
"I... I want to, but I can't, Petra."
"Hmm~? It doesn't seem that way down here."

Squeeze. Petra grabbed my penis. She gently rubbed the twitching tip with her slender fingers.

"Even like this? Even like this?"
"Ugh... Petra... I'm really exhausted... Let's rest a bit first."
"I know you'll just fall asleep."

How did she know?

The truth was, fatigue was washing over me like a tidal wave. I thought that if I said "let's rest a bit" and immediately fell asleep, even Petra would cleanly give up and sleep beside me.

When I showed a guilty expression, she slowly moved downward.

The sensation of my glans brushing between her luscious buttocks and slightly parted entrance made my hair stand on end.

Her full breasts swayed enticingly with the movement. A small beauty mark on her intimate area caught my eye.

"I guess there's no helping it. Since my oppa always tries to be perfect but ends up being clumsy, I'll have to help you this time too."

Smooch.
After saying that, Petra brought the tip of my glans, which she had been slowly tormenting with her fingers, to her lips.

Smooch. Smooch.
While gently supporting the underside with her fingers, she lightly licked the top with her slightly protruding tongue. And those violet eyes looking up at me.

"Slurp, suck. Do, do you like it?"

Even her words were designed to pierce straight through a man's heart. My penis, which had been only half-erect, began to swell again under her loving ministrations.

What an incredibly erotic body she has.

Petra gradually intensified her stimulation. Her lips, which had been teasing just the tip, parted, and hot breath filled the area.

Her tongue wrapped around the shaft. The heated sensation dispersed as it touched the mucous membrane, and the way she tried so hard to maintain eye contact with me was incredibly cute.

"Mmph, uh, hah..."

When I raised my hand to stroke her, Petra grabbed it with her other hand and interlaced our fingers. The warm temperature felt along my penis, hand, and lower body.

"Puha... Whew, now it's fully hard again."

Satisfied with my penis, which had become as erect as it was the first time, Petra nodded contentedly and raised herself to straddle my stomach again.

"If you're tired, you can just lie there. I'll take care of everything."

During our three rounds of lovemaking, Petra had been completely melted in my arms with an expression of utter surrender, but now she wore the same expression she had shown me at the very beginning.

Without giving me a chance to speak, she grabbed my penis, positioned it at her entrance, and moved her hips to push it inside.

"Ungh...! Aah..."

Petra bit the lips that had just been lovingly sucking my member as she moaned.

Her spine arched slightly as her hips rose. Her upper body folded onto my chest. Each time she wiggled her hips, her pink nipples brushed against my skin.

"Oppa, oppa..."
"Petra."

I gently caressed the cheek of Petra as she whimpered while looking at me.

"I love you..."

***

Recently, the Snow Leopard Knights hadn't had a single day to spare.

The Iron Road construction project was so massive that it required mobilization of the entire county. Although officials from each city, including the Tribune, were involved, that didn't mean the knights' duties had disappeared.

Some workers had already expressed anxiety after the incident in the Barony of Kirten, so they had to regularly dispatch and rotate knights along with the regular army.

Was the Iron Road construction project the only issue crushing Imen Rua's skull right now?

Not at all.
After the incident in Tipen Village, the gold mine had been completely shut down.

Given that many of the goblins who had worked in mining had sacrificed themselves protecting the villagers, mining would have been impossible for a while even if it hadn't been closed.

Moreover, since the Blue Cross Society was directly involved, the decision had been made to ensure safety and facilitate a smooth investigation.

But the biggest reason was the "difference of opinion" between the imperial court and the county regarding the Dragon Knight's tomb.

The nest of a Dragon Knight and Gold Dragon who had ruled centuries ago.

As a place of immense value just by its name, the Bolivar Empire's imperial court wanted to designate it as state property.

Stories of universally acclaimed heroes and dragons always easily captivate the masses.

The imperial court planned to privatize the tomb, make it a kind of sacred ground, and use it for future political purposes.

Originally, territories were just lands granted by the emperor.

In other words, if the emperor wanted them back for a valid reason, Count Rupel would have to return them, regardless of where they were.

However, Orgius's tomb lacked sufficient justification to be reclaimed by the imperial court solely because it was a hero's resting place.

It was also quite burdensome to dispatch separate personnel to manage the tomb, which was even deeper in the mine.

At minimum, an imperial army unit or knight order would need to be sent, but sticking them in a rural village just to guard a single tomb didn't make economic sense.

From the Snow Leopard Knights' perspective, they had left it alone, judging it practically impossible to manage, so for the imperial court, it had suddenly become an unwanted burden.

Therefore, when the imperial court subtly tried to leave the security to the Snow Leopard Knights while taking only the tomb for themselves,

They continued negotiations in opposition.

Management?
Management isn't difficult.

But when approached as if it should obviously be that way, this side also gets annoyed.

With the Iron Road construction in full swing, power struggles with the imperial court, and now the Papal Office getting involved saying they'll establish a new parish.

While the establishment of a parish would be welcomed with open arms, it would also consume the knights' administrative capacity.

With three major tasks hitting at once, Imen Rua was on the verge of fainting.

On top of that, they still had to maintain the knight order's regular duties. They needed to continue recruiting to address the persistent shortage of personnel. Meanwhile, merchants were looking for any opportunity to squeeze out more profits.

"Damn it."

Imen Rua sincerely cursed.
Perhaps there was a high-level magic spell that could copy oneself?

Then she could just make 5 copies and work in 5 shifts.

Even now, she was going to find Administrative Officer Petra about yesterday's work, when she could have reviewed seventeen more documents in this time.

'At least Administrative Officer Petra's work is precise. Fortunately, I just need to confirm these documents are correct.'

"Administrative Officer Petra~ Are you in there~?"

Just as Imen Rua arrived at Petra's door.

"Ahh, mmm..."
"?"

A faint, strange sound came from beyond the door. At first, she thought she had misheard, but.

"Mmm, ugh, ahhh!!"

The moaning cries that pierced her ears made thunder strike above Imen's head, which was already weary with fatigue.

CRASH!
There was no actual sound effect, but it truly felt like being struck by lightning.

Imen Rua was obviously not a virgin. After all, she had a fiancé, so how could she be?

That's why she could easily guess the source of those sounds coming from Petra's room.

Yes.
As a woman in her prime, it was understandable.

It had been quite some time since premarital chastity shifted from a social obligation everyone had to follow to a personal religious value.

But the problem was who the partner was.

Imen Rua, completely forgetting the documents slipping from her grasp, pressed against the door and opened her mana.

The two people inside weren't very sensitive to mana. They wouldn't notice her eavesdropping even if she was being obvious.

Holding her breath and focusing her hearing, the voice she heard was:

"Petra..."

'It's Rubern Ailoy!!!'

A series of shocks.

In truth, the partner was already predetermined in a sense. Anyone with even a little experience in romance could easily tell that Petra's feelings for Rubern went beyond simple affection to the point of obsession.

Except for Ronz with his muscles instead of brains, the still-innocent Barbara, or Commander Sianne who even Imen recognized as oblivious.

There was no way such a person would be mixing bodies with someone else. She might have pleasured herself alone.

But this was a major issue.

Imen Rua recalled how Commander Sianne had come to her for advice a few days ago. The content was about what she thought of dating within the workplace.

Although she had seasoned the conversation with talk about Barbara and Heinz, it was a signal that anyone could see—she was viewing Rubern Ailoy as a potential romantic interest.

'What happens now? What about Lucy?'

Then a fact she had momentarily forgotten struck Imen Rua.

The Commander and Administrative Officer weren't even dating in the first place!

Unless they had actually held a wedding ceremony with Lucy as their adopted daughter, the two were just superior and subordinate in the same knight order.
Strictly speaking, they were just two unrelated people.

It wouldn't be strange at all if Rubern suddenly appeared tomorrow dating Petra.

'How, how should I handle this...'

"Oh? Deputy Commander Imen? What brings you here?"

Speak of the devil.
While her mind was in complete disarray, the voice of the person who shouldn't appear right now came from beside her.

"C-Commander?"
"What's this? You've dropped all your documents."

Sianne slowly approached Imen. Imen alternated her gaze between the door where the moans were growing louder and the commander with her innocent expression.

Then she hurriedly gathered the documents she had dropped and blocked Sianne's path.

"C-Commander! Perfect timing! Let's go somewhere!"
"What...? So suddenly?"
"Yes, yes! I was actually looking for you."
"R-really? What for?"
"I'll tell you the details when we get there!"

Sianne was confused by Imen's strange behavior but didn't think much of it. Given how busy the knight order had been recently, sudden work popping up like this was common.

"By the way, have you seen Administrative Officer Rubern?"
"Eek?! Yes!? N-no, I haven't!!"
"Hmm...? Why are you so surprised, Imen? I just asked if you'd seen him..."
"I-I'm mentally unstable from overwork right now... you need to understand, Commander."

Making excuses, Imen Rua grabbed Sianne's hand and hastily left the annex.

"...?"

Sianne's blue eyes turned toward the empty corridor, not understanding what was happening.

Ch.125 - Now This Tithe Is Ours (1)
When I opened my eyes, I was in my bed. After washing Petra, who had fallen asleep from exhaustion, I carefully returned to my room to avoid being caught by other knights and tried to get some sleep.

Normally, I could have just collapsed in Petra's room given my physical state, but if anyone discovered us sleeping together naked, things would get extremely complicated.

I'd likely never be able to face Sianne or Lucy properly again.
It might not be adultery, but it would certainly make me trash.

*So what exactly am I supposed to do now?*

Petra's voice whispering "I love you" over and over echoed in my mind. I was too overwhelmed at the time to respond properly, but since we'd done it, did that mean we were dating now...?

If I didn't date her after this, even I would consider myself garbage.
Even though Petra was the one who jumped me first, in the end, I'd slept with a junior colleague and then what—just dump her?

But that worry didn't last long.

"Good afternoon, Administrator Rubern Ailoy. You were sleeping like you hadn't a care in the world. Did you stay up late last night?"

Deputy Commander Imen Lua had barged into my room without warning.

"Afternoon? What time is it now?"
"It's 3 PM. The sun is high and slowly beginning to set."
"You've got to be kidding me."

No matter how tired I was, sleeping until 3 PM was a first for me.

"But you look quite... haggard."

Imen Lua said, looking at my face. I tried to casually brush it off, saying I had overindulged in drinking yesterday.

"Hmm~ Overindulged, you say. That's right. You mentioned visiting Count Marco Firenze's brewery."
"Yes, it was impressive. I'm sure you've been there too, Deputy Commander?"
"Of course. To think such a fantastic paradise would come to Rupel Territory... I should live in gratitude for the rest of my life."

The red-haired woman grinned. A typical reaction from a drinking enthusiast.
It's only natural to smile at the mere thought of a large brewery opening in the neighborhood.

"But did you really just drink?"
"Pardon?"
"Well... the administrator I know wouldn't look like this from just a bit of drinking."

Imen Lua asked with a curious expression.

Huh, is she implying I can't hold my liquor?
I'd have to take that as a challenge.

But there was no need to rise to the provocation. It would only lead to unnecessary complications.

"Haha... I'm only human. It's natural that my tolerance decreased after five weeks of abstinence."
"Tch, you're good at dodging."
"Excuse me?"
"Nothing at all~"

Imen Lua shrugged her shoulders. What was that? This complex feeling of unease and irritation...

"Oh, and even if it's difficult, you need to come to the count's mansion by 5. He said he wanted to discuss the new parish establishment."
"I should get up now... I've slept far too long."

As I stretched my stiff body, Imen glanced at me sideways and added:

"By the way, Administrator Petra Bastion is on sick leave today. She's not feeling well."
"Is that so."
"Yes, apparently she 'overexerted' herself last night..."
"Kuhp, kek...!"

The moment Petra was mentioned, I choked. It felt like something went down the wrong pipe even though I wasn't drinking water, causing me to cough deeply.

She probably meant it as an innocent relay of information, but I couldn't help feeling concerned.

"Well, I've delivered all the necessary information. I'll be going now!"

With those final words, Imen scurried out of the room. Did she really barge into a sleeping person's room just to tell me this?

...But she said Petra wasn't feeling well.

I felt I should check on her.
The memories of last night were still vividly lingering in my mind.

***

"I-I'm fine... really, I'm fine, so you can go about your business."

Despite my visit, Petra wouldn't open the door. She only spoke with a half-muffled voice.

Her voice was... understandably hoarse.
The night had been so intense that she had to muffle her mouth with a pillow.

Overall, Petra had been louder than me.

"Um, Petra... perhaps..."
"I'm really okay. Let's talk later, oppa."

There was no need to force a meeting with someone who insisted on being left alone.

In the end, I failed to meet with Petra and had no choice but to attend to my schedule at the count's mansion.

The establishment of an independent parish for Rupel Territory was progressing smoothly even in my absence.

Above all, Saint Catherine had personally visited the territory and decided to stay until the situation was resolved.
As she was essentially the living will of the Papal Office, few people would dare oppose her opinion.

Thus, Decart, our order's former wandering priest who had already adapted to Rupel Territory, was assigned to guide the newly arrived priests.

The first direct parish church was to be established in Tipen Village.

This was partly because it was directly hit by the Blue Cross Society's attack, and partly because Catherine was deeply moved by the fact that mere goblins had sacrificed their lives to protect the villagers.

"Indeed, these goblins deserve the praise of our Papal Office. Tipen Village will become a symbol of the Lord's goodness that transcends species...!!"

But problems always emerge when you least expect them.

"Unacceptable! If you wish to complain, formally protest to the Papal Office that made the decision!!"
"So this is your final stance? If this truly represents the will of Rupel Territory, know that the Marquisate will not stand idly by!!"

As soon as I arrived at the count's mansion, I heard shouting and realized that the trouble I had been worried about had finally erupted.

So that's why they sent an urgent SOS.

"Sigh..."

I took a deep breath and entered the mansion's small conference room where the shouting was coming from.

There I found two men who looked like they were about to grab each other by the collar.

"R-Rubern Administrator!"

One was Finance Administrator Edwon Carlton, a member of the retainers who was completely on my side. The other was a plump man who looked like two Edwons combined.

"Huh? So you're Rubern Ailoy of Rupel Territory."

The Finance Administrator from the neighboring Karahan Marquisate.
I only knew his name—Grundel Trianis, was it?

"Pleased to meet you. I am Rubern Ailoy, Administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights."

Although I had a pretty good idea why he was here, I still needed to show courtesy to a guest.

However, my polite bow was met with an irritating remark that pricked at my pride.

"Skip the pleasantries and explain about this parish establishment immediately!"

Shit, what is there to explain?
Why is he throwing a tantrum at us for something the Papal Office decided?

Irritation bubbled up from my throat, but instead of lashing out, I forced myself to be patient.

It wouldn't look good for a mere administrator to berate a marquisate's finance administrator. It could even damage Count Rupel's reputation, suggesting he couldn't properly manage his retainers.

"Haha, Finance Administrator Grundel Trianis, I think there's been a misunderstanding. The parish establishment wasn't our request but a decision made by the Papal Office..."
"You must have agreed to it, which is why the Papal Office acted!"

His rude interruption made me bite my lip.

Fine, I'll forgive him since I'm just a low-ranking baron with little experience.
But would our finance administrator be so forgiving?

"What kind of manners are those! If you can't confront the Papal Office, don't bark at us!"
"W-what... b-bark!? You're really asking for it!"
"Eeek!!"

Eventually, Edwon Carlton grabbed the man by the collar, and the conference room instantly turned into chaos.

If not for the security guards who rushed in after hearing the commotion, it might have escalated to a fistfight.

I should have stepped in before it turned from a simple argument into a political conflict between territories, but...

The scheduled meeting was urgently canceled, and I found myself facing Dionaos Rupel, who was troubled by this issue.

"What should we do?"
"Has the Papal Office said anything else?"
"They only replied that they cannot interfere in disputes between territories and that we must resolve it ourselves."

This was problematic.
Since the First Laterano Council, the Papal Office had declared complete separation from the imperial court—and by extension, the aristocratic society.

If they were to take our territory's side now, it would violate that decree.

"To resolve a territorial dispute officially and cleanly, we'd need to go to the Imperial Supreme Court."

Territorial wars were officially prohibited in the Bolivar Empire.
In the past, all disputes that could lead to territorial wars had to be resolved without military mobilization or by submitting a petition directly to the imperial court for mediation by the Supreme Court.

But as in modern times, the problem was that courts weren't always fair.

The Supreme Court, along with the imperial family, was described as a central power.

Therefore, the court judges often had little interest in local powers and naturally tended to favor those who could better fill their pockets in such disputes.

Of course, there were wise and conscientious judges in the Supreme Court who delivered verdicts within the bounds of established law.
But there were just as many who were not.

If one were to calculate the ratio of real judges to corrupt ones...

No, there was no need to calculate.
The outcome was obvious without even doing the math.

"The Karahan Marquisate will surely play dirty. It would be troublesome if they found any loopholes in the parish establishment by taking it to court."
"That's what worries me too..."

Rupel Territory was just beginning to develop.
In a power struggle with the Karahan Marquisate, which had established solid connections with the central government through rock salt exports for decades, we would inevitably be at a disadvantage.

"They weren't always like this..."

Count Rupel slowly shook his head, as if unable to understand.

"Did something happen suddenly?"
"Last year, the original lord of Karahan Marquisate, Lord Saxen Karahan, collapsed due to a chronic illness. Since then, his son Farneri Karahan has been serving as the acting lord."

He continued his explanation.

"But it seems the current acting lord isn't well-regarded by the territory's residents. Despite bringing in enormous wealth through rock salt exports, the people are struggling in poverty."

What? So he was just an ordinary nobleman.
In fact, Dionaos Rupel was the unusual case; most nobles I had met were like that.

What concern did they have for commoners' welfare?

Whether the territory's residents starved to death or not, they were the kind who only cared about adding another gold bar to their vault and another piece of fatty meat to their belly.

"The reason they're strongly opposing the independent parish establishment is probably because they know their income will definitely decrease."
"It's quite obvious."
"Money matters are sensitive. Moreover... our territory owes a 'debt' to Karahan..."

I nodded.

As I said before, Rupel Territory was on the verge of collapse before I arrived.
The order had only five knights, and the territory's tax revenue was so poor that the entire county depended on the mining city of Jahed and Barony of Kirten.

Because of this, when I first took office, there were quite a few debts borrowed from neighboring territories.

Among them, of course, was debt to the neighboring marquisate.

The count looked deeply troubled.
For the territory's development, the independent parish was absolutely necessary.

But the pressure from the marquisate was also difficult to handle at present.

"...Alright. Let's try this."
"You have a solution!"

Count Rupel's eyes sparkled.

With his appearance reminiscent of Aragorn from The Lord of the Rings, such an innocent gaze created quite a cognitive dissonance.

"First, assuming we pay off all our debts, if they continue to pressure us afterward, we'll need to mobilize our connections."
"Connections such as...?"

I snapped my fingers and added:

"Through Hebron Duchy, merchant magnate Count Marco Firenze, and most importantly, Saint Catherine."
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"So what are the conditions proposed by Count Rupel's territory?"
"First, we will immediately pay off all the current debt."

At my words, the fat financial officer's expression wavered for a moment. Paying everything at once meant having enough financial leeway to do so.

"Immediately?! All that money?! T-then of course the int—"
"That includes both interest and principal. What's the point of just paying the interest?"

I cut off the additional conditions he was about to introduce. It might have been considered rude, but I decided not to care.

This is just a small revenge for interrupting me earlier, you bastard.

But apart from revenge, I felt I needed to shut this pig's mouth in a different way.

"And this is a small gift from Count Rupel to Financial Officer Grundel Trianis."

When I handed him a small jewelry box, greed clouded his eyes. He didn't even try to hide it—such an obvious reaction.

Grundel carefully opened the box. The beautifully crafted ornaments reflected the light, sparkling brilliantly.

It was jewelry made by a dwarf craftsman staying in Tipen Village, using gold mined there.

Worth at least several dozen gold coins.

"Ahem, hmm...!!"

The financial officer couldn't take his eyes off the dazzling sight before finally clearing his throat and closing the lid.

"W-well, since you've shown such sincerity and promised to pay off all the debt, I think we can reach a compromise on that matter."
"I appreciate your help."

I smiled and shook hands with the fat man.
Ugh, this bastard, how much has he been eating to have such soft hands?

Considering he doesn't even have calluses—which even 7-year-old kids in this world typically develop—he must have lived a life of luxury.

"I'll put in a good word with the Karahan proxy lord, ahem... I didn't realize it before, but you're quite a capable person, unlike your appearance suggests."

His previously contemptuous attitude toward administrators had completely disappeared. He shrugged his shoulders, tucked the jewelry box under his arm, and left the conference room.

In the end, problems caused by money can be solved with money.

This method usually works when dealing with annoying situations.

But it seemed the Karahan Marquisate's proxy lord was even more of an idiot than I had anticipated.

"Administrator Rubern!! A letter has arrived from the Karahan Marquisate!"

Shortly after the financial officer left, the message brought by the courier was truly outrageous.

"The interest has increased again?"
"This is completely absurd...!!"

The originally agreed annual interest was 8% of the principal.

That was already close to the empire's maximum legal interest rate of 12%, but now they claimed they needed to collect additional money to match this year's increased rate, since the previous 8% was based on last year's maximum rate of 10%.

Do they think they're the Imperial Mint or something?

Among the letters was also a separate message from Financial Officer Grundel Trianis, whom I had sweetened up with a bribe.

He apologized for failing to change the proxy lord's stubborn mind despite his best efforts.
At least he seemed to have tried, rather than just taking the gift and doing nothing.

Regardless of the fat financial officer's efforts, the situation had already reached a breaking point.

These bastards have already bled us dry, and now they want more?

"What should we do now? It seems we'll have to take this to the Imperial Supreme Court."

Arthur Tarantino, the judicial officer and de facto leader of the vassals, asked with a troubled voice.

As the person in charge of legal matters, he knew all too well how corrupt the Imperial Court was.

In reality, only the judicial officer, Financial Officer Edwon Carlton, and I could resolve this situation.

Money issues between territories weren't something the security officer or people's advocate could handle, nor was it within the purview of the ceremonial position of consul.

"Since they seem determined to play dirty, there's no need for us to remain gentlemanly."
"You mean..."
"What's the point of having powerful connections if we don't use them?"

I smiled confidently at the two men and added:

"I'm scheduled to meet with Lady Lilia Hebron tomorrow anyway."

***

Lilia Hebron was preparing to go out early in the morning.

Though it was a bit earlier than her usual waking time, the maids hurriedly brought her armor, thinking that morning training hours would be longer as the days grew longer.

That was the kind of person Lady Hebron was.
Despite her noble status as a lady, she served as a knight captain, living and eating with her subordinates, and fighting monsters on the front lines.

"The tanner finished preparing it overnight."

The head maid brought in armor with a subtle gray sheen.

However, Lilia Hebron looked momentarily confused and said in a small voice:

"Ah... today I'm not training... I'm going out..."

"Oh, I see! I apologize. I naturally assumed you were going for morning training... In that case, I'll prepare light armor right away."

What the maids had brought was medium armor.
Lilia Hebron's usual outerwear for going out was light armor.

As the captain of the second division of the Wolfpack Knights, she always wore armor when going out. Naturally, light armor was more suitable for activities than the heavier medium armor used for training.

Just as the maids were about to clear away the medium armor and quickly leave the room:

"Um... I won't need armor today. Instead, um..."
"No armor? What do you mean?"
"Instead of armor, I need... s-something fresh..."

At that moment, all the maids froze in place.

Fresh outerwear?
Lady Lilia Hebron?

The head maid doubted her ears for a moment, but upon seeing the lady's cheeks turning as red as her eyes, she jumped up.

"Oh my! I apologize!! I'll bring it right away! What are you all standing around for? Start preparing for the lady's outing immediately!"
"Y-yes!!"

The maids began moving urgently.

Since she never wore civilian clothes except when her noble status needed to be displayed, news of her preparing for an outing spread throughout the duke's residence in an instant.

"A w-white dress? Would you prefer a white dress!?"
"That's too much...! We don't even know who she's meeting!"
"How many people would the lady make special time to meet...! It must be, absolutely must be a man she's recently shown interest in!"

For the maids, whose gossip usually consisted of rumors circulating around the duke's residence and nearby territories, there couldn't be a more interesting topic.

"A fellow knight? Or perhaps a noble youth from a neighboring territory?"
"Then wouldn't a white dress be appropriate?"
"It might seem too overwhelming for a first meeting... I think a natural look that appears effortlessly put-together would suit her best."
"Great! Let's go with the 'effortlessly chic' look!!"

The maids, with the determination of warriors entering battle, began bringing in fashionable clothes and cosmetics currently popular among nobles in the capital.

"We've prepared twelve different outfits. Which one do you prefer the most?"
"Eh, n-no, there's no need to prepare so extensively—"
"I understand. You don't like these ones from here to here. Indeed, the colors are too bright, aren't they?"

The maids began dressing the lady in perfect unison.

They dressed her in a one-piece with moderate lace and decorations, then tightened the corset.

Since overly bright colors like those in the dresses they had put away might give a chaotic impression with her gray hair, they chose an outfit combining dignified and luxurious black and red.

"It kind of looks like riding attire..."
"Indeed, my lady, you have a good eye. This is currently all the rage in the capital!!"

Since women's horseback riding was currently fashionable in the capital, the outfit perfectly aligned with that trend.

If she were to enter the capital dressed like this, she would undoubtedly attract attention in social circles as someone with an excellent sense of fashion, with people thinking, "Oh, someone who knows how to have fun?"

They added color to her rather pale skin and applied rouge to her lips.

"My lady, how do you like it?"
"...Ah."

Standing before the mirror, Lilia Hebron experienced a moment of cognitive dissonance.
This wasn't her.

Even when she attended social gatherings in the capital recently, she hadn't dressed up like this, had she?

Upon realizing this, she began to worry that Rubern Ailoy might misunderstand her intentions.

But with the maids beside her chattering about how she could now charm even the crown prince, how the duke would be surprised, and how her companion would surely fall in love at first sight and become the duke's son-in-law regardless of his status...

Lilia couldn't bring herself to say that her outfit seemed too excessive...!!

It wasn't that the outfit was strange—just that it felt unfamiliar to her.
In truth, even she had to admit she looked very pretty.

Moreover, the head maid, far from restraining the maids' excitement, was wiping away tears in the background, adding fuel to the fire.

"I always thought this day would come, but I didn't expect it so soon... You look absolutely beautiful, my lady."
"Th-thank you, everyone. You've worked hard."

In the end, she had no choice but to leave the duke's residence in that state, swept along by the atmosphere.

"Captain Lili—I mean, Lady Lilia... Are you attending a royal ball today? But why are you heading toward Rupel Territory?"
"Be quiet, Knight Raz."
"Yes, ma'am. But you really do look beauti—"
"Argh!! I said be quiet!?"

Being teased by her subordinate knights who were assigned as her escorts was just the cherry on top as she headed toward Rupel Territory.
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"Ugh... I-if you stare at me like that, it's quite troubling."

Lillia Hebron hastily turned her head away from the gaze fixed on her.

She thought she had become somewhat accustomed to people's reactions while coming here, but standing before the real Rubern Ailoy made her feel like she might die of embarrassment.

Last time, she had shown even more skin in a rather revealing swimsuit, but it was truly puzzling why she felt more embarrassed now.

"Do you perhaps have any other plans after this...?"

Rubern rubbed his eyes a few times and asked in a dumbfounded voice. His reaction made her even more self-conscious, so Lillia simply shook her head in response.

But just denying it would make things look strange. Having no plans yet dressing up like this would seem like she was trying to appeal to him, wouldn't it?

"My attendants got excited about going out in casual clothes after so long... and did things I didn't even ask for."
"Ah, I see."

The black-haired administrator finally seemed to understand, crossing his arms and exhaling.

"Well, you've been wearing armor all this time, My Lady. Even when you first visited our territory, you were in leather armor, weren't you?"
"I find that more comfortable... And you never know when you might need to deploy, right? These flowy clothes make it difficult to move..."
"I think the same way. It would be better if you didn't wear such clothes in the future."

Thud.

The noblewoman's heart sank at those firm words. The heat that had risen to her cheeks quickly cooled, and her eyes froze in place.

Well, she hadn't dressed up with any particular intention from the start...
She had thought it looked awkward on her too...

But who wouldn't be shocked to hear such words after making an effort to look pretty?

Of course, more shocking than the criticism of her attire was the fact that Rubern was the type of person who would bluntly say such rude things.

However, with Rubern's following words,

Lillia Hebron couldn't help but feel her emotions stirring once again.

"Any man would harbor impure thoughts seeing you. You're truly that beautiful. I personally know His Highness the Crown Prince well, and if he saw you now, he would certainly propose to you."
"W-w-w-w-what! What are you saying?!"

Her heart pounded wildly.

Where did he come up with such lines? How could mere words play with someone's feelings like this?

"Hahaha! Really, My Lady, your reactions are so good—GACK!?"

WHACK!
The noblewoman's fist punished Rubern's shoulder as he was laughing playfully.

She was a knight who had even opened her aura.

With a strike that was certainly not inferior to Rubern's training, the administrator took a critical hit and fell to his knees.

Looking down at him with an expressionless face.
Rubern's face turned pale at the sight of those red eyes glowing as if about to shoot fire magic.

She hadn't intentionally made that expression to instill fear.

Since the noblewoman's default expression was emotionless, it was difficult even for Rubern, who was relatively close to her, to guess her true intentions.

So Lillia quickly lightened the mood by pouting her lips.

"Idiot, you shouldn't play such pranks on a lady."
"Ahaha... your reactions are just too amusing. Commander Sianne doesn't react like this anymore these days."

If he would play such pranks on her, it was obvious how he must act with his fellow knights.

But she didn't feel particularly bad about it.

As the only daughter of the Hebron Duchy and designated as the future duchess since birth,

Until now, no one except Rubern Ailoy had ever played such mischievous pranks on her.

Even Siegbert Bauer, her direct superior as the pack leader of The Wolves, treated her with proper respect when she was in her capacity as "noblewoman" rather than knight.

It was natural for him to show deference to her as a knight commander and future ruler.

But that didn't make Lillia Hebron's loneliness disappear.

She already had no siblings.

While prominent noble families considered it the greatest blessing to have no siblings to compete with for position,

Lillia Hebron actually thought she would rather give up the duke's position if it meant having family she could rely on and be completely comfortable with.

As the second most noble person in the duchy after the duke, she always had to be a role model for others.

She had to be as dignified and strong as her father.

That's why Rubern Ailoy was the first and only person, especially a man, bold enough to play mischievous pranks on her.

To be honest, that fact made Lillia Hebron happy.

"Anyway, what did you really call me here for?"

Now for the main point.

When Rubern Ailoy first arranged this private meeting, she had no idea what he was thinking in wanting to meet her.

The black-haired administrator scratched the back of his head as if slightly troubled,

Then carefully began to speak.

"It's about a money issue..."

Money.

As soon as she heard that word, completely detached from pure goodwill, Lillia Hebron's face hardened once again.

***

"W-what did you say?!"
"That's how it is... Even though Saint Catherine herself visited our territory, we can't even begin establishing the designated parish because of this."
"This isn't just a simple money issue, it's serious interference in internal affairs!"

Lillia Hebron exclaimed in outrage. For someone who rarely showed emotion to react like this, it must have been truly absurd from her perspective too.

"We said we would pay back the debt and even handle the previously agreed-upon interest... what kind of unreasonable demand is this?"
"That's why we need the Hebron Duchy's help. If the duchy, as the heart and representative of the North, declares its support, it would be incredibly reassuring."

The principle is that disputes between territories should be resolved between those territories.

The Imperial Family intervenes when conflicts become severe, but conversely, this means there's no need for one-on-one confrontations in matters below that threshold.

The Karahan Marquisate was located northwest of Rupel.

Although it didn't geographically border the Hebron Duchy, it still couldn't escape the pressure from the duchy, the dominant power in the North.

I continued to emphasize to Lady Lillia Hebron just how much of a garbage-tier, cowardly territory the marquisate was.

Completely marinated in Rubern's rhetoric, she became a solid revolutionary comrade, promising absolute support for the Rupel Territory.

"Besides, my father has recently developed a higher regard for the Rupel Territory."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, he's even been eating chicken for dinner lately."

Last month, while I was practically half-dead in bed due to the effects of Lethal Poison,

As promised, we opened our first store in Masaret, the capital of the Hebron Duchy. The reputation of the Rupel Chicken Association had already spread throughout the North, reaching as far as the Barony of Kirten.

I was planning to ask if Duke Hebron had tried it, but from what Lillia was saying, it seemed he definitely had.

Chicken really is the best.

"And he particularly enjoys the new menu item you introduced—the 'Ground-Pounding Chicken,' named for its price that hits rock bottom."
"Really? That chicken was created specifically targeting the common people..."
"Father has always been interested in the diet of his territory's residents. He praised the Rupel Chicken Association for introducing a specially discounted chicken that even ordinary people can enjoy."

Ah, so that was the deeper meaning.
Everyone~! You know this was all part of my grand plan, right?

Before the Blue Cross Society unexpectedly appeared,
I had suggested to the RuCiH Association executives that we should launch a menu that used only basic seasonings to lower the cost.

There were quite a few people who wanted to try our famous chicken but found the price too burdensome.

We had lowered the price as much as we could, but 3 silver coins per meal was still expensive by this era's commoner standards.

I had to work hard to convince the association's big investors.

"So if I explain the current situation of the Rupel Territory to my father, he will definitely help."

"Because it's clearly an unfair profiteering," Lillia Hebron added.

With this, the military power to put the arrogant marquisate in its place was secured.

'I've collected the Power Stone, now I just need the Money Stone and the Mind Stone.'

Now it was time to find the remaining big brothers who would help me snap away half of the marquisate's pride with a single finger snap.
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Just like the Power Stone, the Money Stone wasn't difficult to acquire.

The merchant lord Marco Firenze himself was staying in Petaronto because of the brewery construction project, so I just needed to set up a meeting with him at a convenient time.

I'd always been sharp when it came to the logic of money. Without needing a detailed explanation, he sighed deeply and said he would assign financial officers from his merchant group to help.

I could see a hint of irritation in his intensely flickering eyes.

It felt a bit like "how dare you put your spoon in food I've already licked," but it was true that having San Mariano backing me was more reassuring than dealing with a troublesome marquisate.

At least Marco Firenze wasn't the type to cut open the belly of a goose that laid golden eggs.

"But what if they still stand their ground even after all this?"
"Then you simply go to the Supreme Court. I'll ensure you win. With a hefty compensation payment too."

That's what the merchant lord said. It was a statement brimming with confidence.

For a moment, I was tempted to irritate them further and take this all the way to imperial law, but...

The thought of having to travel back and forth to the capital regularly for several months made my legs tremble.

They say it takes less than 10 hours to reach the capital, but the perceived time felt twice as long.

"Marco Firenze... first time meeting him," Lilia Hebron murmured as we left the brewery.

Naturally, since San Mariano was influential in the southern empire, it was rare for its leader Marco Firenze to be wandering around here in the north.

"It's nice to make new connections like this, isn't it?"
"It's basically Administrator Rubern Ailoy's connection, isn't it? So wouldn't it be enough if just you knew him?"
"That's true too."

I couldn't argue with that.
This is why status matters.

As the lady of Hebron Duchy, her title wasn't just some random dog's name—if she wanted a meeting with Marco Firenze, it could easily be arranged with just a simple request to me.

Marco Firenze wouldn't refuse either. What harm could come from personally knowing the legitimate daughter of the Hebron family—one of the Three Duchies—and a future duchess candidate?

"Still, it was educational. This kind of thing... isn't something I could easily learn."

The duchess lady added with a seemingly satisfied expression.

"Since I'm primarily a knight, it's not easy to observe or experience administrative or legal work like this."
"Lady Lilia, you don't need to worry about that. What's there to worry about when you have me?"

I shrugged my shoulders and joked with her.

While I had gained Lilia Hebron as a connection, she had also gained Rubern Ailoy, the ultimate administrator.

At least when it came to administrative work, I prided myself on being able to easily outperform even those imperial administrators.

"Pfft, you're the first administrator I've met who speaks so highly of himself."
"Have you ever seen a skilled knight claim they lack skill?"
"Yes, yes, I understand. Even without you saying so, I know how amazing Administrator Rubern Ailoy is."

Her gray hair fluttered as her red eyes curved into a smile. I naturally averted my gaze from that smile that could make one lose their senses if caught off guard.

Having finally obtained the Money Stone, the last place I headed was the church stationed in Petaronto.

In this deadlocked situation, Saint Catherine Sissela was currently staying in Petaronto.

"Welcome, Administrator Rubern Ailoy. And the person behind you is..."

As we entered the church, the guide priest bowed his head in greeting.

Then he shifted his gaze slightly to look at the duchess lady accompanying me, and upon recognizing who she was, he stepped back in shock.

"L-Lady Lilia of Hebron Territory?!"
"Yes, that's correct. May the light's blessing be with you, brother."

Lilia Hebron made the sign of the cross and responded to the priest whose face had turned pale.

"How... such an esteemed person in this humble—no, no!! Such an esteemed person in this humble place...!!"
"I'm learning various things from Administrator Rubern."

The truth was that Lilia Hebron was following me around purely of her own volition.

She was a guest from a neighboring territory. Once I had invited her to my territory, it wouldn't be polite to just send her back after finishing business.

Initially, I had planned to let her rest for a day, enjoy all the chicken she wanted from the main store, and treat her to beer from the brewery that had just started production, but...

"If it's alright with you, Administrator, may I accompany you until this case is resolved?"
"Huh? There's no need for you to..."
"In a few years, I'll be responsible for an entire territory. There's no guarantee I won't get entangled in such disputes after I succeed my father's position."

In short, she wanted to see firsthand how to efficiently and decisively crack an opponent's skull in a territorial dispute.

To be blunt, no matter how well-prepared Lady Lilia Hebron might be, she would struggle against snakes who had been running territories for years, if not decades, before her.

Look at the current situation.

Even though Dionaos Rupel was just a count, one rank lower, he was struggling against a marquis's son—not even an actual marquis.

This was purely a difference in experience and disposition.

Count Dionaos Rupel might be a strong man and a warrior, but he wasn't cut out to be an excellent administrator or bureaucrat.

Similarly, if the Hebron lady could gain experience in advance, she would be able to handle situations more flexibly.

And from the Karahan Marquisate's perspective, wouldn't it be more intimidating if I showed up with the Hebron lady by my side rather than alone?

The guide priest nodded as if he roughly understood Lilia's explanation, then pointed toward the inner part of the spacious church hall.

"Saint Catherine should be over there."
"Thank you."
"Not at all, then I'll..."

I followed the priest's direction and flung open the door to the inner hall.

And my eyes met with Catherine, who was exposing her bare legs and putting on a red-lined ornament around her calf.

"...!!!"
"Oh, damn it."

I immediately slammed the door shut, but the sound wave shooting from inside the room penetrated the thin wooden wall and pierced my eardrums.

"I-I apologize for the intru—"

As I tried to open the door again to apologize, a mace came flying at me.

Crash! The mace narrowly grazed my head, fell to the floor, and shattered the wooden platform with a vicious sound.

"You blasphemous person!!!!! Your black heart is as dark as your black hair!!!!!"
"No, this is unfair!"
"Lord, one more is coming up today!!"

In the end, the saint's rampage could only be calmed after Lilia Hebron intervened.

The chilling sensation of the mace grazing my hair was something I would never be able to forget.

***

"But it was just legs... It's not like I saw your chest or butt—"
"What did you say?"

I closed my mouth as I noticed the saint's hand fiddling with the mace on the desk. Lilia, sitting next to me, shot me a look that said, "Please stop saying unnecessary things."

"You're such a strange person."
"Tsk..."

I couldn't argue back.

But I did feel a bit wronged. I just opened the door as the guide priest had directed, and I didn't know she would be changing clothes there.

Besides, if seeing legs is blasphemous, isn't the design of the saint's robe, with its sides wide open showing thighs, the real problem?

It seemed that Catherine, despite her title as a saint, had some kind of exhibitionism. Perhaps she was fine with showing herself to many people, but not to individuals.

"But it really is strange to show yourself to just one person..."

I imagined the saint calling me in a quiet voice in a dimly lit room.

Rubern, come in here. And as I entered the room, Catherine Sissela in her flowing sacred robe would be breathing excitedly, lifting her skirt and saying:

"Look at this, it's a glow-in-the-dark dinosaur."

Fluorescent Tyrannosaurus and Triceratops figurines would drop from between the saint's thighs. Why no Velociraptor?

"I'm going crazy."

What kind of imagination is this?

I shook my head vigorously to quickly erase the imagination that had popped into my head. Ever since the incident with Petra, my brain would drift in that direction whenever I let my guard down.

"So? Why did you two come looking for me?"

I took a deep breath and looked at the saint as I spoke.

"I believe you're aware that the establishment of an independent parish is being obstructed by the marquisate."
"Ah, if it's about that issue, I know it all too well. But if you've come to ask for my help..."
"The principle of separation of church and state. I'm aware of it."

Catherine Sissela's eyes narrowed at that. Her expression seemed to ask why someone who knew this would still seek her out.

But everything has its nuances.

In a world where some people slither through clearly established imperial laws like loaches, a vague "concept" like the separation of church and state could be twisted in countless ways.

"Saint, you don't need to publicly support the establishment of an independent parish in Rupel Territory, nor do you need to pressure the Karahan Marquisate, nor do you need to request support from the Papal Office on related matters."
"Excuse me...?"

The saint's amber eyes wavered.

"Just accompany us to the marquisate. Purely as part of your 'pilgrimage' schedule to neighboring territories."

Let me reiterate, the Karahan Marquisate was truly the stereotype of a corrupt territory.

The upper class monopolized wealth, the middle management exploited the already struggling commoners, and the oppressed commoners were the only ones suffering.

Count Dionaos Rupel did defend them, saying it wasn't like this during the time of the currently bedridden Marquis Saxen Karahan.

But a territory couldn't become this corrupt just because a delinquent son took over as acting lord. It must have been rotting away, knowingly or unknowingly, even before that.

No territory can be run by the lord alone, and just because the lord is honest doesn't mean his subordinates are too.

So.
Would the state of the parish in that marquisate be intact?

I was a bit skeptical.

Saint Catherine Sissela was not only a saint but also had the authority to interrogate and summarily execute heretics.

Everyone knew that the Combat Nun Order was essentially the same organization as the Inquisition, just with a different name.

What if we deployed a saint to such a marquisate?

Tactical nuke incoming!!!
The acting lord, who had mistaken his opponent, would clearly lose not just his investment but his mental stability as well.

Complain about violating the separation of church and state?
Would that even be possible?

The saint was merely making a pilgrimage to the neighboring marquisate while the independent parish matter was being delayed, and it was their fault for being so rotten that they couldn't manage properly.

Checkmate.

Catherine Sissela's mouth slowly opened at my near-perfect explanation, and Lady Lilia Hebron's eyes sparkled.

"What do you think? Saint, would you join us?"

After a brief contemplation, she bit her lip as if resolving something and answered.

Given her visible anger when I told her about the situation in the Karahan Marquisate, it wouldn't be easy for her to refuse.

"...If it's for the suffering people of the territory."
"Excellent. Then let's depart tomorrow!"

Who do you think you are, you local bully puppy, challenging me with your connections?

I'm not a thug.
I don't like insubordination either, and I didn't want to barge in and punch the acting lord of the neighboring territory.

But when you trample on finances like this, well, then I become a thug too!

There's no turning back now.
Get ready, you greenhorn.
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"Lord Regent, I've been informed that a delegation from Rupel Territory will arrive today."
"A delegation?"
"It seems they're coming to negotiate directly."
"Negotiate, huh..."

Farneri Karahan, the Lord Regent, snorted dismissively.

The capital of Karahan Marquisate, 'Seiken.'

A massive fortress that appeared after passing through the high outer walls and climbing even higher to reach the inner citadel. Despite being built several hundred years ago, Seiken still maintained its imposing presence.

Originally, the position of marquis in the Bolivar Empire was essentially equivalent to a border count. Typically, the moment one became a border count, the imperial family would bestow the title of marquis.

Before the western part of the empire was developed and the existence of elves living in that vast forest became known, this Karahan Marquisate was the northwestern frontier territory of the empire.

However, as time passed, the empire halted its westward expansion and pursued a policy of reconciliation by actively establishing friendly relations with the elves.

As a result, the influence of the Karahan Marquisate naturally diminished from what it once was.

Her father, Saxen Karahan, had said this was the natural order of things and that they should be content with their current circumstances. However, Lord Regent Farneri Karahan, who succeeded him, thought differently.

Continuing like this would only lead to their downfall.

Having witnessed the fate of fallen noble houses—especially marquisates that crumbled under the overwhelming military expenses after peace arrived following the Great Expedition—Farneri determined that she could no longer remain just another ordinary territorial lord.

Would the imperial family even care about a spineless family from the borderlands with no use?

That's why she squeezed the territory's residents even harder and accumulated wealth.

She did this to strengthen her already established connections with the central government and to respond flexibly to any potential political changes.

And part of that plan included absorbing the neighboring Rupel Territory.

Rupel Territory was precisely one of those noble houses that had rapidly declined after the Great Expedition mentioned earlier.

Once a territory that had even threatened the status of the marquisate, it had become impoverished overnight. Not only had it failed to recover by the time she took office, but the situation had been steadily worsening.

Wasn't it the perfect territory to absorb?

So she had gladly provided loans, watching with amusement as they failed to repay the principal and only accumulated more interest.

That was until a dog bone named Rubern Ailoy rolled in from somewhere.

At first, when she heard that someone who had been serving in the Imperial Black Lion Knights had been appointed, she dismissed it, thinking how much could he possibly change a territory that was already doomed.

If the opportunity arose, she had even considered subtly persuading him to align with the marquisate.

After all, it was the Black Lion Knights.

Not just in terms of military might, but excluding central organizations that could be directly intervened by the imperial family, it was the knightly order with the strongest influence in the Bolivar Empire.

Whatever reason brought an administrator from such a knightly order to this backwater, he was too talented to rot in Rupel Territory.

However, Farneri's prediction went wildly off the mark.

As soon as Rubern Ailoy took office, Rupel Territory began developing at an insane pace.

Those who had been struggling to pay even the interest were now regularly paying not just the interest but adding to the principal each month.

According to rumors from merchants passing through the marquisate and nobles living nearby, the once barren territory had transformed beyond recognition, earning high praise.

"This could disrupt our grand strategy."
"What's the big problem? It's just Rupel."

But at the end of the day, it was just a county.

Curious about how long a once-fallen territory could continue to develop, she didn't feel a significant sense of crisis.

To be precise, she judged it wasn't worth feeling concerned about.

"Let's leave them be for now. We still have plenty to collect from them anyway."

In fact, swallowing a somewhat ripened fruit would be more beneficial to national interests than a worthless garbage territory.

With such complacent thinking, Farneri had allowed their development to continue unchecked. It wasn't until the unified parish that the Karahan Marquisate held was threatened that she finally realized:

"Tell those bastards to stop right now!!"

Her plan was going awry.

"What should we do, Lord Regent?"
"Didn't I tell you to call me Lord?"
"...I apologize, Lord."
"Yes, that's better."

After correcting her vassal's form of address, she tapped her desk with her finger, deep in thought.

"Still, since they're a delegation, it would be good to hear what they have to say. It wouldn't look good if we just drove them away unilaterally."

In modern territorial disputes, the winner and loser were determined by who could achieve three elements more quickly.

First was justification.
Second was influence in noble society.
And last was money.

And among these, money was paramount.

Influence? Justification?
Such things could be easily resolved with wealth.

If one lacked justification or had little influence supporting them, it simply meant they hadn't paid enough.

The principles and justice of the world tended to follow money, and that was the value that everyone—commoner, noble, or emperor—equally possessed.

A commoner with money was better than a noble without it. That was Farneri's principle.

No matter how much Rupel Territory was developing, it couldn't compare to the wealth they had accumulated years earlier.

The Lord Regent smiled, sensing her victory.

However, it didn't take long for a shadow to fall over Farneri's confident expression.

As the delegation was said to be arriving, the Lord Regent, watching the group from the terrace with other vassals, squinted her eyes and asked:

"...Isn't that the flag of San Mariano?"

A free city developed by the merchant magnate Marco Firenze.

As a city that had accumulated more wealth than most counties in the south, any merchant group bearing its name was essentially an extension of Marco Firenze himself.

"I... heard they've been conducting brewing business in Rupel Territory recently."
"What? Marco Firenze himself??"
"Yes, Lord Regent."

One vassal made another mistake with the title, but Farneri's mind was already too blank to care about such trivial matters.

"Wait, and those... priests, what are they doing here?"

What caught her eye wasn't just the proudly waving flag. Those dressed in black from head to toe.

It wasn't hard to identify them as priests, but the one leading the priestly order was wearing a more distinctive attire.

A black-haired woman wearing a crown of thorns. To be precise, it only resembled thorns and wasn't actually prickly.

The meaning that crown carried was unique in the empire.

"The Holy Maiden came in person?!"

Where had the principle of separation of church and state been sold off to? Farneri immediately thought of contacting the Papal Office's Inspection Department to find a loophole, but the judicial officer accompanying her shook his head and stopped her.

"That's not why she's here. Since there's nothing for her to do in Rupel until the official approval for an independent parish comes through, she's on a pilgrimage to the neighboring Karahan Marquisate..."

Everyone knew this was just a pretext, but no one, including Farneri, dared to voice it.

It would be clear blasphemy.

Moreover, the justification was more than sufficient.

The Holy Maiden had a duty to travel throughout the empire to care for the faithful, and the Karahan Marquisate had never received a visit from her before.

If someone rashly spoke ill and someone here reported it to the Papal Office...

Not only would stopping the independent parish be out of the question, but it would also cause even more serious problems.

But even that wasn't the end.

Just as Farneri was about to summon her vassals for an emergency meeting, the head butler of the marquis's residence rushed to her.

"L-Lord!!"
"What is it? If it's not important, postpone it. I'm busy right now."
"N-No!! It's extremely urgent!"

The head butler, with a pale face, waved his hands pitifully.

"Among the Rupel Territory delegation entering the city, Lady Lilia Hebron from Hebron Duchy is accompanying them!!"
"The duke's daughter?!"
"We've also confirmed a letter that just arrived from the duchy. It was a personal letter from Lord Hebron asking us to ensure the safety of his daughter, whom he's sending with the Rupel Territory delegation..."

Farneri's skin changed color just like the butler's in an instant.

***

"Excuse me, why is there a gap in the accounting ledger here?"
"T-That... I don't really..."
"Call the parish priests. Who is the auxiliary bishop here?"

The first place to be scrutinized by the confidently entering delegation was the church in the capital, Seiken. To be precise, it was scrutinized by Catherine the Holy Maiden, who had tagged along with the delegation.

"Why are the children in the monastery so thin?"
"Children of this age are naturally thin, aren't they? They're very active."
"Then you should increase their meals. It means they're not getting proper nutrition."
"...I apologize, Holy Maiden. We will correct it immediately."

From the church to the monastery, and then to the orphanage attached to the monastery.

Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela, once given the platform, began enthusiastically setting fires, and the already chaotic parish of the marquisate burned like dry branches.

"What do you think you're doing! Involving the Papal Office!"

Some marquisate officials protested to me, but I shrugged and feigned innocence.

"Eh? Is this involvement? The Holy Maiden wants to tour her assigned parish, what authority do I have to stop her?"
"T-This...!!"
"And if the parish had been operating normally, it wouldn't have been scrutinized like this. You should have done better from the beginning."

After delivering just the facts, the Karahan side had nothing to say, only glaring at me with reddened faces.

Whew, how scary.
But that expression is just the beginning, isn't it?

"According to Imperial Law Article 38 on Interest and Transactions, unless a territory has been granted special authority by the imperial family, the maximum interest rate that can be set in transactions with territories is 5% annually."
"But the county agreed to it!"
"Just because the other party agreed doesn't mean there can be a change in the interest rate set by imperial law. That's entirely the responsibility of the marquisate."

After the Papal Office, the next to start the lesson were the financial officers directly organized by Marco Firenze.

They pointed out the imperial laws one by one, driving home the fact that the excessive profits the Karahan Marquisate had been taking from Rupel Territory were serious.

Since the financial officer of Karahan couldn't possibly be unaware of this fact, the fat Grundel Trianis wisely kept his mouth shut.

The marquisate's vassals immediately fell into a state of paralysis.

These bastards only knew how to exploit but hadn't prepared for when they got caught.

Well, who in the north would have expected this level of schooling?

And among all the reactions, the best was:

"...Grrrr!!"

Farneri Karahan, the Lord Regent, unable to express her anger at me due to the presence of a noblewoman of higher status than herself, had her face changing colors like a chameleon.

Uncomfortable?
If you're uncomfortable, adjust your seat, you bastard.

Ch.130 - Now This Tithe Is Ours (6)
"Y-you must be the rumored Administrator Rubern Ailoy. You're quite handsome, just as I've heard."
"And Lady Farneri Karahan, acting lord, you're as striking as the rumors suggest."

Just meaningless pleasantries. Strictly speaking, they weren't even pleasantries. How could they be when her voice was so thorny?

But as a former Imperial Knight Administrator, I had no reason to cower before the threats of someone who wasn't even a proper marquis.

Instead, I straightened my shoulders and spoke with confidence.

"Since things have come to this, I'll be direct. Our terms remain unchanged: immediate and full repayment of all debts currently owed to the Karahan Marquisate. In exchange, we'll support your establishment of an independent parish."
"...I cannot accept this!"

The acting lord was still struggling.

I couldn't tell if her continued resistance at this point showed determination or stupidity.

"Are you willing to take this all the way? You seem to have poured quite a bit of money into the Imperial Supreme Court..."

When I spoke in a lowered tone, Farneri Karahan gulped nervously. Her expression showed she was wondering how I had figured it out.

If I couldn't figure out something that simple, would I even be in this position?

"We also have our ways of persuading the Imperial Court."
"Ha... you're truly arrogant. Fine! Anyone can pull strings, but realistically, whose side will the court take? A newly established county that's just beginning to lobby? Or our marquisate, which has maintained strong relationships all this time?"

She's not even trying to hide it anymore, openly admitting everything.

Lilia Hebron looked shocked at how casually she revealed what could be considered shameful secrets.

But at this point, there was no hiding such things anyway.

It was only natural for her to adopt this "to hell with it" attitude.

My lady, there are very few people in this world who truly uphold chivalry and noblesse oblige. Your father and our count are the exceptions, not the rule.

I never expected her to yield gracefully. If this territory had been reasonable, they would have known they couldn't collect and would have cut their losses long ago.

If she had possessed a more strategic vision, she might have strengthened connections with our county by forgiving the debt.

But unfortunately, the acting lord before me was neither of these things.

"Acting Lord Farneri Karahan, I believe you're laboring under some serious misconceptions."
"What? Such insolence...!"

While she was outraged at my disrespectful tone, I snorted and began to tear into her.

"First, you are an acting lord, not a marquis. I am properly a baron appointed by the count, with a legitimate title. In fact, you should be showing respect to me, not the other way around."

She was about to shout something but suddenly closed her mouth. Only then did she notice the 'baron' insignia on my clothes.

Farneri Karahan's attire was merely ornate without substance, lacking even a marquis insignia.

Of course, as acting lord, she could use all the authority of her father, the Marquis Karahan, making her essentially a 'quasi-marquis.'

But that didn't make her an actual marquis.

Unless she had received at least a baronetcy from her father, she was technically below me in rank.

"Second, people often say justice bows to wealth... but there's one thing that stands above wealth. Do you know what that is?"

The acting lord glared at me fiercely instead of answering. Ignoring her hostile gaze, I continued.

"Authority."
"What nonsense! Money is authority! They're the same thing!"

I clicked my tongue.

That's exactly why you're failing. Authority and wealth have overlap, but they're not equivalent.

If anything, wealth falls under authority. With authority, gathering wealth becomes easier than anything else.

Nouveau riche often make this mistake. They think money can do anything. But that's wrong.

Unless we're living in some cyberpunk dystopia where mega-corporations control nations, wealth ultimately must bow before great power.

If money could do everything, would major conglomerates like Jae Dragon be dragged before parliamentary hearings, bowing and scraping?

They know it too.
It's better to curry favor with great powers than to oppose them.

And in this world, true great power means—

"Wait!? This is...?"
"I'd have preferred not to bring this out, but yes, that's right. It would be stranger if you didn't recognize it."

The golden lion emblem gleamed brilliantly. Though merely a carving with its jaws wide open, it was enough to overwhelm anyone who saw it.

"This is the emblem of the Imperial Family itself, a living law in physical form."
"How, h-how do you possess such a thing?!"

Farneri Karahan couldn't hide her shock. I could see the hostility in her eyes dissolving, replaced by subtle fear.

Lady Lilia Hebron's gaze wasn't much different. Understandable, since possessing this emblem meant the Imperial Family vouched for one's identity.

The advantage had completely shifted to me. With a relaxed smile, I drove in the final nail.

"I've maintained a certain level of friendship with the Crown Prince since the Great Expedition."
"That can't be..."

Farneri Karahan wore an expression of disbelief. No, not disbelief—she was refusing to believe it.

Only after I produced the Crown Prince's emblem did the acting lord finally lower her tail.

Should have done this from the beginning, right?

"I'll accept your terms..."
"Excuse me? What are you saying? What terms?"
"I said I'll pay the principal and interest immediately if you approve the establishment of our parish!"
"Those were the previous terms."

The tables have turned completely, yet she's trying to get away with just the original deal.

I suppose as an acting lord, she's never encountered truly difficult complainants. In my homeland, you'd need to bring at least a scythe to be considered a serious petitioner.

She must have thought she could bully other territories too, but now I'll show her what real power play looks like.

Actually, since this is between a marquisate and a county, maybe I'm the underdog here?

Anyway.

I opened my bag and threw a stack of documents in front of Farneri.

"W-what is this?"
"You've been quite busy during your year as acting lord. You've even evaded taxes that should have gone to the Imperial Family."

In truth, almost no territory was completely innocent of tax evasion, and the central government generally looked the other way if it was kept within reasonable limits.

The problem is that those who evade taxes usually engage in other questionable activities too.

The Karahan Marquisate was also making excessive profits on rock salt exports to the central regions, beyond what their contracts allowed.

I'm not sure exactly how they were generating these extra profits, but if it had been legitimate, there would have been records.

The central government doesn't allow local lords to profit at their expense unless there's sufficient value in it.

"I asked a friend of mine, and apparently the Imperial Family is obsessed with cracking down on local lords these days. What do you think would happen if I sent these materials directly to the Imperial Inspectorate?"

Farneri Karahan's face was now a mixture of shock and terror.

"H-how... how did you get this information!?!"
"That's a trade secret."

I smiled at her as she lost her composure. A true administrator's virtue lies not just in internal management but also in external affairs.

There's a reason I survived in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, where all manner of political schemes and slander run rampant—and it wasn't just because I was good at my job.

I tapped my fingers on the desk. The acting lord had completely lost her will to fight.

"Originally, I was going to have you write a note forgiving all the debt, but..."
"T-that's too much...!! At least the principal should be repaid!!"
"Yes, well, you did lend the money after all. Whatever your intentions, you did provide assistance."

I pulled out another document from my bag. It was a standard transaction document from the Snow Leopard Knights.

"Let's settle for repaying just the remaining principal of three gold coins. Immediately."

This isn't an era where I can wage territorial war and put the opposing lord's head on the chopping block. Excessive retaliation would only cause headaches since our territories border each other.

Who knows?
This lesson might make them tread carefully around Rupel Territory in the future.

"..."

The Karahan acting lord bit her lip hard. She must have painfully realized there was nothing she could do, despite her frustration.

"You should have been more neighborly. I could have provided consulting services for you."

I said with genuine regret. Our Snow Leopard Knights were already diligently managing the dungeons in the neighboring Hebron Territory.

Duke Harald Hebron's favorable impression of Rupel Territory was certainly due in part to the LuCiH Association and the cleanly resolved Blue Cross Society incident.

But it was also because we successfully fulfilled our promise to manage their dungeons.

The two dungeons that had been running terrible deficits for months were just starting to turn a profit.

"...Damn it."

Farneri Karahan spat out the words irritably, then stamped her seal on the transaction document.

"Are we done now? Please, I beg you, stop interfering in our territory's affairs."

This brat, she's really scared now, isn't she?

"Of course."

I smiled and offered her a handshake as I replied.

"As Acting Lord Farneri Karahan wishes, our team and the San Mariano financial delegation will leave immediately."
"Wait... just the financial delegation... Does that mean S-Saint Catherine Sissela and her guards aren't leaving with you?"
"Pardon? I wouldn't know about that. You should ask the Saint directly. Didn't I tell you earlier? The Saint's accompaniment with us was purely coincidental."
"This is different from what we agreed!"
"We truly know nothing about this. Besides, how could an administrator from a mere county pressure a Saint who is dedicating herself to serving the people of your marquisate?"

I pressed my palms together in prayer.

"I sincerely pray that the light's blessing remains with the marquisate and Acting Lord Farneri Karahan."
"You... you...!!"

Leaving the fuming amateur behind, Lady Lilia and I exited the marquis's residence.

Honestly, we really don't know anything about it.

Ch.131 - Now This Tithe Is Ours (7)
"I heard you're going to meet Administrator Rubern Ailoy, Lilia."

While she was being dressed by her attendants, Lilia Hebron's father, Duke Harald Hebron, visited her room.

Lilia had always been free-spirited by nature, someone who enjoyed pursuing her freedom and expressing her own will. Since she had taken the position as leader of The Wolves and reached such a level of accomplishment, Harald Hebron had largely refrained from interfering in his daughter's daily life.

Even when she had gone to Rupel Territory without escorts during her last vacation, he hadn't particularly questioned her about it.

Considering she was his only daughter, it wouldn't be strange if he had raised her with excessive doting. But instead, he was a true parent who respected his daughter's opinions above all else.

It was a parenting style befitting the ruler of Hebron Duchy, who commanded overwhelming trust and respect from his territory's people and vassals.

"Yes, Father."
"Make sure to maintain a good relationship with that administrator. Just like you have been. If you can put him in your debt, do so."

The duke said with a glint in his eyes. Lilia, who had expected to be questioned about her purpose for going, was momentarily stunned.

"Pardon...?"
"He's going to become much greater than he is now. He'll surely be a man who can provide significant help in your future life."

She was bewildered. Her father rarely spoke highly of others.
Harald Hebron had always been someone who valued both results and process, and just as he was strict with himself, he always applied the same standards when evaluating others.

Yet for her father to speak like this...
It was truly the first time she had heard such words from him.

"Though he only bears the title of administrator, he's already been recognized for his abilities by the Imperial Black Lion Knights, to the point where they created his own knight order. That's not something just anyone can accomplish."
"When you say his own knight order..."
"Do you think the Imperial Black Lion Knights would collapse just because one chief administrator resigned?"

Harald continued speaking to his daughter, who didn't understand what he meant.

"Even now he bears the title of administrator for the Snow Leopard Knights, but in reality, he's far more than just an administrator. Could a mere knight order administrator not only revive a dying county but lead it to a new golden age?"
"..."

Lilia couldn't answer hastily. Even by her common sense, it seemed impossible.
But that very impossibility was unfolding before her eyes.

All because of Rubern Ailoy!

"What request did you receive to agree to meet him?"
"I'm not... entirely sure about that. He only said he needed my help."
"It's fine even if it becomes a longer journey. Watch carefully what that man does with your own eyes and engrave it in your mind."

Harald Hebron turned around with his hands behind his back.

"Because he will show you the path you should take as the future ruler of the duchy."

Lilia stared at her father's back for a long time as he disappeared after delivering those meaningful words.

That was just two days ago.
Honestly, she couldn't grasp what his intention was in saying such things.

Only now did she finally understand what her father had been talking about.

The conflict with Karahan Territory. As the duke's daughter, Lilia Hebron knew all too well what an "independent parish" meant.
From the marquis's perspective, she could understand why they would act this way.

However, their approach was too despicable, and it was ridiculous how they had ignored the neighboring territory when it was truly struggling, only to try to take advantage now.

After briefly feeling disappointed that the request might not be as personal as she had hoped, Lilia gladly accepted Rubern Ailoy's request.
Besides, it aligned with what her father had said.

Following behind Rubern, Lilia took in every detail of how he handled the marquisate.

She had known for some time that he had a close cooperative relationship with Marco Firenze, the great merchant from the south.

But when he cleverly twisted the principle of separation of church and state to gain the cooperation of Catherine Sissela, the saint of Laterano, even Lilia couldn't help but be amazed.

*Not only did he request my company to leverage the duchy's name, but he also brought financial officers from San Mariano to secure a financial advantage. And now an unofficial alliance with the saint...*

With this level of force, he could pressure not just a remote marquisate but even duchies closer to the central government.

When she asked if it was necessary to go this far against a mere marquisate, Rubern smiled leisurely and said, "A lion gives its all even when hunting a rabbit."

Even though they hadn't yet reached the marquisate,
Lilia already felt that the goddess of victory was smiling upon Rupel County.

And finally,
Upon arriving at Karahan Marquisate, Rubern Ailoy's gaze transformed.

"Lady Farneri Karahan, acting ruler, I believe you're gravely mistaken about something."

It was certainly not the tone an administrator from a county would use when addressing an acting ruler of a marquisate. Karahan's acting ruler shouted angrily at his voice filled with rudeness and hostility.

But Rubern didn't care at all. With his gaze fixed on Farneri, he merely tapped his fingers on the desk.

"First, you are an acting ruler, not a marquis."

The moment she heard those words, Lilia Hebron felt as if she'd been struck on the back of her head with a hammer.

*That's right.*

Farneri Karahan was here as a proxy for Marquis Saxen Karahan, who was gravely ill.
Regardless of being able to exercise all the authority of the ruler, he effectively held no actual title.

It was an obvious fact.
Just as Lilia wouldn't suddenly become a duchess from a duke's daughter if Duke Hebron left the territory for an expedition.

It was just that in noble society, those performing duties as proxies for current rulers were implicitly recognized as "holding the proxy's title."

Strictly speaking, he was nothing more than the son of a marquis without any title of his own.

Therefore, in terms of status, Rubern Ailoy, a proper baron of the county, was one rank higher.

Having lost even the advantage of status he had been holding, Farneri Karahan began to crumble.
And the final blow came when Rubern Ailoy pulled out the "Imperial Emblem" from his pocket.

Even Lilia Hebron almost screamed at that moment.
A connection with the crown prince?

Thinking about it, there had been several times before when Rubern Ailoy had mentioned the crown prince's name.

At those times, he had spoken so confidently and naturally that she hadn't realized what was wrong.
From the beginning, casually mentioning the crown prince, who could be considered the second highest status in the empire after the emperor, wasn't the attitude a mere administrator would show.

As soon as he pulled out the gleaming golden emblem, a storm of consecutive blows began.

All of Farneri Karahan's justifications had already been erased.

The financial officers from San Mariano, like hyenas tearing at soft flanks, shredded the marquisate with the teeth of imperial law.

The priests of Saint Catherine Sissela, who had supposedly come only for a "pilgrimage," thoroughly cleaned out the churches of Karahan Territory that had strayed onto the secular path.

And finally, the dozens of documents thrown onto the table.
They were Farneri Karahan's sore spot and most vulnerable weakness.

*It's over.*

Lilia Hebron was certain.

True to her certainty, Rubern opened an escape route for Farneri Karahan to maintain minimal dignity, and the acting ruler who had been glaring venomously until just moments ago accepted the deal without a moment's hesitation.

There was no longer a tyrant there.
Only a defeated person, miserably collapsed and engulfed in helplessness.

With a single negotiation, Rupel County had all its debts forgiven and cut all the leashes that had been held by Karahan Marquisate.

*From beginning to end... no, from the moment Karahan Marquisate decided to oppose Rubern Ailoy, the winner had already been determined.*

She couldn't help but shiver.
Rubern Ailoy wasn't just a man good at improvisation.

He was a "hunter" who prepared everything perfectly and then played with his opponent in the palm of his hand.

The more desperately you struggle thinking you can escape, the tighter the noose around your neck and the deeper the blade cuts your skin.

Eventually, you die from exhaustion by your own efforts.

A well-trimmed quill is stronger than a sharpened sword.

It was a phrase she couldn't understand when she was young, but Lilia Hebron now thought it was absolutely true.

Could she make such choices in the same situation?
Could she lay inescapable traps in advance and achieve maximum gain with minimal conflict?

"I sincerely hope that the blessings of light be with the marquisate and Acting Ruler Farneri Karahan."

Gulp.
Lilia shifted her gaze to Rubern Ailoy as he confidently left the meeting room.

Those broad shoulders of his looked even larger today.

***

"Damn it! This, dog-like!! Never-heard-of-before!!! Administrator bastard!!!"

After Duchess Lilia Hebron and Rubern Ailoy had left the meeting room.

Farneri Karahan tore the documents before him to shreds and repeatedly slammed his fist on the round table.

"Arrrrggghhh!!!!!"

While none of the vassals dared to approach the rampaging acting ruler,
a man in a robe slowly approached and spoke.

"Acting Ruler."
"I told you not to call me that...!"

The acting ruler, who had been ready to growl and tear apart whoever addressed him, shut his mouth tightly. He was one of the few people that the man, who treated everyone roughly whether vassals or his own children, couldn't move against.

"Senior Advisor Erha."
"I understand your frustration, but now is the time to take a step back."
"Could you endure this? He severely insulted me. That damn administrator! With just a baron title given by a count, he dares to strut around like that...! I should hang his neck from the old tree in the garden, and even that wouldn't be enough!!"

Anger.
Behind the shadow of the robe that concealed the clear negative emotion, the corners of his mouth curled up.

"You've already stamped your seal directly. There's no way you can take it back no matter what happens."
"I don't care about that! If only I could teach that dog-like administrator bastard a lesson!"
"Hmm... then how about trying this?"

Senior Advisor Erha's voice crept into Farneri Karahan's ear.

It was a voice so sweet that it could even submerge the anger that had filled him beneath his consciousness.

Ch.132 - There Is No World For Adolescent Dragons (1)
"Oh, ohhhhh!!"
"I believed in you, of course I believed in our administrator!!!"

I entered Petaronto triumphantly like a general returning victorious from battle, bringing along numerous companions, and handed over the enemy's head (the contract) to the vassals and Count Rupel.

"With this, the Karahan Marquisate will never interfere with Rupel Territory again."

He seemed to think he was being clever, but I had already figured out that Karahan had been eyeing the Rupel Territory for some time.

So I eliminated any future problems completely.

If they had approached with cooperation proposals first like other territories, it might have been different, but acting this way wasn't going to be fun.

They should have known better than to take the bait and then try to back out.

"There are no legal issues. You handled it cleanly."

Even the judicial officer Arthur Tarantino, who was usually stingy with praise, wore a satisfied smile, and the sheriff heartily laughed while urging us to go for a drink.

The finance officer and tribune, who had been on my side from the beginning, were even more enthusiastic.

By brilliantly resolving several incidents, I had successfully established my position among the eight vassals.

And I had earned considerable trust from Count Dionaos Rupel.

"Then we can proceed with establishing the independent diocese as planned."
"Very well. I will personally visit Marco Firenze's winery to express my gratitude."
"Lord Marco Firenze will be delighted."

Count Dionaos Rupel nodded as he spoke.

Since he loved alcohol as much as I and Imen did, his approval rating had hit MAX from the moment I proposed building a brewery.

Marco Firenze also seemed to like Count Dionaos Rupel.

During his stay in Petaronto for the brewery establishment, the two met quite frequently.

"By the way, where are the Saint and the priests who accompanied you?"
"They haven't returned from the Karahan Marquisate yet. Shocked by the deplorable state of the diocese, they seem to be working on improving conditions."
"I see. They should have been more moderate... This will only tarnish Lord Karahan's reputation unnecessarily."

The Count clicked his tongue and rolled up the contract. He probably had a somewhat friendly relationship with Marquis Saxen Karahan, not just his proxy Farneri.

"And..."

Count Rupel's gaze turned to the silver-haired woman sitting demurely beside me.

"I sincerely thank you as well, Princess Lilia. You've been a great help."
"N-not at all, Count! It was all thanks to Administrator Rubern Ailoy. If anything, I was able to learn so much from this experience."
"Our administrator is indeed very capable. As his lord, I'm extremely pleased to hear you feel that way."

Those words warmed my heart. Such praise was something I could never have expected when I was in the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Memories of those days when I desperately lived just to hear a few words like these came flooding back.

See that?
You bastards, Levia and Kain?

You killed the goose that laid the golden eggs. Stay cooped up in the capital and regret it for the rest of your lives.

Just as I was trying to suppress my twitching lips, Lilia Hebron stopped the Count who was about to leave with a pleased expression.

"Um... Count Dionaos Rupel!"
"Yes, Princess. Is there something you wish to tell me?"
"I have a request."

Lilia squeezed her eyes shut and added:

"I... I would like to stay in Rupel Territory for a while... especially with the Snow Leopard Knights!!"
"What?"
"What did you say?"

Everyone in the meeting room responded with bewildered voices to this sudden declaration. Out of nowhere?

"W-wait, Princess Lilia! What are you saying?! You mean... you're not returning to Hebron Duchy but staying here?"
"Yes!!"

Lilia Hebron answered vigorously. It felt like an enthusiastic new employee declaring their ambitions and asking for any assignment.

But Lilia's outburst didn't end there.

I activated my logical process to understand her intention and asked a question.

"Why?"
"I want to observe Administrator Rubern Ailoy closely...!"

Her irrelevant answer shattered my functioning process. And why is her face flushed? This is driving me crazy.

"R-Rubern Ailoy! What is the meaning of this? Explain yourself immediately!"
"...What exactly did you do to the daughter of Hebron Duchy?"
"Hmm! Although it doesn't violate the imperial marriage laws..."
"I believed in you, Rubern! Yes, I knew from the beginning you were worthy of becoming the princess's husband!"

Each of the gathered vassals threw in their comments.

I felt like the world was spinning around me.

"Y-yesterday... Administrator Rubern said he would teach me 'how to do it.'"

What is "it," you crazy person?

Before I could react to this nonsensical outburst, Judicial Officer Arthur Tarantino's expression crumpled severely.

"UNACCEPTABLE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"
"Ah! You startled me!!"
"No matter who Rubern is, this matter cannot be overlooked! As a devout believer of the Law Church, premarital chastity is a sacred value that must be preserved! And the other party being the daughter of Hebron Duchy—do you fear neither heaven nor the duchy?!"
"Judicial Officer, please calm down! I don't understand what Princess Lilia Hebron is talking about either!!"

Princess Lilia, who had dropped this bomb out of nowhere, had to explain that all of this was for her to gain "experience as a lord" before she inherited the title of duchess after the current Duke of Hebron's retirement.

Only then could I escape the terrible perception of being a shameless playboy and virgin slayer.

Of course.

"Administrator Rubern, I know."
"Finance Officer, what are you saying now..."
"No need to explain. A man of your caliber certainly deserves an excellent woman like Princess Lilia."

Finance Officer Edwon Carlton placed something in my hand as he spoke. When I opened my palm to check, I saw a strangely shaped wooden figurine.

"This is a folk belief passed down for generations in our Rupel Territory. Legend has it that carrying this totem helps one have strong, healthy sons. I've seen its effects myself, so you'll need it too."
"W-wait...! It's really not—"
"Come now! Take it! After all the help you've given me, I have my pride!"

Though I tried to return it in alarm, the finance officer adamantly refused and disappeared as if fleeing.

It seemed I would have to be even more careful for a while. The vassals agreed to keep this matter secret, but rumors tend to spread on their own.

*Somehow my relationships with women seem to be spiraling into chaos unintentionally... No, stop thinking about it. Deny it.*

I shook my head urgently, dispersing the ominous thoughts.

After all I've been through to get here, I absolutely cannot get on a nice boat.

Absolutely not a nice boat!

***

After easily repelling the tyranny of the Karahan Marquisate, the Law Papal Office's establishment of an independent diocese for Rupel proceeded swiftly.

Much credit went to Decart, a former wandering priest and current knight.

Even after becoming a knight, he frequently visited churches scattered throughout Rupel Territory whenever he had time.

This helped the papal priests greatly in establishing a diocesan structure suitable for Count Rupel's territory.

After reorganizing the churches,
establishing monasteries,
and introducing the new priests to the residents...

"According to the doctrine of the Law Church, I, Catherine Sissela, officially declare the establishment of the Rupel Archdiocese as of today!"

With the proclamation of Saint Catherine Sissela, who had returned after thoroughly dealing with the marquisate, Rupel County finally became a territory with its own diocese.

Now the count's family could take 10% of the church's offerings as resolved in the First Laterano Council.

They were also guaranteed theological authority to officially present objections to the Papal Office.

To commemorate this, Count Dionaos Rupel paid off all debts borrowed from neighboring territories at once.

With the establishment of the independent diocese, the county also achieved complete economic independence.

It marked the end of the terrible past that had continued since the great expedition three years ago.

Everything was going smoothly.

The finances of Rupel Territory grew day by day, and the Snow Leopard Knights, which had been struggling with manpower shortages, became so popular that they temporarily restricted new applications.

All that remained for me was...

To enjoy a relaxed daily life just handling assigned tasks... or so I hoped.

"Dad! I told you not to open my room without permission!!"
"But Lucy..."
"Ugh, seriously!!"

SLAM!
Lucy's door closed forcefully. I stood there blankly, staring at the tightly shut door.

A crisis of a lifetime where neither wealth, power, nor connections would help.

The half-human, half-dragon had entered puberty.
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Here's the full story of what happened.

Recently, with all the incidents that had occurred, I'd been spending noticeably less time with Lucy compared to a few months ago. Plus, hadn't I been confined to a hospital bed for over a month?

So now that the issues in the Karahan Marquisate were resolved and I'd arranged accommodations for Lady Lilia Hebron, I decided to enter Lucy's room to chat and spend some time with her after so long.

During my hospital stay, Lucy had visited about five times. Each time, her growth was visibly noticeable. Her appearance had become increasingly refined along with her height. Lucy, who had looked about 8 years old when I met her with that Pirhak fellow before the Blue Cross Society incident, was now a proper young lady. She had matured to the point where she could pass for 12 to 15 years old.

Being half-human and half-dragon, this was natural in a way. Besides, though hatching from her egg was only a matter of months ago, if you counted the time she'd been sleeping in the egg, it would easily exceed several decades.

But beyond her physical changes, there was another dramatic transformation:

"I told you not to open my door without permission!"

It was her personality.

I tried turning the firmly closed doorknob, but it just clicked and spun uselessly. Lucy had locked the door.

Through the blocked door, her words pierced my heart clearly:

"I really hate this!"

More painful than an Arachne's poison sting.
More painful than a Dragon Knight's sword strike.

This hurt more than either.

***

"So Lucy kicked you out?"
"Yeah..."

Petra, sitting across from me eating her meal, looked at me with pitying eyes.

"That's what happens when you don't treat her well regularly."
"I tried to treat her well! It's just the world conspiring against me! What am I supposed to do?"
"Conspiring?"
"It means getting in the way."

After what happened that "night," Petra and I had become somewhat awkward around each other. No matter how much we tried not to think about it, memories don't just disappear.

Eventually, feeling this couldn't continue, I barged into her room for a confrontation.

Only then did I learn why Petra had been avoiding me.

-Between the Lucy situation... and some other people I'm concerned about, I don't think we should develop that kind of relationship right now.

For a moment, I thought this might be one of those worst-case scenarios you see in online communities: "We were both drunk. That night was a mistake," or "You're more suited to being a friend with benefits than a boyfriend."

But I came to agree with Petra's opinion that, beyond Lucy's emotional well-being, others around us might not view our relationship favorably.

Both Petra and I were busy with work.

Our already busy territory had suddenly received Lady Lilia and Saint Catherine—we couldn't afford to be leisurely dating in such circumstances.

Besides, the suspicions surrounding the Blue Cross Society hadn't been completely resolved either.

After several hours of sincere conversation with Petra, we concluded to "maintain the status quo."

I also got a clear answer about her feelings from that time.

-I like you. Do I seem like someone who would lie about something like that?
-No.
-So I'm trying to give everyone an equal chance. Honestly, it's selfish of me.

I wasn't sure what "chance" she was referring to, but what mattered was that things were resolved well.

Anyway, back to the main point.

"Why don't you ask Commander Sianne? Or maybe Percerscaron?"
"How am I supposed to contact a Red Dragon? It's not like I have a personal wyvern like that dragon-tamer Pirhak."
"Maybe you could look through ancient documents?"
"That's a good idea."

Petra looked up at me with her amethyst-like eyes and suddenly flicked my forehead.

Thwack!
It didn't hurt, but I was stunned by the sudden attack.

"What, what was that for?!"
"You sometimes need to remember that you're a father. These issues should be solved by both parents together. Not me. Do I really have to spell this out for you?"

Petra added with puffed cheeks.
Yes, I had definitely been thinking about this all wrong.

I put the last spoonful of rice in my mouth and said:

"Thanks, Petra. I'm going to go see Commander Sianne."

I got up and headed to the commander's office.

***

Sianne wasn't in her office. Usually, she was only absent from her office in three cases:

When summoned by Count Rupel or the vassals.
When the knights were deployed.
Or when she was training.

Sure enough, I found Sianne at the training ground behind the knights' headquarters, swinging her sword and dripping with sweat as always.

Despite the season becoming not just cool but cold, Sianne was still wearing light clothing.

This clearly revealed her toned yet beautiful figure.

I stared at her entranced for a moment before suddenly feeling strangely uncomfortable.

*She's still Lucy's mom... is it appropriate to train in such clothing?*

Recently, as the Rupel Territory developed, foreign guests frequently visited the count's residence. It might be fine when it's just us, but for others to see her so exposed...

*That's not good.*

With how many lecherous nobles there are around here.
If anyone sexually harassed Sianne, they'd likely be beaten to death by the enraged knights (especially Ronz).

I should visit that new clothing merchant who recently moved to Petaronto.

While I was thinking this:

"Rubern?"

As if sensing my gaze, Sianne wiped the beads of sweat from her face and turned toward me.

"Ah, sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt your training."
"No, I was just thinking about finishing up. The sun's setting, isn't it?"

As we were entering winter, the days had noticeably shortened.
Even Sianne wouldn't train until late at night unless there was something special going on.

"So... what brings you here?"
"Actually, it's about Lucy."

At the mention of Lucy, Sianne's expression stiffened slightly.

"Ah, Lucy has been quite sensitive lately..."
"Has she been that way with you too?"
"She just grumbles a bit. But she doesn't hug me like before..."

Though she tried to sound casual, Sianne's eyes were full of hurt feelings.
The emotion of "Mom feels really neglected lately" was palpable.

Her wistful gaze made me feel gloomy too.

"What did she say to you?"

I recalled the recent memory.

Just remembering it made my heart ache, and I began to understand how my parents must have felt during my own turbulent adolescent years.
Mom, Dad, I'm sorry!!!

"Ah, when I opened her door, she told me not to open it."

After hearing my explanation, Sianne let out a short sigh and replied:

"Actually... Percerscaron mentioned that a particularly difficult parenting phase would come soon."
"When?!"
"When she stayed with us for a few days after we dealt with the Blue Cross Society in Tipen Village."

This was Percerscaron, who had engaged in a spectacular battle with the original dragon. She couldn't just appear and disappear abruptly, so she must have stayed in the village for follow-up arrangements.

"She said a dragon's growth isn't simply a matter of time passing. It depends on how many experiences they've had."
"I know that."

Memory and experience are different. That's why dragons have long sleeping periods. They accumulate experiences while awake, then rest based on those experiences to reach a higher level.

In that process, memories that are mere dregs crumble away.
Truly a remarkable growth process befitting the strongest creatures.

"During this time, Lucy gained experience playing with the children of Petaronto and acquired various knowledge growing up among the knights. With such abundant nourishment, her growth has been rapid."

I clapped my hands at Sianne's words.

Come to think of it, Lucy's growth became prominent after the Snow Leopard Knights were reinforced.

Before that, there were only six of us including me and Sianne, which wasn't a particularly good environment for Lucy's growth.

But now, Lucy is essentially Petaronto's mascot, known to everyone from the Snow Leopard Knights' squires, administrators, and knights to the people who have settled in the city.

She must have seen and heard a lot, and steadily accumulated experiences living with others.
Now I understood why Lucy had changed so suddenly.

With Regius, an elven spirit knight and diamond-rank adventurer, as her personal tutor, it was like adding an accelerant to her already rapid growth.

"Plus, the children she was playing with just a few months ago have started keeping their distance since Lucy suddenly grew so much."
"Ah..."

I would have done the same.

If a girl who used to roam the city as the neighborhood leader suddenly appeared as a middle schooler, it's natural for seven or eight-year-olds to keep their distance.

Already, rumors had spread that the elven knight Regius was her home tutor, making the residents of Petaronto believe Lucy was half-elven.

Her appearance changed, and her race seemed different too.

Even in melting pot countries like the United States or Canada, racial discrimination exists among children.

When she became a completely different race, there was no way they could treat Lucy the same as before.

As a result, she lost what few friends she had, which must have been hard on Lucy in her own way.

Really...
To be a parent and not know this. I was failing as a father.

"So what should we do... Is there no solution?"

Being half-human and half-dragon, there would be many differences from human child-rearing methods, but parental neglect during adolescence usually leads to poor outcomes.

From the moment I first met Lucy, I promised myself I would take responsibility and raise her properly.
I had a duty to prevent Lucy from growing in the wrong direction.

And the same was true for Sianne.

"She did tell us one method."
"What is it?"
"Remember how I said experience drives a dragon's growth? Well, she said we should create memories that will remain strongly imprinted in Lucy's mind."
"Should we take her on a trip or something?"
"Hmm... not quite like that."

Sianne trailed off, lost in thought.
Indeed, it didn't seem likely that Lucy, currently going through puberty, would readily agree if we suddenly suggested taking a trip.

"What kind of experiential learning could Lucy benefit from?"

At that moment.
Something flashed through my mind.

I grabbed Sianne's shoulders as she continued pondering.

"Sianne!! This is it!!"
"Eek! Y-you startled me! What is it?!"
"The Orgius Sky Sword Style. That's what we have. We even have the secret manual..."

The essence of swordsmanship left behind by that damn Dragon Knight Orgius.

Orgius probably left the Sky Sword Style for his daughter.

Despite his somewhat roguish personality and strangely twisted parenting methods, his love for his wife, the Gold Dragon, and their child was evident.

It felt like finding an escape route from a tightly blocked passage.

I nodded, meeting Sianne's blue eyes.

"We'll teach Lucy the Sky Sword Style together."
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In truth, there wasn't much that Sianne and I could offer to Lucy, who was half-human and half-dragon.

Of course, if I were to force the issue, I could teach her the essence of Ailoy's administration, and if Lucy wanted, I was willing to share the administrative trinity of various schemes, political maneuvering, and personality manipulation.

But why would a half-dragon half-human like Lucy want to learn such things?

On the other hand, Sianne definitely had something worthwhile to teach. She was a powerful knight, after all.

Swordsmanship, combat methods, aura cultivation, and so on.

She had far more to teach than I did.

But in the end, being only human, it was questionable how much help we could be to Lucy.

Captain Sianne and I weren't the most powerful beings who had lived for hundreds or thousands of years and breathed fire.

Nor were we the legendary madman Orgius, the dragon hunter hero who not only hunted dragons but even bedded one and fathered a child with her.

However, Orgius's secret manual still remained. Why is it called a secret manual? Because even someone who knows nothing can train and learn from it—that's why it's a secret manual.

"This will definitely work..."

Since Sianne also judged that nothing could be better than this, we decided to resume our dawn training sessions that we had temporarily suspended.

The difference was that while our previous goal had been to improve our individual abilities, now our purpose was to properly teach Lucy the Orgius Sky Sword Style.

"First of all, the Orgius Sky Sword Style is divided into 14 forms. Forms 1 through 8 use a single sword, while forms 9 through 14 require holding a longsword in one hand and a short spear in the other..."

"Let's start with forms 1 through 8. Even for me, wielding both a sword and short spear simultaneously is impossible."

"It was difficult for me too. I believe the reason my Eren Sword Saint Style split into different branches was because we couldn't handle the short spear well."

I could recall my conversation with Orgius when I faced him once.

-Your movements are decent. Sianne Valeos, was it? For a descendant of my worthless sibling, you're quite useful.

*This bastard, so he hated his sibling because they couldn't handle a short spear?*

It didn't make sense logically, but considering the man who was unreasonable even after death, it wasn't completely implausible.

In fact, it was highly probable.

*Crazy bastard.*

Just remembering that time gave me goosebumps, making me shudder in disgust.

"What's wrong?"
"Ah, nothing. Just recalled an unpleasant memory."

Sianne tilted her head briefly, then dismissed it and drew her sword.

"The basic stance is to hold the sword forward like this. Straight, with the blade precisely aligned between your eyebrows."

Her posture was solid and unwavering. After all, Sianne had studied the Sky Sword Style to perfect and refine her own sword style.

She had already mastered the basic stance and fundamental movements.

The effort she had put into training—swinging her sword relentlessly even on rainy or snowy days—was already bearing fruit.

I met her gaze directly and likewise drew my sword.

Srrng—
With the cool sound of blade against scabbard, the silver steel gleamed in the dawn light.

"Then explode your mana through your heel that supports your center of gravity to accelerate instantly!!"

Pa-ang!
Almost simultaneously with the sound of air bursting, Sianne's sword rushed toward my face. I calmly caught the slashing attack with my sword.

Clang! Clang clang!!
The blades ground against each other, and white sparks flew as steel met steel.

"...How was it?"
"Hmm~ The movement itself was quite similar, but the weight feels lacking."

Unfortunately, I haven't even awakened mana, let alone aura. The instant acceleration Sianne just demonstrated was extremely difficult for me to achieve.

Therefore, my role in the "Orgius Sky Sword Style transmission operation" was to receive Sianne's sword strikes and help improve the completeness of the style.

Since I had briefly kept pace with Orgius's speed using Lethal Poison, I could quickly identify what was lacking in Sianne's Sky Sword Style.

"Then please try again!"
"I can do this all day."

Sianne twirled her sword and stepped back to create distance. Pa-ang! The air burst and sparks flew again.

"The weight improved, but focusing on that made your speed slightly..."
"I'll try again!"

Clang!!

"Both were good this time, but the balance feels off. If I had awakened mana, I might have been able to deflect your attack."
"Urgh... Then, one more time!!"

Clang clang clang!!

I continued receiving Sianne's sword strikes. By the time she perfectly executed the most basic swing of the Sky Sword Style—

The sun had already risen high in the sky.

***

Lucy had been in a bad mood for the past few weeks. There were many reasons, but even she didn't know if that was really why.

Suddenly, at some point, she became depressed, lethargic, and irritable.

Even though she knew she shouldn't, she treated her father Rubern and mother Sianne rudely. When she snapped at them during the day, she would feel guilty at night and have trouble sleeping.

She considered sneaking into her mother's room to sleep together as she had done months ago, and thought about consulting her father about her worries many times.

In the end, Lucy always chose silence.

The confusion wasn't limited to her personality changes. Her rapidly changing body also contributed.

Shelves that she had to look up at just a few months ago were now easily within reach when she stretched her hand.

Her once-light body had somehow become uncomfortable. Lucy, who used to dart through narrow streets with her small frame, now found it difficult to pass through a single alley.

Her legs would get caught, her head would hit things. Worst of all, whenever her chest pressed against walls, it hurt as if bruised.

And what hurt her most of all was:

-S-sorry Lucy... I don't think I can play with you anymore...
-Big sister Lucy, I'm sorry...

The fact that friends she had enjoyed time with started keeping their distance. Even the townspeople's gazes now mixed curiosity with fear.

Though her body had grown, Lucy hadn't achieved mental maturity, so this was quite a shock to her.

She suffered for days. She buried her face in her pillow and cried.

Meanwhile, her father was severely injured and in a coma, and her mother spent every night watching over him helplessly.

Lucy couldn't rely on them as she had before.

Everyone was having a hard time.

She felt she was no longer someone who could act spoiled.

Her tutor and one of the few people she could open up to, Teacher Regius, said it was because she had dragon blood but also possessed human weaknesses.

She had already recognized that she was definitely a different species from her adoptive parents, Sianne and Rubern.

She was of the lineage of Gold Dragons, wise and powerful, and she often saw things others couldn't see.

When darkness settled over the Barony of Kirten, and when that darkness reached Tipen Village creating somehow nostalgic yet powerful and therefore frightening beings.

Lucy could always glimpse that future and divine fate.

It was only ironic that she couldn't see her own fate, future, and the path ahead.

She was confused.

She relied most on Regius because he too was different from the people here.

Though she wanted to honestly share her worries with Rubern and Sianne, they were always busy, and she didn't want to burden them.

Yet when they approached her, for some reason she would get irritated and then regret it afterward.

Her friends had all disappeared, people's gazes had changed, and her mood would soar high one moment only to plummet the next.

More than anything else, mental instability was her greatest struggle.

As each day passed without improvement, leaving her increasingly breathless from the pressure—

"Lucy, Captain Sianne Valeos and Administrator Rubern Ailoy are calling for you."
"Mom and Dad?"

Though her mind wanted to rush to them immediately, her heart wouldn't move.

Watching Lucy hesitate, the spirit knight Regius gently patted her shoulder.

"You should go see them first, Lucy. You won't regret it."

Regius's smile and tone made it impossible for even Lucy to refuse. Perhaps it was the weight of his title as teacher.

"...Sigh, fine. If you say so, teacher."

In the end, though grumbling, Lucy followed Regius to the training ground without complaint. There, her parents were waiting for her in training clothes.

"Lucy."

Rubern's lips moved. Lucy flinched involuntarily at his voice.

"Dad."

As she answered, averting her gaze slightly, a sword dropped in front of her feet.

"What's this?"

The silver blade gleamed. These two who had always insisted she use only wooden training swords because real ones were dangerous—why were they giving her a real sword?

Confused, Lucy looked up at them.

Her mother, with golden hair just like her own, drew her sword and said:

"I'm sorry, Lucy. We were planning to tell you someday... It was our mistake for not understanding you properly."

Sianne's eyes grew moist, and Rubern continued where she left off.

"Lucy, you are half-human and half-dragon, born between the dragon knight Orgius and his wife, the Gold Dragon Epirosraxia."

They spoke alternately.

Dragon Knight Orgius. Lucy had heard this name once from the townspeople after the Blue Cross Society incident had turned the county upside down.

She knew she had dragon blood, but to learn that her biological parents were figures talked about by the villagers—

Just as Lucy was about to experience another identity crisis, Rubern Ailoy quickly continued:

"But they didn't leave you with nothing. They wanted you to navigate this world wisely and strongly."
"Dad...?"
"Pick up the sword, Lucy."

His obsidian-black eyes flashed. Lucy gulped at the sight.

"From now on, we'll teach you that legacy."
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Lucy raised her sword. It wasn't heavy, but it had a certain weight to it.

The cool sensation against her skin made her realize something. Lucy, who had always bravely led the way without fear until now, finally understood the true "weight of a sword."

An object that could end a life.
Something that could inflict irreparable wounds with just a casual swing.

"Try taking a stance."

Lucy swallowed hard and did as Rubern instructed. These were movements she had learned by watching over others' shoulders.
When she was smaller, she would often sit on Sianne's lap and observe the knights sparring.

"She definitely..."
"Yes, she does."

Her parents exchanged glances while looking at her. Their expressions seemed subtly amused.

"Lucy, would you try swinging your sword at me?"
"Right now?"
"Yes. I'll be fine."

Lucy didn't worry about hurting Sianne. She knew from experience that she was still far less skilled than her mother.

So Lucy charged toward Sianne. She raised her sword high and brought it down from above. A textbook overhead strike.

Sianne looked directly at the blade and gently parried Lucy's attack.
It was so smooth that there wasn't even the sound of metal scraping, and in an instant, the sharp tip of her sword was pointed at Lucy's neck.

"...!"

Her dark eyes, so like Rubern's, widened in surprise. A shiver ran down her spine.

"Lucy, you were born special. Because of that, you'll cross swords with many people in the future. You can't play with the neighborhood children forever. You already know, don't you? That not everyone in this world is good."

Lucy couldn't bring herself to answer Sianne's words.

Because they were true.

It had been the same during the incident at Tipen Village.
Though Lucy had bravely stood against the civilian knights then, if her father Rubern hadn't arrived in time, she would have been utterly defeated and suffered terribly.

Recalling the memory, Lucy realized how inexperienced she truly was.

Her face burned with embarrassment when she remembered how she had caused a potentially dangerous incident and then returned to the village humming the eel rice song without resolving anything.

"It's not that we weren't interested in you. We thought it was too early for you to accept this world. But now I see that we were wrong."

Her father Rubern added.

"Instead of waiting for you to grow up, we should have helped you grow."

Though she hadn't shown it, Lucy had honestly felt neglected.

Her always-busy father had consistently excluded her, claiming it was too dangerous.
Her mother wasn't much different. No matter how many times Lucy had asked to learn swordsmanship from her, Sianne had firmly refused.

They had assigned Regius as her tutor, but insisted that training be conducted only with wooden swords.

They hadn't allowed her to awaken her mana either.
Of course, even Regius had said it would take more time before she could awaken her mana, but if Rubern and Sianne had truly wanted her to learn properly, they could have accelerated the timeline.

In a way, Lucy's identity crisis was partly due to her guardians' misjudgment.

While they knew Lucy was different from others, they still wanted her to grow up like everyone else.
And now that they finally acknowledged this fact...

Lucy felt the knot that had been tied inside her heart slowly unravel.

"Lucy, your identity isn't that of a street leader playing with children, but that of an honorable and strong knight. You were born half-human and half-dragon with the blood of the Dragon Knight Orgius and a Gold Dragon, and raised as the daughter of the Snow Leopard Knights' captain and an administrator."
"A knight..."

Lucy pondered those words again. Come to think of it, she had always wanted to wield a sword. Whether that was due to the influence of her skilled swordsman parents, she wasn't sure.

"From today, let's learn slowly with Mom and Dad. Lucy, you definitely have talent."

She nodded at those encouraging words and took her stance again. The gleaming blade no longer frightened her.
It wasn't recklessness born from the unknown, but courage.

Lucy, the half-dragon, was slowly growing day by day. Alongside the parents she loved more than anyone else.

***

Lucy truly had talent.

Of course, as the child of Dragon Knight Orgius and a Gold Dragon, it would be strange if she didn't have talent, but Lucy's insane growth rate couldn't be attributed to bloodline alone.

Clang! Clack!

It had only been a little over a month since she started her lessons.
Yet Lucy had already quickly mastered up to the 8th form of the Orgius Sky Sword Style. She had reached a level where she could exchange a few blows with Sianne during their sparring sessions.

In my case... I was already done for by the time I learned the 3rd form.

"D-Dad...? Why are you so weak?"
"My beloved daughter, I'd appreciate if you could phrase that more delicately."
"Hmm... then, why are your movements a beat slower, your grip lacking strength, and your footwork unstable?"
"On second thought, just calling me weak might be better."

When I sparred with Sianne, we only exchanged blows to perfect form and attacks.

I never actually provided any effective solutions to the captain during those sessions.

Simply put, if I could block her attack, something was lacking.
If I couldn't, it was perfected.

Naturally, once Lucy properly learned the Orgius Sky Sword Style, I was no match for her.

Plus, she still lacked experience and flexibility, so she couldn't adjust her strength depending on her opponent.

When she immediately executed the 5th form, Mist Cloud, a drawing technique, as soon as we started sparring, I naturally ended up rolling on the ground.

Wait...?
Come to think of it, this happened once before...

Like mother, like daughter—Lucy used me as an excellent source of experience points and confidence booster, then mercilessly discarded me once she reached a certain level.

This is why you shouldn't associate with naturally gifted people! They think everyone can do what they do!
But that gifted person is my daughter?

Should I be happy about this or sad?

Anyway, there was nothing more I could offer Lucy in terms of "combat" skills.
Honestly, teaching her the Ailoy vision would be somewhat ambiguous.

Suddenly introducing Ailoy swordsmanship to Lucy, who was already learning the Orgius Sky Sword Style, would only create unnecessary confusion.

It's a bit of a shame, but if Lucy is happy, that's OK.

But that didn't mean I couldn't do anything for her.
Even if I couldn't help with her swordsmanship, there was one thing I could definitely do.

I carefully wrote on stiff paper decorated with gold leaf using a quill pen.

[Snow Leopard Knights Apprentice Knight Appointment Certificate]

I had explained the situation to Count Dionaos Rupel, and we decided to accept Lucy as an official apprentice knight in our order.

The reason Lucy had experienced an identity crisis was because she didn't belong to any group.

As she grew, all her old friends drifted away.
And since she wasn't officially part of the knights, she was treated as an outsider even while staying at the knights' headquarters.

I wanted to hire her as a full knight right away, but... that would be nepotism, wouldn't it?

There were already complaints among the squires that the standards for regular knights were too high, and no matter how talented Lucy was, I couldn't just make her a regular knight before her abilities had fully developed.

Besides, becoming a regular knight comes with significant authority and more important missions.

Regular knights were responsible for managing the dungeons spread throughout our county and Hebron Duchy.
Forming expeditions, devising strategies, dealing with resurrected bosses inside dungeons, and safely bringing back the spoils—it was an extremely complex and difficult job.

Honestly, Lucy wasn't at that level yet.

Even Barbara, the youngest among the regular knights, showed clear weaknesses in areas other than combat, so she wasn't assigned to dungeon management duties.
She just patrolled villages and towns within the territory.

And you know what, no matter how much I want to use my position as her father, she needs to start from the bottom and work her way up.

If I just gave her a position because she's "my person," how would we be any different from the Imperial Black Lion Knights?

I left them because I hated that kind of thing, and now that I'm older and more experienced, I have no intention of making the same mistake.

However, apprentice knights could be appointed much more freely than regular knights.
I think this level of parental advantage is acceptable.

This isn't the Imperial Black Lion Knights—anyone with a certain level of skill could join as a squire.

Lucy had already proven her skill by defeating me.
Of course, I wasn't fighting my daughter with my full strength, but strong is strong.

"...Sigh, such a doting father."

The vice-captain, Imen Rua, gave me some grief about it, but I decided to use my authority as administrator to block any further objections.

And so, on the day of the appointment ceremony...

I showed Lucy the certificate I had prepared as she returned from her daily routine.

"Congratulations, Apprentice Knight Lucy."
"...Dad!!! I really love you!!"

I was able to hold Lucy in my arms after a long time.

Oh, but I think you've gained some weight.
Why have you gotten so heavy?
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Lucy was overjoyed to receive her squire qualification. She was so happy that it was comparable to when eel rice bowls were served for lunch after a long time.

Watching my daughter like this, my heart warmed and I felt a tightness in my nose. So this is what it means to be a father.

But my gift wasn't over yet. I called Lucy, who was receiving congratulations from other knights and squires who had now reached the same status.

"Squire Lucy?"
"...Huh? Oh, no, yes Administrator!"

Lucy came walking energetically. My heart took a hit seeing her vivacious demeanor that had been absent for so long.

"Wait just a moment."

I took out a neatly arranged set of light armor from the cargo compartment of the carriage beside me and showed it to Lucy.

It was finished with high-quality, stiff leather directly imported from the north, and the steel wrapped around the chest, abdomen, and thighs was a masterpiece forged by Rupel's best blacksmith through four rounds of tempering.

Additionally, I specially asked Marco Florence to have a magician from San Mariano cast a lightweight enchantment on it. It would have the defensive capabilities of medium armor but weigh almost as little as cloth.

Lucy seemed to immediately notice the value of the armor as her eyes widened, looking back and forth between me and the armor.

"Dad?"
"This is a gift from me as your father, not as the Administrator, Lucy. Since you've officially become a squire of the Snow Leopard Knights, you should have proper armor, shouldn't you?"

Lucy spread her arms and hugged me tightly again. Looking up at me from my chest, her black eyes had transparent tears welling up in them.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry for causing you trouble all this time, Dad. I'll really do well from now on."
"That's how everyone grows up."

I slowly stroked Lucy's golden hair. Sianne watched with a pleased expression from the side, and the other knights clapped their hands while smiling broadly.

"Since we're here, why don't you try it on now, Lucy?"

Regius, who was mixed in with the knights, suggested. After pondering for a moment, Lucy quickly gathered the armor and hurried into the cargo compartment of the carriage.

Clatter, clank!
Thud!

The sounds of things falling noisily kept coming from inside.

Soon, Lucy appeared, lifting the leather curtain at the back, fully equipped with the armor. With a sword at her waist, she looked quite like a proper knight.

"How do I look?"
"You're beautiful, Lucy. You look just like your mother."
"Hehe..."

As Lucy stepped down from the cargo compartment with an embarrassed smile, the other knights' reactions were no different.

It's no wonder people mistake our Lucy for a half-elf. She's otherworldly beautiful.

Since all the squires who might have harbored complaints already knew Lucy personally, everyone in the knight order sincerely celebrated Lucy's appointment as a squire. Lucy was soon surrounded by people and burst into bright laughter.

Yes.
Perhaps what that child really needed was "recognition."

It was a fatal mistake by Sianne and me to simply shelter her just because she was different from others.

"It's nice to see this."
"Yes, it is."

Sianne, who had approached my side, said while looking at Lucy.

"I think Lucy will continue to grow well from now on."
"I agree. She'll experience and learn more in the future. Sometimes it will be hard and sad... but isn't that what life is all about?"

I burst into laughter looking at Sianne speaking like a philosopher.

"W-what is it!"
"Nothing. It's just funny hearing the Commander talk like that."
"...Hmph, I can't say anything around you."

Sianne folded her arms and turned her head away sharply. Finding her quite adorable, I stretched out my index finger and placed my hand on her shoulder.

"Come to my room a little later. I have something for the Commander too."
"...What?!"

Sianne turned her gaze back to me, startled. I poked her soft cheek with my finger.

"Ah!! Really! Rubern Ailoy!!"

Sianne jumped up and backed away as if having a fit. Her expression turning as red as the rippling sunset was priceless.

"I'm not joking, so you really need to come to my room?"

I slipped away, afraid I might get hit if I teased her again.

It was time for this old man to step aside. They were planning to hold a welcome party among the squires anyway.

Lucy would have fun on her own.
Looking at the half-human, half-dragon who had grown up in the blink of an eye, I lightly brushed my fingertip across the tip of my nose.

The stinging in my eyes was surely because I ate spicy food for breakfast.
Yes, it must be because of the spicy food.

***

Watching Rubern Ailoy coolly turn and disappear, Sianne Erdian fell into utter confusion.

Come to his room later? She couldn't grasp what the Administrator was thinking when he said such a thing.

Or rather, to be precise.
She had an idea, but she questioned whether it was exactly what she was thinking.

Sianne wasn't completely ignorant about romance.

As mentioned before, until her father was alive, Sianne had maintained exchanges with young ladies from other families.

She was eighteen then.
Among the young ladies she interacted with, some were already married to nobles from other territories, while others were not.

So at after-parties, where young ladies gathered in small groups to chat after sunset, rather than formal tea parties in gardens wearing dresses, talk of relationships with men often came up.

Of course, whenever such conversations arose, Sianne always desperately pretended not to be interested.

But in truth, she listened more intently than anyone else.

-He suddenly stopped working during the day and told me to come to his room before dinner.
-In the end, I ended up missing dinner time and fell asleep exhausted that day, you know? Hehe...

Just recalling parts of the conversation made her feel like steam was rising from her head.

Moreover, recently Deputy Commander Imen had been dropping suggestive remarks to provoke Sianne.

-Commander, did you know? Rubern Administrator asked about your body measurements the other day.
-?!?!?
-Since it's come to this, just go for it! Honestly, that consultation you had last time wasn't about someone else, it was about you.
-W-what are you saying! Besides, "go for it"? I don't do such vulgar things! But why would Rubern Administrator want my body measurements...?
-That's not the important part. You might lose him if you wait too long.

Deputy Commander Imen Rua's last words pierced Sianne's heart.

Certainly.
The atmosphere between Petra Administrator and Rubern Ailoy had been a bit strange lately.

Although Sianne was sometimes told she was oblivious, even she couldn't help but notice that much change.

When the two exchanged glances or spoke, their tone became subtly softer. Meanwhile, Petra, who usually clung to Rubern, seemed to avoid situations where they would be left alone.

Just like a secret couple careful not to cause unnecessary gossip.

'....'

As her thoughts reached that point, Sianne's expression hardened.

Sianne had already seriously confronted her feelings. Until now, she had dismissed feeling jealous over such trivial actions as pointless, but... it was undeniable that it bothered her.

And Petra wasn't the only issue.

Lilia Hebron from Hebron Duchy, who had become a new resident of the Snow Leopard Knights.

She was indeed a steadfast knight and a duchess worthy of taking responsibility for the north in the future.

But her expression, which usually revealed no emotion, was clearly displayed in front of Rubern.

Anyone could see it was attraction!

Yet Sianne couldn't say anything against Lilia or Petra.

Although she liked Rubern Ailoy, restraining him and interfering with his other romantic relationships was a separate matter.

In fact, the formal marital relationship between Sianne and Rubern was practically forced.

Everyone in the knight order already knew that the two had formed a contractual "parent" relationship for Lucy's upbringing rather than being a real couple.

The residents of Petaronto, who initially believed they were a real couple, quickly began to accept this fact as Lucy grew rapidly. Thanks to this, Sianne and Rubern's reputation and prestige among the residents exploded.

From her perspective, having just realized her feelings, even the excuse they had been maintaining seemed to be crumbling day by day.

And so finally.
Sianne took out the "victory underwear" she had received as a gift from Imen Rua and kept unused until now!!

A set of jet-black, provocative underwear that made her dizzy just looking at herself in the mirror.

Made with slightly transparent lining, the glimpses of flesh visible through the underwear added sensuality.

"Phew..."

After completing all her preparations, Sianne entered Rubern's room.

"You're later than I expected, Commander?"

Rubern was lying on the bed in a comfortable robe.

Such a blatant invitation! Sianne felt an intense rush of blood from her toes to her head as she awkwardly entered the room.

"How did you know to come in comfortable attire?"
"I, um..."

Feeling his gaze seemingly scanning her body, Sianne flinched.

Now that Lucy was becoming independent, did he mean they should have a child together? If so, they should first hold a proper wedding ceremony to become a legally recognized couple under imperial law...

All sorts of fantasies began to spring up in her mind. Once these fantasies started spreading, they wouldn't easily subside.

Before her eyes, she began to envision herself heavily pregnant, with Rubern Ailoy firmly holding her hand and feeding her strawberries in the middle of summer.

'Goodness!'

Just as she was about to cover her face with both hands and collapse on the spot out of sheer embarrassment.

"What are you doing?"
"Eh?"
"Are you feeling sick?"

As Rubern stepped closer, Sianne jumped up, waving her hands in denial.

"N-no! I absolutely wasn't thinking about wanting our second child to be a boy!"
"What?"
"Huh?"

Both of them simultaneously wore stupid expressions.
Followed by an awkward silence.

Only then did Sianne slowly lower her gaze to discover something hanging on Rubern's arm.

Clothing that looked expensive at a glance.

"Ah, so that's why you called me..."
"Yes."

Rubern answered with a grin.

"The weather is getting colder, so I prepared this gift hoping it would help you during training."
"G...ift...?"

Joy. Disappointment.
Happiness. Irritation.
Pleasure. Embarrassment.

A tidal wave of mixed emotions washed over Sianne.
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"Why do you look like that? If you don't like the color..."
"No, no! That's not it!"

Sianne frantically waved her hands. She was happy. Of course she should be happy about a gift someone had prepared with such care.

But at the same time, she felt embarrassed and disappointed. She had been the one who misinterpreted his intentions when he'd simply called her to give her a gift.

Sianne covered her inexplicably reddening cheeks with both hands and looked at the gift Rubern Ailoy had prepared.

Though made of good material, it wasn't something one would wear as casual clothing. Looking at its structure, it was closer to armor, but there were no leather or iron reinforcements to be found anywhere.

"What is... this?"
"It's training clothes."
"Oh!"

Sianne finally realized.

The reason the fabric was slightly flowy was for ventilation, and its toughness was to prevent tearing when rolling on the ground or getting scratched.

Had she not been told it was training attire, she wouldn't have guessed its purpose at all.

She'd never seen clothes like this here before.

"I didn't know. I've never seen this design before."
"Of course not. I personally designed it and had it custom-made."

Custom-made.
The word struck Sianne's ear. Custom-made items typically cost several times more than ready-made products.

Plus, the fabric was good quality, and the design was unlike anything she'd seen before.

Without even asking, it was clear that an enormous amount of money and effort had gone into it.

"It's special custom training clothes by Sianne, for Sianne, and of Sianne. Wear these whenever you train from now on. They absorb sweat well and dry quickly."

When she looked surprised, Rubern smiled knowingly and shrugged his shoulders.

"Why... are you suddenly giving me such a nice gift?"
"You've had a hard time because of Lucy, haven't you? Besides, after Lucy gained some knowledge, you were the one who mainly taught her swordsmanship, not me."
"Just for those reasons?"

When she pressed further, Rubern's eyes darted around. It was the reaction he always showed when there was something embarrassing he didn't want to say.

Sianne took a step closer to pressure him.

He scratched his cheek and answered in a shy voice.

"Well, I had custom armor made for Lucy too. I thought it would be good to give something to my unofficial wife, the commander, while I was at it..."

It was adorable.
And simultaneously embarrassing.

That she had been disappointed after receiving a gift born from such pure goodwill!

"Thank you, Administrator Rubern... I'll wear it well. Should I wear it whenever you see me?"
"Ah, no, you don't need to go that far."

His flustered appearance was quite amusing. Sianne pulled the custom training clothes tightly to her chest and her blue eyes sparkled.

Then suddenly.
A question occurred to her.

Why training clothes specifically?

Come to think of it, custom-made gifts were typically everyday clothes like casual wear or evening dress. Or armor, like in Lucy's case.

Perhaps he just wanted to give her something different, but Sianne felt there might be another reason.

-Won't you be cold in that outfit when winter comes?
-Once you release your mana, temperature doesn't really matter, does it?
-That's true, but... um... never mind. I just thought the clothes might be too thin.

In a flash, she recalled a conversation they'd had a few days ago while training in the Sky Sword Style.

At the time, she thought he was just concerned about her health as the weather was getting colder, and didn't think much of it.

But considering how Rubern had kept his gaze lowered that day, and how her usual training clothes were quite form-fitting...

*He was concerned about that!*

Joy spread across Sianne's face. Come to think of it, her regular training clothes did tend to cling to her body when soaked with sweat.

She never paid much attention to it during training, but to others, her figure must have been quite visible.

"Aha~, I see. Administrator, you didn't want others seeing me like that~."

Sianne's eyes curved as she waved the loose training clothes in front of Rubern.

It was a mischievous movement that one would never expect from the knight commander who was usually so oblivious she sometimes bordered on foolish.

Of course, this was something she had learned in crash courses from Imen Rua. The results of her nightly practice before bed were finally bearing fruit.

And the effect was tremendous!

Rubern Ailoy felt as if someone had struck the back of his neck hard and vanished. He tried to gather his tumultuous emotions and opened his parched lips.

"Th-that's not it... really..."
"But what should I do? Our administrator is so thoughtful. No, not administrator. My husband."

Sianne tucked her long hair behind her ear and smiled. An explosive sensuality radiated from the smooth white curve of her neck.

Pure pheromones.

"Should I give you a kiss like last time?"

Rubern froze. The floral scent he had momentarily forgotten began to waft around his nose again.

And Sianne didn't hesitate.

Smooch. Their lips met. Rubern didn't push her away. He naturally placed his hand on Sianne's waist and gently cupped the nape of her neck with his other hand.

Their lips parted. Rubern and Sianne were separated by barely a hand's width.

"Is this a secret again?"
"Yes..."
"The commander and I seem to have more and more secrets."
"To-today... a little... more..."

The distance between blue eyes and black eyes narrowed again. This time it was deeper. Rubern slipped his tongue between her slightly parted lips.

Sianne's waist curled slightly as Rubern pressed his finger against the joint of her waist.

Hot breath seeped inside.

Though the mood was sudden, Rubern had experienced this once before. He was no longer the inexperienced virgin from just a few months ago.

Except for the sense of transgression he felt from doing this with Sianne after having done the same with Petra.

Still, he wasn't virtuous enough to kick away an opportunity that had rolled in on its own.

He had already confirmed Sianne's feelings to some extent during their previous encounter in the infirmary. The reason he had been worried about his relationship with Petra was none other than because of Sianne.

Of course, from a common-sense perspective, this could be seen as truly despicable behavior.

But right now, Rubern was under the mental control of "Rubern Junior." Instinct had devoured reason.

Rubern, the virgin slayer, calmly continued his actions. He slowly embraced Sianne and stepped backward.

There was no need to go elsewhere. The two were currently in Rubern's quarters, and with Lucy's induction party in full swing, there was little risk of interruption.

Rubern slowly removed Sianne's top. Since it was basically an off-shoulder outfit, it could be easily removed by undoing a few buttons on the back.

Then, with a bounce, her heavy, voluptuous chest appeared, wrapped in seductive black fabric.

As if she hadn't expected things to progress so suddenly, Sianne turned her gaze away with a face as red as a radish.

Gulp.
The sight made his mouth water.

Rubern pushed Sianne onto his bed and blew out the candle hanging on the wall.

There was still a lamp on the desk, but the dim light only made the atmosphere more heated.

"Hm, hoo..."

Though they hadn't even started, Sianne was already letting out heated moans.

Similarly, when Rubern removed his shirt to reveal his toned body, Sianne hiccupped.

"Hic."

Rubern slowly climbed onto the bed. As he undid the waistband of the frozen Sianne, who was holding her hands tightly together, underwear similar to a brassiere appeared.

"Don't tell me, Sianne."
"...Hic."

She didn't answer, only trying to cover her face with her folded arms. Meanwhile, her chest bounced vividly with each hiccup.

"N-now Lucy might need... a sibling too...?"

That alone was enough to drive him crazy, but her final words were enough to break even the last control mechanism of Rubern Junior.

"Grr, grrr!! This is all the commander's fault for being so seductive!!"

Rubern threw off his bulging pants and was about to pounce like a wolf on the blue-eyed deer when—

BANG BANG BANG!!!

"Whaaa!?"
"Kyaaaa!!"

Sianne and Rubern both jumped at the sudden knocking.

Cold water was immediately supplied to their heated heads.
In the blink of an eye, Rubern rolled back from primitive man in just his underwear to normal attire and frantically gestured to Sianne.

Sianne, unable to either dress or undress properly, fumbled around before finally diving under the thick blanket.

BANG BANG BANG!!

"Ah, please wait a moment! Who is it that's in such a hurry?"

Most of the knights would surely be at Lucy's welcome party. Besides, if something had happened, they would have gone to his office first rather than directly to his room.

Then a deep voice came from outside the door.

"Administrator Rubern Ailoy! It's Sheriff Baker!!"
"Sheriff? What brings you to the knights' quarters??"
"Come out right now! Something terrible has happened!"

Rubern exchanged glances with Sianne once and then flung the door open.

There stood the sheriff, looking completely pale.

"What could possibly be so urgent..."
"A strange disease has broken out in the village to the east of the territory. Residents are dying for no apparent reason!!"
"What?"
"A young man from the village militia who came to deliver the news collapsed coughing blood in front of the Count. It's an emergency!"

I felt a throbbing pain in my head.

Damn it.
Why at a time like this?
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The time was 8 PM.

When Sheriff Baker, who normally clocks out at 6, rushed all the way to my quarters, it was clear this wasn't an ordinary situation.

"First... please wait a moment."
"I'll be at the Count's residence. Come as soon as you're ready!"

The sheriff hurriedly disappeared. I closed the door and met eyes with Sianne, who was peeking her head out from under the blanket.

She seemed to be thinking the same thing as me.

"I'm already dressed, so I'll go ahead. Please follow right away, Commander."
"Understood."

There was no need to debate what was more important. Both Sianne and I held crucial positions in the Rupel Territory that we couldn't neglect.

After finishing putting on my boots, I followed Sheriff Baker out of the knights' headquarters.

The lights at the Count's residence were brightly lit. Given the nature of the incident, it seemed to have caused enough commotion to wake all the servants.

"Administrator Rubern!!"
"Count."

Despite receiving the message just as he was about to sleep, Dionaos Rupel was already dressed for battle.

With a citizen of his territory collapsed and bleeding before his eyes, his anxiety was plainly visible on his face.

He could truly be called a worthy lord, but since what was spreading in the village was a "strange disease," it was forbidden for the Rupel lord, who didn't yet have an heir, to go to that village.

If he were to contract a powerful contagious disease, the situation would become catastrophic.

"Where is the messenger?"
"He went to call a doctor in town. I've isolated him in the annex just in case."
"You did the right thing."

I nodded. If we had rashly sent him down to the city, there was a chance that an unidentified contagious disease could spread to the capital.

But was there anyone in Petaronto who could be called a doctor?

That question didn't linger for long.

I understood when I saw the face of the person rushing into the Count's residence without even having time to wipe the sleep from his eyes.

"W-what's happening, my lord!"

Alchemist Campton.
The century's greatest herbalist born in Petaronto.

***

"Wear this."
"Wow, I'm actually wearing one of these."

I muttered as I took the mask Campton handed me. It was a crow-beaked mask like the ones I'd only seen in games and comics.

A genuine plague doctor.

I felt my chest swell with excitement as I put on the crow mask. The underground smell from the purifying moss stuffed near the breathing hole stung my nose.

In reality, plague doctor masks weren't very effective at blocking contagious diseases, but...

This was a fantasy world after all.

In a place where herbs like resurrection grass could restore even those on the brink of death, such herbs often showed efficacy in blocking contagious diseases.

"Hssss, hoooo..."

Campton breathed heavily like an evil swordmaster from a century-defining sci-fi masterpiece.

"Hssss... hoo, then... let's go... hoooo..."

The annex was located behind the Count's residence.

When I flung open the door to the cabin that even the servants were too afraid to enter:

"Ah, you're here."

Decart was standing there in his holy knight uniform, though I didn't know how long he'd been there. As a former priest who could still use healing magic based on divine power, he seemed to have volunteered to care for the young man.

By the way, where did he get that holy knight uniform? As far as I knew, there was no problem wearing it, but it suited him annoyingly well.

"How is the patient's condition?"
"Not good at all."

Decart answered with a grave expression. When a priest said things weren't good, they really weren't good.

These were people who could reattach severed arms if brought in time, yet even they were saying the situation wasn't good.

"What kind of illness is it?"
"It seems his throat and nose are filled with inflammation. However, it's not ordinary inflammation—it appears to be destroying even the dantian within the body."
"...Isn't that impossible without consuming poison or suffering from a plague curse?"

Campton, who had some knowledge in this field, asked with a puzzled voice. If it was simply a case of poison consumption, the solution might actually be simple.

But Decart shook his head.

"It's neither. Neither the blessing of detoxification nor the blessing of dispelling curses worked. I've already contacted Saint Catherine in Tipen Village."

Decart seemed to think that the saint's divine power might be able to heal the villagers. Certainly, that possibility couldn't be ruled out.

Traditionally, a saint's divine power was incomparable to that of other priests.

Most plagues would typically disappear with one holy smack from a saint.

That's when it happened.

"Cough! COUGH!!"

The young man lying on the bed suddenly vomited blood. I was startled and stepped back, but Decart instead firmly held the young man's hand.

As his eyelids trembled, unfocused eyes appeared. He painfully rolled his eyes and spoke in a dying voice.

"It's... too... painful... Father..."
"I'm sorry, brother. There's nothing I can do with my abilities. Please, just hold on a little longer."

Decart bit his lip hard. A priest is someone who heals, not someone who alleviates pain.

He asked Campton if there were any potions or herbs with strong analgesic effects, but Campton replied that unfortunately, a caravan from the capital had bought most of the pain-relieving potions three days ago, leaving none behind.

"The only powerful natural painkiller available for immediate use would be poppy, but... it's such a rare and expensive herb that I'm not sure we can obtain it at this late hour."

Campton muttered bitterly. Decart also agreed, looking at the young man with sympathetic eyes.

That would be the normal response.

Even Roger Ruski, a former spice merchant from Fisher-Pepper who now managed Imperial Stout beer production at Rupel Brewery, had introduced poppy as an extremely valuable spice.

But I couldn't just stand there doing nothing, fidgeting like a dog that needed to pee.

*Should I reveal it or not?*

The reason being that the poppy in question was being cultivated in the Rupel Territory under my supervision.

Let me explain briefly.

While this would seriously violate narcotics control laws in the modern world, this was a fantasy world. Poppy cultivation wasn't against imperial law at all!

I, Rubern Ailoy, would do anything "legal" to make money.

Why would I pass up a golden flower worth over ten silver coins per bloom?

Initially, I had paid extra to a self-employed farmer managing a small farm south of Petaronto to grow it.

But with the additional farmland granted by the imperial family as compensation for the series of disasters in Tipen Village...

A not-insignificant amount of poppy was being cultivated in the Rupel Territory.

Of course, it was less than 1% compared to other crops, but I could actually bring some right now if needed.

I had planned to mention it once poppy cultivation was more established, and then form a supply contract with Campton.

But now it seemed I had no choice but to lay my cards on the table.

"...Administrator?"
"Ah, yes...! W-why do you ask?"
"Is there perhaps no way?"

Decart looked at me and asked. Though he didn't know what I was thinking, I felt cold sweat running down my spine.

But thinking about it again, I had nothing to be ashamed of.

It wasn't illegal in the first place.

Moreover, in the current situation, it was a "medicinal herb" absolutely necessary to save the young man's life.

I nodded to the two people looking at me with half-expectant, half-resigned eyes and answered:

"I have poppy. I can provide it right now."
"...!!!"
"Are you serious?!"

It was the moment when the Count's administrator transformed into the Count's drug dealer (legally).

***

"The opium potion made from processed poppy is so effective that it's called a god-given medicine. While the processing itself isn't that difficult if you know some alchemy, the raw material is extremely hard to obtain."

Campton spoke as he ground the poppy flowers I had provided in a mortar, then steeped them in water to make a kind of tea.

"This is just a temporary measure. It should be sufficient as an emergency cough suppressant."

In an instant, an opium tea—a name that sounded like something the northern Ruski Emperor would use for assassinations—was prepared.

The young man, whose consciousness had been fading in and out, quickly stabilized after drinking the opium tea.

*The effect is incredible.*

No wonder they say it can free you from all physical pain in this world. Honestly, given how effective it is, the probability of addiction must be quite high, but saving the person comes first.

"Are you feeling more lucid now?"
"Administrator! Please, please save our village!!"

As soon as he regained some consciousness, the young man immediately clung to me. With a thud, he fell from the bed to the floor, but still grabbed my ankle and pleaded.

"This is all... because of that man. That, that outsider...!!"

Outsider.
That single word pierced my ear.

It seems this isn't a simple plague incident after all.
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The young man's condition had definitely improved. It's awkward to say, but drugs really do pack a punch when it comes to effectiveness. If only they didn't ruin your life along with all that pain.

At least with priests around, problems like drug addiction could be somewhat controlled.

For now, saving people's lives should be the priority.

"Then I'll head to the village as soon as the potion is ready."
"I appreciate it."

The next day.
As soon as dawn broke, I organized an investigation team to head to the young man's hometown, "Strarum."

Since Dionaos Rupel was taking the situation seriously, the investigation team consisted of ten people, including myself, Knight Commander Sianne, and three regular knights.

In addition, Saint Catherine, who had been in Tipen Village, along with her attendants, was already on her way to Strarum.

This was a plague, after all.

Until we identified the cause of this strange disease, we might have to burn the entire village or build separate isolation facilities to manage the residents in the worst-case scenario.

It's a thousand times better to overreact and prevent potential accidents than to be careless and let it spread throughout the territory.

Plus, there was the outsider the young man mentioned.

*The Blue Cross Society can't be ruled out as a possibility.*

Given the recent incident in Tipen Village where the remains of a dragon and a hero were resurrected as undead, it's possible their remnants are causing trouble in the count's territory again.

When we examined the bodies of the Blue Cross Society members, we confirmed that other executives were scattered throughout the Empire and across the continent.

I mounted my horse, which had been with me since my days in the Imperial Black Lion Knights until now.

Lucy and Petra, who were assigned to headquarters duty, stood there.

"I'll be back. Both of you take good care of the Count."
"Don't worry and come back safely, Dad!"
"Leave everything to us here, Brother."

Dad and Brother.
Just hearing those titles made me feel HIGH.

Lucy had officially become a squire as of yesterday, so I was confident she could take care of herself.

Even though she had only mastered up to the eighth form, the Orgius Sky Sword Style that Lucy had learned was truly powerful.

"We're ready to depart, Rubern."

Sianne, who was mounted on a horse beside me, said.

When I turned around after hearing those words, Ronz, Heintz, Decart, and Liberio, who were part of the investigation team, were nodding at me.

Including the squires following behind and the troops mobilized by Dionaos Rupel's orders, we had about fifty people in total.

It wasn't as large as our previous expedition to Tipen Village, but it was still quite substantial.

We also packed plenty of crow masks for other personnel in case of emergency, along with potions stored by the knights.

Fully prepared.

Unless a dragon suddenly appeared like last time or some equivalent monster showed up, this number of people and equipment should be sufficient to handle anything.

"Then let's get going..."
"Administrator Rubern!"

Just as we were about to depart, Security Chief Baker, who had constantly clashed with me until just a few months ago, called out to me with a voice full of trust.

"How long will it take to reach Strarum?"
"If we take the newly opened Iron Road, we should arrive in less than four hours."

Thanks to the imperial support received after the incident in Tipen Village, the Iron Road construction project in Rupel Territory was nearing completion.

Although the small eastern village of Strarum wasn't directly on the Iron Road, it was geographically close to the road, so we could reach it without much difficulty.

"I'm counting on you again, Administrator. I trust only you."
"Weren't you disliking me just a few months ago, and now you're acting like this?"
"N-no! I didn't dislike you then, I was simply cautious! With so many outsiders trying to scam us, I couldn't help but be suspicious!"

The Security Chief rolled his eyes in embarrassment at my pointed remark. I couldn't help but laugh at his obvious reaction.

"Alright. Leave it to me. Have you ever seen me handle a job poorly?"
"True... When you return, I'll buy you a drink."
"I'll have Imperial Stout. Or Blue Whiskey."

Both were expensive drinks. The Security Chief's face wrinkled slightly, as he was also a connoisseur of alcohol like me.

"Damn it! Fine! Can't I afford to buy you one of those? Just come back safely. I'd like to accompany you if I could, but with some of Petaronto's garrison forces being mobilized, there would be gaps in the city's defenses."

Since this was a plague, the Security Chief was particularly interested in this expedition compared to other vassals.

The outbreak of an epidemic would inevitably lead to the collapse of public security.

"I'll be counting on you as always."
"Yes."
"Snow Leopard Knights, move out!!"

With those final words, Sianne flicked her horse's reins and took the lead.

The sky was hazy with the cold winter wind blowing. It was as if it were warning us as we set out, hoping against hope that nothing would happen.

***

Catherine Sissela, the Saint of Laterano, headed straight to Strarum with two holy knights dispatched from the Papal Office for protection, two battle nuns, and bishop-level priests.

Plague.

The word, which seemed to drain life just by its name, was not unfamiliar to Catherine, the Saint of Laterano.

She was not only the Saint of the Papal Office, whose symbolism and authority rivaled that of the Pope, but also the head of the Battle Nuns and a standing advisor to the Inquisition.

In fact, contrary to what was known to the public, her main duties were not listening to citizens' everyday concerns, providing bread and water to economically disadvantaged neighbors, or leading them to restful waters.

Catherine's main duties were smashing the heads of heretics and demons like the Blue Cross Society,

Attending cardinal meetings to mediate among sinister old men,

And passing righteous judgment on all manner of wrongdoings occurring throughout the continent.

And most of those wrongdoings were usually accompanied by words like "plague" or "contamination."

As the Saint of Laterano, Catherine had a duty to stop this before it grew larger.

"Why do these things only happen in Rupel Territory..."
"Indeed."

Inside the carriage, Bishop Medes Clementine, sitting next to Saint Catherine, muttered bitterly.

He was the newly appointed assistant bishop of Rupel County.

"Some great conspiracy must be targeting this county."
"But wasn't this county on the verge of bankruptcy until just a few months ago? Why would demon worshippers target such a territory..."
"It's precisely because it's such a territory that they targeted it. Isn't it the perfect place to build a nest?"

Thinking about it, that made sense.

A territory on the verge of bankruptcy would have virtually paralyzed administrative capabilities reaching local areas, which would lead to the collapse of public security as all sorts of bandits and monsters gathered.

A territory in chaos both internally and externally.

It would certainly have become a place of apostasy for those who always operate in the shadows.

"Still, it's fortunate that the administration was normalized before it was too late. The problems erupting here and there are probably due to the forces of evil crawling out as the water starts to clear."

Filthy pests thrive in equally filthy environments. The cleaner the environment becomes, the fewer places pests have to stand.

Given that Rupel County is currently experiencing what could be called a second golden age of brilliant development,

As Assistant Bishop Medes said, there's a high probability that they're rebelling before completing their work.

"...Then Administrator Rubern Ailoy has essentially saved the territory."

'Administrator' – the one who made all this possible.

His abilities could hardly be attributed to a mere administrator. It was no wonder he had been designated as a person of interest within the Papal Office.

"Yes, economically, physically, and spiritually."

It was a response that somehow struck a chord. A person who directly does what the Papal Office, losing its luster due to all kinds of slander, cannot do.

Such a righteous person should be an 'Apostle of Laterano.'

Catherine couldn't help but click her tongue as she thought of the current Apostle of Laterano, who, far from saving the faithful, stayed cooped up in the Papal Office and constantly made advances toward her.

"Saint, Strarum is visible over there."

At that moment, the man sitting in the coachman's seat lifted the curtain and announced. Thanks to the highway that one would expect to see only in the capital, they had arrived much faster than expected.

The Saint opened the window that had been covered with black cloth. A small village faintly visible beyond the wide-stretching hills.

The empty fields, cleared for winter, gave off an even more desolate atmosphere.

"I can already smell evil."
"Be careful, Saint."

Catherine unconsciously touched the mace attached to her waist, feeling the weight of the atmosphere on her shoulders.

"I pray."

Now she could only hope that all the villagers were safe.
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What was Strarum famous for again?

When I first took office in the territory, I had researched the size and specialties of the villages belonging to Count Rupel's domain.

After all, to revive the territory, I needed to know what resources were available within it.

The fact that I couldn't immediately recall suggests it probably wasn't anything particularly remarkable.

*Come to think of it, aside from the mining town of Jahed, there weren't any places with truly exceptional resources...*

Still, from what I could tell of the surrounding terrain, it didn't appear to be connected to any mountainous regions.

Strarum was likely just another farming community like most villages in the Rupel Territory.

"Could it really be a plague?"
"It could also be a curse. Among the unnecessarily talented black mages, there are those who cast curses on entire towns or even cities."

Sianne, who was riding beside me, spoke up. It had been about an hour since we left the Iron Road. The sun was still up, but I could feel the air growing increasingly cold.

Whether it was due to winter's chill or something else, I couldn't tell.

"That's why we brought the Holy Maiden along, isn't it? Since she went ahead, if black mages were indeed the cause, it might already be resolved."
"I really hope Rubern is right."

Sianne muttered in an anxious voice.

After the major incident in Tipen Village, we had been working to root out black mages scattered throughout the territory.

In addition to the knights, we coordinated with the military corps to apprehend and verify anyone even slightly suspicious.

Whether they were acting out of fear of being caught, or our efforts were simply insufficient...

"Whatever the case, now that it's been reported to us, they won't escape easily."
"Still, we shouldn't rule out the possibility of a simple plague, right?"
"Yes, so put on your mask as soon as we reach the village. If you catch the plague, we're leaving you behind."
"...Tch, would it kill you to say things more nicely?"

After making a light joke to lighten the mood, I called out to the rest of the party following behind us.

"We'll reach the village soon! Everyone put on the masks I distributed earlier!"

The knights hurriedly donned their masks at my command.

However, since the Snow Leopard Knights' uniforms were predominantly white, the black leather crow masks created a strange synergy.

White attire with black crow masks.

They looked exactly like apocalyptic white knights bringing plague.

"Looking at us now, the heretics might think we're the black mages hiding in that village, not them."
"...Don't say such ominous things!!"
"Aren't we about to get hit by holy magic?"

Sianne sighed deeply at my continued jokes. The judgmental gaze I felt through her mask was just a bonus.

"Really! Rubern, you need to be more careful. They say words can become reality."
"Come on, you don't really think that would happen? Even that impulsive Holy Maiden wouldn't just blast us with holy magic out of nowhere. It's just a joke to ease the tension."
"While it's true that too much tension isn't good, right now it might be better to maintain some level of—"

But Sianne couldn't finish her sentence.

"Light!!!"

Suddenly, a voice that shook heaven and earth rang out.

KWAAANG!!!

A blinding light fell from the sky. For a moment, it felt like the sun had crashed down right in front of us.

Neigh!! The horses startled and reared at the sudden flash.

Some squires, not accustomed to riding, lost their balance and fell off.

"Ugh...!?"
"Aaargh!! My eyes!! How dare you use such cowardly tactics to blind us! You're not even a man!"

Even the experienced knights staggered, frantically trying to calm their panicking horses.

Then came a familiar cold, heavy voice.

"You are surrounded by the Papal Office, heretics!! I, Catherine Sissela, the rightful representative, will now begin the holy trial..."

Momentarily stunned by the sudden attack, I quickly assessed the situation and urgently threw off my mask, shouting:

"Stop!!! STOP!!!! We're the Snow Leopard Knights! We're allies!!!"
"Wha?"

Then came a stupid utterance, as if someone had bitten their tongue.

"Ru-Rubern Ailoy? And beside him... Commander Sianne?!"

Now I understand why the old saying goes that wives are never wrong.

I never dreamed I'd actually get hit by holy magic.

It was an impressive fulfillment of foreshadowing that made me want to applaud and do a backflip, but I couldn't joke anymore.

"Administrator, want to get hit?"
"No, ma'am."

If I said one more word, I was sure Sianne would actually hit me.

***

"I'm so sorry! We heard that a large group wearing suspicious masks was approaching the village... I naturally assumed you were heretics."

Catherine Sissela bowed her head deeply in apology. She must have already set up detection barriers throughout the area despite having arrived at the village not long ago.

Thoroughness is good, but attacking with holy magic without question? I've underestimated the Papal Office's brutality once again.

Still, I didn't mind too much, considering it as getting the bad luck out of the way.

Holy magic is only fatal to those with evil energy; for others, it just temporarily blinds them as it did now.

Fortunately, it seemed none of my companions had fallen to the dark path.

"How's the village situation? It seems you haven't found the cause of this trouble yet..."
"Yes, shamefully so."

Catherine admitted readily. To be fair, it would have been strange if her party, having arrived only a few hours before us, had already resolved everything.

She bit her lip slightly in frustration before continuing.

"We simply cannot find the source of the plague. Even the water supply, which was the primary suspect, shows no issues."
"Have you examined this year's harvested grain?"
"Yes, we've checked all the grain remaining in the food storage."

That was at least some relief. If it had been the grain, Catherine and I would have had to make a "nation-saving decision." Not a massacre, of course, but temporarily controlling Rupel's entire food supply network to track down contaminated grain.

I'm not some degenerate who would wipe out an entire city for no reason. Besides, I don't have that kind of authority anyway.

"We're completely at a loss. And the number of deceased villagers is already approaching ten. If we had been even a day later, there would have been many more casualties."
"What are the symptoms?"
"They writhe in pain before dying of shock."
"Damn it."
"The priests and I are doing our best, but at this rate, we can barely maintain the status quo, let alone treat this mysterious illness..."
"Rubern, what should we do now?"

Sianne looked just as frustrated.

While they could handle monster attacks, curses or plagues that couldn't be seen posed a challenge even for the most skilled knights.

Still, we couldn't just stand by and do nothing. I pointed to the carriage we had brought, addressing Catherine with her helpless expression.

"For now, let's distribute the potions we brought to the villagers as sparingly as possible. We've confirmed their effectiveness. Even as a temporary measure, it should be enough to put out the urgent fire."

Moreover, alchemist Compton was expected to arrive soon with pure opium potions made from the poppies I had released.

Our priority was to buy time and identify the cause of this phenomenon.

"First, gather all the villagers in the town hall! It doesn't matter if you have to remove furniture—just make sure it can function as a shelter!"

As soon as Sianne gave the order, soldiers and squires moved in perfect unison.

Of course, cramming over a hundred villagers into the town hall was practically impossible.

In the end, we barely managed to secure enough beds for the villagers near the hall only after using all the portable tents we had brought.

Under Holy Maiden Catherine's supervision, knights and priests alike began doing their utmost to monitor the patients' conditions.

Meanwhile...

I decided to explore the village surroundings with Heintz and Liberio. I particularly wanted to examine the inn on the outskirts of the village where the problematic outsider had reportedly stayed.

The inn was quite large for a small village. Perhaps Strarum had once served as a sort of hub before the Iron Road was built?

The inn and tavern, which must have once been bustling with patrons, was now filled with heavy silence.

"The innkeeper was among the victims, correct?"
"Yes, that's right. His daughter and wife are safe, but..."
"It will never return to what it once was."

It was simply disheartening.

However, for a place where a suspicious outsider had stayed, there weren't any particular clues. Even the room where they had stayed was clean, as if it had only been used for sleeping.

In the end, I had to leave the physical search to Heintz and Liberio, who possessed far more professional skills than I did.

I didn't want to accidentally damage important evidence or traces by fumbling around.

I came down the creaking wooden stairs and checked the ledger placed under the counter.

Sometimes, such records could provide more definitive hints than visible evidence.

*Operating costs like food ingredients, daily sales records... just a business ledger?*

Though I thought I might be on the wrong track, I continued reading through the ledger.

[40 eggs, Herdian peddler, bearded. Good quality and fresh.]

[5 boxes of wheat bread, Ferris Bakery. A bit drier than last month. Seems due to rising milk prices.]

The late innkeeper must have been quite meticulous, as he recorded who he purchased ingredients from and even their condition.

Judging by the consistent profits recorded even during the Iron Road's construction, he must have been quite business-savvy for someone from a remote village.

As I continued examining these records, I couldn't help but feel solemn.

It was sobering to think that an innocent person who had worked so hard had died writhing in pain.

*Nothing unusual here, it seems.*

Just as I was about to close the ledger, feeling I'd found nothing of value, I noticed something odd.

*Wait, why aren't there any entries about meat purchases in the ledger?*

I read through the ledger again from the beginning. Indeed, there were no records of meat purchases.

Isn't meat usually more popular than vegetables or bread at taverns?

Something was off.

And what was this butcher listed in the expenditure section? Generally, innkeepers don't hire their own butchers to supply meat.

"Heintz!"
"What is it, Administrator?"
"Is there a barn directly connected to this inn?"
"Ah, there was a building that looked like a barn a little to the north..."

That was it.
My intuition was telling me.

If I went there, I would find what I was looking for.

"Liberio! Come down quickly!"
"What's the matter?"
"It's the barn! I'm certain this plague spread from the barn connected to this inn!"

Ch.141 - Rubern Elroy And The Strange Village (4)
Since ancient times, livestock have been breeding grounds for all kinds of diseases. Just look at the epidemics that were common in modern times.

Bird flu, swine fever, and so on.

Among them, there were certainly viruses that could spread between species, and people who lived alongside such livestock were inevitably vulnerable.

I immediately rushed out of the inn and headed toward the livestock shed.

As soon as I broke through the locked door, I covered my nose against the stench that hit me.

"Shit."

All the livestock had been slaughtered. And not just slaughtered. Pus had bloomed like mushrooms on their bodies, with flies buzzing frantically around them.

Anyone could see they were the carriers that had spread the plague to the villagers. The villagers must have been infected after eating meat from livestock raised in this shed.

Both Riberio and Heintz grimaced at the horrific sight.

"Heintz, what was Strarum famous for?"
"...Pork, sir."
"Go to the agricultural association building and bring back all related documents. We need to check which merchants this meat was sold to."

The outsider must have been responsible for managing livestock not just at this inn but at other sheds as well.

Generally, outsiders who stayed for extended periods would work at inns or livestock sheds to earn their living expenses.

"Administrator Rubern, please look at this."

At that moment, Riberio, who was examining the inside of the shed, called me over.

Even for someone like me, who didn't want to set foot in the shed, he seemed to have a remarkably strong stomach to be checking the interior.

I pinched my nose tightly to block the stench as I approached Riberio. He held up a small green fruit that had fallen to the floor.

It looked like something that would be used as feed for the slaughtered pigs.

"What is that?"
"An olive."
"An olive?"

I was momentarily taken aback. Olives weren't commonly used as livestock feed in the Rupel Territory.

Although the climate was milder compared to the Hebron Duchy, the northern region was still northern. Olives, which grow in warm places, weren't a common crop in Rupel.

While olive oil could be found without much difficulty, having the fruit itself was rare unless you were at an oil press.

Besides, Rupel didn't produce the condiments like salt and vinegar needed to remove the bitterness of olives, so people didn't commonly enjoy dishes made with olives alone.

"That's strange."
"Moreover, this color... reddish-brown, isn't it? There's only one place near Rupel where olives of this color are grown."

"The Karahan Marquisate."

Riberio added with a tone that showed no hesitation. Given his typically cautious nature, he wouldn't speak like that unless he was absolutely certain.

Moreover, Riberio was from that very marquisate. It would be strange if he, a native born and raised there, couldn't identify where the olives came from.

The "plague incident" that had suddenly occurred in our peaceful territory—the truth hidden in the fog was finally revealed.

"Damn... these bastards..."
"It's too early to judge, but if I know Farneri Karahan..."

Riberio let his words trail off. I didn't need to hear the rest to understand.

"I met him before. I thought his face looked untrustworthy, and now he's pulling this kind of stunt behind our backs."

Now that I think about it, the location of the plague outbreak was too perfect.

Although Strarum was a small village, geographically it was close to the Iron Road.

Therefore, it had transportation connections to Petaronto, the capital, to the north; the developing Tipen Village to the west; and the Barony of Kirten to the south.

Above all, to the east.
It also had decent access to the Hebron Duchy.

It might be an overinterpretation, but if that bastard really planned to release a plague in the village to kill innocent residents, the target would certainly not be limited to the Rupel Territory.

The Hebron merchant Marco Florence who had helped me—what if revenge against the Hebron Territory was part of the plan?

I don't know what the hell they did to those olives to spread a plague that couldn't be cured even by a priest's power.

Given that the plague carriers were already spreading throughout the community, this definitely wouldn't be easily resolved.

My head is throbbing.
But there's no time to just stand around in a daze.

"First... we need to control the livestock products that have left this village. The outsider in question has probably already fled the territory."
"If I leave right now alone, I can reach Petaronto by 9 o'clock."

Heintz nodded as he spoke.

"Tell Sheriff Baker to strengthen the inspection of merchants entering the city and declare a state of emergency throughout the county. Please also relay this to the Hebron Lady who is currently staying in Petaronto."

The Hebron Duchy could be affected if we're not careful.

If they were planning beyond simple revenge, aiming for Rupel's political isolation, they would definitely have messed with the Hebron Duchy too.

Public sentiment, once twisted, is not easily fixed.

Now that the source of the plague has been identified as a village in Rupel Territory, if the plague spreads to the duchy, the responsibility will fall entirely on us.

In an instant, we would go from being innocent victims to being perceived as perpetrators.

*These bastards.*

I should have responded more thoroughly when I first felt something was off, but I was too complacent.

Who would have thought they'd go so far as to release a plague for political revenge?

This has crossed the line completely.

I bit my lip hard and turned around. The revolting smell of corpses swirled in my head.

***

The opium was definitely effective.

The potion made by Campten was quickly distributed to the villagers gathered at the town hall, and those who drank it soon showed significant improvement.

"It was a malicious case of poisoning. I don't know how they did it, but this is definitely not an ordinary disease."

The genius alchemist shook his head as he added.

Alchemy is fundamentally the study of handling all kinds of poisons and medicinal ingredients. Even to someone mastered in such studies, the strange disease spreading in Strarum was extremely unusual.

"Normally, diseases are often transmitted through coughing or saliva, but as you know, this disease has no cough symptoms. It's literally something that causes terrible pain to people rather than being contagious..."
"That can't be."
"What on earth could anyone gain from doing something like this?"

Snow Leopard Knight Commander Sianne Erdian and Laterano's Saint Catherine Sissela wore expressions of disbelief.

Administrator Rubern Ailoy was convinced that the Karahan Marquisate was behind what happened in Strarum.

But even if Farneri Karahan, who currently rules the marquisate, was a scoundrel, it seemed unlikely he would orchestrate something of this magnitude.

Wouldn't this be too obvious?

Releasing contaminated crops in a neighboring territory, causing residents to die.

In the past, this would have been legitimate grounds for territorial war, and the territory might have been torn apart due to strong opposition from surrounding lords.

*The lord will be furious.*

Sianne imagined the angry face of Count Dionaos Rupel. When he got angry, he didn't show it. He would just close his mouth tightly and stare at the other person expressionlessly.

But the pressure one felt from him was no joke. He wasn't just anyone—he once stood shoulder to shoulder with the Hebron Duchy through military might.

Although he had mellowed considerably now, in his youth, Count Dionaos Rupel had quite a reputation as a war noble.

The count was already struggling with the conflict with the Karahan Marquisate.

Last time, things were resolved peacefully thanks to Rubern's wise handling, but if innocent residents had been sacrificed in retaliation for that...

The Count Rupel that Sianne knew would certainly not sit idle.

"Still, the circumstantial evidence is stronger at this point. We'll need to extract the components from the olives to know for sure, but what harmed the residents might not be solely due to the olives."

It's too sloppy.

Although the Karahan Marquisate consists of despicable people, there's also the possibility of a third party trying to exploit the current awkward relationship between Rupel and Karahan.

Especially the Blue Cross Society.

Those who were born human but willingly abandoned human ethics would do anything for their own gain.

"For now, let's focus on treating the residents. That seems like the right approach."
"I agree."

Sianne nodded at Campten and Catherine's words. Soon, they would receive communication from Rubern and Riberio, who had hurriedly returned to the capital.

The scale had grown too large to be handled at the knight level, so they had no choice but to wait for Count Rupel's orders.

Fortunately, thanks to Rubern Ailoy's foresight in purchasing a large quantity of opium in advance, there were no further casualties.

*But where did he get such expensive medicinal ingredients? What has he been up to behind my back?*

Such thoughts briefly crossed Sianne's mind, but she didn't dwell on them.

Right now, addressing the catastrophe before them took priority over such trivial concerns.
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The capital city of Petaronto.

Count Dionaos Rupel's mansion was in complete chaos. His vassals were sweating profusely trying to restrain the Count, who was ready to lead troops to the Marquisate and blow someone's head off.

And among them, the person with the biggest headache was, unsurprisingly, Sheriff Baker.

"Fortunately, all the pork delivered to the capital has been disposed of. The meat had a strange smell, so not much was sold anyway."
"The hygiene standards of Rupel's chefs are well-known."

Even in a world where magic exists, since it's set in a quasi-medieval period, the average person's concept of hygiene wasn't great.

They say there's a certain security captain, as large as an ogre and quite vicious, who lives in a place where people defecate in the streets.
It can only be described as uncivilized.

Well... even in Joseon before modernization, the streets of the capital Hanyang were reportedly filled with all kinds of filth, so perhaps this was considered normal at this point in time.

Amid all this, the citizens of Rupel, especially Petaronto, who meticulously maintain hygiene and strive to keep food quality at the highest level, have awareness practically indistinguishable from modern standards.

However, regardless of their strict hygiene standards, some people in Petaronto had already consumed the problematic meat.

Among them were merchants who had purchased meat from Strarum without any suspicion.

"We've set up separate shelters for now. Even if it spreads through meat, we're not entirely sure about the exact transmission route."
"That's right."

Sheriff Baker acted quickly after hearing what happened in Strarum. He mobilized the guards to assess the residents' conditions and isolate everyone showing symptoms.

"The cure... you said you found it, right? Was it poppy?"
"Yes, actually it's being cultivated in the southwestern territory that was granted by the Imperial family to the Blue Cross Society during that previous incident. I thought it might be useful someday."
"That's fortunate. Really fortunate."

Sheriff Baker sighed with relief and patted my shoulder.

"We've informed the Barony of Kirten and Hebron Duchy about this matter. I assume they'll take similar measures."
"Securing a sufficient quantity of healing potions should be our priority."
"Campton's disciples have already started production. Given the situation, they were even given the recipe."

I nodded. Campton's potions had become a specialty of Rupel, rivaling chicken and beer.

The alchemy shop, which was just a small hole-in-the-wall when I first arrived in Rupel, has now expanded into a three-story wooden building, one of the larger structures in Petaronto.

With large orders from various merchant groups, they've hired not only staff for logistics, display, and customer service, but also taken on apprentices they're training themselves.

Thanks to this, they could somewhat meet the sudden increase in demand.

"Once this situation is resolved, Count Rupel will surely recognize their contribution..."
"I'm sure he will."
"But what are you planning to do now?"

The sheriff looked at me intently as he spoke. His eyes showed slight concern.

"What do you mean?"
"Yes, that expression. You've been pretending to be calm all this time, but your eyes look like you're ready to kill someone...!"
"Well, you're half right and half wrong."

Olives produced in the Karahan Marquisate had been mentioned, but even that couldn't be considered decisive evidence.

If it were truly confirmed, I wouldn't be restraining the Count—I'd be joining him in setting the Marquisate ablaze in the traditional Korean rat fire game.

But there's still not enough fuel to start burning.

"For now, Sheriff, please take charge of controlling the epidemic and managing the patients. We should strengthen the guards' checkpoints as criminals or black mages might try to enter during the confusion."
"I'll handle that. What I'm saying is that I don't know what you're planning to do...!"
"Hahaha! What could I possibly do? I just need to verify the facts."

I laughed and answered Sheriff Baker. Fact-checking is most important.

If we cause a huge commotion and it turns out to be a false accusation, it would be extremely troublesome to deal with the aftermath, even for an annoying Marquis regent.

If the facts check out, though.
That's when the real work begins.

***

Jingle—.

The small bell attached to the old wooden door rang. "Continental," a small inn on the northern outskirts of Petaronto.

It was quite far from downtown Petaronto, and despite this, it wasn't cheap, so it rarely had any customers.

An inn with no customers? It was essentially a business as pointless as beer without ice.

No wonder it's counted among Petaronto's five great mysteries.

However, as is often the case with buildings like this, the Continental Inn was not just an inn.

"The sole heir of Ailoy has arrived. I've been waiting for you."

The employee's eyebrows twitched as he recognized the man who strode in. He took out wines that were on display and placed them on the counter.

"Red wine? Or white wine?"
"White wine."

Rubern answered in a low voice. As if he had expected this, the man put the red wine back and poured white wine into a glass.

"Someone with the name of an ancient assassin wouldn't likely order red wine."
"What I can't do, you can't do either."
"You underestimate the continent's only and largest information guild. No one can withstand a group attack, even if they're the Emperor of the Empire."

Continental.
The name referred to an information guild spread throughout the entire continent.

The Continental in Petaronto, Rupel took the form of an inn, but elsewhere it might be a tavern, a restaurant, or a merchant association.

An information guild that serves as the eyes and ears of the underworld and the powerful, unknown to ordinary people.

Having briefly operated in the underworld, Rubern Ailoy naturally knew about Continental's existence.

"So? You want to know where the wine is produced?"
"Karahan Marquisate."
"A place that's been talked about a lot lately. The quality of their grapes isn't very good."

Rubern's expression hardened at the innkeeper's words. He took out two gold coins from his pocket and placed them on the counter.

In underworld terms, it meant "give me all the information you have." The innkeeper grinned, showing his yellowed teeth.

He quickly took the gold coins and continued speaking.

"Last year, Lord Saxen's health deteriorated rapidly. According to someone I know, the person behind it was none other than the current regent."
"What a filial son. He had that kind of face."

Rubern sneered.

"But why hasn't he killed him yet? If Saxen dies, wouldn't the position of lord go directly to Farneri?"
"Who knows. I don't have information on that. But it's certain he's plotting something. Continental's activities in the Marquisate have suddenly become more active."
"Ha."

Heavy use of the information guild essentially meant planning something suspicious.

"And another piece of information is that a malicious black mage seems to have attached himself to the regent."
"...A black mage?"
"Yes. Recently, there have been many cases of perfectly normal residents suddenly disappearing. The Marquis's household claims it's the emergence of monsters, but they can't fool Continental's eyes."

This was valuable information. Rubern Ailoy immediately reached into his pocket and took out three more gold coins.

"I think what you really want to know is the source of the epidemic spreading in Rupel Territory."
"That's right."
"A few months ago, some villages in the Karahan Marquisate reported residents with similar symptoms. The result was total annihilation. Well... they announced it as annihilation, but honestly, based on the information we've received, it's questionable whether they really killed everyone."
"Damn it."

Putting his father in a coma to take the lord's position, meddling with neighboring territories, and now falling for a black mage's temptation and freely using his territory's residents' lives...

*This son of a bitch is beyond redemption.*

Beyond rehabilitation.

Rubern Ailoy came to a definite conclusion. Since Continental's information could be considered valid evidence, it was time to pass judgment rather than investigate further.

He added seven more gold coins to the three he had just placed.
The innkeeper's eyes flickered slightly at the sudden appearance of ten gold coins.

"I thought you didn't drink red wine? And for materials on a Marquis regent, seven gold coins isn't enough..."
"That's not it."
"Then what?"
"I'd like you to prepare some information and items for me. And a report directly issued by Continental."

Before he could ask what kind of document, Rubern Ailoy took out a piece of paper from his chest. It was a paper with Rubern's requirements meticulously written down.

"A map of the interior of the Marquis's residence, details on where exactly that black mage bastard frequents. Also, two superior disease resistance potions and an Imperial standard lordship transfer certificate."
"Hmm... and what about the report?"
"A report stating that the Karahan Marquisate is conspiring with a black mage to assassinate the Emperor."
"Huh."

This time, the innkeeper showed a reaction of disbelief. But at the same time, he looked amused.

"Rupel County will become a Marquisate, I see."
"If everything goes according to plan."
"Dismantling not just people but territories too. You're truly an Ailoy."

The innkeeper chuckled and disappeared behind the counter.

The administrative officer of Rupel rang the bell on the counter once and called out to the empty lobby.

"Rest well."

A response came from the space behind the counter.

"See you again, Administrative Officer."

Ch.143 - Rubern Trilogy: Reload
"His name is Philips. Seems to be from the south, but honestly, he's likely using a false identity. Currently serves as a standing advisor to the Karahan Marquisate. I hear even other vassals don't dare approach him carelessly."

"Anyone can see he's a black mage. What are those priests from your Papal Office doing?"

"If they were competent, things wouldn't have gotten this bad. Just consider them on the same side. That's what typical priests are like these days. They preach about divine teachings while being utterly worldly. That's why even their healing magic is mediocre lately."

It had been two days since I placed a request with Continental.
I was in Strarum handling the situation when I met "Cal," the innkeeper who had visited the village.

This time he was disguised as a food merchant. Since his inn was known only to those in the know, not a single person recognized him.

"So what are the main routes you found?"

"There's an abandoned mansion north of the marquis's capital where he apparently lives. Doesn't it smell suspicious that such a large mansion has no servants?"

"Indeed. Anyone can see it's a nest."

I nodded, collecting the map and potions Cal had brought.

"The written statement is here, and the report..."

"Hold off for now. If things go well, there's no need to submit a false report."

"Are you being considerate?"

"We all help each other to survive. If Continental's credibility gets tarnished, the consequences would be difficult to manage."

"I'll need to prepare at least three bottles of red wine. Very dark ones at that."

Cal chuckled. It was the quintessential unpleasant laugh of a back-alley operator.

That was precisely what made Continental frightening.
In an information guild, credibility holds far greater value than money.

The request I made was backed by that very credibility.

No matter how chaotic the Karahan Marquisate might be, they certainly wouldn't have planned something as insane as "emperor assassination." So technically, Continental's Rupel branch would be filing a false report to the Imperial Inspectorate.

Of course, there was enough circumstantial evidence, and the situation in the Karahan Marquisate was bad enough that emperor assassination plots seemed plausible.
Still, it's better for my well-being to avoid anything that could be used against me.

Though I had to use them this time, it's a hundred, no, a thousand times more comfortable to avoid entanglements with Continental when possible.

"Anyway, try to set up the scene properly. That way, there won't be any unnecessary talk afterward."

"I'll do my best."

Besides that, I obtained several forged documents and traces to submit as evidence of treason. Burning the imperial flag and decorating the black mage's house with all sorts of anti-imperial symbols would make for a pretty sight.

After Cal handed over the Karahan Marquisate treason evidence package (10 gold coins), he disappeared.

"I'll be visiting the marquisate."

"What? No, what are you planning to do!! Rubern? Administrative Officer Rubern!!"

"Sianne, you trust me, right?"

"Oh, come on...!!!"

I rode alone toward the marquisate. Since I couldn't directly go after Farneri, I'd have to take care of the black mage first.

***

At the same time.
Catherine Sissela, the Holy Maiden, was thinking along similar lines as Rubern. To be precise, not about bringing down the marquis's family on treason charges, but about visiting the marquisate.

It was understandable. She was not only the Holy Maiden of the Papal Office but also an inquisitor and the combat nun commander.

Although it was still just circumstantial evidence, what the Karahan Marquisate was doing was enough to break the Papal Office's basic stance of "non-intervention."
Catherine wanted to resolve the matter quickly before it escalated further.

She had toured the marquisate just a few weeks ago. If another problem erupted there, it certainly wouldn't be brushed aside like last time.

With the recent revival of the Blue Cross Society and the current Pope's health issues causing internal and external confusion in the Papal Office...

Any additional chaos would inevitably raise questions about the Holy Maiden's responsibility.

'Those cunning old men might use this as an excuse to make their move...'

Catherine Sissela closed her eyes briefly and offered a prayer. Though no response came, she felt her mind clearing.
The God she loved was always watching over her, even from unseen places.

After much deliberation, she concluded that she should visit the marquisate alone. Unlike her previous official tour, she needed to avoid official routes as much as possible to accurately assess the situation plaguing the Karahan Marquisate.

Was the position of Holy Maiden too prominent?

Just for her current stay in Rupel, there were two cardinal-level priests, two elite knights selected from the Holy Knight Order, and over thirty people accompanying her whenever she moved, including escort priests, attendants, and inquisitors.

While she appreciated the protocol and protection befitting her status, being surrounded by such a grand entourage meant she often missed things she might otherwise notice.

Catherine had experienced this before. She had occasionally slipped away from the Papal Office alone to resolve complicated cases.

In terms of holy power, very few in the entire Papal Office surpassed her.
The position of Inquisition advisor and combat nun commander wasn't something one could attain through holy power or character alone.

Catherine knew exactly where to strike a person to crush their bones without endangering their life.
She was skilled at splitting open the skulls of evildoers who deserved righteous judgment.

"Ethan, I need to go."

"Understood, Holy Maiden. I'll prepare right away."

After finishing her brief prayer, Catherine made her decision. When she informed Ethan, who had always been her guard at the Papal Office, he handed her a perception-reducing robe as if he had anticipated this.

The robe was coarse, but that made it less likely to catch people's attention.

On the night Rubern Ailoy headed to the marquisate...
A pair of riders, a man and a woman, passed through the entrance of Strarum village, following in the footsteps of a lone man.

***

After riding without rest since daybreak, I reached the capital of the Karahan Marquisate. When the guards demanded inspection, I slipped them a few silver coins and flashed some opium I had brought along.
They exchanged glances and let me through the city gates.

They clearly thought I was just some smuggler.

Once inside the city, I headed north immediately. It was no wonder the black mage had made his nest there. The northern district was even more chaotic than the other streets with their abysmal security.

"Hey, I don't recognize your face. This area is controlled by the Red Pig Gang. You need to pay a toll to pass through, or get lost that way."

"Hey mister! Come over here. You look like a merchant. Made any money today?"

"Ooh~ hot stuff~ want to go somewhere nice with me?"

Encountering three thugs in a row—the kind you'd rarely see even one of in Petaronto—was legendary.

A random encounter with a 300% chance of happening.
No game could be this badly designed.

It was truly ridiculous that this was reality.

For those who just made threats, I simply showed my sword.
For those who tried to attack, I cleanly sliced their wrists.
For the strange ones, I tossed a few copper coins, and they bowed at a 90-degree angle.

Just by giving off the vibe of a dangerous person with a story, people tended to avoid me.
That's how it worked in areas with collapsed security.

'With my experience in back alleys, these rookies...'

Back in the day, once a fight started, it wouldn't end until someone died. There was no distinction between men and women. Whoever stabbed the belly first took everything.

So you had to submit to the strong and be shameless to the weak to survive.
Especially for untouchables like me with no background or backing.

'Thinking about those days makes me angry. Maybe I should have just wiped them all out.'

Since it was an area beyond the reach of law enforcement, causing trouble wouldn't have been an issue.
But there's no need to create problems unnecessarily.

As I arrived at the ominous-looking mansion after passing through dim, foul-smelling back alleys...
I could immediately sense the dense magical energy permeating the entire garden.

'This one isn't even trying to hide. Well... with the parish itself being a mess, I suppose being brazen isn't strange.'

To think that priests from the parish that should be filtering out black mages were colluding with them for material gain.
It seemed the Papal Office had truly hit rock bottom.

So all this time, the valuable donations from the Rupel County had been going straight to these idiots?

'What a waste.'

With a bitter taste in my mouth, I carefully climbed over the wall.
Then, looking at the sprawling garden devoid of any signs of life, I slowly drew my sword.

Everything comes with a price.

Tonight, whoever comes here, whatever happens, none will see the morning.
None of them.

Ch.144 - Rubern Trilogy: Parablum
Late at night, Philips returned to the mansion.
With the realization of his plan drawing near, he had been incredibly busy lately without a moment to spare.

His position as a permanent advisor under the alias Erhara.
In truth, though he was called an advisor, Philips was essentially the lord in all but name.

Even the vassals trusted and followed Philips more than their immature lord who treated them carelessly.

"Once I achieve this, I too can become a proper Second Order...!"

Blaukrohitz.
He had started at the bottom of the organization known as the Blue Cross Society, feared throughout the world.

Treated as less than human, Philips had worked endlessly to prove himself until he finally rose to the Third Order.

But recently, in the Rupel Territory, Ronald Drako, who had been one of the Second Order members, was eliminated, leaving a vacant position.

This was truly an opportunity granted by the evil god.

Not only had he established a close relationship with Farneri Karahan, the acting lord of the Karahan Marquisate, but he had essentially turned her into his puppet.
The preparations for advancing to a higher level were steadily progressing.

If everything went according to plan, he would be able to claim the vacant Second Order position.

"But... they haven't caught on yet, have they?"

The Rupel Territory.
Currently, it was the force Philips was most wary of.

They had even brought a saint to stir up trouble in the marquisate. A confidence that seemed impossible for a backwater territory that had been on the verge of collapse just a few months ago.

In reality, the acting lord Farneri Karahan, who had assured him not to worry, was utterly crushed by a mere administrator.

And all the vested interests she had held were completely stripped away.

"Besides, those priests have been unnecessarily intimidated ever since the saint visited... Is the Inquisition really that frightening?"

Philips clicked his tongue. They were trembling in fear even though the days of being revered as a saint were numbered.

Still, tired of hearing the acting lord's constant whining, Philips decided to take a simple revenge against the Rupel Territory while also gathering more emotions of pain.

He ordered Rovalt, one of his loyal subordinates and a knight of Farneri, to spread a plague agent he had specially developed in the villages of the territory.

A plague that spread using the reddish-brown olives produced in the Karahan Marquisate as a catalyst.

It could be transmitted not only by consuming the olives directly but also through the meat of livestock that had eaten them, making it quite plausible to dismiss it as a simple plague or food poisoning.

Of course, there was a natural remedy called poppy, but how could the territory possibly obtain large quantities of such an expensive herb that cost dozens of silver coins per flower?

It didn't even grow naturally in the north, and what lord would open their treasury to buy poppies for their residents?

Meanwhile, with a mortality rate approaching 100% and spreading at an incredibly fast pace.

By the time the territory realized the situation, it would clearly be beyond easy control.

"And thanks to that, I've gathered emotions of pain to the limit. In a few days, I'll be able to fulfill the wish I've been longing for...!"

Philips looked with satisfaction at the emotion crystals swaying at his waist. They were extremely expensive artifacts that absorbed human emotions and converted them into magical power.

Indeed, an essential item for black mages who used negative emotions as their main energy source and magical power supply.

Of course, he had heard that once he reached the level of Second Order, such crystals would no longer be necessary.

He would no longer need to engage in troublesome schemes behind the scenes.

When that time came, he could dispose of the annoying and incompetent acting lord just like the old lord, install Farneri's young son instead, and completely take over the marquisate.

Hehehe.
Just imagining it made him laugh. Philips burst into a chilling smile before quickly hardening his face.

It was quite a bizarre scene.

"Well... shall I enjoy some entertainment that I haven't had in a while?"

Though he had been too busy to enjoy it lately, Philips's hobby was torture. It wasn't for nothing that he enjoyed pain.

First, he started with vagrants and orphans. Then, raising the stakes, ordinary residents.

Later, from soldiers to priests, nuns, and even apprentice knights.

Philips slowly and cruelly devoured the Karahan Marquisate bit by bit.

"I wonder how many are still alive in the dungeon. I've neglected them for three days, but the skeleton soldiers should have fed them."

Philips muttered to himself as he descended to the basement of the mansion. There were about six toys in the basement prison.

The novice nun brought in two months ago was about due, so it would be perfect to play with her one last time before disposing of her.

"Next time, it might not be bad to capture an elf."

After all, Philips had successfully kidnapped an elf following the orders of the Second Order that had been annihilated by the Imperial Black Lion Knights and the Papal Office.

Having succeeded once, there was no reason he couldn't succeed a second time.

Besides, the screams of the race blessed by the forest's love might be sweeter than others.

But.

"?"

Philips's eyes widened in shock when he reached the dungeon. The locks that should have been secured two or three times over were all undone.

"My, my playthings?!"

He rushed inside urgently, but the situation was the same. Only the stench of blood and filth from the prisoners remained.

The important captives had vanished before his eyes.

Who could have done this?

Philips's face contorted with rage. He whipped his head toward the stairs and bellowed.

"ROVAAAAAALT!!!!!!"

Rovalt, a fallen knight, had been taken in by Philips who recognized his potential, and they lived together in the mansion.

His status as a knight was more than enough to lure in the victims Philips had marked, and in return, Rovalt also participated in Philips's grotesque activities.

If an intruder had entered, there should have been an alarm and traces left behind. Since Rovalt had been given command of the skeleton soldiers for mansion defense, it was solely his responsibility if he failed to detect and subdue any intruder early.

Just as Philips's face was turning red and blue with anger:

"Rovalt? Ah, you mean this?"

A voice came from the darkness that filled the dungeon. Philips immediately assumed a combat stance.

The reason he had been able to rise from the bottom of the Blue Cross Society to the Third Order wasn't because of his exceptional talent in black magic or any special achievements.

It was his intuition.

Philips was extremely skilled at discerning an opponent's strength and intentions.

And from the aura of the man gesturing from the darkness, he could feel clear killing intent and overwhelming skill.

"You even controlled a knight of the marquisate like your own limb. Quite the big shot. Is that why the priests of the marquisate were trembling?"
"Who are you?!"
"It's Rovalt."

With a thud, Rovalt's head, still wearing a grin, rolled out from the darkness and onto the floor.
Judging by the expression frozen at the moment of death, it was clear he had been beheaded before he even realized what was happening.

He was a knight, after all. While not exceptionally skilled, he could generally hold his own against ordinary people.

And yet, the head of such a knight was rolling on the floor.

The threat instinctively felt made every hair on his body stand on end.

Gulp. He swallowed dryly and spread his hands. From the sticky shadows painted across the walls, something in human form emerged, undulating.

His opponent was a swordsman. So he summoned a "Swamp Wraith," which had some resistance to the concept of "being cut."

"Heh."

But a laugh suddenly rang out, mocking his choice. Normally, Philips would have trembled with indignation at being insulted, but now he trembled with fear.

The man showed absolutely no sign of being intimidated despite facing a black mage. Was he not a difficult opponent? Or perhaps he was actually a mage? Or maybe even a magic swordsman who could handle both magic and swordsmanship?

"If he's one of the only five magic swordsmen in the empire, this could be quite troublesome... How did he catch my scent?"

He might be an imperial agent dispatched to investigate the series of incidents in the Rupel Territory.

While there were hidden experts among wanderers, there was no reason for them to crawl into Karahan and track him down.

Philips's mind was racing. If it was truly the empire, he needed to blow up this mansion and flee without looking back.

Even if he killed the attacker before him, his identity had already been exposed.

Pursuit would follow immediately.

"Damn it."

Philips clenched his fist and fixed his gaze on the figure in the darkness.

The man slowly walked down the corridor toward the black mage. The moment their eyes met—those pitch-black eyes—

"...!!!?"

Faces of individuals that the Blue Cross Society had designated as persons of concern flashed through Philips's mind.

And among them.
The man before him was definitely there.

Rubern Ailoy.
The black fox who had devoured the rightful heir to the Ailoy name and taken his place!

An excellent strategist and assassin who, during the Great Expedition, not only repelled all attacks from the Blue Cross Society but also drove them to the brink of annihilation!

Why was he here?

"Weren't you with the Imperial Black Lion Knights? Or did you move to the Inspectorate...? Of course, that's possible too...!!"
"What the hell are you talking about, you idiot?"

Rubern Ailoy's eyebrows furrowed at Philips's sudden nonsense.

"I quit that fucking knight order ages ago."
"C-Could it be... then the new administrator appointed to Rupel..."
"You didn't know? I thought you were messing with me knowing full well."
"E-Eeeek!!!!"

Despair engulfed Philips.

"That stupid acting lord! If she had told me the name Rubern Ailoy when she heard it, instead of just saying 'administrator,' this disaster wouldn't have...!!!"

But he couldn't give in to despair just yet. At least he wasn't from the empire, so if he could just deal with him, it wouldn't be too difficult to shake off pursuit.

Rubern Ailoy.
The name carried a weight that Philips could not easily handle, but that didn't mean he had no chance of winning.

In that case.

"It's all or nothing...!!"

Philips extended his hand to summon more swamp wraiths, but.

"Huh?"

His fingers wouldn't move. No, his entire hand wouldn't move.

"It's good you didn't learn incantation magic. If you had used incantations, I would have cut off your tongue instead of your hands."

A cold voice tickled his ear.
At the same time, excruciating pain from both arms struck Philips's nerves.

"AAAAARGH!!!!"

Somehow.
Both his wrists were rolling on the floor.

Screaming and collapsing, Philips came face to face with Rovalt's head, which was grinning with only its neck remaining.

That unfunny face seemed to be mocking him.

Ch.145 - How To Ruin A Marquessate (1)
"Ugh, urgh!!!!"
"That's what you get for messing around."

I looked at the black mage rolling on the floor, all tied up.

He was indeed a member of the Blue Cross Society. A Third Order at that.

The guy who caused trouble in Tipen Village last time was a Second Order, so this one wasn't exactly small fry.

"But did you really think you could swallow up a marquisate all by yourself? You little bastard—I see now I was the little one. Good thing I caught you in advance."
"Urgh!! Mmph!!!"

Like all black mages of the Blue Cross Society, this bastard was the type of garbage who wanted to take over the marquisate and sacrifice innocent lives for power.

If he became the shadow ruler behind the lord, he wouldn't have to worry about getting caught using residents for sacrifices.

Even during the Great Expedition, when a monarch was away, a black mage who had secured the position of the lord regent's wife conducted a summoning ritual using the blood of virgins from the territory.

This time was no different.

*These black mage bastards... I should have crushed them completely before they could multiply.*

During the Great Expedition, there were more immediate threats to deal with, so I couldn't pay enough attention to them.

Lately, the atmosphere at the Papal Office has been unsettling. They seem to be much more active than before.

*Should I meet with the Crown Prince this time?*

Either way, I'd need to meet with the Imperial side if I wanted to swallow up the marquisate. The Karahan Marquisate appeared "normal" on the surface.

Naturally, I would need Imperial approval to either merge it or leave it alone while making it effectively subordinate to our territory.

*Petra and the administrators are going to suffer again.*

I sent my best wishes to my comrades who would soon be working hard, then threw an Imperial flag onto the blazing bonfire.

After it was half-burned, I extinguished the fire and trampled on the flag.
Then I splattered goat's blood from the dungeon around the area, creating a very anti-imperial scene.

"Mmph!! Urrrgh!!"
"With this, you're now an irrefutable traitor to the Empire."
"Urrrgh!!!"

Realizing his fate, Philips struggled frantically. But it was too late.

No, I won't change it. I have no intention of changing it.
Go back to hell.

Actually, what I had prepared wasn't just a badly burned Imperial flag.

I had decorated the entire mansion with idols worshipped by the barbarians who once threatened the Empire, as well as barbarian emblems.

Of course, I also placed anti-imperial books around.

They were banned by the Empire, but honestly, someone with Continental-level abilities could easily find the originals of such banned books.

By tomorrow, the Imperial Inspectorate and the Black Lion Knights would be moving immediately after receiving reports about the Karahan Marquisate's "treason" in the capital, Constina.

When the investigation team arrives here, they'll see all the heretical acts done by the Third Order black mage of the Blue Cross Society, along with a mansion full of anti-imperial symbols.

I was quite curious about what expressions the investigation team would make, but since I shouldn't reveal myself directly, I probably wouldn't be able to witness it firsthand.

*Or maybe... I could see it if I accompany them as a witness.*

Anyway, all that remained was to administer the special sleeping potion (main ingredient: opium) I got from Campton to the black mage rolling on the floor, and let him sleep soundly for about two days.

"Ur, urrrrrgh!!"

I removed the gag from Philips, who was still noisily squirming.

"This isn't right! Anti-imperial?! I am not a traitor!"
"What do you mean it's not right? Blue Cross Society members are traitors. Don't you remember how you fuckers attempted to assassinate both the Crown Prince and the Emperor during the Great Expedition?"
"That, that had nothing to do with me! Not all members of the Blue Cross Society agreed to that...!"
"Excuses are bullshit."
"Don't—ack!? Guhk!!"

I shoved the sleeping potion into the black mage's mouth as he was babbling.

He tried to gag and spit it out, but soon his body went limp on the floor. No wonder, since I poured in a whole bottle of a potion that would knock someone out with just one sip.

"Now, just need to finish the final decoration..."

Just as I was about to untie the rest of his bindings and move him to the bedroom, I sensed something.

"..."

I felt a presence. Instinctively, I turned my head to look beyond the window. Two figures were lurking around the mansion.

The sun hadn't risen yet. There was no reason for ordinary people to come all the way to this remote and dangerous place at such a late hour.

Fellow black mages perhaps?

This guy had been controlling the marquisate's knights like his own limbs. Having already taken over the church, he surely had more subordinates than just that one knight.

I silently observed the two figures. One was extremely large. Judging by the shape, he seemed to be wearing armor, yet moved quite nimbly and efficiently.

*A well-trained one.*

The other was also trying to move stealthily, but something hanging at their waist was disrupting their balance.

A mace? Or perhaps a longsword.

And either they weren't wearing armor, or they were naturally thin, but they appeared weaker than the armored one.

*What should I do...*

Ailoy's vision could guarantee victory in an ambush, but only if the ambush was successful.

Given the situation, picking them off one by one seemed like the easiest approach.

I tossed the sleeping Philips into the bedroom, then took out noise-making devices from my pocket.

Unlike the open first floor, the second floor of the mansion had quite a complex structure.

Using these devices, I could split the group in two, then attack and deal with the weaker-looking one first.

Even for me, it would be too much to face two skilled opponents at once without Lethal Poison.

Step, step.
The sound of the two prowling through the mansion's garden reached my ears precisely.

To me, who had completed Ailoy's rigorous assassination and tracking training, it was like they were advertising "I'm right here."

I quietly drew my sword.

It was hunting time once again.

***

Catherine Sissela detected a terrible aura of evil. She had been sensitive even to the small traces that remained in Strarum.

*It wasn't this bad when I was here last time...*

To become this corrupted in just a few days. Catherine couldn't even imagine what was happening in the Karahan Marquisate.

"Holy Maiden, it seems dangerous. The sun will rise soon, so perhaps we should return with the Snow Leopard Knights? Rubern Ailoy is there too."
"That would be safer and more certain. But Ethan, can you be sure that the sun will rise on this city this morning?"

The holy knight couldn't answer Catherine's question. Black mages can turn a peaceful village into a scene from hell overnight.

Just look at Strarum. It took less than a week for the peaceful rural village's daily life to be completely shattered.

And the marquisate, where a black mage had supposedly taken root for months, was even worse.

It wouldn't be strange if the gates of hell opened right now, with all manner of unholy and evil beings roaming the streets and slaughtering people.

"We must stop that. Besides, Ethan, you're quite strong among the holy knights, aren't you? The two of us should be enough to counter this force."
"...That is indeed true."
"We also need to confirm that the current acting lord, Farneri Karahan, is working closely with the black mage. By tomorrow morning, all evidence might be gone."

News that the Holy Maiden's party and Lord Dionaos Rupel had begun to address the situation in Strarum would have already reached the Karahan territory.

If so, Farneri would erase all evidence and cut ties as soon as day broke.

They had to catch her before that.

"And all that unholy energy is flowing from this mansion in the north."
"With this level of energy... it's suspicious that the priests of the marquisate haven't acted. Both the city and the priests in charge of this city will need 'purification.'"
"I agree."

After their brief reconnaissance, they entered the mansion without hesitation.

Unlike the nearly abandoned surrounding streets, the mansion was in remarkably good condition.

There were clear signs that someone had been maintaining it until just a few days ago, and the exterior of the mansion was definitely clean.

"Ugh..."

But contrary to the beautiful garden, there was a strong magical aura and a disgusting smell of blood.

Catherine Sissela unconsciously frowned. The smell became even stronger as they entered the building.

"Is this the smell of filth? Mixed with blood, it's truly revolting..."

Ethan didn't answer the Holy Maiden's words and simply drew his sword. He was clearly wary of the "evil" that had clearly nested in this mansion.

One of the 12 warriors among the holy knights that the Papal Office boasted about.

No matter how vicious and powerful the Blue Cross Society of black mages might be, he could handle them easily on his own unless the opponent was a Second Order executive.

Just as the two were climbing from the first floor to the second floor.

Clatter!!!
"Eek...!?"

Catherine Sissela almost screamed at the sudden noise but covered her mouth.

It sounded like something moving quickly. Ethan gave Catherine a look to wait, then immediately dashed down the corridor.

As Ethan disappeared from sight in an instant, Catherine quickly drew the mace hanging at her waist.

Whether it's a black mage or undead, nothing can escape unharmed from the holy power emanating from the Holy Maiden. If they approached carelessly, they would be engulfed in sacred flames.

But perhaps because of this, Catherine Sissela didn't guard her surroundings.

It was a bad habit, but one that was hard to break. The holy barrier was an absolute defense against "unholy things," more effective than any armor.

Neither monster attacks, black magic, nor even curses could leave a scratch on Catherine's body.

That was the Laterano Holy Maiden, beloved by God and all people.

"—?!"

In a split second, she was knocked to the floor by something that rushed at her from behind. Even though it came almost right up to her face, she failed to notice its presence.

"Eth... mmph!!"

The startled Holy Maiden tried to call for the fallen holy knight, but her mouth was covered even faster. With her arms and legs restrained in an instant, her mind went blank.

What on earth is happening?

The Holy Maiden's eyes widened in shock, and a gleaming blade entered her vision.

Next, she saw a robe fluttering beyond the blade.

It was pitch black, deep, cold, and frightening. It was the first time she had felt killing intent.

The Holy Maiden had always been loved by people. Though hated by black mages, even they didn't show such deep killing intent.

Just an instinctive aversion to those different from them, or jealousy and fear of someone beloved by God.

Catherine had always had the upper hand in fights against black mages.

Being subdued like this with a knife held to her was an experience she had never had or even imagined.

"Mmph...!!!!"

Overwhelmed by the sensation of death, fear, and terror from her neck to her toes, the Holy Maiden squeezed her eyes shut and released her holy power.

It wasn't for resistance. It was truly, solely driven by survival instinct.

A strong light that could cover the entire second floor poured out, and the man who had pounced on her fell back in surprise.

And at that moment.
The Holy Maiden clearly saw it. Black eyes glimpsed through the robe.

The assailant, who had been about to stab her with his sword, fled the scene. It was like the movement of a shadow instinctively avoiding light.

"E-Ethan!!!"
"Holy Maiden!!!!"

Only then did Catherine, finally free, scream. The holy knight, realizing something was wrong, immediately rushed over.

But the presence of the assailant who had attacked the Holy Maiden had already dispersed.

"Are you alright!?"
"I... I almost died..."
"Did it even penetrate your holy barrier...?!"

The Holy Maiden couldn't stand up, her legs seemingly giving out. Tears were even trickling from her eyes.

"This won't do. It's too dangerous. Let's leave right away. Besides... this entire mansion is full of anti-imperial and heretical symbols. This isn't a problem we can solve on our own!!"
"W-wait!!"

The Holy Maiden urgently called out to Ethan, who was about to carry her.

"Wait! Not now!!"
"What? We're in an urgent situation...!"
"Th-that... u-under... wear..."

The Holy Maiden's voice trembled. Had the shock from earlier been that great? Catherine, with her head bowed low, grabbed Ethan's hand as he was about to use a blessing of mental stability.

Then she looked at the holy knight in charge of her protection with eyes mixed with fear and shame.

"From my luggage, please bring me... s-spare underwear..."

Ethan couldn't respond to that.

He felt that saying anything might constitute blasphemy against the holy.
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"I almost got fucked!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

I fled the mansion without even having time to think. Why on earth was the Saint, who should have been in Strarum, there...?

When I pounced on her, I hesitated momentarily upon realizing it was a woman. If I hadn't hesitated and had just cut her throat, my life would have been over as of today.

Fortunately, I managed to escape right before Catherine started radiating holy power. I was wearing my hood pulled down low, so hopefully she didn't see my face, but if I had been discovered, it would have been extremely troublesome.

After all, I had decorated the mansion with all sorts of demonic symbols and anti-imperial emblems.

We weren't even close to begin with, and even if I somehow cleared up the misunderstanding, just her knowing that I was scheming to swallow up the marquisate would give her a fatal advantage over me.

"If I really get kidnapped by the Papal Administrative Department, it'll be like getting confirmed for a black company job again!!"

I'd rather give up on the marquisate. Let's be satisfied with my revenge of punishing the acting lord and beating up the black mage.

I activated stealth like a sergeant trying to avoid a haircut inspection before his final leave. I didn't even spare Ailoy's concealment technique, passed down through arcane tradition, which makes the body tired after a single use.

There was a high chance of being quickly pursued by holy knights assigned to escort Saint Catherine.

Finally, I returned to the stable where I had left my horse, left three silver coins, and immediately left the city.

It was still the middle of the night, far from dawn, but this was no time to worry about beasts, bandits, or monsters that might emerge from the mountains.

I could be caught for "blasphemy" and have my skull cracked by a vicious mace, or be blackmailed into unwanted "service."

After riding for several hours, I finally arrived at Strarum and headed to the inn where Sianne was staying.

The sky had already brightened. People were starting to move about, so I needed to get inside before being spotted by anyone.

If I aroused suspicion about where I'd been wandering, they could easily question my whereabouts.

I had barely shown my face all day yesterday. That's way too suspicious.

"But I can't go to my room?"

I remembered that in Strarum, the men's lodgings were in the restaurant in the center, while the women were staying together in the merchant guild building.

This arrangement had come about because reinforcements had arrived in an already cramped village.

While there was no problem with the living situation, nothing would arouse more suspicion than an administrator who hadn't shown his face all night suddenly appearing early in the morning.

Since I'd already drawn unwanted attention a few times before, I had to be even more careful.

So I decided to take an extreme measure.

"Kyaaa!!! W-who─!?!"
"It's me, Sianne!"
"Administrator Rubern Ailoy...?"
"Today, I was here with you the whole time, okay? You understand!?"
"What? WHAT!?! What is this all about!!"

Sianne had a habit of not locking her window when sleeping. Plus, she had been assigned a private room due to her privilege as a knight commander.

There was no better place to avoid prying eyes.

She must have just woken up, as she was defenseless in her nightclothes and quickly crawled under the blanket when she saw me.

She might have drooled in her sleep, as strands of blonde hair were stuck to her face.

Yet her face remained dignified even in such a state.
If only she could curb her clumsy, unnecessarily boisterous personality, she would be quite the proper lady.

"Don't tell me you really went to the marquisate?"
"Yes."

I gave a definite answer to the dumbfounded Sianne.

"You're insane!! What are you plotting now!?"
"How long will Rupel be satisfied with just being a count? Honestly, wasn't the territory one that made significant contributions during the Great Expedition, only to be betrayed by the imperial court without receiving its due?"

Despite leading a large force into battle, Count Dionaos Rupel's dreams were shattered by a single defeat.

"A ruler who serves his subjects with all his heart. If that's truly the dream Count Rupel aspires to, then I should be the one to fulfill it."
"Ugh! Really! I just! Can't!"

Slap, slap! Sianne bit her lip hard and struck my shoulder. As expected of a knight, her blows were quite painful.

"What if something goes wrong? How do you plan to fix it?"
"It's fine, I already took care of the black mage too."
"What...?"

Sianne froze as if malfunctioning, then collapsed onto the bed as if her head was spinning.

"I don't care! Since the administrator caused this, the administrator should handle it!"
"No, really, it's fine! There won't be any problems. The imperial court will just let it slide without saying anything..."
"Are you going to take responsibility for those words?"
"Commander Sianne, I'm coming in."

Creeeeak.
Thud.

The closed door opened at that moment. Deputy Commander Imen Rua strode into the room and locked eyes with me.

She looked back and forth between me and Sianne, who was peeking out from under the blanket.

"Oh my."

With a meaningful look, she raised her eyebrows three times and then left the room the way she came.
What she muttered as she left was even more outrageous.

"Lucy's going to love this~."

It seemed the misunderstandings within the Snow Leopard Knights were only growing deeper.

***

The series of incidents in the Karahan Marquisate were immediately reported to the imperial court and the Papal Office.

With reports about the plague in Rupel Territory, the letter Rubern had sent in advance, and the "definitive evidence" secured by the Saint herself all delivered without omission, the Imperial Inspectorate and the Inquisition were thrown into a panic.

No matter how corrupt officials might have become during the empire's peaceful era, the chaotic times that had threatened the empire just a few years ago were still fresh in people's memories.

The war with the northwestern barbarians had only ended after the current Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl ascended the throne.

With their superior navigation and shipbuilding skills, these barbarians had raided the imperial coast almost daily and even occupied some territories at one point.

Because of this history, the imperial court, especially the Inspectorate, was extremely sensitive about "anti-imperialists" or the problematic "barbarians."

They would rush out and cause a scene at the slightest hint of involvement. If you were unlucky, you could be summarily executed without trial.

But wait?
This was completely obvious?

The mansion was filled with all sorts of unholy objects and the bodies of victims that hadn't been properly disposed of.

The survivors rescued by Rubern Ailoy clearly proved that Erha—that is, Philips, the standing advisor to the acting lord Farneri Karahan, was a black mage affiliated with the Blue Cross Society.

Of course, the whereabouts of their rescuer remained a mystery.

"Have you ever encountered the Saint?"
"...I'd rather not recall that night."

When the Imperial Inspectorate and the Inquisition arrived, Saint Catherine declared her role finished and fled the marquisate.

The inquisitors judged that Philips had committed acts so heinous that even the Saint, who never lost her composure, was horrified.

"This blasphemous wretch!!!"
"Burn him!"
"Urrrgh!!!!"

He was burned at the stake without even going through a proper trial. This was extremely fortunate for Rubern Ailoy.

"Well, I expected this to some extent."

His identity had already been exposed, and his affiliation with the Blue Cross Society confirmed. It made sense that they wouldn't keep him alive once they had extracted all useful information.

And Philips wasn't the only one who became fuel for the Inquisition's spectacular campfire.

Knights, squires, and lower officials of the marquisate who had maintained friendly relations with Philips or even cooperated with him met the same fate.

With a total of 20 people being burned, the capital of the marquisate reeked of burnt flesh all day long.

However, not everyone involved in this incident was sentenced to burning.

High-ranking officials kept their lives but were stripped of their positions and exiled according to imperial law.

"Yes, I associated with the black mage! But I didn't know the damned man was an anti-imperialist!!"
"How could you not know when such decorations were plainly displayed in the mansion? Do you think that makes any sense?"
"It's true! Until just a few days ago, there were no such blasphemous symbols in the mansion!!"
"Silence, traitors! Imperial law has spared your despicable lives, yet you still spout nonsense!!"

They tried to argue for leniency, but the imperial inspectors were unlikely to listen to people who had associated with a black mage.

Besides, was Rubern Ailoy an ordinary person?

Having already decided to thoroughly cook the yapping marquisate into a delicious territory soup, and having directly delivered detailed reports about the high officials and their behavior to the Imperial Inspectorate, the truth and lies were intricately intertwined, and the mansion's interior decor was undeniable evidence.

Even if their situation was truly unjust, there was no way to prove it.

In the end, the high officials had essentially one choice—either head to the capital Constina to be beheaded or save their lives by disappearing to distant foreign lands.

The situation was no different for the corrupt clergy of the Karahan Marquisate's diocese.

"How dare you abandon the will of light and walk into darkness of your own accord. Can you truly call yourselves shepherds!"
"Divine punishment will fall upon you!!"

Priests and monks who had direct contact with Philips were bound and transported to Laterano, given their exceptional legal status.

According to principle, all priests and nuns in the entire diocese should have been punished collectively, but thanks to Catherine Sissela's earnest pleas, those who were indirectly involved or unable to refuse orders from high-ranking priests were barely granted indulgences.

Since they had been handed over to the Inquisition, they probably wouldn't meet a good end even in Laterano.

While the Karahan Marquisate was bustling with people who had gathered for detailed investigations and law enforcement, I faced yet another crisis.

"Ah, shit."
"What? What did you just say?"
"I didn't say anything. I just said 'ten.' There are exactly ten knights you brought with you."

A pair of axe-like eyes that made me want to punch their owner just by looking at them were staring at me.

Her hair color was unnecessarily similar to Sianne's, making them easy to confuse from a distance. But above all, the difference in chest size and character between her and Sianne was as vast as the distance between Earth's inner core and outer space—this damn woman.

"I thought they'd send a few knights at most, but I never expected Commander Levia to come in person."

As I started to irritate her with my sarcasm, her expression began to rot in real time as she caught my drift.

Levia Irtarte.
The Golden Lion of the Black Lion Knights.

"Seems like she doesn't like golden beasts."

I had to resist the urge to flip her off right to her face.

Dealing with Levia was far more difficult than swallowing up the Karahan Marquisate.
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I hadn't expected this to happen, but it wasn't entirely surprising either. The imperial family doesn't have many armed forces they can directly control.

First is the Inspectorate. Though they're closer to investigators or administrators than an actual armed force.

They're more like prosecutors, if you think about it.

Even in Korea, prosecutors are considered to have immense power, but in terms of pure military strength, they're weaker than the police.

It's not like a prosecutor suddenly pulls out a .38 caliber revolver from their pocket, right?

Second are the imperial guards and imperial legions spread throughout the empire. They're fundamentally different from soldiers operated by local territories, with far more intensive training.

Equipment? That goes without saying. If the emperor's soldiers were found to have subpar equipment, the heads of the logistics department would be displayed at the imperial palace that very day.

However, since they're forces professionally trained for war, they're a bit too heavy-handed and burdensome to deploy for handling territory-related issues.

So it makes sense that the Imperial Black Lion Knights, who are comparable to or even superior to the emperor's legions but much more compact, would be mobilized.

Of course, I didn't expect a knight commander to come, but I suppose it shows how seriously the imperial family is taking this matter.

'Or maybe they just needed someone to make an example of after all this time...'

That was an entirely plausible scenario.

The imperial family had been concerned about local nobles gaining too much power lately.

It seemed they intended to thoroughly crush someone now and send a warning message to anyone who might covet their power.

Everything I'd been telling the merchants and local officials wasn't just empty threats after all.

"You really have the worst luck," Levia said, giving me a nasty side-eye. Is she crazy? Does she think I'm not offended by that? But I decided to forgive her with my great magnanimity.

Today was the monumental day when the Rupel Territory would double in size.

"What's this? You seem to have gained more weight since I last saw you."
"W-what?!"
"Your belly fat is sticking out through your fur coat. Right there."
"Ugh!"

Levia's face turned bright red as she hurriedly lowered her head. I threw a potato at her face and ran away.

"Thanks for the greeting~!"
"Hey!!!!"

I heard a scream-like shout and felt killing intent from behind, but I decided not to pay it any mind.

No matter how unruly Levia might be, she wouldn't make a scene in front of everyone.

When I returned to the Snow Leopard Knights, Sianne and Count Dionaos Rupel had finished their preparations.

Dionaos looked around and approached me, whispering in my ear.

"...What on earth did you do?"
"Come on, not you too, Count."

Wondering if Sianne had said something, I quickly glanced at her, but she shook her head firmly, claiming innocence.

Then what is it?

As I looked at him with puzzled eyes, Count Dionaos sighed deeply.

"Don't you think this is going too far?"
"What did I do?"
"Are you saying this wasn't your doing?"
"What exactly do you think I am..."
"Aren't you the one who utterly destroys anyone who even slightly provokes our territory?"

This was truly infuriating. Did he think I was some kind of devil? Even if I were to bring someone down, I'd do it with my own power. I wouldn't summon a non-existent black mage just to take down a marquis territory.

I only added... 'a little' MSG.

It was a problem that would have exploded eventually, even if I hadn't triggered it. Since it happened before the imperial family's anger reached its peak, fortunately only Farneri was disgraced without the entire family being exterminated.

According to imperial law, treason is punishable by the extermination of three generations.

This incident was merely a disciplinary punishment for a black mage colluding with a territory's leader.

The charge of treason was applied only to Philips and his group, so it was relatively lenient treatment.

Even though I'm known for repaying debts tenfold, I wouldn't feel good about having children executed for treason.

"You should have conducted yourself more properly, Rubern."

As I was feeling genuinely wronged, Sianne grinned and brought her face close to mine.

Even her usually pretty face annoyed me now. After all I've contributed to this territory! How dare they slander me!

"But it really wasn't me. Count, you confirmed it yourself! The source of the plague found in the mansion!"
"Hmm... I suppose even someone as vindictive as you wouldn't orchestrate something like this just because of a tithe."
"Of course not!"
"Actually, I was joking. If I truly thought you were that kind of person, I wouldn't have employed you all this time."

Count Dionaos Rupel extended his hand. I took it and performed the vassal's courtesy.

"Still... I think you need to temper your vengeful nature a bit. Count Saxen Karahan, who's now bedridden, was a close friend of mine."

Yet it was his son Farneri who harmed that very Saxen Karahan.

I decided not to point this out. Sometimes it's better not to know certain things.

In other words, an inconvenient truth.

Just like how I elegantly and splendidly decorated the black mage's mansion as a symbol of anti-imperialism.

"Rubern Ailoy."

It was then that the highest official of the Imperial Inspectorate, 'Falcon Irmin,' appeared. I was about to pinch Sianne's smirking cheek when I felt my legs stiffen at that chilling voice.

"You said you'd leave the Imperial Knights and live comfortably, but this is already the third time."

He was a man with angular features and a distinctive horizontal scar. If there was such a thing as a bad relationship, this was it—a man I'd known since the Great Expedition through my time as the Black Lion's administrator.

"That wasn't my fault."
"If you bring trouble wherever you go, don't you think it goes beyond mere bad luck?"

My heart skipped a beat. I'm human too! I was a complete victim both last time and this time!

Just because I taught someone a lesson doesn't mean our territory or I didn't suffer losses, so why are they all acting like this?

"What a strange fellow. The position of Deputy Chief of the Imperial Inspectorate isn't offered to just anyone."

There was indeed such a time.

Once, Falcon Irpin personally came to offer me the position of Deputy Chief of the Inspectorate, suggesting I leave that stubborn idiot Levia.

'Anyone could see it was a plot to recruit me as a grade A++ sucker.'

I might have been treated poorly within the knights, but outside, the title of Chief Administrator of the Black Lion Knights alone would have allowed me to live as well as any nobleman.

That was enough for a good quality of life.

If I was already worn down in the Black Lion Knights, I couldn't even imagine how much worse it would be in the Inspectorate with even greater responsibilities and authority.

What if I developed stress-induced hair loss?

It was already infuriating enough that I'd lived as a workaholic single after the Great Expedition, but if I had accepted that offer, I would surely still be a triple S-grade workaholic single.

Add a bald attribute to that, and it would have been quite a sight.

Thinking that I almost became Bernard MK.II, I actually felt grateful to the tantrum-throwing Levia.

Thank you, hardheaded Golden Lion!

"Anyway, thanks to your diligent reporting and the prompt response from the Papal Office, we were able to expel the anti-imperial black mage who had nested in the Karahan territory in time."
"It was nothing."

I responded with a light acknowledgment, and Falcon nodded and continued.

"It's the black mage's fault for fearlessly stepping into the Black Fox's domain, but the result is that only the Rupel County has benefited. Wouldn't you agree, Lord Dionaos Rupel?"
"I'm not sure if 'benefited' is the right expression... But what will happen to the marquis territory now?"

Count Rupel asked. Farneri had been stripped of his authority as acting lord. The empire would likely take measures to prevent him from receiving any titles.

This naturally left the position of acting lord vacant, which was the problem.

Placing Farneri Karahan's son in the position wasn't feasible as he was only seven years old, too young for proper governance.

The situation of high-ranking officials who could serve as regents was no better than Farneri's—certainly not good enough to call it an improvement.

The Karahan Marquisate was essentially in an impossible situation.

Falcon crossed his arms and snapped his fingers with an expression that suggested he already knew the answer.

"The Rupel territory will have to take over management for a while. The Emperor himself has entrusted me with a message."
"His Majesty?"

Falcon pulled out an obviously expensive-looking scroll from the inside pocket of his uniform and proclaimed:

"Count Dionaos Rupel, receive the order from the imperial family!"

Soon, Count Rupel knelt on one knee, and Sianne and I followed suit.

"I, Laivetua Iros van Karl, Emperor of the Bolivar Empire, wish to commend the service of Count Dionaos Rupel, a faithful servant of the state and my trusted confidant. You fought for the empire in the past Great Expedition..."

Falcon read through the emperor's decree. Most of it praised Count Dionaos Rupel's military achievements, valor, and the leadership and goodwill he was known for among the people.

"Furthermore, by rooting out the black mage hiding in the Karahan Marquisate, purifying the precious imperial territory, and protecting the lives of imperial citizens!! I hereby elevate your title from count to marquis, and declare your territory an imperial marquisate!"

I sincerely rejoiced. It meant the central government was finally starting to take an interest in the Rupel territory.

Moreover, with the formal recognition of the marquis title, this was tantamount to the imperial family tacitly acknowledging control over the Karahan Marquisate.

Count Dionaos Rupel clearly understood what the decree meant, so he immediately drew his sword, placed it on the ground, and replied:

"I accept this command with joy!"

It was the moment a new marquis of the north was born.
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Yun Si-yun and I sincerely congratulated Count Rupel on his elevation from count to marquis.

In truth, the Rupel Territory had built such recognition through a series of business ventures that it could no longer be called a mere frontier county.

The chicken business, LuCiH Association, which was destined for success, received overwhelming interest from beyond Rupel Territory throughout the entire northern region, and the association was bringing in enormous profits almost daily.

The five chefs who had proposed the business together—the sales directors—had smiles that couldn't get any wider.

And what about Marco Firenze Rupel Brewery?

With the name of the century's greatest merchant attached to it, the chance of failure was practically zero.

The Rupel Lager and Petaronto Ale were already selling like hotcakes in the capital, and the Imperial Stout, brewed to perfection with the help of hired mages, had completely captivated noble society.

I heard it had become a drink that every young noble living in the capital had to enjoy at least once a month.
For the trend-sensitive capital to say such things meant everything had been said.

With the completion of the Iron Road, the territory had also become another key transportation hub connecting the capital and the northern regions. The number of merchant groups entering and leaving the territory doubled monthly.

Naturally, this brought vitality to each village.

Combined with the synergy of Rupel County, where each village maintained its own unique lifestyle and culture, there was also a significant increase in migrants from neighboring territories who were drawn to and settled in these distinctively charming areas.

The conditions were more than sufficient to establish an independent diocese.
Creating a new diocese was quite a generous gift as compensation for the "mistake of the Papal Office."

And now, Count Rupel had officially become Marquis Rupel with the emperor's approval. All of this had happened in less than a year since my appointment.

Even though I wasn't the one receiving the title, I somehow felt a sense of fulfillment.

"Does this mean the Karahan Marquisate will be absorbed into our territory as well?"
"If you wish, my lord, it could be arranged. Since it's already under regency rule, subjugating a territory wouldn't be difficult at all."

Dionaos Rupel, now "Marquis," asked Felcon after completing the simple enthronement ceremony. The inspector general tossed out a casual remark while rolling up his scroll.

He was right.

Back when the Rupel Territory was suffering from a series of blunders, that was exactly what Farneri Karahan, the acting lord, had been planning.

Once a territory falls under regency, it's practically impossible to regain autonomy unless the lord is quite the gentleman.

"Hmm..."

The problem was that our lord was precisely that gentleman.

Any other lord would have swallowed up the territory without question and belched with satisfaction afterward, but Marquis Dionaos Rupel was seriously contemplating how to handle the regency.

"In such cases, it's customary to appoint an experienced vassal as regent. Didn't you mention, Lord Rupel, that you have a vassal who manages an autonomous region?"
"There is Baron Kirten."

Indeed.
Baron Kirten seemed more than capable of handling a regency.

He was one of the two pillars who, along with Jahed, had supported the territory even as its fortunes were declining.

Of course, there was a clear difference between a barony consisting of just one city and a few villages, and a marquisate that was about 1.5 times larger than a county. We couldn't suddenly dispatch a financial officer or security officer as regent to a marquisate.

Baron Kirten of Karahan Marquisate.
Even their names sounded oddly similar, which seemed fitting.

"Then using him would be wise, Lord Rupel. The difference between having experience governing a territory and not having it is enormous."
"Come to think of it, Baron Kirten isn't the only one with experience governing a territory."
"Hmm?"

With those words, Marquis Rupel's gaze turned toward me.

"We have Administrator Rubern. And he's also a baron."
"Pardon? Did I hear correctly?"
"Rubern, you would be perfect as regent of the Karahan Marquisate."

Things were suddenly going this way?
I was dumbfounded by this unexpected development.

The inspector general Felcon was equally surprised for a moment. He looked back and forth between me and Marquis Rupel, then grinned and slapped my shoulder.

"Since when did you receive a title? I'm hurt you didn't share such news. Is this what our relationship has come to?"
"No, that's not..."
"Anyway, with your abilities, serving as regent of a marquisate should be well within your capabilities. It would also be convenient for orchestrating things behind the scenes. Isn't that right, Black Fox?"

A burning thirst overwhelmed me. My mind grew hazy under his piercing gaze that seemed to stab right through to my innermost thoughts.

"Count—I mean, Marquis Rupel! Even with all due respect, there's such a thing as business ethics... With Baron Kirten available, how could I possibly manage a marquisate? You should first ask for his opinion..."
"Are you serious? If I ask and the baron refuses, then you promise to take the position."
"Ah."

I immediately regretted my words. Knowing Baron Kirten, it was almost certain he would refuse.

He was like me, the type who enjoyed settling for what he had. If MBTI existed in this era, he would definitely be an INFJ.

"Come on, Rubern. Why are you playing hard to get? You'll be thrilled once you're given the responsibility."

Meanwhile, Sianne was fanning the flames.

I needed to make a decision. Should I place my hopes on Baron Kirten, who had only a sliver of a chance of accepting, or should I coolly accept the position and take whatever I could get?

"If the title is the issue, don't worry. Indeed... as the primary contributor to our territory's growth, I should elevate you to viscount."
"What?"

The double blow left my mind completely blank. A viscount title, just like that?

No sooner had Marquis Rupel finished speaking than he drew his sword and tapped both my shoulders and forehead.

Though it was an abbreviated ceremony, it was unmistakably the formal procedure for a sovereign bestowing a title upon a subject.

To think that becoming a viscount from a baron could be this simple and anticlimactic, when even a private needs to complete four weeks of training camp to barely earn their rank.

"Wow! Regent of Karahan Marquisate, Viscount Rubern Ailoy! Looking quite impressive!"
"Hrmmblrgh hmmnrgh..."

Sianne burst into laughter at my suffering.

I should have taught her a lesson with Rubern's Flaming Mace+12 when I had the chance earlier. Now I deeply regretted missing that once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

But I couldn't die alone. I opened my mouth to teach the smug-looking knight commander a lesson.

"I have one request, Marquis Dionaos."
"If it's a request from Viscount Ailoy, I should certainly grant it. I'll do my best to help in any way possible. What is it?"
"The current state of the marquisate can't be called stable even as a courtesy. It's a society that was already collapsing under tyrannical rule, and I cannot handle the regency alone."
"You need suitable people to assist you, is that it?"
"Yes, exactly."

Dionaos Rupel nodded slowly in understanding.

Confident that my plan was working, I pointed to Commander Sianne, who was looking at me with anxious eyes.

"Commander Sianne Erdian would be capable of helping me manage the marquisate's security. Since the Imperial Black Lion Knights will be operating in the marquisate for a while, wouldn't it be appropriate to have someone of suitable rank serve as acting security officer?"

It was a logical proposal.

Regent was a nice term, but I would essentially be a sole ruler.

In a situation where treason and extreme corruption had been exposed, the entire administrative foundation from high officials to low-ranking bureaucrats had been wiped out overnight.

I could somehow manage administrative and financial matters, and fortunately, the judicial officer who handled legal issues hadn't been implicated in the scandal.

The real problem was security.

Word had spread throughout the territory that a dark mage had been the lord's senior advisor, and even the priests who should have protected citizens from evil had become so corrupt they colluded with the dark mage.

In such chaotic circumstances, a "security vacuum" was inevitable.

There was no one to manage the guards or troops, and the marquis's knights had all been executed.

The reason that annoying Levia had personally come to this marquisate was precisely because of imperial measures to address the inevitable security deterioration.

"Hmm, that makes sense. Then I shall dispatch Commander Sianne along with two platoons from the Snow Leopard Knights to assist Viscount Rubern in managing the marquisate."

Sianne's pupils trembled. I looked at her with a victor's smile.

Oh no, you don't!
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"Th-this is unfair! Taking the Knight Commander is cheating—!!!"
"Hmm~ No, it's not. You shouldn't have provoked me."

According to my excellent plan, Rupel, who had been entrusted with governing the Karahan Territory, gave only two orders:

"As you said, public safety will likely deteriorate day by day. Make sure the residents suffer as little harm as possible in that situation."
"Also, identify residents who have been harmed by dark mages and corrupt officials. Even if memories can't be erased, proper compensation should be given."

Public safety and victim compensation.

I slapped my knee in approval of the Marquis Rupel's excellent instructions. After all, nothing maintains occupied territory better than supporting the people.

This request stemmed purely from Dionaos Rupel's character—treating the strong and weak differently, and being unable to tolerate injustice.

From the residents' perspective, the newly appointed regent marquis was not only stabilizing public safety but also providing free public support like a true gentleman.

He wasn't even exploiting them! The taxes remained the same!

Since Farneri Karahan had never really cared about her territory's people, simply doing the basics would significantly increase people's trust.

It's like when your immediate seniors in the military are terrible—doing just the minimum makes the other seniors treat you like an ace.

Thanks to this, I could easily win people's favor.

Maintaining public security was merely a precaution for "just in case."

Logically, no one with any sense would cause trouble in a territory where the Inquisition, the Imperial Inspectorate, and the Black Lion Knights were all present.

As they say, you fix the barn after the cow is stolen—the scene of an accident right after it happens is the safest place in the world.

"Anyway, just help with that. Meanwhile, I'll return to my territory to discuss administrative and judicial procedures regarding the Karahan Marquisate, and determine future directions with my vassals."
"Don't worry, go ahead."
"I'm not worried about you, but about the territory. Sianne! While I'm gone, make sure Viscount Rubern doesn't do anything strange!"
"Yes, sir!"

It was quite unfair. I may have played some tricks in the marquisate, but why would I cause trouble here? It was already in my mouth, just needed to be chewed.

In conclusion, managing the marquisate didn't require much effort.

Administrative work was just an extension of what I'd been doing all along. And the difficulty level wasn't particularly high.

The marquisate wasn't a barren wasteland like the early Rupel County, and the remaining administrators seemed quite capable.

And that...
The same applied to Sianne Valeos, the acting security chief (a.k.a. Black Lion Knights' control totem).

"Sianne."
"Yes?"
"Don't you have work to do?"
"I do! I have plenty to do! Thanks to someone, I've been saddled with work that isn't even mine..."
"Then why are you lying on the sofa in my office?"
"Because this sofa is comfortable."

Sianne said while swinging her feet in the air.

She's so shameless.

I remember she wasn't like this when we first met, but recently she'd become more than just friendly—she was getting too comfortable.

I agreed to help raise Lucy as foster parents until she was fully grown, not to become a real married couple exuding domestic warmth.

"Then help me with this."

I pointed to the numerous potions on my desk.

"What are those?"
"You've been in my office for almost an hour and haven't even noticed them?"
"Heh—"

Sianne stretched her lips into a smile, then hopped up from her seat.

"They say these are potions produced in the Karahan Marquisate. I'm classifying them one by one because their effects are unusual. Just in case."

The Karahan Marquisate's main products were olives and rock salt.

In a world where spices were still considered semi-luxury items and modern salt production methods hadn't been developed, ways to obtain salt were extremely limited except for the salt fields in the southern empire.

But with the discovery of a massive rock salt mine, the Karahan Marquisate earned quite a salty income, allowing it to quickly become a wealthy territory in the north.

However, before rock salt was fully harvested, the marquisate's main product was these potions.

To be precise, what made them unique was that unlike Campten's potions for "ability enhancement and healing purposes" such as recovery or combat support, these were made for "beauty and other purposes."

"Oh, right! I remember! Until a few years ago, the Karahan Marquisate's whitening potions were famous among noble ladies."
"Noble ladies...? Commander Sianne, did you also attend balls and such?"
"What do you take me for, Administrator Rubern? Despite appearances, I'm the daughter of a former knight commander, so of course I did."
"Somehow I can't imagine it."

I tried to picture Sianne walking elegantly and gracefully in a beautiful dress. She would greet people politely and cover her mouth with the back of her hand when laughing, casting enchanting eye-smiles.

It still felt awkward.

In Lady Lilia Hebron's case, I could easily imagine her as a noble lady even after seeing her in knight's uniform and swimwear.

But for our silly knight commander, rather than that refined image, a sweaty training uniform suited her better.

Training uniform.
Training uniform...

I suddenly remembered something I'd forgotten. The day I gave Sianne a training uniform. The fair skin wrapped in black underwear...

*This is crazy.*

For a moment, I felt like I'd recalled something I shouldn't have. Besides, thinking about it now, weren't we alone in the room?

"Oh, I didn't notice earlier, but the potion colors are so diverse! The textures seem different too... this one is thin, but this one is really thick."

As Sianne leaned over next to me, her distinctive weight shifted slightly. Originally I hadn't thought anything of it, but once I became conscious of it, I couldn't stop noticing.

*East Sea and Mount Baekdu shall dry and wear away before God stops protecting our country.*

I tried to recite a magical spell to emergency-stop the ballistic missile silo that was somehow ready to launch, but...

As if it were North Korean provocation season, the ballistic missile showed no intention of returning to its launcher.

"Th-that's enough. Sianne, just go rest."
"Why? Since we're here, let's finish this quickly together and then rest?"

Sianne examined the potions casually, unaware of my increasingly parched state. I cleared my throat loudly and pulled my chair inward to hide the protruding tent.

For some reason, whenever Sianne and I created some kind of ambiguous atmosphere, external interruptions always occurred. Last time it was Security Chief Baker, then Deputy Commander Imen Lua. I was honestly afraid of who might pop up if I crossed the line again.

*And locking the office door now would be super weird!*

It's already broad daylight. This is a busy time with the marquisate's proxy governance, and if I'm caught fooling around with Sianne, I might get hammered in various ways.

"Ahem, hmm..."
"Why are you coughing so much? Did you catch a cold?"
"Let's just say that's what it is."

I brushed it off and immediately shifted my attention to the potion in front of me. It was a potion said to help with skin care, specifically whitening.

Honestly, even before being possessed, I had no interest in makeup.

Even when male cosmetic advertisements were all over YouTube and other media, and my roommate Junsu was going crazy with foundation, eyebrow pencils, and colored lip balm, I didn't bat an eye.

Typical manly trait: Not using makeup or even skin lotion.

When my skin got dry, I just splashed some lukewarm water on my face. Why bother with cosmetics?

Still, these would likely be in high demand among women. Judging it to have commercial potential, I set the potion aside.

"Do you just apply this?"
"Probably."

Sianne shook a bottle containing something between milk and yogurt, fascinated by its contents. The thick substance jiggled inside.

"What's this one's effect?"
"Where was it?"
"Here."
"Third from the right means... it's for increasing appetite."
"Huh? There's even something like that?"

Sianne curiously opened the potion's lid and sniffed it.

"It smells like coconut. Should I try drinking it? My appetite hasn't been great lately."
"Do as you please. These were all received for free, so it doesn't matter."

Just as I was trying to ignore the blonde knight commander and finish my classification work—

CRASH!!
A sharp shattering sound struck my ears.

Startled, I turned my head to see the potion bottle that had been full of white liquid now broken into pieces on the floor.

"Sianne, are you okay?!"

As I rose from my seat in surprise, Sianne turned her head sharply. Something white was smeared around her mouth, which looked quite inappropriate...

*Damn, what am I thinking even in this situation?!*

I purged my brain, which had been steeped in adult content from a single stimulus, and looked at Sianne again to see her face had turned red.

"Haa, huh, Rubern..."

Her heated breathing mixed with slight moans in her voice. This definitely didn't feel right.

I quickly distanced myself from Sianne, feeling like a herbivore facing a predator.

"Wh-what did you drink? I'm sure I said third from the right... Oh."

Was it third from the bottom instead of third from the top? I hurriedly checked the potion classification table in my hand.

Third from the top: Skin whitening.
Third from the bottom: Sexual desire enhancement?

"?"

As I froze in disbelief at the suspicious word, Sianne strode over and firmly grabbed my collar.

And then.

Chu.
Our lips overlapped.
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"Mmph... hah, haah..."

Her tongue delved in relentlessly. Hot breaths exchanged, saliva mixing as lewd sounds escaped.

"Sianne..."

Slurp, smack.

I tried calling her name, but her moist, soft lips pressed against mine, swallowing my voice.

Her sapphire-blue eyes lost focus and trembled. The way she explored my lips like a puppy marking its territory was the very embodiment of "erotic."

Since we couldn't just stay like this forever...

I turned the chair and sat Sianne on my lap. She wrapped her arms around my neck like embracing a doll and held me tight.

She kissed my lips, kissed my cheek, pulled back to meet my eyes, then buried her face in my neck again.

I ran my hand through her lush golden hair. With its pleasant fragrance, I caught sight of her snow-white neckline beyond my field of vision.

The captain of the Snow Leopard Knights.

The noble flower of Rupel who had steadfastly held her position even as the territory declined was now in my arms.

The way she clung to me, not knowing what to do with her emotions, whimpering and urging for more kisses.

As a man, I absolutely couldn't let her go.

*I can't just look away anymore.*

I had to come to a conclusion myself. Sianne was in love with me. Perhaps even more deeply than Petra, who had been standing by my side watching over me for years.

I think I'm garbage too. Loving two women simultaneously. This isn't some love song storyline.

But I couldn't give up either one. Both Sianne and Petra were too precious to me to exchange for anything else.

Since being possessed, I'd had no connection with women, and what little relationship I'd managed to build was filled with nothing but regret.

I couldn't abandon the sanctuary I'd finally found at the end of it all.

No matter which one I chose, I could never return to our original relationship with the other.

Though winter was approaching and the room was a bit chilly, Sianne was completely heated up, exhaling hot breaths.

"Rubern, Rubern, Rubern... Rubern..."

I supported her thighs as she tried to burrow deeper into my embrace despite already being in my arms.

I could feel the firmly trained muscles through my fingertips. Undoubtedly the body of Knight Captain Sianne Valeos.

As I lifted her, a faint moan escaped Sianne's lips.

"Ahh..."

Having gone this far, I couldn't just send her back to her room.

We had already crossed the line once before, and even if what was happening now stemmed from a mistake, it was an extension of that day.

Sianne gripped me tightly, refusing to let go. I indulged the adorable knight captain's whims and slowly approached the door to secure the lock firmly.

No matter the official nature of her visit, no one would dare open the locked door of the Marquisate's regent.

"Sianne, would you get down for a moment?"
"N-no..."
"I'm not going anywhere. If we stay like this, you'll catch a cold."

Meeting her eyes gently as I spoke, Sianne reluctantly unwrapped her arms from my neck and got down.

I moved the sofa closer to the fireplace, then took out a blanket and cushions I'd brought just in case. They would have to substitute for a proper bed.

*But doing this in broad daylight is a first. Isn't she embarrassed?*

The thought suddenly occurred to me. When I was with Petra, we were both somewhat drunk. Honestly, right now I wasn't drunk, nor had I consumed any strange potion that made me overly excited.

Even though my lower half was already enthusiastic, standing at attention, my reason itself was quite intact.

*I should at least draw the curtains.*

Even though this was the top floor office of the Marquis's residence, someone might still see through the window.

Rather than creating unnecessary problems, it was much better to be thorough if we were going to do this.

So I closed all the curtains in the office, and as soon as I turned around...

"Sianne, now it's okay..."

Squish. A heavy, warm, pleasant sensation traveled up my arm. Sianne had already removed her clothes and was looking at me in red underwear.

A breathtaking visual. Her unexpectedly aggressive approach made my mind go blank.

Petra was the same.
Do women just become strange when they come to Rupel?

When they suddenly become this aggressive and combative, my brain can't help but shut down.

"I hope Lucy's sibling is a boy."

Her blue eyes curved seductively. Her alluringly upturned lips struck my heart precisely.

I grabbed Sianne as she pressed against me and kissed her. While kissing, I lowered my hand and grasped her soft buttocks.

"Mmm, mmmh..."

Sianne moaned as we kissed. I slightly pulled away from her lips and licked down her beautiful curved neck that captivated people's gazes.

Sianne trembled. As I gently bit her neck and circled the tip protruding from her thin brassiere, her waist faintly jerked.

"Haa, haah... hurry, do it now. Husband..."

The blonde knight captain blinked her eyes as she called me. The moment I heard the word "husband," all the memories I'd shared with Sianne flashed through my mind.

So this was the woman I had as my wife.

What had been just a relationship where we called each other mom and dad, which wasn't expected to last long, had now become reality.

"Say it again."
"Hurry... hurry and do it..."

It was quite fun watching her reactions whenever I teased her. I thoroughly played with her, pinching and pulling at her tips, gently kneading them with one hand.

She trembled, crossing her legs.

She tried to raise her head, then let out a deep moan and leaned against my shoulder.

She was so tempting. I wanted to keep her in my sight always.

"Hng, y-you idiot!"
"...?!"

That's when I was pushed forcefully. I lost my balance and fell onto the sofa. Before I could even grasp what had happened, my pants were torn off.

"Huh?"

Air brushed against my lower body. Sianne mounted me and looked down with an extremely excited face.

"Just teasing me... if this goes wrong like last time, I really can't hold back...!"
"W-wait, everything has its proper procedure—"
"Haah, nnngh...!"

Squelch.

My swollen member was instantly sucked inside. Just as I was startled, the large breasts swaying before my eyes caught my attention.

"Haa, ah, aahn...!"

Sianne let out erotic moans. Even so, she hadn't fully taken me in yet. I looked at her trembling knees, then grabbed her waist and pulled her down firmly.

Squish, squelch.

The remaining space disappeared as Sianne's flesh and mine met precisely.

"——!!!!"

Her eyes widened. She couldn't even let out a moan as her body jerked strongly.

Sianne's insides were incredibly hot. So much that I wondered if I might get burned. The tremendous pressure squeezing me, as if refusing to ever let go, was an added bonus.

"Kuk...!"
"Hyuk, hng, hyaaah...!!"

Squelch.
Just a slight movement caused viscous fluid to flow through the gap. An insane stimulation.

"Ruberrrn..."
"Sianne."

With our bodies perfectly joined, I leaned forward and embraced Sianne's shoulders as she stuck out her tongue. Smack, slurp, we exchanged kisses and intertwined our tongues, I don't know how many times.

The sweet and sticky sensation of her tongue.
The temperature of bare skin brushing against each other.

The love felt in her heated moans.
The tenderness permeating her voice as she called my name.
The obsession and desire reflected in her unfocused eyes, as if already melted.

Her movements and moans threatened to blow away what little reason remained, causing blood to rush even more downward.

I thought I was already as big as I could get, but could I grow even more?

Perhaps she hadn't expected it to be like this; looking at the surprised Sianne, I thrust my hips once strongly.

Her immediate reaction.

"Hee, heeeek!? Hyaak!?"

The knight captain's voice, one I'd never hear normally, stimulated me further.

In response, her inner walls began to squeeze rhythmically, wringing out what I had been trying to hold back.

"Hng, Si-Sianne...!!"
"Kuh, hah-, haaah!!"

Surprised by the sensation of climax rushing in as if to erase my mind, I tried to pull out, but Sianne's hands firmly gripped both of mine, holding me in place.

"Si-Sianne, if we continue like this...!"
"Hng, hngh, ngh..."

Seeing her smile at me while moaning, I couldn't hold back anymore.

I gritted my teeth and released what I had been holding. Sianne's fingers gripping my arms trembled.

Throb.
Hot, sticky fluid flowed between our tightly joined bodies.

One act of lovemaking.
And the first internal release.

Before I could regain my senses as the back of my neck grew frighteningly cold...

"Mmm, no way~. I'm not letting you go."

Sianne gently moved her hips again. My member, which had slightly shrunk from exhaustion, rose again at the pressing stimulation.

Apparently, she wasn't satisfied with just once.
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Sianne felt like her entire body was melting. There was no other way to describe it.

Today, at this very moment, Sianne Erdian, captain of the Snow Leopard Knights, was finally understanding firsthand why the noble ladies at the tea party had spoken as they did.

The sensation of being completely filled inside. And beneath her, the administrative officer looking up with a flushed face.

Every time she tensed her lower abdomen, he would clench his teeth trying to hold back, which was both adorable and incredibly erotic.

"Si...anne...!!"
"Ha, haah, haaah...!"

But she couldn't continue speaking. She was just as excited herself.

"Nngh, ungh...!!"

That expression of restraining pleasure, one he never showed normally. Sianne was overjoyed at having another secret that only she and Rubern shared.

He was a man who excelled at everything. Administrative work, business, territory development, even combat!

A man who smiled and joked around in public, but privately offered his shoulder and embrace when she was in tears.

A man who would complain about work being bothersome, yet somehow finish all his assigned tasks and spin his pen idly while suggesting they go eat.

A man who sat at his desk every day but never skipped his exercise routine, maintaining a surprisingly good physique.

A man who initially seemed unremarkable compared to the rumors, but within less than a year had not only saved their failing territory but developed it brilliantly.

She couldn't pinpoint when it had started.

It began with simple curiosity. It was strange that someone who had retired from the famous Imperial Black Lion Knights was visiting Rupel Territory while traveling.

As someone who had lost her father in the Great Expedition, Sianne couldn't possibly be unaware of the "Black Fox" Rubern Ailoy.

Partly because her lord, Count Dionaos Rupel, mentioned him frequently.

But also because as one of the few remaining knights of what was once the White Rose Knights—now the Snow Leopard Knights—she had a duty to constantly review and study their painful defeat.

That was how she could avoid shame.
That was how she could someday appease her father's spirit if such a situation ever arose again.

Rubern Ailoy was a name she had heard during that process.

A man whose origins and background remained unclear, but whose brilliant mind and tactical genius had been instrumental in humanity's victory during the Great Expedition.

Perhaps due to his status, his fame didn't match his achievements, but those who knew, knew his name well.

And then this figure appeared in their remote territory. He even offered to serve as administrative officer for a knight order with barely any territory residents and only five knights.

It was an incomprehensible proposition, so naturally, she was curious.

After curiosity came admiration.

Rubern Ailoy truly excelled at everything. He swiftly resolved the problem of a Frost Spirit that had been giving them headaches.

He began restructuring both the knight order and the territory itself.

Had anyone in the knight order, or even among the vassals, imagined that Count Rupel's territory could develop to this extent?

The Rupel chicken, now considered a specialty of the north beyond just their territory.

The beer that the century's greatest merchant, Marco Firenze, personally showed interest in and built a brewery to sell.

Even the highway called the "Iron Road," which despite countless objections from the vassals, he stubbornly pushed forward and now brought immense wealth to Rupel.

The once-barren territory gradually became prosperous.

Merchants who used to just pass through now gathered and unpacked their goods, and various experts and celebrities frequently visited Rupel Territory.

After the failure of the Great Expedition, Count Dionaos Rupel had been somewhat estranged from the nobles of neighboring territories.

Perhaps that was why the Count had once roamed the streets of Petaronto.

To turn his eyes away from his own helplessly crumbled self.
To strengthen his will to live by looking at the territory residents he still needed to protect.

But now he could barely leave the count's residence, let alone visit Petaronto, as he was busy receiving visitors almost daily.

The Count's current happiness and vitality were surely due to this.

And after admiration came love.

Love.

Sianne Erdian had never experienced love in her life. To be honest, the timing had never been right.

The daughter of a knight captain in a prosperous count's territory.

Like many noble ladies, she had many men showing interest in her. But at that time, Sianne was more interested in swordsmanship and training than men.

She had the emotional capacity, but simply hadn't yet developed an interest in the emotion called love.

Then the Great Expedition happened.

Unable to even recover her father's body, only the Count and a few knights barely made it back alive.

Even the returning knights had to retire due to severe injuries.

They managed to maintain the order out of loyalty to their lord, but their fate as knights who directly fought monsters on the battlefield was essentially over.

In the worst situation, Sianne Erdian was the only one who could take responsibility for the knight order.

She quickly tried to reorganize the knight order without even time to mourn her father's death.

But trying to fill a jar with a broken bottom was futile.

When honor and wealth disappeared, so did the men seeking Sianne Erdian.

Those who remained were all dark-hearted individuals who approached her only for her face and body, with transparent and sinister intentions.

Years passed like that.

Sianne Erdian naturally forgot about thoughts of "love," "romance," and "marriage."

No partner, no leisure. In survival mode, trying to get through each day, who had energy for such trivial matters?

Perhaps growing old and dying this way...
Or perishing on the battlefield...
Or serving Count Rupel until the end and fading into history—none seemed like particularly bad ways to live.

But now it was different.

Since falling in love with Rubern Ailoy, Sianne Erdian couldn't control her emotions.

She enjoyed every moment with him.

The term "husband and wife" they used with Lucy as an excuse.
The time spent working together as knight captain and administrative officer.
The training sessions crossing swords and sweating together.
The leisurely days exchanging silly jokes.

Everything was beautiful.
So beautiful she wanted to hold it all tightly in her arms and never let go.

"I really can't take anymore...!!"

Rubern cried out almost like a scream. Instead of granting his plea, Sianne shook her head and lowered her body to press even closer against him.

Then she kissed him. Trembling lips and simultaneously, something hot gushing out.

A time when no one would interrupt them.
A time when they wouldn't be interrupted.

Setting aside her duties as knight captain, her honor, her position—she surrendered herself to a man simply as a woman.

Making lewd sounds she herself had never imagined, breathing heated breaths, acting spoiled and craving love.

Feeling their body heat merge, surrendering to desire and pleasure.

She only wished to be fully present in this moment.

And this was just the beginning.

***

"Here we are!"
"Thank you! I was able to arrive early thanks to you."
"Haha, it was an honor to escort such a beautiful young lady knight, even if just for a short while!"

A golden-haired girl jumped down from the cargo area of the wagon.

About 15 years old. Though still quite youthful, she was beautiful enough to be described as a national beauty.

Surely when she grew a bit more, men from across the empire and even the continent would flock to her.

The coachman thought this as he started the carriage. The girl, whose obsidian-like eyes were as captivating as her sparkling hair, waved at him.

Lucy Erdian.

Half-human, half-dragon and an apprentice knight of Rupel Marquisate, she had come to visit Karahan Marquisate to follow her parents who were staying here on business.

"It's been quite a while since I've seen them."

It had been two weeks since she'd seen Administrative Officer Rubern and Captain Sianne, having been busy resolving an incident that erupted right after her appointment as an apprentice knight.

Lucy had been incredibly busy controlling refugees and prospective immigrants coming from Karahan Marquisate.

But thanks to the consideration of Marquis Dionaos Rupel and Vice-Captain Imen Rua, she was able to visit her parents like this.

'I must thank them when I return.'

Lucy made this mental note as she walked with light steps.

Just then, a guard blocking the entrance to the temporary governor's mansion approached Lucy.

"Excuse me, but are you the daughter of Viscount Rubern from the Snow Leopard Knights?"
"Yes, what is it?"
"We've been expecting you. You truly resemble both of them."
"Hehe, I hear that a lot."

Sianne's blonde hair and Rubern's black eyes. Anyone would think she was their daughter.

Although she was only their "adopted daughter," her appearance matched them so perfectly it seemed like fate.

"Both of them are currently busy with administrative work and are in the inner castle office."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, if you take the central staircase you'll see first and go up to the fourth floor, you should be able to meet them."

Lucy's eyes sparkled at the guard's words. She had so many things she wanted to show them and brag about.

Moreover, the Gold Dragon blood flowing through her veins was urging her, for some unknown reason, to go see her parents right away.

"Thank you, may honor accompany your bravery."
"Not at all."

Lucy gave a knightly greeting and ran up the stairs. Finally, standing in front of the fourth-floor door, she grabbed the handle.

"?"

Clunk.
But strangely, the door wouldn't open.

Perhaps there was some important meeting going on?

Lucy pressed her ear against the door, but she could only hear strange breathing sounds and no conversation from inside.

She could only sense Sianne and Rubern's presence, no one else.

'I guess I can just go in?'

The young knight thought nothing of it and forcibly broke the door's lock with her strength.

Crack!
Bang!

"Mom!!! Dad!!!! I'm here!"
"Ah, ahhh?!"
"Kyaaa!?"

But what greeted Lucy's smiling face as she flung the door open was...

"L-Lucy?! How did you get here...!"

Two naked people embracing tightly on the sofa. The obviously awkward posture and atmosphere made Lucy freeze stiff for a moment.

Then Lucy remembered what Vice-Captain Imen Rua had once told her when she said she wanted a sibling.

-Just make your mom and dad hug each other without clothes on. Then you might get a sibling.

Only then did Lucy understand what they were doing. And at the same time, she felt a great wave of emotion.

The same joyful feeling as when she first received a gift from her dad.

"Wow! Are you finally making me a sibling? Dad, Mom! You're the best!!!"

Rubern, who had hurriedly put his clothes back on, felt his mind going blank at the sight of Lucy jumping up and down excitedly.

How on earth was he supposed to handle this?

"Damn it."

Even the infamous Black Fox just wanted to sit down and cry right now.
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Lucy was quickly sent outside. She kept talking about being a little sister, but when I told her that nothing would happen if someone was watching, she hurried downstairs.

I thought she had grown up somewhat... but seeing her like that, she was still very much a child.

It created a sort of cognitive dissonance.

Sianne dressed even faster than she had undressed, and the heated mood was thoroughly shattered.

"Rubern."
"Yes, Sianne."
"Next time, let's go on a trip somewhere, just the two of us."

She added with her face still flushed. The way she licked her lips slightly sent shivers down my spine.

Actually, unlike with Petra, where I had taken the lead after my initial bluffing was exposed, Sianne had been in control from beginning to end.

Considering her occasional awkward movements, it seemed like it was her first time, but her overwhelming energy and aggressive approach had made me feel intimidated without realizing it.

*Is the Black Lion Knights' commander some kind of monster...?!*

Was Sianne always this type of character?

Though she occasionally did foolish things, wasn't she supposed to be a chaste and disciplined knight commander?

But now—

"Always ending things so disappointingly... Next time, I really won't let you go."

She was the very embodiment of lust.

I still felt the pressure lingering in my lower body. Perhaps Lucy's timely arrival had saved my life.

We weren't even officially dating yet, and already I was facing obligatory defense battles.

Just imagining it made little Rubern shrink.

It's not that Sianne wasn't attractive, but once you start thinking of it as an "obligation," something feels off.

*Still... hmm, well...*

I did feel disappointed. I clenched and unclenched my fingers, recalling the soft, supple sensation that hadn't quite fit in my palm.

*...*

With both Sianne and Lucy gone, I was alone in the room. After glancing around cautiously, I closed the door with its thoroughly destroyed lock.

"Freezing."

I used a basic magic spell to slightly freeze the hinges. It should function as a decent lock for about ten minutes.

Then I sat at the office desk and recalled the scene from earlier.

"Hmm, ahem..."

Though I wasn't married yet, the feeling of being a married man was quite strange.

***

The Karahan Marquisate was stabilizing rapidly with each passing day. It had only been a few years since this once-prestigious territory began to deteriorate.

A dark shadow had fallen over the territory when the current marquis, Saxen Karahan, fell ill and his son, Farneri Karahan, took over as acting lord.

This also meant that capable officials from Saxen Karahan's time still remained in the territory.

Rubern Ailoy quickly gathered these officials and reassigned them to appropriate positions, normalizing the territory's administration and operations in one go.

It wasn't particularly difficult.

Simply prohibiting the corrupt practices that had implicitly remained and stopping the covert exploitation immediately improved the quality of life for the territory's residents.

"So you're saying you want to change the rock salt supplier?!"
"Yes."
"No matter how much authority you have as regent, this is too unreasonable! There are contracts and procedures in place...!"

A merchant with notably mouse-like whiskers raised his voice.

After Farneri Karahan became the acting lord, this merchant's company had pushed out the existing rock salt trading company and taken its place.

A company with no history or tradition had taken over a business that accounted for most of the territory's income.

Even an idiot who knew nothing about economics or business could immediately see what was going on.

"From what I can see, you didn't follow any procedures when you took over the salt business either."
"T-That's... there were circumstances... The previous company was embezzling part of the income! Besides, taking away rights that were obtained through a legitimate competitive bidding process so forcefully is unfair!"

A parrot of unfairness, I see.

Rubern Ailoy muttered to himself and sighed deeply. In his hand was a thin sheet of paper.

"What's unfair is the bribes you've been collecting. How on earth does 1kg of rock salt cost the same as 50kg of high-quality iron ore produced in our territory? 5 gold coins per kilogram? Is there gold embedded in your salt?"

Rock salt was just a raw material. It needed to be processed to make salt, yet they were selling it for 5 gold coins per kilogram.

"At this price, I might as well throw it in a stew. Rock stew. Sounds delicious."

His tone was clearly sarcastic, but the merchant couldn't respond. The price was indeed absurd, just as Rubern had said.

"But if you really want to go with competitive bidding, we can do that. It would be cleaner and more transparent, which is better for everyone, right?"

However, the merchant's expression remained dark. Clean and transparent meant no opportunity for corruption.

If the regent before him had been anyone but Rubern Ailoy, he might have offered an appropriate bribe to smooth things over.

But offering a bribe to the regent who was thoroughly eliminating the corruption prevalent in the Karahan Marquisate would surely result in immediate arrest.

Still, there might be one last option.

"C-Could I perhaps know the list of companies entering the competition?"
"Ah~ Why, so you can intimidate smaller companies or collude with suitable ones?"

The merchant flinched, hit right on the mark.

"Listen, I've been an administrative officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights for three years and I'm approaching my first year as a knight administrator in Rupel Territory. Do you think I wouldn't know about this? Seriously."

Such amateur tricks wouldn't work on him. He already had merchants of this caliber in the palm of his hand.

One only needed to remember what happened to the merchant who tried to manipulate the Iron Road inauguration ceremony through collusion.

Rubern Ailoy was actually showing some minimal consideration. It was tiresome to deal with such matters one by one.

"Besides, you can't compete with this company. You've only had direct trade routes with the capital for less than two years, right? This one is the Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort, which has been around for decades."

The Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort.

He could have used other companies within the marquisate or created a subsidiary company staffed entirely with Rupel personnel.

But the best approach was to fully utilize existing infrastructure.

After the initial incident in Zahed, exclusive contracts were off the table, but they still maintained a close economic partnership with major companies.

The Blue Dragon Transcontinental Escort gladly accepted the rock salt business produced in the Karahan Marquisate.

From the company's perspective, why refuse when someone offers to open a new revenue stream?

*And if you're going to take bribes, take them from there, not from some small company that only operates in a marquisate. That wouldn't even register in your stomach.*

Rubern Ailoy thought to himself as he casually wiggled his fingers.

"...Urgh."
"In exchange, I won't touch what you've done until now. You know this is already being very lenient, right?"
"Yes, I understand..."

In the end, the mouse-whiskered merchant had no choice but to give up the salt business that had been his company's main source of income.

It would cause enormous losses, but what could he do? It was a hundred times better than having his head displayed in the streets.

On his way here, he had easily seen the faces of merchants who, unlike him with his small cuts from the salt business, had been more deeply involved in the marquisate's darkness.

Those faces had all been without bodies.
He had no choice but to bow his head without retort to what amounted to a threat.

As Rubern Ailoy said, there was nothing to gain by continuing this power struggle.

*This damned baron, may an incubus appear in your dreams and violate your backside!*

As the merchant expressed his anger internally, unable to voice it aloud—

"...That said, I wouldn't sleep well if a company that left like this went bankrupt."

Rubern handed over another document.

For a moment, the merchant's heart sank, wondering if Rubern could read minds given his comment about not sleeping well.

The merchant's eyes narrowed.

"May I ask what this is?"
"Can't you tell at a glance?"
"...Potions?"
"I heard the Karahan Marquisate was famous for potions before salt mines were discovered?"
"Yes... my father was also in the potion business. He's passed away now..."
"Then we should understand each other well."

The black-haired administrator smiled and said:

"Let's start a beauty business together."
"A beauty... business?"
"There's something our guild master doesn't know—to easily enter the central market, bribing high officials doesn't work."
"B-Bribes? We never did such things!"
"Tsk, I'm in the middle of talking."

The merchant immediately fell silent at Rubern's warning. The young baron's eyes were flickering threateningly.

"Fine. If 'bribe' sounds bad, let's call it a gift. Yes, a gift."
"Gift—! That's right, a gift."
"You can't just give these gifts to men. I'm not saying don't give them any, but the more effective targets aren't men."
"Then...?"

Rubern Ailoy snapped his fingers and said:

"You need to win over the wives. Actually, the place where underground dealings are most active is women's society."

In short:

"Let's try catching some married women with beauty potions."

It was time to engage in some serious politics.

Ch.153 - Roughly A Margraviate Management Story (6)
The merchant's eyes trembled. Hmm, that's the reaction of someone who's hesitating. I rested my elbows on the desk, interlaced my fingers, and looked the merchant straight in the eyes.

Thinking I might threaten him again, he hastily avoided my gaze and gulped.

"You have nothing to lose. The few potion shops that remained have focused solely on dark salt investments in recent years, completely shrinking to serve only the domestic economy."
"What you're saying is..."
"I'll provide you exclusive rights, I promise."

Only then did the merchant's expression show a definite change. To be fair, he hadn't done anything wrong to me. He had simply aligned himself with Farneri Karahan.

When power shifts, those who clung to that power naturally change as well.

I myself was kicked out of the knights when that hardhead Levia became the captain.

If the previous captain hadn't suddenly disappeared, I probably would have continued living a fairly respected life.

*If that had happened, I wouldn't have found the Rupel Territory as my second home...*

I wouldn't have had Sianne, Lucy, Marquis Rupel, or the knights and retainers who have become like family to me.

Thinking about it that way, I couldn't help but feel grateful to Levia once again.

Anyway.
I was essentially throwing this merchant a lifeline.

Someone who was good at what they did—evidenced by the fact that the marquis's household had used his services and even paid him kickbacks—must have decent business acumen.

He might not earn as much as he did under Farneri, but it's still much better than withering away with nothing, right?

Now that the merchant guild leader seemed to have made up his mind, he straightened his previously hunched back and exclaimed:

"I'll do my best!!!"
"That's right. As expected of a merchant, I like how quickly you grasp the situation."

I quickly presented him with a contract before he could change his mind.

"Now, if you look here, there are clauses regarding contracts under imperial law... and here is the ratio that you and our Rupel Territory will share... 7:3, and of course you know we get the 7, right? We provide the production facilities and products, and you handle only the distribution."
"Wait! Wait a moment!"
"?"

Just when I thought we'd reached an agreement, the merchant suddenly waved his hands. Is he unhappy with the ratio?

Honestly, I was already being quite generous, and if he demanded more, he'd get nothing at all.

When I put on a serious expression, the merchant hurriedly shook his head and replied:

"The ratio isn't the problem! I just want to make sure...!"
"Make sure of what?"
"I'd like to see the products. Honestly, I don't care about how much I earn as long as it follows the standard, but shouldn't I know about the quality of the products?"
"Oh."

I ran my finger along my chin.

That was a reasonable request. I wasn't trying to trick him by offering some cheap "Made in China" products.

After all, we both need sellable merchandise to make money.

"I can see you're serious about this. You pass."

I tore up the contract in front of the merchant. It wasn't necessary, but I wanted to give the impression that I had been testing him all along.

Sure enough, as soon as I tore up the contract, the merchant let out a sigh of relief as if he'd expected it.

"Follow me."

I got up from the negotiation table and opened the small drawer in my office where I kept the potions.

Colorful potions neatly arranged in rows.

"Where did you get all these?"
"There's an alchemist named Agula who's still around."
"Agula...! That old man is still alive?"

The merchant's eyes widened.

"You know him?"
"He's a master craftsman that any merchant trading in this area would know. I haven't heard news of him since he completely withdrew from the potion business..."
"Well, that means his skills are guaranteed."
"If that old man lacks skill, you'd need to bring in an imperial alchemist. Rumors say he himself was once an imperial alchemist..."

The man was now chattering away, all traces of his earlier nervousness gone.

"Still, we should test them just in case. By the way, what's in that box with the skull mark? Agula is famous for not making poisons."
"Ah, that contains substances more dangerous than poison. Don't touch it."

Dangerous indeed.
It turned a noble knight captain into a succubus with just one dose.

At my words, the merchant who had been about to check the box discreetly backed away.

"Anyway, have you conducted clinical trials?"
"To some extent? I've tried drinking as many as I could."
"Hmm... but as far as I know, noble ladies in the capital apply cosmetics rather than drinking them."
"Really?"

This was news to me.

I'd lived in the capital for quite a while, but I had zero interest in cosmetics, so I knew nothing about them.

*I guess green juice is one thing, but with colors like these, drinking them would be a bit off-putting. Is that why Sianne asked why I insisted on potions?*

Now some of my questions were answered.

I'm more familiar with cosmetics you apply rather than drink, too.

"Applying them would be more economical. One bottle of potion could make three topical products. Agula would probably process them for you if you asked."

The merchant started explaining without even being asked. It seems he really has been in the potion business for generations.

"Um, perhaps you could test it by giving it as a gift to someone you have a somewhat ambiguous relationship with?"
"Do we really need to go that far?"
"My goodness, Lord! Don't you know how obsessed the noble ladies in the capital are with beauty? If we sell something wrong, we're truly finished!!"

Actually, it wouldn't be me getting ruined but the merchant in front of me, so it wasn't really my concern... but he was now my business partner.

*It wouldn't hurt to be thorough.*

After thinking briefly, I nodded and added:

"Someone I have an ambiguous relationship with..."

Honestly, I couldn't do this to Sianne or Petra. Especially Petra, who has sensitive skin. It would be wrong to give her cosmetics that might cause problems.

Besides, they're both natural beauties. They do wear makeup, but there isn't much difference between before and after.

Lilia Hebron was out for the same reason, and as for Catherine the Saint...

*That would be awkward.*

I was still being extremely cautious. Even though several weeks had passed since the incident with no word from her, it was clear she hadn't seen my face.

But you never know.

So I'd have to choose from among our knights or someone dispatched to help stabilize the marquis's territory—

"Ah, there is someone."

I recalled the face of a person who suddenly came to mind.

Someone with whom I could exchange gifts but wasn't particularly close or friendly.

Someone who had some interest in makeup and beauty, and who didn't look bad herself. Above all, someone with enough fame to capture the attention of the noble ladies in the capital.

"Levia Irtarte."

***

"...What is this?"
"I picked it up somewhere."

Levia frowned as she received the cosmetics. Why? I don't understand why her reaction is so lukewarm even when given a gift.

"Suddenly?"
"If you don't want it, forget it."
"..."

Levia slightly opened the box to check its contents. After examining the small vial of potion nestled inside, she looked up at me.

"Cosmetics?"
"Well, honestly, even though our relationship ended on bad terms, I'm giving this as a gesture to move on without hard feelings."

Of course, that's not true.

How could I just let go of everything that's built up between us? If she had apologized when we met last time, maybe, but I have no goodwill toward Levia, who still maintains her shameless attitude.

What's so pretty about this leech?

Sianne and Lucy are a hundred, no, a thousand times prettier than Levia with her terrible personality.

But I couldn't say that to her face. Levia needed to quietly serve as my clinical test subject.

So I thought I'd butter her up a bit.

"Ha, do you think I'll be grateful for this?"
"Am I giving you a gift to hear thanks? Just take it. Oh, and you should apply it first thing in the morning."
"Forget it!"

Levia grabbed the cosmetics and stormed off.

Even after receiving a gift, she could at least be a little friendly. Still as rude as ever. Even an ex-boyfriend you broke up with terribly wouldn't be treated this badly.

And a few days later.

"Hey!!!! Rubern Ailoy, you!!!"

Bang!
Levia appeared, kicking open the door that Lucy had already damaged. I scratched my ear as I looked at the problematic knight captain.

"Please enter more gently. Still haven't fixed that habit, tsk..."
"Do you really want to die?! You said this was cosmetics!!! What happened?!"

Levia shouted at the top of her lungs. Her face, which had been fairly clean and presentable, was now covered with red pimples around her cheeks.

*Hmm... so this one's a fail. Doesn't seem to work well for sensitive skin. It was a bit oily, so maybe it's for dry skin.*

I carefully examined Levia's face while scribbling a few words on the document I had set aside.

-Ultra Whitening Moisture Skin Potion: For dry skin, may cause acne on sensitive skin.

"Be honest, this wasn't really a gift!"

Her instincts are annoyingly sharp at times like this, but showing hesitation now would be amateur. I shrugged my shoulders as if I had no idea what she was talking about.

"You don't know much, Captain Levia. And please address me as Lord Rubern Ailoy. We're both nobles now, so shouldn't we show mutual respect?"
"Y-you...!!"
"And those things on your face are removing toxins from your body. It's a natural process."
"T-toxins, what?"
"Toxins. You know, the stuff Captain Levia expels every morning. Ugh, just thinking about it makes me dizzy. When I first smelled it during the Great Expedition, I thought goblins had visited in the night. That's how foul the smell was..."
"Hey!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

Okay, that hit the mark.
I smiled brightly at Levia, who was screaming with a face that had turned bright red.

"Anyway, it's good for you. It'll all clear up in a few days. If you're really concerned, try applying this too."

I rummaged through my desk drawer and pulled out another cosmetic.

Karahan Trouble Clearing Potion Cream for dry, acne-prone skin.

Levia looked back and forth between the cream and me, then huffed as she took the cream and disappeared.

Two days later.
Levia's skin had returned to normal. It seems this one definitely worked.

"How is it?"
"Well... it's actually quite good."
"You seem to like it a lot. Just take these too. I'm a man, so I have no use for them anyway."

Seeing her attitude significantly softened compared to last time, I inwardly laughed as I handed her more cosmetics.

Levia took the cosmetics without protest. Thanks to this, the clinical trials could continue.

"My skin is itchy!!!"

-Olive Essential Skin Toner: May cause itching on dry skin. Almost weightless.

"It feels refreshing when applied before bed. It seems to relieve tight skin, which improves my mood... I think it works even better when used with that pink cream you gave me last time."

-Sleeping Brightening Repair Potion: Works well when used with snail-based hydrogel. Use before bedtime.

The valuable experimental data obtained by thoroughly sacrificing Levia's skin flowed directly to Agula's potion shop.

"Lord... where do you get this information from?"
"Knowing might hurt you."
"Surely you're not testing these on innocent citizens?"
"No way~~ It's nothing like that. I have an acquaintance who's very interested in this field and has been testing them."
"Well, if that's the case, I suppose it's fine..."

Not long after, cosmetics that had been adjusted by the old alchemist were officially launched and headed for the capital.

The catchphrase: Cosmetics that even the Imperial Knights' Golden Lion fell in love with.

The result was, of course—

"It's a huge hit, Lord Rubern!!!! The income from dark salt is laughable compared to the demand for these! Everyone from baronesses to duchesses is clamoring for more as soon as we can secure the supply!"
"I told you it would work, didn't I?"
"For life!! I'll serve you as my benefactor! Take me in!!!! Long live Rubern Ailoy, the new ruler of the Karahan Marquisate!!!"

It was a massive success.

Ch.154 - Disbelief Can Be Deadly.
"...Holy Maiden, I've brought your meal."
"Thank you. Please leave it there and go."

The attending priest bowed his head at the voice coming from inside the room and placed the food in front of the door.

It had already been five nights since Catherine Sissela went into seclusion.
Even the attending priest, who had initially looked on with worried eyes, now seemed accustomed to it, showing an indifferent attitude.

She wasn't performing any religious ceremony. She was simply resting.

Since the corruption and heretics that remained in the Karahan Marquisate had already been rooted out completely, her duties as a standing advisor to the Inquisition and commander of the battle nuns were finished.

Catherine Sissela, who had been lying in bed wrapped tightly in blankets, rose like a zombie and retrieved the food placed in front of the door.

Steam was rising from the freshly made meal. It was even her favorite—shrimp tomato cream pasta!

The Holy Maiden quickly looked around to make sure no one was watching, then entered her room with a giddy smile.

This was the lazy side of the Holy Maiden who always greeted believers with a benevolent smile and was the first to step forward for any matter, trivial or significant.

She was human before being a Holy Maiden. Of course she would feel fatigue.
Especially when dealing with a case involving black magic and a territory as large as a marquisate, that fatigue would only multiply.

Even though additional priests and inquisitors had arrived from the Papal Office, the fact remained that she was the command tower.

However, if the Holy Maiden of Laterano showed any sign of weakness, it could become a test of faith for believers.

The Papal Office was already the subject of much talk lately. It was best to avoid giving anyone ammunition or causing faith to waver.

So the Holy Maiden always had to "act" like an iron woman.

Someone who never lost her composure no matter what happened, who always volunteered first. As the mother of all believers and the representative of the omnipotent God.

Finally able to put down that burden of acting,
the Holy Maiden had holed up in her quarters as soon as the inquisitors returned to the Papal Office.

"Lounging around really is the best... Even though I'm already doing nothing, I want to do nothing even more intensely."

The Holy Maiden muttered as she stuffed pasta into her mouth.

It was far from her usual neat and proper appearance, but honestly, who cared?
There was no one else here but her.

However, contrary to her wishes, the time to leave the Karahan Marquisate that she had grown accustomed to was approaching.

After leaving the marquisate, she would have to continue supporting the establishment of an independent parish in the Rupel Territory, which she had temporarily put aside.
And once that was finished, Catherine Sissela would have to return to the Papal Office.

Yes, that damned Papal Office.

Just thinking about going back there made her head throb.

Although the sudden riot of the Blue Cross Society had temporarily settled all the political struggles that had been tightly drawn regarding the selection of the next Pope.

But those greedy old men, whose priestly robes belied their avarice, wouldn't stay quiet for long.

Having dealt with two high-ranking officials of the Blue Cross Society, the old men would soon bring up the main issue.
When that time came, Catherine Sissela would clearly have to endure another hellish period.

"Sigh."

Just imagining it made her feel drained of all energy.
The Holy Maiden quickly erased the irritation creeping up in her mind with the thick texture of the cream pasta.

'But by the way, who was that person really?'

Suddenly, she recalled the memory of when she had raided the contaminated mansion with Ethan.

The assailant who had nearly killed her before hastily fleeing.

Their movements were so agile that they easily evaded even Ethan's pursuit, who was among the strongest of the holy knights.

'It wasn't a demon. The eyes were normal...'

Though as dark as the shadow concealed by the robe, the gleaming eyes were unmistakably human.

Thinking about it again, the holy barrier had been properly applied. Moreover, she hadn't sensed the distinctive stench or unpleasant feeling that emanated from evil people.

From the day of the mysterious attack until now, despite drawing her own conclusions and organizing a separate investigation team, the identity of the assailant remained unknown.

What was their intention in attacking her?
Why did they hesitate after attacking?
And why did they flee despite being unaffected by holy power?

And later it was revealed that they had likely wiped out all the black magician's forces stationed in the mansion before she and her team had entered.

Since this was discovered only after the black magician had been executed, there was no way to confirm the truth now.

Everything about them was a mystery, veiled in secrecy.

'Still, I suppose it's fortunate. They don't seem to be hostile to the Papal Office.'

It might be just one of many possibilities, but perhaps they were an assassin hired by residents who had fallen victim to the black magician.

Given that there are secretive assassination groups in the Empire that even the information guild "Continental" refuses to sell information about.

Such an assassin might have quickly subdued only the black magician and left.

'Honestly, it might be better to drop it here. Stirring things up will only create more trouble...'

In the end, the only problem was herself.
She was the one who was attacked, she was the one who nearly died, and she was the one who almost wet herself... from the killing intent directed at her.

'How embarrassing!!!!'

Recalling the expression Ethan had shown right after, who had accompanied her as an aide, shame washed over her like a tsunami.

She slammed her clenched fist on the table repeatedly.
The now-empty plate clattered noisily.

"Hoo... Phoooo..."

The Holy Maiden puffed out her lips and trembled. Then she slapped both her cheeks.
Instantly regaining her inner peace.

This was a routine Catherine often used.

With that, the Holy Maiden wiped her lips as if nothing had happened and rose from her seat to place the empty plate outside.

Creeak-
Just as she opened the door and peeked her head out.

"Ah."
"???"

Her eyes met those of a man looking down at her.

"Kyaaah!!"
"Uwaaaaah!!!"

Thud! After a few seconds of silence, the startled Holy Maiden fell backward. The man, even more surprised by Catherine's scream, tumbled and rolled in the corridor.

"Wh-what is it!! You scared me!!"
"That's my line! Why are you crawling out like some ghoul? I almost drew my sword by instinct!"

It was Rubern Ailoy, the administrative officer of the Snow Leopard Knights.
Though she didn't know why he had come, the Holy Maiden shrank back, hastily pulling down her flipped skirt.

Looking at the Holy Maiden, Rubern closed his eyes tightly and extended his hand.
A gesture of courtesy toward a lady.

"..."

Catherine Sissela grabbed his hand and stood up. A heavy silence followed. The first to speak was the Holy Maiden.

"What brings you here?"
"I heard you're returning to the Rupel Territory the day after tomorrow."
"Yes, since I've finished everything I needed to do."
"So I thought I should visit you before you leave. You helped a lot in resolving this situation, didn't you?"

Was he simply here to express gratitude? Catherine waved her hand, saying such things were expected of her as the Holy Maiden.

If anything, since black magic was involved, it was more like Rubern Ailoy and the Snow Leopard Knights had helped the Papal Office.

"Well then, yes... anyway, you're also returning soon, right? I heard the current lord, Saxen Karahan, is gradually improving."
"We can't entrust administrative duties to someone who's just recovered. I'll probably have to continue as regent while he recovers."

Catherine Sissela could easily understand. Was Rubern Ailoy that competent? Even the residents of the marquisate had asked him to continue as regent, so even if Saxen had recovered, it would take some time for the Karahan territory to normalize.

"The establishment of the independent parish in the Rupel Territory is also in its final stages, so as you said, this might be the last time."
"Yes, that's why."
"Still, I look forward to seeing you at the Papal Office sometime soon."

Rubern's expression stiffened slightly at her words. He had seemed uncomfortable with the Papal Office before. Had something happened between him and the Papal Office in the past?

"...If, if you invite me. I'd be happy to go."

Rubern gave an ambiguous answer and quickly disappeared. What a strange and peculiar person. Just as Catherine turned around to enter her room.

Rubern's face rapidly overlapped in her mind.

"Huh?"

That posture when he fell just now—wasn't it somehow familiar? Normally she would have dismissed it, but for some reason, this time she felt she shouldn't.

And the thought didn't linger long. She could easily realize the identity of the sudden sense of discomfort.

'Could it be...!!'

She hastily turned around to look, but Rubern Ailoy had already disappeared.

Catherine Sissela rubbed her trembling arms. Goosebumps had risen all over.

Dark eyes with that distinctive stealthy and swift movement.
A skilled individual known by the alias "Black Fox" during the Great Expedition.

And the fact that he was strangely uncomfortable with the Papal Office.

"That man... could Rubern Ailoy be the one who attacked me at the mansion?"

Catherine Sissela swallowed hard.
Her mind was in chaos.

It was still just a suspicion, but it seemed she needed to investigate more carefully.

Ch.155 - Rupel Territory Grows Stronger Than Yesterday
"I see... my son..."
"I'm sorry it turned out this way."
"That's my fault too, I suppose. The truth is I failed to manage things properly."

Count Saxen Karahan grasped the situation surprisingly quickly as soon as he rose from his sickbed.

He didn't react with denial like "my son would never do such a thing," but immediately accepted reality. That gives me a pretty good idea of what Farneri Karahan's usual behavior must have been like.

"So, Dionaos Rupel Count... or I should say Marquis now, I hear."
"Yes, Lord Karahan."
"What do you intend to do with our territory?"
"What do you mean? I must return it to you, of course. I'll end the regency as soon as you've recovered."

Saxen looked quite surprised at Marquis Rupel's unhesitating response. It was understandable, in a way.

The citizens' assessment of the regency was actually much better than during Farneri's rule. Economic indicators that had been marked by corruption had returned to normal.

Rock salt is a normal good, after all. There was more than enough demand.

By cutting off the near-monopolistic distribution routes that had existed before, competition between merchant groups was stimulated, causing consumer prices to fall while distribution prices were set higher than normal.

*Five gold coins per kilogram was absolutely insane... a truly deranged price.*

Removing such rotten roots inevitably led to healthier administration of the territory.

Usually, the biggest problems when merging territories come from resistance by nobles, officials, and citizens.

But the nobles were all smiles at the prospect of merging with a rising territory.

The officials weren't much different.

Partly because the corrupt officials had all lost their heads, but also because many of the remaining officials had grown sick of the Karahan regime.

As for the citizens... well, as I mentioned earlier, there's no need to elaborate.

Lower taxes, improved security, and the removal of the troublesome lord's proxy and his lackeys—how could they not be pleased?

That's the situation.

It would actually be stranger not to take the territory like a slice of cake.

"You truly mean to return it?"
"I've received much help from you, Lord Saxen Karahan. I cannot repay kindness with injustice."
"Hasn't that debt been cleared already? If anything, it's we who acted maliciously..."
"We're not the sort to keep score of such things. Besides, it wasn't your doing, but your son's misdeed."

Marquis Saxen Karahan wore a complicated expression. He slumped down on the sofa in the lord's office and fell into deep thought.

"...When do you plan to end the regency?"
"Whenever you wish, Lord Saxen. If you want it right now, I'll proceed with the transfer of authority immediately."
"I see, so you'll do as I wish, whatever it may be."

The elderly lord slowly rose from his seat. He unlocked a display case on a shelf at the back of the office.

Inside was a silver sword that gleamed in the sunlight.

"The Sword of Karahan."

The family's treasured sword bestowed by the Imperial Family.

It essentially represented Imperial recognition of lordship over a territory, and if lost or taken, it could never be recovered.

Even during the last Great Expedition, quite a few lords who participated with their treasured swords were killed, and their territories reverted to the Empire.

Saxen Karahan took the sword, approached us, and knelt before Marquis Dionaos Rupel.

"?????"
"!?"

Almost simultaneously, Rupel and I jumped to our feet in shock.

"W-what are you doing?!"
"This body is too old now. Lord Rupel, you must know. If such a small amount of poison nearly killed me, I'm already finished."

Saxen Karahan was approaching 60 years of age. Unlike modern society where 60 might barely be considered middle-aged, here it meant he was essentially elderly.

Even in a world with magic, medical standards were still far below modern levels.

Unless one had dragon bones, it was natural to gradually waste away.

The reason Saxen Karahan recovered so quickly from his comatose state was because his body had weakened to the point where even a tiny amount of poison could affect him so severely.

"Moreover, my son has been stripped of his qualifications and banished by the Imperial Family... so this territory essentially has no future."
"What are you saying!"
"You've already proven how well you can manage this territory, Lord Dionaos. Rather than letting it be swallowed up after a few years of grace, I believe it's right to entrust it to a wise ruler."

It was perhaps a wise choice, if one thought about it. The future of the marquisate had been bleak since Farneri Karahan was expelled by the Imperial Family.

Farneri's eldest son, Eisel Karahan, who could be considered the legitimate heir, was only 15 years old.

He would inevitably be controlled by regents, and even after reaching adulthood, he would likely be manipulated by officials.

Saxen Karahan, who had successfully led the territory until the age of 60, would certainly understand this reality.

*The place was full of sycophants to begin with.*

If the territory's fate was sealed, then so be it.

I looked at Saxen kneeling before Dionaos Rupel. In this ceremony of vassal to lord, with the treasured sword already presented, Marquis Rupel had only two options:

Either reject the sword, dishonoring Saxen's pledge.
Or accept the sword, becoming the new lord of Karahan.

If he chose the latter, Karahan would become part of Rupel territory, and according to Imperial law, Marquis Saxen Karahan would become Count Saxen Karahan.

"...I..."

In the heavy silence that descended, Marquis Dionaos Rupel slowly opened his mouth.

"I accept your pledge of fealty."
"Thank you, Marquis Rupel."

Saxen handed over the treasured sword with an expression of relief. The recipient, however, looked rather conflicted.

"Please formally announce the territory's integration to the remaining Imperial inspectors. Then the adjustment of titles will also take place."

Marquis Rupel extended his hand to the kneeling Saxen. The territory had been transferred much more peacefully than expected. I could indirectly understand how highly respected Dionaos Rupel must have been.

It was surely because Saxen Karahan knew not only his achievements but also his character that he trusted him with the territory.

And so, the entanglement with the Karahan Marquisate ended exactly according to plan.

*Well... we were going to absorb it eventually anyway.*

I thought as I left the lord's office at the request of Saxen Karahan and Dionaos Rupel, who wanted to speak privately.

If they hadn't made such a mess of that one village, things might not have become so extreme.

"Now that the merger is certain... maybe we should hold a regional festival. It would be good for unity between the regions."

The Rupel Marquisate, despite its long history, didn't have a distinctive festival, so establishing one now wouldn't be a bad idea.

There was the cooking competition that spawned the LuCiH Association, but that was purely a cooking "competition," not a festival.

And the beer was already famous.

Like Germany's Oktoberfest, Britain's Edinburgh Festival, or Sapporo's Snow Festival, if we packaged it as a product, it could be widely promoted.

*Come to think of it, good location, snow in winter, beautiful natural scenery, delicious beer... it's strange there hasn't been a proper festival until now.*

Great, I have something to do as soon as I return to the Rupel Marquisate.

Preparing for a festival.
Just thinking about it made my heart flutter with excitement.

***

"So I decided we should hold a festival."
"Is that supposed to be a logical conclusion, b-brother?"
"Why, why are you looking at me so scary... Anyway, take these cosmetics. Even Levia couldn't resist them."
"If you think you can distract me with these, you're mistaken!"

Petra said that, but then rummaged through the box full of cosmetics and picked up several items.

What's this? Some kind of woman's intuition?

I wondered how she could pick out only the expensive items without knowing what was what, but anyway, the other female administrators also timidly approached and took some cosmetics.

"So this is what you were making over there?"
"Hey now! These are money-makers! Now that the Karahan territory is under us, the more we sell, the more our treasury grows!"
"Thanks to that, along with the expanded territory, we have twice as many dungeons to manage."
"Isn't that the knights' job?"
"I wish you'd recruit more knights before saying things like that."

As soon as Marquis Saxen Karahan transferred his fief to Marquis Dionaos Rupel, my duties as regent ended.

Now it was a matter for the Karahan Marquisate and other vassals to resolve.

I was, after all, just an administrator of the knights.

"By the way, I heard they're restructuring the knight order positions?"
"I haven't heard anything about that."
"They said they can't keep you as just an administrator when you've received a viscount title..."

That made sense.

There wasn't a separate title like chief administrator or head of administration, and I was still called an "administrator," no different from a rookie who had just joined the knights.

"I heard you'll take the position of head of administration, and several administrators will be appointed as chief administrators."
"...? Then what about me?"

I was confused.

Surely they wouldn't give me those two positions when both the commander and vice commander were still around. Did that mean I was being forcibly removed from the knights?

Quitting the knights (involuntarily)?

Or perhaps I was being kidnapped by the Papal Office?

The saint's gaze had seemed suspicious last time—had she finally made her move?!

While all sorts of imaginings were swirling in my head, Petra chuckled at my confused expression and answered.

"They say you'll be an executor. Someone who executes whatever needs executing."

Oh...
Now that's a title I like.

And I really like that description too.
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The Executor, the Enforcer.
I've received quite a cool title. I couldn't be more satisfied.

"So you're really going to hold a festival?"
"Yes, honestly, nothing develops a region better than a festival."

I've heard that Oktoberfest, one of the world's three major festivals, generates annual revenue of 1.4 trillion won.

Of course, that's because it has so much history and an enormous scale... but there's no reason our festival can't generate decent income too, right?

Actually, now is the perfect time to hold a festival, as Rupel Territory's reputation has been gradually spreading not just to the capital but also to the southern regions and other countries.

Even if we can't make a trillion, couldn't we recover about half the capital invested in the Iron Road construction? That alone would be a huge win.

Having achieved remarkable growth and paid off almost all the territory's debts, it's now time to move beyond debt repayment and fill the treasury to the brim.

"Well... other territories regularly hold festivals too, and when the season comes, different festivals are held all over the central region."
"For now, we'll limit it to certain key areas, and later it can become a territorial tradition."

I'm thinking of festivals like Natsumatsuri, Halloween, or Christmas.
Different villages holding festivals simultaneously during similar periods.

Halloween isn't just celebrated in Itaewon, right?
Even in metropolitan areas around Gyeonggi Province, they create that kind of atmosphere during the season and hold actual events, which greatly helps develop the local economy.

"Then I'll put it on the agenda for the next regular meeting."
"Think of a few ideas by then."
"Got it, but brother."

Petra's gaze suddenly changed. The atmosphere that had been unremarkable just minutes ago reversed, and a familiar yet suffocating feeling enveloped my entire body.

"While you were there... nothing happened, right? I heard you were constantly with Commander Sianne."

An alarm bell rang shrilly in my head. A clear hellish dilemma detected.
I tried to hide my flinching heart and answered Petra with a stern, solemn voice.

"Nothing, happened at all...!"
"Well, since you were busy with regency duties, I suppose you wouldn't have had time for 'that kind of thing.'"

Petra tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled broadly. Beyond that fox-like enchanting smile, I could clearly feel the warning reaching my skin.

Mom, I'm scared!

"And this is also saying that you can call me anytime if you really want to."
"I got it..."

I could only be horrified as I watched Petra round her hand as if holding something and bring it to her mouth.

She wasn't originally like this.
I wonder if I'm partly responsible for corrupting her.

My previously unbothered mood suddenly became exhausted.

A love triangle in my life.
Even after trying to clear my head, I remained dumbfounded by a situation I'd never imagined possible.

***

"Today's main agenda is hosting a festival."

A few days later.
Petra opened the discussion at the regular meeting held in the marquis mansion's grand conference room.

"A festival?"
"What's this all about suddenly...?"

Naturally, the vassals and other administrators attending the meeting looked confused. It makes sense, since the topic of hosting a festival was thrust upon them without context.

The eyes of Lilia Hebron, the duke's daughter who was temporarily staying in Rupel Territory to familiarize herself with political affairs, also widened.

After Petra initiated the discussion, she naturally turned her gaze toward me.
I raised my hand lightly, stood up, and looked around at everyone seated in the conference room.

"Rubern the Executor."

Judicial Officer Arthur Tarantino spoke. Executor. Hearing it from someone else's mouth gave it a different feeling. I struggled to control my shoulders that wanted to rise with pride.

"It's exactly as stated. A festival, specifically a winter festival."

I methodically explained why we should hold a festival, how much income it was expected to generate, what other territories were doing—all the information I had prepared in advance.

At first perplexed, the others gradually began nodding or changing their expressions to listen more seriously.

Perhaps it was because this proposal, like the cooking competition or road construction I had suggested before, was neither meaningless nor far-fetched. Or maybe my position within the vassal council had become firmly established.

"Therefore, I propose holding a major festival throughout the territory sometime between December and January."
"I always welcome it!!!"

The first person to respond to my opinion was, of course, the finance officer.

"Even the Rupel Cooking Competition, which was a festival in name only, attracted more visitors in one day than Rupel normally sees in a month. And a festival held throughout the entire territory, the taxes alone from that would..."
"Alright, that's enough."

As usual, I calmed the finance officer who was about to go on a rampage.

"What do the rest of you think?"
"I've always thought it would be nice if Rupel had a proper festival of its own. Even before the Great Expedition, Rupel Territory didn't have its own unique festival."

The white-haired governor spoke.

Though his position held no real power and was merely honorary, he was still a proper member of the vassal council. In fact, his statements were essentially treated as those of an elder statesman, as his position was closer to a courtesy for a retired official.

"I agree as well. Since Rupel Territory is enjoying unprecedented prosperity, it would be even better if it also served to acknowledge the hard work of the territory's people."

The finance officer, governor, and people's advocate all voted in favor. Moreover, the other vassals had no particular reason to oppose the festival.

The only potential objection might be that we should prioritize resolving the various issues arising from absorbing Karahan Territory... but festivals consume considerable energy just in the planning stage, so it's better to start early.

If we adopt the agenda and form a separate team to allocate personnel so that it doesn't affect the Karahan Territory merger, even that remaining excuse would be crushed.

"It seems there are no objections."
"Well, a festival sounds good. The marquis would be pleased, and the people would enjoy it too."

The residents of the north were already thoroughly accustomed to life there.

No joke, the residents of Petaronto were the kind of crazy rabbits who would light bonfires around the city on snowy days and dance in front of them.

Since they couldn't farm in winter and had nothing to do, they just passed time that way. Truly the stagnant life of northern residents.

So now that we've applied a proper expansion pack, shouldn't we create at least one proper winter activity?

"Then we'll proceed with the festival and gather ideas."
"Ahem...! A festival should have plenty of delicious food, shouldn't it? And plenty of alcohol to drink freely."

Security Officer Baker added, stroking his chin. Perhaps due to the series of recent incidents that had kept him busy, he'd been recommending alcohol more frequently lately.

Just yesterday, he was sitting at the brewery drinking heavily by himself.

"That's a given. A festival without delicious food and alcohol isn't a festival at all. But what I'm talking about is the concept of the festival."

Every festival has a basic concept. And that concept is often related to the characteristics of the region. That's how it firmly establishes itself as part of the local culture.

"If it's held between December and January, it could coincide with New Year's events. And since it usually snows heavily, how about a snow festival..."

One administrator cautiously raised his hand to express his opinion. It was the most basic, certain, and fail-proof proposal.

Snow festival, noted.

"What about making it a chicken and beer festival? We could release limited-edition products that can only be tasted in Rupel Territory..."

Fantasy version of Oktoberfest, noted.

"Since the highway is completed, we could close off some roads and hold horse racing competitions, which would be great."

Rupel Musume Arima Memorial Grand Prix, noted.

Once the floodgates opened, all kinds of extraordinary ideas poured out. Except for content filled with personal desires like winter swimming competitions, most were worth serious consideration.

But something was still missing.

Snow festivals were already being held to some extent in northern territories.
Using beer or chicken as the complete base seemed to lack a clear regional characteristic.

Horse racing... needless to say, it felt like just a side attraction.

"Is this really all we have?"

Having heard most of the opinions, I looked around at everyone gathered in the conference room.

At that moment, Lilia Hebron, who had been cautiously observing from the guest seat, raised her hand.

"Ah, Lady Hebron. Please speak freely."
"Since we're talking about a winter festival, our Hebron Territory holds something similar, so I was wondering if a hunting competition might work?"
"A hunting competition?"

When I repeated the question, Lilia Hebron nodded.

"We hold a magical beast hunting competition every winter, as a way to compete for outstanding warriors. We designate a large forest and determine winners based on who brings back the largest and strongest magical beasts."

In other words, an extreme sport risking one's life. Like a Lucky Colosseum.

But there would definitely be demand for it. Even decent mercenaries could hunt C-grade magical beasts without much difficulty.

"But the risk of accidents is too great. If there were casualties, I question whether we could even call it a festival. Oh, I'm absolutely not trying to disparage Hebron Territory—"

Security Officer Baker added a comment but quickly apologized as he looked anxiously at Lilia.

"No, no...! I understand. There's a reason we call it a competition rather than a festival."
"This might work as part of the festival rather than the main event."
"The magical beasts near Petaronto are too weak, and the ones worth hunting are too far away."

Surprisingly, the magical beasts that had made their nests near Petaronto were at most goblins. We'd need at least frost jackals or black bitulas like the ones we encountered in the north last time to make a worthwhile competition.

"Then I suppose it can't be helped."

Lilia Hebron responded quietly.
Though her expression didn't change, the pitch of her voice lowered slightly, suggesting she was feeling dejected because her opinion had been rejected.

Despite her status as a duke's daughter and her cold-blooded appearance, she was more sensitive than anyone inside.

'But magical beast hunting... hunting... I feel like something's coming to mind...'

At that moment.
A clear image of creatures similar to magical beasts that primarily inhabit the Rupel area, especially near Petaronto, flashed through my mind.

Those mischievous creatures that come down to the capital every year and cause a commotion.

I smiled at the sudden idea and added:

"What about hunting Frost Spirits instead of magical beasts?"

If Korea has winter trout festivals, Rupel could have a winter spirit festival.

I thought it was a perfect idea, but...

"...Executor, capturing spirits recklessly like people would be disastrous."
"That's right, Executor. What if you face nature's wrath head-on for doing that!"
"Beating up spirits is, umm... well..."

The response was decidedly lukewarm.
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"Would Regius just stand by and watch?"

The one who drove the point home was Commander Sianne.

Right, there was a mage in the knightly order. And not just any mage, but a spirit mage who was formerly a Diamond-rank adventurer.

Even though Frost Spirits are somewhat closer to magical beasts than ordinary spirits, they still technically fall under the category of spirits.

Naturally, Regius wouldn't just stand by and watch these spirits being exploited.

After all, Regius always included spirits in his greetings.

"...Hmm. Then I'll withdraw this suggestion."

I immediately retracted my opinion. One should never anger an elven knight.

Still, it was disappointing.
Given the precedent of Tipen Village, I thought using magical beasts to organize an event would bring something different.

It was at that moment that Lilia Hebron raised her hand.

"Wait, does it have to be a hunting competition?"
"Pardon?"
"After all, Lord Rubern said the important thing is the concept of the festival. What we were originally discussing wasn't just about these additional events..."

She was right.

I don't know how the conversation had drifted this way, but the most important thing was the festival's concept.

"What if we speak with Lord Regius about holding a 'Winter Spirit Festival'—one where we coexist with spirits?"
"Oh!!!!"

My eyes lit up.
Yes, this is it!

The concept I was looking for was right here!

The reactions from the other vassals and administrators were similarly enthusiastic. After all, the term "Spirit Festival" was extraordinary in itself.

Plus, from late December to early January is when Frost Spirits are most active.
Since they've just started moving around, their powers are still weak at this time.

It's the perfect timing to bring them to Petaronto to mingle with residents and tourists.

"Then we'll definitely need Regius's cooperation."

If we're really going to hold a Spirit Festival, Regius's input would be most important. He was the only one among us who could communicate effectively with spirits.

"Are we concluding here?"
"Since we've almost unanimously agreed to hold a festival, it would be best to seriously discuss the direction with Regius."

And with that, the regular meeting ended.

There was no point in dragging it out further since no proposal would be as appealing as the Spirit Festival. If it doesn't work out, we could always hold a festival that feels like a mix of the Sapporo Snow Festival and Oktoberfest.

Even if it's conventional, you can't deny that such formats sell well.

People generally prefer familiar tastes with novel toppings rather than entirely new flavors.

Imagine suddenly holding a winter bikini dance party here.
A pool party with snowy mountains as the backdrop. It might be unique, different, and provocative, but how many people would actually participate?

The key to success isn't about being unusual, after all. Even if we adopt the Spirit Festival, we don't need to differentiate it from other festivals in every aspect.

"By the way, since we're at this point, would you accompany me, Princess Lilia?"

I stopped the silver-haired princess as she was leaving the meeting room.

"Me?"
"You're the one who suggested this great idea, and honestly, you don't have anything else to do right now, do you?"

Lilia flinched, as if I'd hit the nail on the head.

Although she was gaining experience among administrators in preparation for her future succession, it wasn't appropriate to assign actual duties to someone of her status as a princess.

As a result, Lilia Hebron seemed to have quite a bit of free time.

Given her thoughtful and considerate nature, she probably wouldn't just sit around at the knights' headquarters feeling like she was in the way.

"And when you first came to our territory, you mentioned wanting to focus on learning about administrative affairs, didn't you?"
"Yes... I did."
"How about planning this first Rupel Festival with me? I think it would be an interesting and valuable experience."

Until now, Lilia Hebron had lived almost exclusively as a knight.

She was an expert in tactics, strategy, dungeon conquests, and maintaining public order.

But conversely, she was vulnerable in areas like administration, territory management, and asset management.

Of course, when she becomes a lord, her vassals will help to some extent, but there's a big difference between being able to handle administrative affairs yourself and leaving everything to your vassals.

It's a bit regretful, but our Marquis Dionaos Rupel has demonstrated this himself.

Life isn't like "One Piece" where you can solve everything with your fists.

"Hmm..."

Though she pretended to hesitate, as someone who's taken "Princess Analysis 101" with an A+, I could tell this wasn't a bad reaction.

"Why play hard to get? It's no fun doing that with me."
"W-what! Hard to get?!"
"But it will really be helpful. It's event planning, after all."
"I agree with that. However..."
"If you're worried about the outcome, don't be."

I added with a grin.

"Who do you think I am?"

***

"What?"

Regius showed a reaction I'd never seen before when he heard my words. I never dreamed I'd hear such a dumbfounded response from the usually composed elven knight.

"So, you want to invite spirits to the festival?"
"That's exactly what I'm saying."
"Who on earth proposed this? What kind of person would come up with such a crazy idea..."
"Ah."

A small voice came from behind me.
I quickly made eye contact with Regius, applying silent pressure, and the elven knight hastily tried to recover.

"Ah... there might have been a misunderstanding. I meant 'crazy' as in extremely good."
"Do, do elves use slang for exclamations too?!"
"I learned it recently. It sticks quite well."

Lilia Hebron accepted his desperate evasion with a "R-really...?" and I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Getting back to the main point, it's not impossible, but what exactly do you plan to do with the spirits?"
"Hmm... maybe incorporate them into a game of tag?"

I recalled games like "Escape" or "Cops and Robbers" that I played throughout elementary school. What if we set up a section of the city for such games, with spirits being "it" and chasing people?

"While they're playful enough to join such games, can you really handle it?"

With that one comment from Regius, my imagination transformed into a scene of chaos.

Spirits shooting ice magic, destroyed houses, and a bloodbath of a festival.

Of course, Frost Spirits rarely attack people directly, and even if they did, their magic isn't that strong.

But property damage from ice needles (which hurt) breaking windows, stalls, and goods is a separate issue. The number of injuries that would result wouldn't be small either.

'Aaaahh!'

Just imagining it gave me a headache. Instead of making money from the festival, we'd end up spending more.

"Is there really no way?"
"Rather than tag, perhaps consider other options."
"...How about an ice and snow sculpture exhibition?"

Princess Lilia cautiously suggested.

Ice sculptures. Regius thought for a moment before nodding.

"That shouldn't be a problem. Sculpting snow or ice is one of the favorite activities of cold spirits."

It's no wonder that the landscapes of snowy mountains where Frost Spirits inhabit are so breathtaking.

The beautifully blooming snow flowers and the unique snow sculptures found throughout the mountains are the works of cold spirits.

I knew this, but I hadn't thought of it. The princess deserves credit for this idea.

"Oh, Princess Lilia? You've been on a roll today!"

Pleased with this satisfactory compromise, I joked, and Lilia Hebron put her hands on her hips and slightly raised her chin.

She didn't say anything, but somehow I could almost hear a "heheng" sound effect of her laughing.

'Well... despite her appearance, her reactions are quite cute.'

The Gray Wolf of Hebron Duchy.

Known for her stiff, rigid, and expressionless demeanor, it was nice to see her emotional expressions becoming more abundant the more time we spent together.

"Since we're going ahead with the festival anyway, let's visit the mountains together tomorrow."
"It's only November, are there already Frost Spirits?"
"We call them proto-spirits. Over time, they'll transform into different spirits. If you establish a connection with them early, you'll be able to exert some control during the festival period."

As always, once a decision was made, Regius demonstrated his incredible drive to act immediately.

In principle, he's not that different from me, who tends to execute things right away. I can't help but like him.

"Sounds good. By the way, there's one value we absolutely must preserve in this festival—"
"What's that?"

I answered Regius's question confidently.

"Romance."
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Winter.
The season when lush greenery falls away, leaving only bare branches behind.

In some ways, it could be called a desolate time, but that's precisely why it's a season that stirs human emotions.

The first snow, vast expanses of pristine white mountains.
The crackling sound of a bonfire, steaming hot soup with wisps of vapor rising.
Wearing fur-lined leather coats, exhaling breaths that scatter in white puffs.

Just these descriptions clearly convey the sentiment of the season. That's why it's my favorite season.

Of course, such sentiments were almost like premium content that singles couldn't enjoy, a kind of discrimination...

But still, nothing is more romantic than a winter festival.

A massive tree! Colorful candles and lanterns illuminating a snow-covered city!
And the faint sound of Christmas carols.

The overall backdrop for this spirit festival was already completely formed in my mind.

If there's no Christmas, we can just create one. We'd even be the first to do it, which makes it even better.

*I couldn't enjoy it on Earth-1, so I should make the most of it here.*

Goodbye to the life of hiding under blankets on Christmas Eve, giggling while watching YouTube.

A life where I'd fall into despair every year because there was no one who recognized me when I went out, nor any women to hang out with.

But this time, I could proudly enjoy the atmosphere as both the executor and festival planner of the Rupel Territory.

However, since neither Regius nor Lilia had experience in this area, they didn't seem to fully grasp the "romance" I was talking about.

"By romance, do you mean inviting people like troubadours?"
"Troubadours naturally come along when you hold a festival. What I'm talking about is more fundamental."
"I-I don't quite understand what you mean..."
"Once you see it, you'll know what I'm talking about."

I said this as I stood up.

"I'll let you know again once the details about the Frost Spirit are decided."

The sketch was complete.
Now I just needed to trace the lines and add color to create quite an impressive atmosphere.

Time to get back to work.

***

The festival preparations proceeded smoothly.

Dionaos Rupel, the final approver, granted permission as soon as the festival was mentioned.

Since they had peacefully absorbed the Karahan Marquisate—now a county—it seemed he viewed it as both a celebration of the merger and a definite reward for the territory's residents who had endured much hardship.

-There have been many events lately, so it would be good to have some lively enjoyment like this.

It was obvious that the Marquis himself would have the most fun at the festival... but that's why he was loved by all his vassals and residents.

The first thing to do before preparing the festival was advertising. The advertising itself wasn't difficult. As Marco Firenze officially began to take charge of one axis of Rupel's economy, the traffic of merchant groups naturally increased.

There were quite a few medium-sized merchant groups contracted with the Snow Leopard Knights, and if you included those that regularly visited Petaronto, the number was considerable.

Just spreading the word each time they came and went would be enough to reach not only the capital but also the southern part of the empire in no time.

"I was wondering why you ordered more supplies than usual."
"Better to have leftovers piling up than to run short."
"You always make such excellent choices, it's truly amazing. So when exactly is the festival being held?"
"Events will take place throughout the Rupel Territory for two weeks, but in Petaronto, it starts on December 24th."

I set the date of the Spirit Festival to exactly December 24th. The very day known as Christmas Eve in my original world.

The festival would even officially begin with an eve celebration, so I was faithfully adhering to tradition.

"Don't worry! Who am I if not someone who can help? Give me just three days, and I'll make sure everyone in the capital knows about the Rupel festival without you needing to send anyone there."

The merchant spoke with an expression brimming with confidence. There was no need to go that far, but the more, the better.

I silently prayed for the head of Security Chief Baker, who would lose his remaining few strands of hair dealing with all the incidents that would occur during the festival period.

Having spread advertisements in the manner of this era and placed advance orders for the increased goods needed for the festival, all that remained was location scouting.

I went around Petaronto with Lilia Hebron.

"We need to decorate a total of three places. Let's focus on the northern part of the city where there are many empty lots or abandoned buildings."
"Hmm, about that large conifer you mentioned..."
"You mean the Spirit Festival tree?"
"Ah, so that's what it's called. I apologize."

Since there was no culture of decorating trees here, the concept of a tree was very unfamiliar.

"Anyway, wouldn't it be better to place it in Petaronto's central square?"
"I was concerned it might be awkward because of the fountain, but that would be best."
"That way it would also stand out compared to other villages and cities at a glance."

I briefly pictured the scene in my mind.

The lively street that unfolds right after passing through the main gate of the capital. Beyond it, a massive tree rising high.

Isn't that perfect for a winter festival or Christmas atmosphere?

"Yes, that definitely works well."

I nodded with satisfaction toward Lady Lilia.

Actually, this festival wouldn't be held only in Petaronto.

Other cities and villages in the territory would also host different events highlighting their own unique characteristics.

That's why the festival period wasn't just a few days but two weeks, from December 17th to 31st.

-No matter what, we can't possibly manage a festival held throughout the entire territory. Are you trying to kill all the administrators when they're already busy, brother?!

Petra's sharp voice seemed to ring in my ears.

I had brought the proposal with a smile and received a solid smack on my back.

As Petra said, if the festival for the entire territory was to be held as a "Spirit Festival," then events held in the Barony of Kirten in the south would also have to be Spirit Festivals.

However, the problems that would arise then weren't ones that could be overcome with mere determination.

First, a Spirit Festival would require bringing spirits, but Frost Spirits couldn't inhabit the baronial region.

They're cold spirits, after all. They couldn't survive in a climate milder than the area around Petaronto.

And it's not like we could bring water spirits instead, so the festival in the barony would obviously become a Spirit Festival without spirits.

Moreover, even if we forced it, there were far too few people to control the events.

Even if we deployed all the existing knights' administrators and mid-to-low-level officials for festival management, it wouldn't be enough.

There was no reason to hold a festival while setting aside existing knight duties, especially during a merger situation.

Fortunately, other cities and villages showed very positive responses to holding festivals.

Tipen Village, for instance, decided to hold an event called "Dancing with Goblins," led by Chunsik and his goblin friends who had received official certification from the Papal Office.

Rumors already suggested that Chunsik and the other goblins were quite popular among the young women in nearby villages...

They said the goblins appeared dependable after risking their lives to protect residents, and surprisingly, they started to look cute after seeing them for a while.

They say beauty is in the eye of the beholder.
I never dreamed this would apply to goblins too.

*I wanted them to be happy, but I didn't expect them to be THIS happy.*

I also heard about other events, like Zahed's "The Strongest Steel: The Master" competition, which would gather continental blacksmiths to compete against each other.

With other cities hosting festivals that showcase their unique characteristics, the capital Petaronto couldn't prepare bland content, could it?

Rather than focusing on fun and active events, I decided to concentrate on the romance of the winter festival itself.

And that's how I came up with three things: a giant tree, snow made directly by Frost Spirits, and an ice sculpture exhibition.

And the grand "Curtain of Light" event.

When the spirit currents and mana that Frost Spirits naturally emit mix together, a thin, rippling curtain of light like an aurora spreads across the sky.

I planned to display this aurora in the night sky on December 24th and 25th.

Just thinking about it made my heart tingle with excitement.

Even people with no prior interest might find themselves holding hands, and those already attracted to each other might suddenly end up kissing—

That's the romance of a winter festival!

"I swear on my honor as an executor that I will make this succeed. Absolutely!"
"I wonder if it really needs to be taken that far..."

I clenched my fist, strengthening my resolve.

Ch.159 - Festival Preparations (4)
It had been a month since the "Festival Planning" agenda was raised at the regular Rupel Territory meeting.

Time had flowed from November into mid-December. The Ardaroce Mountains surrounding Rupel Territory had already turned white, and the clothing worn by residents had grown much thicker.

That could only mean one thing.

The Rupel Winter Spirit Festival was right around the corner.

"Regius, how are things going with the Frost Spirits?"
"Just as you suggested, they're quite pleased with the small park we've created. They've already begun making ice sculptures."
"That's excellent news."

I followed Regius toward "Little Ardaroce," where the spirit festival would be held in Petaronto.

Even with Regius present and the Frost Spirits' power being weaker than in late winter months like February and March, we couldn't simply let spirits roam freely through the city. If an accident occurred, it would be disastrous.

So my idea was to transform an empty lot in northern Rupel into a sort of "neighborhood park."

You know, like how they beautifully landscaped parks around apartment complexes in Korea.

Of course, in Korea they mostly did it to meet government environmental regulations... but since it counted as welfare, there was absolutely no reason for residents to complain.

Once you create community facilities, residents' quality of life naturally improves.

We weren't holding this festival for just a day or two.
And it's not like we wouldn't hold it again next year after this big inaugural event.

Petaronto already boasted a low population density. Having one park utilizing empty space within the city shouldn't be a problem.

The resulting park, Little Ardaroce, had a structure resembling the Ardaroce Mountains, true to its name.

I had doubted whether we could create a decent park in just a month, but that problem was easily solved thanks to the magic towers that had gradually established themselves as the territory developed.

Just by dispatching forest and water mages, we could transform an empty lot into a natural park overflowing with life.

"We're not asking for much... Just permission to collect rare herbs and mysterious creatures that can be found in the Ardaroce Mountains."

The Green Tower, where forest mages belonged, requested biological resources from the Ardaroce Mountains in exchange for creating the park and preparing for the festival.

Honestly, I had no particular interest in plants native to the Ardaroce Mountains or unusual animals.

When I first took office, I had Heintz investigate if there was anything profitable there, but that was it.

Since it was a territory on the verge of collapse, the reduced human traffic had apparently allowed quite a few unique species to thrive.

But most had little value. Except for legendary fantasy species, they were just occasional "jackpot" finds for hunters.

Any business venture would yield far less income than the effort required, so I had abandoned the idea.

But if the Green Tower itself would manage it...

*Honestly, there's no reason to refuse.*

"Approved!"
"We'll immediately create a park comparable to the Aerial Gardens in the southern Babyloa Duchy!!"

Delighted by my ready agreement, the Green Tower mages immediately began creating the forest, filling the empty lot with evergreen shrubs that would remain green year-round.

And naturally, for shrubs to grow, they needed an appropriate water source.

After I willingly offered terms that represented significant magical value, the Blue Tower became equally desperate.

"Our tower would like to... purchase specialty products from Rupel Territory at a slightly... reduced price."
"Specialty products?"
"Those poppies—"
"Okay, I'll supply poppies to the Blue Tower at half price."

Those poppies weren't particularly useful anyway.

They were so expensive that there weren't many buyers in the north who could purchase them in bulk. At most, our revenue came from alchemists and mages buying small quantities.

I had wondered if growing them was a waste, but thinking about it now, they had helped resolve that trouble with the Karahan Marquisate.

So I suppose they were worth it after all?

Either way, they weren't selling now. Better to get half price than let them become dead inventory.

"H-half price?!"

The Blue Tower's master briefly counted on his fingers, then, belying his elderly appearance, began waving both hands excitedly.

"If you're really offering that, we'll provide an artifact that regularly supplies water to the plants in the park! As long as someone maintains the artifact after the festival, there should be no problem keeping the park alive!"

Half-price poppies for an automatic watering artifact. A fair trade, I thought.

When we arrived at Little Ardaroce...

"Oh."

My eyes were drawn to an arch made of wisteria, a shrub with strong cold resistance that remained vibrant even in winter.

More precisely, what caught my attention was the pale blue frost that had settled along the twisted vines.

Ice crystals created by the Frost Spirits.

The thin sunlight struck the crystal surfaces, scattering sparkles, creating a remarkably beautiful atmosphere alongside the white-covered forest.

"Progress is steady. If it's already this impressive, the festival day itself should be absolutely stunning."
"It certainly looks that way."

Given that the festival was named after spirits, Little Ardaroce was one of the most important attractions.

I had planned to be extremely critical, even with someone like Regius in charge.

But there was no need. This was too perfect already.

"By the way, how are the other preparations coming along? I've heard various discussions among the knights recently."
"With mages from both towers directly involved in the aurora, we won't need to use the Snow Leopard Knights' manpower."
"That's fortunate. I was concerned whether we could properly handle it, given the significant magical power required."

Any formal knight who has awakened their aura naturally has their mana awakened as well.

However, that doesn't mean knights handle mana better than mages.

Mana awakening is merely a condition for aura release; successfully releasing it doesn't mean you've mastered efficient methods of handling mana.

"So the aurora issue is mostly resolved, the street stalls and night markets during the festival are being steadily prepared... The key issue now is that Spirit Festival tree."
"That's right."

Initially, I planned to use a reasonably sized conifer, but when word spread about our large-scale festival, the Hebron Duchy offered to send us a special tree.

Apparently, it was a fir tree imbued with the power of the World Tree, left behind by some elven clan that had briefly nested in the north.

They said it was a World Tree sapling grafted onto a hundred-year-old tree in Hebron Territory.

Duke Harald Hebron mentioned he was having trouble managing the World Tree without elves in his duchy, so he was giving it to us to commemorate the eternal cooperation between Rupel County and Hebron Duchy...

World Tree or not, it was still a World Tree.

It was nearly the size of a baobab tree, causing considerable difficulties during transport.

*Count Rupel laughed heartily and accepted it gladly, but this feels like they're just dumping their problem on us.*

If we mismanaged it and the tree died, we'd surely earn the elves' displeasure.

But it was certainly more fitting for a grand festival than an ordinary tree, and I couldn't openly criticize the Duke in front of Princess Lilia.

So the event preparation staff, myself included, were working our asses off.

"The World Tree possesses tremendous vitality. As long as we transport it with its roots intact, there shouldn't be any health issues..."
"Transportation is the problem, yes. But who am I? I've prepared for this."

Regius looked puzzled at my confident tone.

Even in the modern world, this would require heavy equipment and all sorts of trouble, but this is a fantasy world with magical heavy equipment specialists.

"I have a friend who's the Empire's—no, the continent's best quick delivery man."

The spatial mage Bernard.

Once he arrives in Rupel Territory, we won't need to worry about transporting the World Tree anymore.

Of course, since he's not the type to come when called, I did throw out a "small bait."

A very nice bait for my unfortunate friend who has lived as a single man for 28 years.

***

News of Rupel County's grand festival celebrating its elevated status from the Imperial family and integration with Karahan County quickly spread throughout the continent.

Not just the northern territories, but also the relatively nearby capital, central regions, and even southern regions.

Commoners and nobles alike embarked on light journeys to the county.

It was winter, after all.

The farming season had completely ended, and during this boring season with little entertainment, Rupel Territory was hosting an amazing festival.

Naturally, crowds gathered from across the Empire and even neighboring countries.

Rumors of various attractions and delicious food being offered at this grand festival were an added bonus.

In Tipen Village, there would be an event dancing with goblins—the village's guardians officially recognized by the Papal Office.

Up north in the iron mining city, master craftsmen would gather to compete for the title of best sword.

And in the capital city of Petaronto, people could directly observe ice sculptures created by cold spirits.

How could anyone not be excited?

But among all these rumors, one particularly ignited the hearts of young travelers...

"I heard that if you confess your love to someone you're interested in, or to your lover, under the World Tree being erected in Petaronto's central square, the World Tree's blessing will bind you together forever."
"I heard our lord's daughter immediately headed to Petaronto. Said something about finding her destined fiancé there. But it's probably just a rumor."
"So, aren't you going?"
"What? Of course I am. The World Tree's blessing supposedly only comes down on the night of December 24th."
"Are you crazy?! Shouldn't we secure spots in advance?!"

How this had happened was a mystery even to Rubern, who was planning all the events.

What had started as bait to lure Bernard had been taken seriously, with the special nature of the "World Tree" and the mystical feel of the term "Spirit Festival" combining to make it seem plausible.

But such rumors didn't hurt event attendance. On the contrary, they would attract more people, so as a planner, there was no need to correct them.

Yes, that's if you're thinking purely as an event planner.

The rumors weren't just affecting spectators.

"...It's not like I'm on duty on the 24th anyway!"

One junior administrator placed both hands on her chest, determined to finally clarify an ambiguous relationship.

"Hmm, I know it's just a rumor... but I have nothing to lose..."

A blonde knight commander selecting yet another lucky pair of underwear to wear that day.

"...Father was right, he is someone I want to respect. Even if it's just as close friends! Perhaps I should make things clear..."

The princess from the neighboring territory, casting strange glances at the black-haired executor who efficiently completed his tasks despite the busy confusion.

*Who will be...*
*The first to stand by his side...*
*It's a competition.*

A powder keg situation was approaching, and the person at the center had no idea.
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With the hosting of a large-scale festival in the Rupel Territory, the towns and cities of the marquisate experienced an unprecedented economic boom.

It all began in the free city of Montelgo.

This autonomous region managed by Baron Kirten was the closest city to the capital within the Rupel Territory.

Since it was also the starting point of the Iron Road that ran northward from the southern regions, everyone flocking from the capital direction stopped at Montelgo first.

"This is insane."
"If we hadn't inspected and expanded the accommodations in advance as Administrator Rubern suggested, we would have been in serious trouble."

Fortunately, despite the considerable influx of people, Montelgo's interior was being well-managed.

All thanks to Rubern Ailoy's orders.

Having experienced quite a struggle when unexpectedly large crowds gathered at the previous cooking competition, Rubern Ailoy had to issue a special directive to the mayors and sub-lords managing the territory's cities and towns to "secure extensive accommodation facilities."

At first, they had expressed skepticism, doubting that such crowds would gather even though Rupel Territory's reputation had improved significantly.

But after the administrator's persuasion to "think of it as an investment in the future" and his threatening "recommendation" that if they didn't extend accommodations and then called for the knights with tearful faces during the festival period, they would face consequences—they finally undertook major accommodation expansions.

And even before the much-anticipated festival began, just as he had predicted, all accommodations in Montelgo were fully booked.

"If it hadn't been properly managed, all sorts of problems would have occurred."

Baron Kirten wore a slight smile on his face.

Even with the expanded accommodations, they were insufficient, forcing late-arriving tourists to be distributed to nearby villages. It was obvious that if they had maintained only the existing facilities, numerous problems would have arisen.

Abandoning visitors who had come to Rupel with high expectations to the streets or outskirts would be nothing short of tarnishing the Marquis's name.

"Thank goodness indeed. Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to slack off like this here."

Chen, the captain of the People's Knights and former beastkin mercenary leader, added.

"By the way, aren't you going out to enjoy yourself?"
"How could I leave you behind to go have fun, Baron? I'll let my subordinates enjoy themselves thoroughly. Slacking off is enough for me."

Of course, the Baron Kirten's territory, especially the free city of Montelgo, was hosting its own festival.

Since the appointment of the beastkin mercenary group as the People's Knights, the number of beastkin visitors had increased after hearing the news.

Montelgo was hosting the "Nomadic Festival," which incorporated some traditional beastkin culture.

Being essentially a gateway city, Montelgo's Nomadic Festival could be considered quite successful as the event marking the beginning of the marquisate's winter festival.

The entire city was still bustling with activity even though the sun had set long ago.

"...Well, it would be a shame to spend such a festive day as usual."
"Pardon?"

People's Knights Captain Chen stared blankly at the Baron as he rose from his seat and took out premium liquor from the cabinet.

It was so expensive that even she, who received a decent salary as the Knights Captain, would need to spend her entire month's wages to afford it.

"It's just the two of us. Would you join me, Chen?"

The beastkin captain's ears twitched. She desperately tried to control her swishing tail while pretending to be nonchalant.

"I've noticed you eyeing this occasionally. Did you think I wouldn't notice as your lord?"
"Oh..."
"Don't feel burdened, just think of it as keeping me company as the Knights Captain."

Chen swallowed hard as she watched the expensive liquor being poured into a transparent glass.

"I love you, Baron─!!!!"
"That's why I told you not to say such things to just anyone..."
"How can I not love you when you treat me like this?!"

Chen's excitement finally exploded. Baron Kirten chuckled as he watched the incredibly energetic Knights Captain.

It was winter.

***

Following Montelgo's Nomadic Festival, unique festivals began along the Iron Road in each village.

Some villages simply prepared simple foods and enjoyed modest festivals with residents and small numbers of visitors.

Meanwhile, other outlying towns secured numerous chefs and merchants to attract tourists, rivaling major cities like Montelgo and Petaronto.

These festivals, taking place before the Spirit Festival, collectively became known as the "Pre-Spirit Festivals."

And the best among these Pre-Spirit Festivals was...

"Goblin Knight Chunsik! So cool!!"
"Kyaaa!!"
"Look at that big nose!"
"Oh my goodness!"

The event at Tipen Village, which had already captured outsiders' interest previously.

Tipen Village had grown so much it could no longer be called a village even as a courtesy. It already housed the Rupel Diocese office.

It also attracted many tourists regularly as the nest of the Gold Dragon and after opening the tomb of the ancient hero knight Orgius to the public.

In fact, there were serious discussions within the vassal council about elevating the village to city status.

Tipen Village was already bustling with activity.

However, where there are many people, problems inevitably arise.

"...Why do we have to be doing this?"
"Well, because it's our turn to patrol Tipen Village according to the schedule?"

Snow Leopard Knights members Heintz and Barbara had been urgently dispatched to maintain security and order in Tipen Village.

Even if it was their duty, it wasn't pleasant to be working while the entire territory was in a festive mood.

Moreover, Heintz's plan to be with Barbara under the World Tree that was supposedly being moved to Petaronto had fallen through.

For Heintz, this duty assignment was truly a bolt from the blue.

"Tsk."
"It's a knight's duty, isn't it?"

Heintz could only purse his lips at Barbara's straightforward response.

As Barbara said, disappointment was disappointment, but duty was duty.

Having become one of the few knights of the Snow Leopard Knights despite his relatively young age, complaining about wanting to have fun would be betraying his own honor.

*Maybe... being on duty just the two of us isn't so bad.*

Heintz looked up at the huge campfire blazing in the center of the village.

If the person beside him had been the muscle-head Ronz or someone else, his mood wouldn't have improved much.

But the fact that it was none other than Barbara made the young knight's heart flutter.

*Could it be? Perhaps Deputy Commander Imen Lua and Administrator Rubern intentionally...?*

As Heintz glanced repeatedly at Barbara, who was looking at the campfire with a bright smile, such a thought suddenly crossed his mind.

The memory of Nodarcus, the resort city in Hebron Duchy, was still vivid. That day when he had fallen for the tricks and provocations of two evil demons and revealed the secret he had been keeping.

But embarrassingly, since that day, the relationship between Heintz and Barbara hadn't progressed a single step forward.

*Those two would definitely do something like this.*

In Heintz's mind, the image of the "two dark figures of the knights" pointing at him in strange poses overlapped.

-I adjusted the duty roster, Heintz. Well... it won't take even a second to make you two the official couple of the knights!!
-Heintz, determination paves the way!!

They were truly annoying people who made him sigh the more he thought about them, but they did occasionally show unnecessary consideration in matters like this.

"Wow, look at that! Heintz!"

While he was lost in these complicated thoughts, unsure of what to do,

Barbara grabbed Heintz's hand and pulled him. Startled by the definite warmth between their skin, Heintz shifted his gaze to where Barbara was looking.

There, goblins and humans were dancing together.

Minstrels playing lutes and harps, and numerous people excitedly shaking their hands and heads while jumping around.

It was a sight that made even the cold night air feel hot.

"It does look fun. I'm actually a good dancer."

Barbara said with a hint of regret in her voice. Though known by the nickname "Sword Demon" and regarded as a genius knight, it didn't change the fact that she was still in her prime years.

Dancing with a handsome man against the backdrop of a campfire while frolicking with friends—what girl wouldn't dream of that?

"Then dance."
"Huh?"

Heintz extended the back of his hand toward Barbara. It was a gesture inviting her to dance together.

"N-now? Here?!"
"Why not?"
"W-well... I guess there's no reason not to."

Barbara seemed flustered, rolling her eyes around before finally taking Heintz's hand.

The sound of breathing accompanied by lively music.

The boy knight and girl knight slowly matched their steps, creating a picturesque scene against the night sky.

At that moment, something fluttering stirred in Barbara's heart, but it would probably take a little more time for her to truly understand its meaning.

***

While the festive atmosphere filled various villages and cities,

And new relationships were being formed as romance was painted over couples, potential couples, and ambiguous friendships,

Rubern Ailoy, the administrator of Rupel who had planned the festival, was also enjoying it with all his heart.

Of course...

"The quantity of chickens received from the merchant group yesterday doesn't match!!"
"Where's the person in charge of the LuCiH Association?!!!"
"Ah, his girlfriend came earlier, and he hasn't returned since."
"...Don't tell me."
"C-come on, he wouldn't really do that, would he? With so much work piled up."
"Tell that bastard to write an explanatory report when he gets back!!"
"Administrator Rubern! Some merchants have raised objections regarding the stall location selection at Petaronto's night market."
"Fuck."

He was enjoying it in a field far removed from the winter romance and sentiments they were experiencing.
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This was an imperial conspiracy.

They were clearly employing the Shadow Squadron behind the scenes to ruin the festive atmosphere I had worked so hard to create.

Perhaps it wasn't even the imperial family but the Five Stars operating in the shadows. It's all the World Government's fault. We should have taken down the Celestial Dragons long ago.

"...Commissioner? Are you alright?"
"Waaah!"

I genuinely felt like crying.

"Why, why am I the only one being pushed so hard?!"
"I'm not pushing you, Commissioner. As the event coordinator, isn't it right that you manage everything?"

Keras, my black-haired administrative secretary, replied in a calm voice. How cowardly to attack me with facts.

She was the secretary and direct administrative officer that Petra had assigned to me, saying black cows were good workers. True to those words, in just a few days she had learned how to handle me and responded accordingly.

"But didn't you initially plan to coordinate all events in the entire marquisate? Fortunately, that didn't happen, so consider yourself living a better future now."

I suppose that's true.

I shook my head vigorously to dispel the thought that made me dizzy just imagining it.

"Sigh."
"Have you calmed down now?"
"Looking at it again, this situation is like a fairy tale."
"If you succeed in maintaining such a positive mindset, we might get through this festival safely."

It wasn't even the 24th yet. I couldn't believe so many problems were pouring in before the festival officially began.

I could only curse my past self who had expanded the scale with the mindset of "might as well go all out."

First issue.

Since this was a large-scale festival, restaurants in Petaronto, including the LuCiH Association, had ordered several times their usual supplies.

This naturally led to increased merchant traffic.

Both restaurant owners and merchants inevitably experienced information gaps or confusion.

Like ordering chicken but receiving pork.
Or ordering 100kg but getting 1 ton of food because someone added an extra zero.

Those kinds of problems.

Since these directly affected income, they were the issues our knights paid the most attention to.

Money-related matters were always the most complicated to handle.

The second issue was friction between visiting merchants.

It's not just farmers whose income drastically decreases in winter. The overall economy contracts during this season, and merchants, like everyone else, have little to do.

But then news spreads of a major festival in the north?

What merchant in the empire would pass up this opportunity?

Honestly, you'd be a fool not to participate. Even selling inflated popcorn along the Iron Road could bring in decent profits.

As a result, Petaronto, like our territory, was filled with merchants hoping to make a big score even before the 24th.

This inevitably led to power struggles over prime locations.

"That's my spot."
"But I was here first?"
"That was earlier. If you wanted to claim it, you should have left someone here."
"I can't believe this crazy bastard!"

The local residents of Petaronto didn't need to fight over spots.

Even if they had to compete for locations, they all knew each other well enough to reach reasonable compromises.

But people from various regions seemed to think they didn't need to show consideration for others, resulting in disputes almost daily.

Uncivilized fools.
Did they think they were Henesys bullies?

This wasn't even Henesys but Elnath.

And finally, there was the appearance of genuine villains visiting the festival.

"Hey miss! Got any good places around here? If not, how about providing some service? Let's be secret friends with this mister."
"Um, I'm from the south... if you're interested, perhaps tomorrow evening..."
"Woohoo! Got myself a northern territory stag, guys!"

People acting crazy at festivals were the same whether in modern times or medieval fantasy eras.

The larger the crowd, the higher the concentration of villains.

It was truly pitiful to see the female administrative officers processing complaints from villagers and visitors with contemptuous expressions every day.

Some troublemakers even harassed the knights who came to handle complaints!

Eventually, Sheriff Baker issued an emergency alert to minimize unfortunate incidents during the festival.

And as usual, Petaronto's guards and our knights were the ones suffering.

"At least I'll get to rest on the 24th... that's the real main event..."

By special order of Dionaos Rupel, all knight and vassal duties would stop on the 24th.

I could only bury myself in the never-ending workload while waiting for the festival day.

And finally, the morning of the 24th.
The day of the Rupel Winter Spirit Festival.

"I've been waiting for this day!"

I completed my full setup including the high-quality outfit I'd been saving, and left my room with an excited heart.

The true meaning of the festival.
It was about to begin now.

***

The Snow Leopard Knights had been working tirelessly for weeks to ensure a successful Spirit Festival.

Perhaps the reason Dionaos Rupel issued the direct decree was that he feared an explosion of complaints if knights were kept working on the actual festival day.

Thanks to this, Petra Bastian, the administrative head of the Snow Leopard Knights, could finally catch her breath.

Petra had always been diligent by nature. She woke up early, put on the clothes she had selected in advance, and carefully checked her hair and makeup.

Officially, the knights had the day off, but who would truly rest without a care on their day off?

The Snow Leopard Knights had been in charge of festival operations from the beginning, so they couldn't neglect their duties on the actual festival day.

Of course, even though she had become something of a workaholic following Rubern Ailoy's example, she didn't plan to work all day.

The "official business" was merely an external excuse to avoid Sianne's scrutiny.

Petra had already planned to spend from morning until afternoon with Rubern Ailoy under the pretext of inspecting the festival site.

"I see you have everything planned, Director Petra."
"Of course!"

With a triumphant expression, Petra left the knights' headquarters, which had now completely become her lodging.

Originally, Rubern had also stayed at the knights' headquarters, but after becoming Commissioner, he was assigned a separate residence in downtown Petaronto.

Something about how having both the Commander and Commissioner staying at the knights' quarters would undermine the knights' dignity.

"Well... I suppose having a private residence means better soundproofing and no need to worry about others' eyes?"

Such thoughts suddenly occurred to her, but as they weren't appropriate for broad daylight, Petra quickly cleared her mind.

When she arrived at Rubern's residence.

Until now she hadn't really felt it, but on the day of the festival, the winter festival atmosphere was palpable.

The clear bell sounds coming from not far away, overlaid with the pure singing of minstrels.

They were all singing unfamiliar types of songs called "carols," which Rubern Ailoy had commissioned with extra payment.

Indeed, the songs, along with the occasional bell sounds, enhanced the winter feeling.

She couldn't help but admire how he had paid attention to even these small details to make the festival more vibrant.

As expected of the man she adored.

"Makeup looks good, no loose threads..."

Just as Petra was making final checks on her appearance in front of Rubern's door.

The door suddenly burst open before she could knock. Caught off guard, Petra was momentarily at a loss for words.

"Oh, Petra."
"Oppa..."

It was completely different from his usual knight uniform or the shabby clothes he wore for practicality.

A natural coolness that seemed both styled and effortless. The clean, neat black outfit complemented Rubern's trademark black hair and eyes perfectly.

Could this be what it feels like to fall in love again with someone you're already in love with?

She deliberately averted her gaze from Rubern, suppressing the sudden urge to kiss him.

"That outfit suits you well..."
"Thanks. I put some effort into it since it's the festival today. Your clothes look pretty too, Petra. Is that new? I haven't seen it before."
"I bought it from a merchant who came by last week."
"Hmm, you've got good taste."

That tone of voice that casually played with people's hearts. Even knowing his ways, she was helpless against him.

"So, what's our first destination for playing hooky under the pretext of inspection?"

Rubern asked with a mischievous expression. They had already somewhat agreed to skip work together.

"Well, the night market comes last, and we'll start with Little Ardaroce where the Spirit Festival is—"

Just as she was about to list the day's itinerary.

A group of people in black clothing leaped across the rooftops. Their movements resembled an aerial martial arts technique.

"????"
"???!?!"

Truly.
Ninjas had suddenly appeared.
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As I mentioned earlier, a festival is an event where people from all over the continent gather to enjoy themselves together.

Because of this, it was inevitable that villains who had been running rampant in various regions would show up.

The current situation was so bad it could be described as the incarnation of a rush hour subway line.

Of course, if they were just people in ninja costumes, one might think they were simply enjoying the festival.

The problem was that these guys weren't just jumping across rooftops—they were also throwing smoke bombs, which elevated their status to A-class villains.

It's like how an elderly person sitting quietly in a priority seat might be just an amusing sight, but if they suddenly start swinging a flute at people, they'd need to be dragged away by transit police.

"Petra, contact the guards!!"
"O-okay!"

I immediately gave Petra instructions and drew the sword from my waist. A chase so early in the morning—this day was off to a terrible start.

Bang! Patter-patter!!

"Kyaaah! W-what's happening!?"
"No time for questions!!"
"Cough, cough!! Mary, are you okay?!"
"Eek! Brother—!"

The ninjas were scattering pellet bombs while leaping across rooftops as if they were Santa Claus, and for some reason, their main targets were couples walking happily through the streets.

With their far-from-normal attire and behavior, I finally realized who these guys were.

*These crazy bastards are wanted criminals...*

This was before I had left the Imperial Black Lion Knights due to Levia's verbal abuse.

There had been a major festival in the capital Constina, and these guys looked exactly like the trio of assailants who had randomly attacked couples back then.

I remember they caused quite a commotion by throwing pellet bombs to startle people, smoke bombs, or even stink bombs that smelled like rotten eggs.

When the Black Lion Knights showed up after being momentarily confused by the sudden chaos, the culprits vanished like ghosts.

While it was extremely malicious for the victims, the results were merely misdemeanors, so they weren't directly pursued by the knights—just a few wanted posters were put up as punishment.

Naturally, they faded from everyone's memory.

Unfortunately, since I was the one who printed those posters, I couldn't forget them.

*What are they doing, showing up at every festival? They're not traveling performers.*

The fact that they targeted only couples both then and now suggested they had quite a hatred for couples.

But I couldn't let them get away like last time.

Back then, I was just a civil servant, but now I'm the festival organizer.

After all the effort I've put into this, I won't forgive anyone who ruins this happy year-end festival!

I jumped onto a ladder leaning against a wall. With the sharp winter wind at my back, I sprinted quickly toward the ninja trio.

"!?"
"To think you could catch up to us! You're no ordinary person!"

As I closed the distance in an instant, one of the shorter ninjas scattered smoke bombs in the air.

Before the thick smoke could obscure my vision, I quickly spotted the ninjas' movements and avoided the smoke.

A regular guard, or an inexperienced squire, might have fallen for such a crude trick.

Unfortunately for them, I'm also trained in assassination.

I passed the level where I could be deceived by these unlucky Naruto wannabes long ago.

Their eyes wavered when they witnessed my nimble and sharp movements. Even with their faces covered, I could clearly see what expressions they must be making.

Realizing that staying on the open rooftops was now disadvantageous, they exchanged glances and jumped down to different buildings.

*This is also a typical deception tactic. Make someone hesitate about who to chase first, and end up losing all of them.*

This was a technique I had practiced many times when receiving Ailoy's vision with an old friend who is no longer in this world.

And the fatal weakness of this technique is:

Once the pursuer makes a quick decision without hesitation, it becomes much harder for individuals to shake them off.

I had already identified which of the three was the leader. I followed the one who descended via a second-floor terrace.

He was the one giving all the orders.

There might be subordinates who abandon their leader, but there are no subordinates who would be abandoned by their leader. If I could secure him, it wouldn't be difficult to apprehend the other two.

"Y-you bastard...! Did you know I was the head from the beginning?!"

As the distance between us narrowed rather than widened, fear began to show in the leader's eyes.

And typically, when someone panics like this, they naturally lose their sense of direction.

The ninja leader escaped through the winding alleyways and ran into the main street.

"Petra!!!"
"...!?"
"Stop! If you surrender peacefully, we will protect your rights according to imperial law!"

He came face to face with guards who had hurried over after hearing about the incident, and Petra who boldly blocked the way with her voice.

"Idiot, I've been herding you into our encirclement this whole time. Didn't you realize?"

Though his movements were nimbler and his judgment quicker than expected, there were clear limitations to criminals who only committed minor offenses.

I caught my breath, which had become rough from morning cardio on an empty stomach, and smiled the relaxed smile of a victor.

Frustrated at being thoroughly trapped, the thief leader bit his lip hard.

Just as Petra and some guards were about to approach to make the arrest:

"You fools! How dare mere worldly guards block the path of those acting for a greater cause!"

With a final cry that rang out like a death wail, he detonated all the pellet bombs he had been holding.

***

Despite his last-ditch effort, mere pellet bombs couldn't break through the guards' encirclement.

After capturing the leader, as I had predicted, we were quickly able to secure the other two who had been wandering aimlessly through the streets.

It was also because they stood out, walking around in suspicious ninja costumes.

"What the hell are you guys?"
"Domo, Executioner=sama. Couple=Slayer Death."
"What nonsense."

Looking at the three of them quietly captured in the knights' interrogation room was exasperating.

And what kind of organization is "Couple Slayer" anyway? Everything about their existence was absurd.

Chief Baker seemed just as frustrated with the ridiculous situation, covering his broad forehead with his palm and letting out a deep sigh.

"For now... since you attacked citizens, you'll be detained throughout the festival according to imperial law."
"It's fortunate there were no injuries."
"We Couple Slayers don't harm innocent citizens. We just hate couples."

The ninja trio seized the opportunity to interject.

"If you don't shut up right now, I'll use my authority as an executioner to increase your punishment. If necessary, I'll charge you with treason and hand you over to the Inquisition."
"..."

At the mention of the Inquisition, they promptly closed their mouths. No matter how ninja-like they claimed to be, they were mere misdemeanor offenders before the Imperial Inquisition, whose infamy was widely known throughout the empire.

"Anyway, thanks to your quick action, we were able to resolve the situation before the chaos escalated. I sincerely thank you."
"I couldn't just stand by and watch my carefully prepared festival get ruined by those three idiots."
"By the way, how is Administrative Director Petra doing?"

In truth, neither the citizens nor the guards caught in the final explosion suffered any significant damage.

The innocent victim was none other than Petra.

Among the pellet bombs he detonated was one that emitted spicy Tabasco smoke, and unfortunately, Petra, who had allergies to Tabasco, got hit directly.

"Though it's not life-threatening, I don't think she'll be able to function properly until this evening."
"...That's unfortunate. She seemed so excited about going around the festival with you."

Chief Baker patted my shoulder as he spoke.

Petra, whom I had just visited, was on the verge of wailing.

I wasn't sure if the tears were from the allergic reaction, from frustration, or both.

"Waaaaaah~!! You don't know how long I've been waiting for this day!!"
"I know, I know."
"I'm really going to kill them—ugh!!"

I spent a long time comforting the sobbing Petra, and had to desperately stop her from grabbing a hammer and smashing the skulls of the ninja trio who had ruined her perfect plan.

"You should comfort her."
"I'm just coming back from doing that. She's much calmer now."
"You've had a tough time."

Petra's anger was only appeased after I kissed her lips a few times and promised to spend the entire day with her tomorrow.

The crowds were too large anyway, and tomorrow was a genuine day off for both Petra and me.

We could enjoy the festival in a much more pleasant environment then.

It was an offer Petra couldn't help but accept.

"So what are you planning to do now?"
"I need to finish what I started. Even if I put aside everything else, I must visit the Rupel Observatory where the main events of the Spirit Festival—the Little Ardaroce and the Curtain of Light—will take place."
"Right. Those two are essentially the most important parts."

Chief Baker nodded slowly. He looked alternately at the still-sullen ninjas and me, then came closer and spoke in a low voice.

"By the way, Knight Commander Sianne Valeos was looking for you. She asked you to come to Little Dionaos."
"The Commander?"
"Yes. I don't know the reason specifically. She just asked me to relay the message. Perhaps she wants to go on an inspection with you."

As far as I knew, Sianne didn't have any other schedule today.

From the Knight Commander down to the squires, knights were permitted to enjoy the festival but were also expected to voluntarily patrol to maintain security.

As the Chief said, it was highly likely related to the inspection of Little Ardaroce.

"By the way, are you two seriously dating now?"
"Gah!? W-what are you saying!"

I bit my tongue at the unexpected question that came out of nowhere.

"If not, then not. There you go with that reaction again."

Chief Baker casually put his arm around my shoulder and looked me in the eye. His thick, twitching eyebrows were extremely annoying.

"W-well, I was quite popular back in my day. Back then, the more women, the better, but... times have changed quite a bit, haven't they?"
"What exactly are you trying to say?"
"Just be careful, that's all. These days, women are much scarier than in my time. No less, no more, stick to just two."

The Chief was casually spouting nonsense.

Between the ninjas and the suddenly increased villain density...

Had a large quantity of opium suddenly flowed into Petaronto?

As the conversation became increasingly dizzying, I shook off the Chief's hand and fled the knights' headquarters.

However.
I can't honestly say it didn't hit a nerve.

*No "nice boat" ending, absolutely not!*

I mentally recited the phrase I'd been telling myself before bed for the past few months, then headed toward the garden in the northern part of the city where Commander Sianne was supposedly waiting.
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The Little Ardaroce was one of the main events of the Rupel Winter Spirit Festival, along with the "Curtain of Light" ceremony planned for the evening. It was truly a spectacular sight with the ice spirit sculptures and frost flowers created by the Frost Spirits that emerged from the northern mountains during winter.

Despite it not even being noon yet, an enormous crowd had already gathered. Thanks to this, the Petaronto guards managing the Little Ardaroce were sweating profusely even in the freezing winter.

"Those in the back! Stop pushing! People will get hurt!!"
"Please!! Don't touch the garden sculptures! Just look with your eyes! Anyone who damages them, intentionally or accidentally, will be punished according to Rupel law!"
"Don't provoke the Frost Spirits! You could be seriously injured!"

Safety control was ultimately the key issue. With the festive atmosphere engulfing the entire city, incidents were bound to happen.

In fact, just a few days ago when the Little Ardaroce first opened, there was an unfortunate incident where a drunk tourist tried to urinate on a Frost Spirit and was attacked, turning his private parts into a natural candy cane.

With the security chief's special orders, they had to be extra vigilant.

"Hey, get in line! Line! Ah... Guard Rubern Ailoy, you're here!"

A guard controlling tourists at the entrance saluted me upon seeing me.

I patted the guard's shoulder earnestly, like a division commander making an inspection visit, and commended his efforts.

"You're working hard."
"Not at all. I just sit here checking tickets, but you have to patrol the entire event, sir."

The guard added in a disciplined voice:

"I heard you caught a group of troublemakers who were causing a disturbance since morning. Compared to your efforts, my work is nothing."

Whoa, what's this?
That's some serious flattery. Is he trying to play politics?

Caught off guard by the unexpected flattery, I struggled to keep my twitching lips under control.

"Hmm... yes, that's right. Thank you. Everyone looks tired, so I'll have someone bring a few bottles of cold beer. You're all residents of Petaronto too, and it would be unfair if you only worked on such a nice day."

That was the extent of my discretion. After all, the overtime pay for working on holidays was already promised by Dionaos Rupel.

"B-beer!!! Thank you so much!!"

At the mention of beer, the guard's previously relaxed eyes sparkled with renewed energy.

"But you still have to work during the festival, so drink moderately, understand?"
"Yes! Of course! Thank you, Guard Ailoy!! Loyalty!!"

The guard snapped to attention and responded energetically. He even added a salute greeting he never used before—was he that desperate for a beer?

"If you need anything, please call me right away! I'll come running immediately!"
"Yes, yes. By the way, have you seen Knight Commander Sianne?"
"The Commander went inside just a moment ago."
"I see. Thanks for letting me know."

I passed by the guard and entered the Little Ardaroce. The garden, like the outside, was packed with people.

And Sianne was standing in front of the Spirit Shrine, the sculpture formation closest to the garden entrance.

A blonde woman quietly gazing at the shrine carved from pure white snow. Wearing a white knight's winter coat, she looked incredibly beautiful against the surrounding scenery.

Feeling mischievous, I snuck up behind her and whispered her name in her ear.

"Sianne."

She startled and screamed as soon as my voice and breath touched her ear.

"Eek! Oh, you scared me! What are you doing?!"
"You seemed quite focused."

She was about to say something but, perhaps conscious of the people's gazes on her, she glared at me and replied:

"Everyone's watching...!"
"So what if they are? It's not like your beauty will wear off."
"You're impossible."

Sianne pouted and grumbled.

"So, why did you call for me? Security Chief Baker mentioned it."
"Well, nothing special... I just thought we could inspect the festival together."
"You didn't just want to see the garden?"
"That's, that's part of it too!"
"Pfft."

I burst out laughing at her fidgeting. She could have just asked me to show her around the Ardaroce garden, but she unnecessarily added the pretext of an inspection.

"Follow me. I'll guide you through the proper viewing course."

The knights of the Snow Leopard Knights, including Sianne, had been scattered throughout the territory to manage the villages where security demands increased during the festival, even until today.

Naturally, they wouldn't have had the leisure to view the completed garden.

I walked along the path, matching my pace with hers.

As we went deeper, the concentration of particles scattered by the spirits grew denser, and the frost flowers hanging from the trees displayed increasingly diverse forms.

"Wow... it's beautiful."

Even Sianne, who had been conscious of others' gazes and felt awkward about walking just the two of us, couldn't take her eyes off the breathtaking scenery.

"A lot of effort went into this. Regius worked especially hard."
"I never imagined the Frost Spirits, which were always a nuisance every year, could be used for such an event. I didn't expect it at all."
"Are you still distrusting me? I'm disappointed, Commander."
"No, no, no! That's not what I meant!"
"I'm just teasing. Your reactions when I tease you are priceless."

Before, I found it amusing how she would get slightly irritated but still go along with it, but after the incident in Karahan, Sianne had been taking our conversations quite seriously.

As a result, I found myself playing increasingly mischievous pranks on her.

"You're really annoying."

Sianne's eyes narrowed, and her piercing gaze stabbed into my face.

"But I like that about you too."
"Oh."

This time, I was the one caught off guard. Her narrowed eyes curved gently, and in an instant, her body pressed against mine as she linked her arm with mine.

Despite the thick coat she wore, I could clearly feel the soft, squishy sensation, making the hair on my body stand on end.

"Is... is this okay? There are a lot of people around. Didn't you say you disliked drawing attention?"
"I do dislike it, but if we're arm in arm like this, I'd rather have more attention. Besides, everyone else is walking around like this, so wouldn't it be strange if we, as a 'married couple,' walked separately?"

I couldn't argue with that.
And there was no reason to push her away just to argue.

"No less, no more, just two people."

For a moment, my conversation with the security chief earlier overlapped in my mind, but the weight pressing against my arm washed away all distracting thoughts.

Afterward, we continued to explore various parts of the garden with our arms linked. I felt a sense of fulfillment in my heart.

"It really feels like a date."

Well, it wasn't just like a date—it actually was a date. Still, it was my first time experiencing such a romantic winter atmosphere with someone's arm linked with mine.

However, this ticklish yet cozy time didn't last as long as I'd hoped.

"Where have you two been?! I've been looking everywhere for you!!"
"L-Lucy?!"

Because the rising star of the Snow Leopard Knights had appeared.

***

"Is it delicious?"
"Mmm! It's really delicious! I think it tastes even better because I'm eating with Dad and Mom."

I smiled watching Lucy devour her shrimp cream pasta ravenously. Sianne, sitting next to Lucy, took out a handkerchief and wiped the sauce from Lucy's lips.

"Today is a day off for the knights too. So I thought Mom and Dad would naturally be off duty as well."
"That's true, but even on days off, Mom and Dad can't just rest."
"Why not?"
"That's what becoming an adult means, Lucy."

What's the big deal about becoming an adult? Being an adult means giving up your holidays with tears in your eyes, finding consolation in the meager overtime pay.

Moreover, as the event planner, I couldn't freely wander around like others during the festival.

Even though I was enjoying the festival in my own way, there was definitely a difference from mindlessly wandering around.

"Then... can't you play with me?"

Those bright black eyes looked back and forth between me and Sianne. Oh my goodness. She was pulling the guilt card.

"Ab-absolutely not!!"
"Of course not! Dad and Mom have been waiting for you!"

She always had a lot of aegyo (cute charm), but after going through puberty and becoming an official squire, her aegyo had exploded to an incredible degree.

That's right.

I had been spending significantly less time with Lucy recently.

Even when she came to visit the Karahan Marquisate last time, we didn't actually spend much time together.

At times like this, I needed to emphasize my role as Lucy's proper guardian. I couldn't just neglect my daughter who had finally become close to me again and was showing more aegyo than ever.

"Sianne, is that okay...?"
"Of course. Time alone is nice, but spending time with Lucy is also very precious to me."

Sianne didn't seem particularly disappointed. In a way, this could be considered a family date.

Although temporary, the three of us—me, Sianne, and Lucy—were bound by the ties of family.

How could we call ourselves parents if we couldn't spare even a moment for our beloved daughter? I'm sure Sianne felt the same way.

Until the day Lucy achieves complete independence as a half-human, half-dragon.

She was someone we needed to protect together.

I nodded and stroked Lucy's hair. She grinned happily.

"But Dad."
"Hmm?"

Lucy looked me in the eyes and asked:

"Were you trying to make a baby brother or sister earlier?"
"Pfft—?!"
"If you're busy making a sibling for me, you don't have to play with me."
"L-Lucy!! You shouldn't say things like that! I told you to forget everything you learned from Vice Commander Imen Rua!"

Of course, Lucy still had a long way to go before she fully matured, either as a dragon or as a human.
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The family date with Sianne and Lucy went smoothly. After having a slightly late lunch, we wandered around Petaronto.

We leisurely browsed the shops set up by merchants who had gathered from all over the continent.

There were many souvenirs that had nothing to do with the Winter Spirit Festival, but then again, when have merchants ever cared about context when doing business?

A true merchant can sell electric blankets in summer. A real merchant can sell ice cream well in winter too.

As we strolled through the street stalls, feeding Lucy and playing pranks on Sianne, time flew by before I knew it.

Originally, I had planned to slack off and casually inspect things with Petra, but now it was truly time to get to work.

"Where will Captain Sianne be stationed?"
"Probably up on the city walls. As a knight captain, I can't just play around all day."

The blonde knight captain replied with a hint of regret in her voice. Originally, knights from the Snow Leopard Knights would have been mobilized to artificially create an aurora by causing spirit particles and mana to collide.

But the two magic towers that had decorated the small Ardaroce Garden promised to take care of the Light Curtain event as well, saying there was no need to use the inefficient mana of knights when they could handle it.

It really pays to live a good life.

"I'm going to watch from the plaza with my fellow knight apprentices a bit later."

Now a proper knight apprentice, Lucy seemed to be planning to go out with her friends for the festival at night.

Perhaps that's why she came to see Sianne and me during the day.

*Father, so this is how you felt...*

It felt exactly like watching a daughter who spends the day with family on holidays like Christmas, only to go out with friends at night.

I felt a bit disappointed, but I should be grateful we at least spent time together during the day.

If she were still going through puberty, we might not have seen her face at all during the festival, let alone had lunch together.

*Ugh...*

Though I know that's not the case anymore, just imagining it makes me feel wounded inside.

I opened my arms toward Lucy, and understanding my intention, she sighed "Ehh" and snuggled into my embrace.

Whether it was because she had eaten too much street food earlier or because the food smell had permeated her clothes, Lucy's body gave off a delicious food aroma.

"Okay, are you satisfied now? Dad, you said you need to go soon too."
"Yes, that's right."
"Take care, Rubern. I'll be watching from the city walls. You have to show me that spectacular sight you promised, okay?"
"You don't need to tell me twice."

With Sianne and Lucy seeing me off, I headed straight to where the magicians would be preparing the "Light Curtain" event.

The task was to create an aurora in the sky above the city. Naturally, the astronomical observatory at the city hall, the highest point in Petaronto, was designated for this purpose.

It was originally used as a kind of inner city watchtower, but the city mayor, who had astronomy as a hobby, changed its role to an observatory.

When I arrived at the observatory...

"Why are you so late?"

Bernard, whose head was as shiny and smooth as the octopus bread I'd eaten earlier at the night market, appeared grumbling.

"Late? What do you mean late? I'm 30 minutes early for our appointment."
"The planner should arrive even earlier than that. The magic tower people don't know what to do and are just staring blankly at the stars!"

Following Bernard's words, I turned my gaze to see magicians all looking up at the sky like meerkats.

"You're right."
"Hurry up and give them some instructions. We only have about an hour left before the official start."

While the process itself isn't complicated, it wouldn't hurt to double-check.

As I passed by Bernard, a strange fragrance brushed past my nose.

"?"
"What is it?"
"Wait a second..."

Did I smell that wrong? I stopped in my tracks and focused on my sense of smell, detecting a flowery scent that didn't match Bernard at all.

"Oh shit!!"
"What's wrong with you?!"
"What's going on with you?! What's with this perfume smell?!"

It was clearly perfume. And not cheap stuff either, but high-grade perfume used by young ladies or noble wives from well-established families in the capital.

I grabbed Bernard's shoulders and shook him, causing a few strands of his thin hair to flutter in the wind.

Then Bernard grinned with an annoying expression.

"You know that tree you told me to move? Seems like it's quite effective."
"Did you resort to hypnotic magic too? That's a crime, you bastard!"
"Damn it, what do you take me for? Why would I do something like that? May my mana be corrupted."
"Son of a baka...!!!"
"I don't know what nonsense you're spouting, but I can tell it's an insult."

Bernard has a love interest? That Bernard? That morally bankrupt jerk?!

I couldn't believe it.

"But what's with that reaction? You're the one who said that if you plant this tree and spend time with someone you're interested in underneath it, that connection will definitely be formed."

I was speechless. It's true I had thrown out that bait, but it was just bluffing to lure Bernard in.

Could it be that the blessing of the World Tree had truly descended upon the plaza? Since blessings are such vague concepts, it's entirely possible.

I was dumbfounded by this unexpected breaking news.

Bernard, whose smile now reached his ears, patted my shoulder and replied.

"Thanks to you, I didn't have to feel lonely during the festival. So this is what it feels like to be part of a couple."
"Urgh, blegh."
"There you go overreacting again. Instead of congratulating your friend's happiness! You thought you'd be the only one enjoying yourself with a woman by your side? Think again."
"So who is she?!"
"...A researcher from the same Ecological Zone."

My jaw dropped involuntarily. The bald space magician, looking embarrassed, rubbed his nose bridge and added:

"When I heard there was a festival in Rupel, I used that as an excuse to come together. She'd been wanting to visit the north for a while. She also really likes Petaronto ale or lager or whatever it is."
"Alright, well... I'm glad if you're happy. To be honest, I was worried about who would take you."

What are friends for, after all? If she's from the same Ecological Zone, they'll meet often both officially and privately, so it's not strange that feelings developed without him even realizing it.

"Anyway, I've definitely received my reward. So I should do my part."

Bernard said that while looking at the evening sky.

As practically the empire's only space magician, just his mana release would outclass most other magicians.

We'll be able to create a much more vivid and beautiful scene than the aurora we briefly saw at Little Ardaroce before.

"By the way, where did the princess go?"
"Right. She said she was going to look for you earlier."

Actually, there was one more planner for this festival besides me. Princess Lilia Hebron, whom I had dragged into this work hell under the pretext of gaining political experience.

"Ah, found her."

Speak of the devil. No sooner had we mentioned her than a silver-haired woman came up the stairs behind us.

"Princess Lilia."
"We almost missed each other."
"Where did you go?"
"To the night market."

Though the night market must be quite far from the city hall, Lilia showed no signs of fatigue despite having run that distance.

As expected of someone with captain-level skills in the North's strongest knight order, The Wolves.

"Well... now that everyone's here, and we have just enough time left, let's start preparing."

I entered the observatory with Bernard and Lilia, where the magicians, the main actors of this event, were gathered.

"The method is actually simple. According to Regius, the elf knight in our order, there are currently a significant number of spirit particles spread throughout the air above Petaronto."

I lightly flicked my finger to release mana.

Since I hadn't properly awakened yet, my level was pitiful compared to formally awakened knights or magicians.

As soon as I released the blue mana, a band of light flickering in purple and pink momentarily wavered and then dispersed.

"Just like that, all you magicians dispatched from the magic towers need to simply release your mana and shoot it toward the sky."

See? Easy, right?

"So there's no need to cast specific spells?"
"Yes, just releasing mana will be enough to create the Light Curtain."

I kindly answered a magician's question, but Lilia, who had been standing quietly behind me, added a comment.

"Lord Rubern, you forgot something."
"Ah, right."

I almost forgot the most important part.

It was true that spirit particles were abundantly scattered in the air above Petaronto, but since the aurora phenomenon was a kind of reaction that occurs when mana and particles collide, it had the critical flaw that it couldn't continue without a continuous influx of spirit particles.

This was one of the main events of the Spirit Festival, and we couldn't let the aurora appear for just a few minutes and then disappear.

So, the artificial spirit particle generator I had borrowed from the magic tower masters...

"????"

I frantically patted my pockets. All that came out was a small metal bracelet I had bought with Lucy at a street stall.

"Darn."

With cold sweat starting to pour down, a stupid word escaped my lips.
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"No way... Rubern... right?"

Cold sweat began trickling down my back.

What's going on? Did he lose it? There's no way he could forget something the size of a cell phone.

Sirens blared incessantly in my head as it went into emergency response mode.

Lilia Hebron, who always maintained an expressionless face in front of others, couldn't hide her bewilderment at the current situation.

"Please, tell me it's not true."

At that moment, a memory flashed through my mind.

"Home!! It's at home!!"

I grabbed Lilia's hand and shouted.

I hadn't brought the particle generator switch from home when I left in the first place.

According to the original plan, after completing the festival tour with Petra, I was supposed to return home and gather the items needed for the Light Curtain event.

But then that couple-slayer appeared, causing Petra to have an allergic reaction and collapse. After that, I wandered around with Commander Sianne and Lucy.

I completely forgot that I needed to bring the artificial spirit particle generator switch.

"You left something that important at home?"
"Ah, I was a bit distracted today... But if I go right now, I might make it just in time!!"

I turned my gaze toward Bernard. He's a master of teleportation magic. With his power, we could reach my home in the blink of an eye.

But things weren't going to be that simple.

"It's not possible. Especially not today when there are so many people gathered. You know that, right?"

I was about to ask why, but then I closed my mouth.

Spatial magic involves remotely resonating mana with the four-dimensional coordinate system set in a warp gate to instantly distort space.

Therefore, first, a warp gate linked to Bernard's mana had to be installed at those coordinates.

Obviously, there was no way such a thing would be installed in my backyard.

"The only warp gate installed in Petaronto is at the knights' headquarters. Your home is even farther from there than we are now."
"Then can't we use a single-use teleport—a blink?"
"This fellow doesn't understand. People could get caught in the spatial magic!"

When one magician asked Bernard, another nearby magician answered in a scolding tone. This was the second practical reason why Bernard couldn't move.

Unlike long-distance teleportation through a definite channel like a warp gate—which could minimize interference by fully handling the influence of spatial magic—

Short-distance teleportation, represented by blink, required the caster to analyze coordinates and manipulate mana in real-time.

It was already difficult enough to use alone, let alone bringing me along. Even for someone like Bernard, it wouldn't be an easy task.

Moreover, Petaronto was now filled with tens of times more people than usual, all enjoying the festival.

Even places that would normally have little foot traffic were packed.

If someone happened to be at the coordinates where the blink was activated, no joke, that person could be literally torn to pieces.

It's about forcibly inserting physical mass into a limited space. If another object was already there, it would either be disintegrated or, in the worst case, fused with the magic caster.

There's a reason why it's difficult to be recognized as a spatial magician. Those who weren't officially recognized all ended up defined as "stuck_in_wall" and died.

"Instead of wasting time, I'll go as quickly as possible!! If I'm late, we'll just have to proceed with the delay!"

The crowds were already packed in. Many tourists had come specifically to see the Light Curtain event.

Rather than having it interrupted or stopped midway, it would be a hundred, no, a thousand times better to postpone it a little.

Just as I was about to rush downstairs, Lady Lilia Hebron grabbed my hand and said:

"...I'll take you there."
"What?"

Lilia looked around at the others, then seemingly steeling her resolve, she closed her eyes tightly and crouched in front of me.

Her hands were spread behind her. It was obvious she wanted me to get on her back.

"Lady Lilia?"
"W-we have no choice."

Her expression remained blank, but her face had turned quite red.

"I may be the daughter of the Duke of Hebron, but I'm also a proper knight who has awakened as an Aura user. Jumping from this height is no problem for me. If we can at least get down quickly..."
"We'll have more than enough time."

The originally planned time was 6 o'clock sharp. It was now around 5:40, so we had 20 minutes left.

As Lilia said, if we could save time getting down from the city hall, we could activate the device and finish the event on time.

"Does everyone know what to do?"
"It's just releasing mana, isn't it? Don't worry and hurry back."
"Yeah, I'll take care of things here."
"When the time comes, please release your mana immediately. The schedule remains the same!"

I doubted the festival would fail just because people couldn't release mana. The Magic Tower had cooperated actively in hosting the festival, so there was no reason for them to backstab us at the last minute.

Deciding this was definitely the better option, I entrusted myself to Lilia's back.

And knights aren't called knights for nothing—Lilia lifted me up effortlessly and leaped outside the observatory without hesitation.

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!!"

As the sensation of falling suddenly enveloped my entire body, Lilia's silver hair whipped against my face in the wind.

That unpleasant floating feeling in your lower body, like when riding a Viking ship.

Just as I was experiencing this untimely thrill, Lilia landed on a rooftop as if it were nothing. The stability was as unwavering as a Simmons mattress.

Landing as stably as if she had feathers instead of feet, she set me down on the roof.

This was essentially the start of our time attack.

We crossed rooftops, and where the terrain couldn't be traversed, we descended to sprint through alleys toward my home.

Normally, this distance would take less than five minutes at this speed.

The problem was that this was right before the highlight of the heavily advertised Rupel Winter Spirit Festival—the "Light Curtain" event.

"Excuse me! Coming through!!"
"Hey, what the... Watch it!!"
"I'm sorry!! It's urgent! Please move!!"

There were too many people. If we ran at our usual pace, we could seriously injure ordinary citizens, so Lilia and I couldn't go at top speed.

By the time we finally made it through the crowds and reached my house, there were only about 5 minutes left until the scheduled time.

We managed to find the switch, but at this rate, it would take even longer to get back to the observatory.

"Rubern...! What do we do now? Maybe we should have just told the magicians to wait until we arrived..."

Lady Lilia Hebron seemed almost ready to give up. But there's always a way out, even if the sky falls.

The reason for taking the switch to the observatory was because it was the highest point in Petaronto, making it easy to exchange signals with the particle generator installed on little Ardaroce.

In other words...

We didn't necessarily have to go back to the observatory. We just needed a high place without interference to activate the switch.

"My lady! If we go up a bit from here, there's an abandoned tower! Let's head there!"

My residence was located slightly away from the center of Petaronto, right next to the abandoned northern district that was just beginning to be developed.

And in the northern district, there remained a neglected magical tower building from before the complete downfall of the Rupel Territory.

I thought that a balcony or rooftop there would be sufficient to exchange signals with the garden.

"If we're going to be late either way, we might as well bet on the option with the highest chance of success."

I gripped the switch tightly and dashed out the door.

***

It was chaotic. Lilia Hebron frantically followed behind Rubern Ailoy. How many people had worked hard to make this festival a success?

The knights' administrators and knights themselves.
The officials of the Rupel Marquisate and the security guards responsible for public safety.
The citizens of Petaronto and the merchants who traveled diligently around the capital and territory, wishing for the festival's success.

And finally, herself as the planner and Executor Rubern Ailoy.

Until now, in the Hebron Territory, Lilia had simply been the lord's only daughter and the captain of the 2nd Division of the knights.

But while preparing for this festival, she had clearly witnessed the sweat and passion of countless people behind the times of laughter and enjoyment.

That's why she worked even harder.
Because she couldn't let their efforts go to waste.

"Good, this should be enough! We have 40 seconds left!"

The northern district of Petaronto was indeed separated from the center, so it wasn't crowded with people like before.

Thanks to that, the two were able to quickly reach the tower's balcony.

"20 seconds left!!"

Rubern, breathing heavily, held the switch high in the air.

And Lilia Hebron could see a beam of light rising from Ardaroce Park.

The artificial spirit particle generator had activated.

"We, we did it!!"
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"Success!? Success!?"

Following that, the climax of the spirit festival finally began. The magicians gathered at the city observatory simultaneously cast their spells toward the sky.

Along with the spirit particle generator, the natural spirit particles emitted by the Frost Spirit collided with the dense mana, forming a massive curtain of light in the sky above Petaronto.

The night sky of Petaronto was covered in a spectrum of colors.

Purple, green, pink. The aurora painted across the dark night sky as its canvas was so beautiful it was difficult to look away.

Though auroras were occasionally observed in Hebron Territory as well, unlike those faint, thin displays, this one was thick and vibrant enough to be clearly visible to the naked eye.

"Wow..."
"Didn't I tell you? That I would show you the essence of the festival."

Rubern approached Lilia's side, wiping away the beads of sweat that had formed on his face. His expression was a mixture of satisfaction, relief, and reassurance.

It really was true.

Honestly, until just a few days ago, she had wondered if everything would go according to plan, and she couldn't quite imagine the festival atmosphere.

But now, facing it all directly, she couldn't help but be amazed at how incredible it was.

"As expected of Commissioner Rubern Ailoy. As you said, you never disappoint me."
"Haha, thank you. I was able to do all this because Lady Lilia Hebron provided excellent ideas and worked so hard."
"There you go with your flattery again."
"Was I that obvious?"

Looking at the rippling, shimmering curtain of light, the two made eye contact and burst into laughter.

What a strange man.

For some reason, whenever she was with the man before her, her true self would somehow emerge without her even realizing it.

Born as the only daughter of the Duke of Hebron, one of the Empire's three dukes, Lilia had been extremely cautious about revealing her emotions.

The Imperial barrier—the most powerful territory in the north, and also the most dangerous.

With no other siblings, the position of administrator guarding that barrier would inevitably pass to Lilia Hebron.

Destiny.
It was a future determined from the moment Lilia Hebron was born.

That's why she became skilled at hiding her emotions.

Local nobles below were constantly looking for weaknesses, while imperial checks from above came in waves.

She judged that hiding her true feelings was the best way to preserve her position.

So she became the Gray Wolf.

She built her own power within The Wolves, and proved her strength by firmly securing the leader position.

In the midst of all that, did she have time to care about men? Of course not.

After all, she had to go on expeditions every two months to subjugate the massive hordes of monsters that swarmed beyond the barrier.

Her deliberately concealed emotions made her appear colder and sharper.

Add to that her alias "Gray Wolf" and her exploits on expeditions, and no man dared approach her casually.

And the more that happened, the thicker Lilia Hebron's mask became.

To ensure her mask never slipped by mistake, to prevent her weakness from being exposed to her enemies, Lilia secured that mask even more firmly.

But after returning from an expedition, on the very day she received an unexpected vacation.

Lilia Hebron met Rubern Ailoy at a festival in the neighboring territory that she visited out of curiosity.

A connection that had continued since then.

Lilia never dreamed she would become this close to a man she met by chance.
That she would feel this comfortable with him.
Or that for the first time in her life, she would recognize and take interest in someone as a member of the opposite sex.

"Lady Lilia."

At the low voice calling her name, she felt something pierce through her.

"Y-Yes?"
"I heard from Regius that elves have a special name for auroras."

Rubern gazed at the sky with melancholic eyes.

"Do you know what it is?"
"N-No, I don't..."
"They call it the World Tree of the Sky. They say it sparkles with light, and the concentration of mana and energy released by spirits is so dense that elves perceive it as a World Tree."

It certainly wasn't an unreasonable comparison.

Looking at the aurora covering the sky, it did seem like a beautiful curtain, or like the swaying branches of a massive tree embracing the heavens.

"But if that's the case, aren't we all receiving the blessing of the World Tree as we gaze at this aurora?"
"What? What do you mean by that..."

When Lilia asked, not understanding his meaning, Rubern turned his head toward her. His black eyes aligned perfectly with hers.

The moment those eyes curved slightly and pierced through her,

Lilia Hebron finally understood what Rubern Ailoy meant.

'If you confess your love to someone you're interested in or to a lover under the World Tree, the blessing of the World Tree will come down and bind you together forever.'

It was just a baseless rumor.
Rubern had said as much himself.

Even though the lady herself knew all too well how ridiculous the story was, and that it was just a marketing tactic for attracting festivals...!!

Her heart pounded loudly. She could tell her face was burning red even without looking in a mirror.

"Ugh."

Feeling her breath catch, she could only let out a small groan.

Lilia Hebron found herself facing the crisis of her life.

It wasn't that she had never imagined such a situation.

Even when they were working late together at the knights' headquarters on festival issues, or when she covered the sleeping Rubern with a blanket on the sofa and quietly watched him.

Lilia Hebron had always imagined walking alongside Rubern, laughing and chatting without any masks in their daily lives.

She would become the Lady of Hebron Duchy.
And Rubern would become her partner, ruling the territory together.

Rubern Ailoy was clearly a viscount with his own title. He certainly had the rank to be a son-in-law of the ducal family.

Of course, she knew there were formidable competitors. Wasn't she in a formal "marriage" relationship with Sianne Valeos, the commander of the knights?

Until just a few months ago, their relationship hadn't been this deep.

But looking at Sianne and Rubern recently, they seemed so close that they could announce their marriage right now without any issues.

Not being the type of woman so insensitive that she couldn't notice the emotions in Sianne's gaze,

Lilia knew that she sincerely wanted Rubern Ailoy.

And what about Petra Bastian? She had been by Rubern's side continuously since before settling in Rupel Territory.

She always supported Rubern decisively, calling him "big brother" and approaching him affectionately, displaying her charms generously—truly worthy of being called a fox.

A brown fox tempting the black fox.

Both women were showing obvious interest in Rubern Ailoy, even from a third-party perspective.

Recently, conversations about which of the two would end up with Rubern Ailoy often circulated around the knights' headquarters.

How could she dare to step into such a situation?

Unlike Petra, who had built a relationship of trust for a long time, and Sianne, who had been constantly by his side during the settlement in Rupel Territory.

She was just the lady from the neighboring territory who got involved by chance.

Thinking about it that way, her pounding heart calmed down a bit. She had faced reality. She met Rubern's gaze directly without avoiding his eyes.

"Viscount Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes, my lady."
"Why are you so kind to me?"

The question came out with a slightly trembling voice. It was a doubt she had been constantly thinking about.

Rubern Ailoy habitually said that there was no one in this world who bestowed kindness purely out of goodwill.

That meant he wanted something from her too.

In fact, it wasn't difficult to guess the reason. If he showed kindness to her, who was virtually confirmed as the next Lady of Hebron Duchy, the hidden intention was all too clear.

Lilia asked deliberately to sort out her feelings before they became uncontrollable.

Just a friendship.
Even just that much would be happiness beyond measure for her.

"Why do you suddenly ask such a thing?"
"It's what you always say. That there's no kindness without reason."
"Hmm..."

Rubern trailed off, seemingly troubled. Indeed, it wasn't something to say in this atmosphere.

But Lilia really wanted to hear that answer. To avoid getting hurt even more later.

"I'm not sure what answer you're looking for, but at first, it was purely for political purposes. After all, Lady Lilia, you are the only daughter of the most prominent duke in the north. It would be a lie to say there was no political calculation."

I see.
She had expected it to some extent, but hearing it made her feel somewhat depressed.

However, Rubern's words didn't end there.

"But the more we talked after that, my sympathy for you grew stronger than any political purpose."
"S-Sympathy?"
"The way you're showing yourself to me now, isn't that your true self? Because of the pressure to succeed the Duke of Hebron and take responsibility for the territory, you haven't been showing your original personality."

He was right.

"I found that a bit sad. Because I understand all too well what you're feeling."
"So you're helping me simply because you feel sorry for me?"
"When I thought about such a beautiful face full of emotion being hidden away forever, how could I, as a man, just pass by?"

Rubern Ailoy added with a playful expression.

"If you're too consumed by such things, you might lose what's most important. When you're happy, you should smile, and when you're sad, you should cry. That's what being human is about."

Crash.
The moment she heard those words, the mask Lilia had been holding shattered into pieces.

"You know me. If you're afraid of the local nobles' territorial disputes or checks, just tell me anytime. I'll stand by your side and make sure they don't even dare to make a sound."
"Ah..."

Lilia gripped the lower sleeve of her dress. Her hands were trembling. If she didn't do this, she felt she couldn't control the overwhelming emotions.

"Just for today, don't worry about anything and be Lilia Hebron, not the Gray Wolf who is the captain of the Wolfpack Knights and the daughter of the Duke of Hebron."

With those final words, Rubern turned his head to look at the aurora.

"Being caught up in such trivial matters even on a beautiful and joyful festival day... wouldn't that be too unfortunate?"

Lilia Hebron's mouth closed.
And only then did she realize with certainty.

That she couldn't do without this man.

Her red eyes turned toward Rubern Ailoy, who was smiling slightly. With the shimmering aurora as a backdrop, the man waving to the residents below looked truly the most handsome among all the men she had ever seen.
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The Rupel Winter Spirit Festival concluded with great success.

From the free city of Montelgo to the recently annexed Karahan Marquisate—now downgraded to a county after becoming a vassal territory.

Festivals held across various regions attracted tremendous interest from tourists, causing the revenue of the Rupel Territory to soar.

The territory had already been gaining fame within the Bolivar Empire for its chicken, beer, and cosmetics businesses.

It had uniquely benefited from the promotional effect of this grand festival.

Moreover, the Petaronto Spirit Festival, which could be considered the main event among the numerous festivities, was a tremendous success, with visitors on the 24th unanimously praising it.

In the end, fame doesn't discriminate between commoners and nobles.

The once insignificant Rupel Territory had now become a "rising dark horse" territory, frequently mentioned in imperial noble society.

Furthermore, when it became known that Dionaos Rupel, the lord responsible for the territory, still had no official consort...

Even after the official festival schedule ended, more nobles began flocking to Petaronto.

Lower nobles who had just entered noble society came to establish connections with this up-and-coming territory.
Influential mid-tier nobles came to strengthen their power base.
High nobles recognized by the central government came to test its capabilities.

Notable figures from across the empire visited the Rupel Territory for various reasons.

And among them...

"Hey, Rubern."
"..."
"Why so surprised? You look like you've seen a ghost."
"Your Highness, what brings you all the way here?"

Among them was Conrad van Karl, the eldest son of Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl of the Bolivar Empire and the Crown Prince.

A man with black hair sitting cross-legged on the sofa. Though he wore a relaxed smile, his eyes held an indescribable charisma.

While Dionaos Rupel, the wealthy merchant Marco Firenze, and the neighboring Duke Harald Hebron all possessed considerable charisma...

There was still a clear difference between them and Conrad.

This was only natural.

His charisma stemmed from the difference in status that was on an entirely different level.

Officially second in the imperial hierarchy.

Aware of this fact, the Crown Prince was always a man overflowing with confidence, which manifested as charisma.

*Now I understand why the administrators were trembling like aspen leaves.*

It's not like he's some legendary Pokémon, but the Crown Prince showed up without warning—how shocked they must have been.

Honestly, just not fainting at the sight of the Crown Prince deserves praise for mental fortitude.

As I stood there staring at the Crown Prince with a dumbfounded expression...

The door behind me burst open with a bang, and a middle-aged man rushed in, dropping to one knee before the prince.

The proper etiquette between lord and vassal.

"Dionaos Rupel, Count of Rupel Territory, greets Crown Prince Conrad van Karl!"
"This is our first meeting. Pleased to meet you, Count."

Other retainers followed, kneeling as well, and I too knelt to show proper respect.

"Everyone, please rise."

The Crown Prince said this while taking the Count's hand and helping him up.

Such was the status of the imperial Crown Prince. Even a territory's lord had to rush out to greet him.

"But may I ask what brings you all the way to the north..."
"I simply came to meet a friend with whom I've shared my soul."

In response to Dionaos Rupel's question, the Crown Prince shifted his gaze toward me with a slight smile. Following his gaze, the expressions of all the retainers simultaneously transformed into shock.

Ah...
This is exactly why I didn't want to mention it.

Feeling the uncomfortable stares focused on me, I could only let out a deep sigh.

***

"Thank you, Petra. I heard you left the knights, but you're still as beautiful as ever here. No, perhaps even more beautiful?"
"Uh..."

When Conrad van Karl addressed her warmly, Petra, who had brought in tea, didn't know how to react and darted her eyes around.

Her response showed both embarrassment and discomfort.

"I... I'll excuse myself now!"

Finally, Petra left the reception room as if escaping. The Crown Prince watched her retreating figure and burst into laughter.

After the Great Expedition, the Crown Prince had actively promoted the Black Lion Knights—once just a private order widespread in the central region—to an imperial knighthood.

Because of this, he was quite familiar with Petra, the former chief administrative assistant.

"Still such an adorable reaction! Neither you nor Petra has changed at all."
"It's only been a year—what could have changed?"
"That's rich coming from you. In that one year, you've transformed a failing territory into the north's new power center."
"I merely pointed in the right direction. Accepting those proposals and developing the territory was entirely due to the will of Dionaos Rupel and the territory's people."
"Yes, I suppose so. You've always deflected credit to others like that."

The Crown Prince replied while sipping his tea. The conversation felt so casual that I momentarily forgot the person sitting beside me was the empire's second-in-command.

"That's why you refused to become my direct vassal. When you said you'd stay to assist that dim-witted knight commander, I thought you'd lost your mind during the Great Expedition."
"Honestly, I had lost my mind back then."

I answered honestly. I didn't realize Levia would be such a disaster. Looking back, there were warning signs during the expedition, but with so many other concerns, I had dismissed her hysteria as trivial.

"So I offered you a less burdensome position in the Inspectorate, but you refused that too."
"It was obvious you intended to work me to the bone!"
"Hahaha! Letting someone like you go to waste would be a significant loss for the empire. If no one else claimed you, I planned to do so myself."

Though he spoke humorously, I could detect the political intention behind the Crown Prince's seemingly casual words.

*He probably wanted to place me, his confidant, in the Inspectorate to gain control from within.*

I understand his reasoning. It means the Crown Prince trusts me greatly.

But that's precisely why I had to refuse the position. For someone like me, already weary of politics, the Inspectorate title would have been like walking back into hell.

How did I, a transmigrator without any backing, become deeply involved in a world-scale event like the Great Expedition in just a few years?

It all stemmed from desperate struggles to survive.

Not taking a key position in the Black Lion Knights proactively and not dismissing Levia despite her disrespectful treatment...

The higher I climbed in the central government, the greater the burden I would have to bear.

Just look at the Rupel Territory. If the political relationships entangled with this tiny territory are already so complex, what about the central government where all kinds of power converge?

*Just thinking about it gives me a headache.*

Someone like Levia—strong but empty-headed—is better suited for a central position. At least she wouldn't need to engage in behind-the-scenes battles or face direct opposition.

A perfect pawn.

But if I had taken a key position in the Inspectorate, things would be different. I would officially occupy a position within the Crown Prince's faction, giving me the responsibility to manage that power.

However, in politics, allies don't always remain allies.

While a position as chief administrative officer in a knighthood without real power might be manageable, the moment I entered the Inspectorate—which could erase an entire territory if it wanted—all kinds of opposition would come as a package deal.

Although Conrad is currently the most likely candidate for the next emperor, the Emperor has five children.

Excluding the fourth child who officially renounced succession rights, the four siblings were, no joke, worse than strangers to each other.

*If I dipped even a toe into that fight, I'd end up like Bernard in an instant.*

My abundant hair was already falling out during festival preparations; facing all kinds of slander in the central government would surely give me baldness even if I didn't have it.

"But... you certainly seem more comfortable here. It seems you don't regret your choice back then."
"They say where there's no tiger, the fox becomes king, don't they?"

Rather than being the dragon's tail and struggling endlessly to become its head, it's better to be the head of a snake from the start.

That was the kind of life I pursued.

"Hahaha!! Well said! As expected of the Black Fox!"

The Crown Prince laughed genuinely at my words.

"But did you really come just to see me? If that were the case, I could have simply gone to the capital."

Anyone else might have doubted his true intentions, but Crown Prince Conrad was the kind of person who might genuinely visit a territory just because he wanted to see someone.

The very idea of an imperial Crown Prince wandering around a northern territory without guards was nonsensical.

He was the greatest eccentric I had ever met.

"Well, I wish that were the case, but unfortunately, it's not."
"...What do you mean?"
"This is an official request from both your friend and the Crown Prince of the empire."

The Crown Prince's eyes changed instantly. I had a distinctly bad feeling.

And such feelings always prove correct.
The Crown Prince's subsequent words were more shocking than anything I had heard before.

"Two papal candidates from the Papal Office have been assassinated."
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"P-Pope candidate...?!"
"Shh, keep your voice down."

I quickly shut my mouth at the Crown Prince's admonition. Only then did I vaguely realize why the Crown Prince had come to see me secretly without any escorts.

*He needs a fixer. Someone detached from central power...*

I already knew vaguely through Catherine Sissela that the Laterano Autonomous Region was in chaos.

This was a papal election that might happen once every few decades. No matter how different the Pope's influence was compared to before, the symbolism and power of the position was still comparable to that of the Empire's emperor.

Religious folk are always like this. While there are those who sincerely follow God's teachings and do good deeds...

The moment a religious institution turns its eyes to "power" as a worldly value, it becomes more corrupt than anything else.

"My Inspectorate is still gathering detailed information. But as you know, our people have difficulty exerting influence within Laterano."
"I'm well aware."

The principle of separation of church and state.

While it prevented religion from interfering in imperial politics, it also made it impossible for the Empire to exert influence over religion.

"But if two candidates have already been murdered, hasn't the Papal Office already taken action?"
"I'm not sure about that. To be honest, no one really knows what's happening in Laterano right now. Even the information about the murdered candidates... wasn't obtained through the Papal Office."

The Crown Prince's expression twisted seriously. Realizing what he meant, I couldn't help but be startled.

"Has the imperial family interfered with the conclave?"
"Why is someone who should know better so surprised? We already support several cardinals."
"...Then the two murdered candidates must have been ones who supported you, Your Highness."
"Correct."

Conrad snapped his fingers as he spoke. The situation was becoming increasingly complex. Until now, the only political machinations I'd experienced were disputes between merchants or local lords over vested interests.

Central nobles were involved too, but they were mostly insignificant figures who couldn't exert power in the center and sought connections with local lords instead.

Real power players wouldn't let you into their society unless you were someone of Duke Hebron's caliber.

But this case involved the imperial family in the next papal election. Moreover, the shocking news that two religious leaders prominent enough to be papal candidates had been murdered.

Since the Crown Prince openly stated that he hadn't learned this from the Papal Office, it seemed that Laterano, which should be most concerned, was showing a surprisingly lukewarm response.

*Even if the candidates didn't align with their wishes, they're not taking action despite two candidates being killed?*

This situation was extremely suspicious.

"But you're different. Didn't the Rupel Territory recently get its own parish? I heard you're quite close with Sister Catherine Sissela."
"Close... not to that extent. We're just acquaintances. We only exchange a few jokes at most."
"If you've gotten that close to Sister Catherine as I know her, I'd call that being quite close."

Wrong.

The Crown Prince was already fully intent on using me as a reconnaissance worker.

Determining whether the opponent is a Two-Gate or a Fast Dark Templar and formulating a strategy accordingly. Anyone else would have refused the proposal in horror, but it was extremely difficult when the client was none other than the Empire's Crown Prince.

"It won't be very dangerous. You'll be going as a guest from the Rupel Territory, and it's customary to deliver half of the first month's offerings directly to the Papal Office when a new parish is established."

When I hesitated, the Crown Prince persuaded me in a smooth voice. It was quite malicious of him to try to resolve this amicably when he could simply use his authority to force me.

That's exactly the kind of approach that turns people into trash.

But I didn't take the bait he just threw. I wasn't trying to refuse the request. It's just that the Crown Prince hadn't yet told me everything involved in this matter.

I can't go until I hear it all.

"As far as I know, a territorial vassal who isn't a parish priest has rarely visited the Papal Office."
"Why are you being so difficult today? It's just a simple request to visit the Papal Office once!"
"Your Highness, let's stop the jokes here. If it were that simple, you would have already used your imperial fixers with plenty to spare, wouldn't you?"

The strange feeling I'd had all along.

The Crown Prince said that the "Inspectorate" couldn't exert power in the Papal Office, but that only applied to the Inspectorate as an official imperial organization.

Where there is light, there is also shadow.

Just as my name is Ailoy, once you reach the position of Crown Prince at the center of the Empire, you typically have your own shadow organizations.

That's also why I didn't delve deeper into the abyss.

The moment I properly aligned with the Crown Prince's faction, my name's synergy effect would activate, drawing the aggro of all sorts of shadow organizations.

The Crown Prince smiled and met my eyes after my precisely timed response.

Come on, we've known each other for more than just a day or two, so why do we need to measure each other like this?

"You're still sharp, Rubern Ailoy."
"Sharp and then some."

Conrad had always been like that. He was someone whose true intentions were difficult to guess, making him closer to a scheming minister plotting behind the scenes than the Empire's Crown Prince.

Of course, I couldn't say that such cunning was bad. The Empire's emperor naturally needed to be skilled in calculation and capable of planning on a grand scale.

"I can't deploy shadow organizations. Not when we don't know how corrupt the Papal Office is."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Have you... not felt something unsettling recently?"

Unsettling.

I wasn't sure exactly what the Crown Prince meant by "unsettling," but I had a general idea.

"You mean the Blue Cross Society?"
"Yes, not just in the Rupel Territory, but in the southern Lipton County, the eastern Yoas Duchy, and even in the western elven territories."

His red eyes flashed.

"Small and large incidents involving the Blue Cross Society are occurring every month. This can't simply be dismissed as coincidence."
"...I truly didn't know that."

I'm already overwhelmed managing our own territory; how could I have the luxury to know about the situations in the southern or eastern territories, which aren't even in the north?

"Moreover, isn't the Papal Office's response ambiguous? Externally, they say it's to prevent believers and priests from becoming agitated before the papal election, but I think this level of heretical activity warrants declaring a holy war."

Now that I thought about it, he was right. Considering the Papal Office's reaction during the Great Expedition, almost the entire Laterano Autonomous Region had become a massive crusade, declaring the annihilation of evil.

Of course, there's an enormous difference in scale between a few territory villages being sacrificed to black mages and the final Great Expedition where the fate of all humanity was at stake.

Even taking that into account, Laterano's response to the Blue Cross Society was indeed lukewarm.

*Even when we mentioned Samuel One Crowley, a major figure, the only support they provided was a few Inquisitors.*

Things I had previously dismissed as "that's just how religious people are" were now starting to raise suspicions.

"And in the midst of all this, papal candidates who support me have been murdered. Doesn't it smell fishy?"
"Not just fishy—it reeks like a rotting corpse."
"If I rashly deploy my shadow organization, I don't know how Laterano might react using that as an excuse. The weapon of 'faith' they possess is more fearsome than any army."

All suspicious circumstances were pointing to the Laterano Autonomous Region.

The Earth Dragon of the Ardaroce Mountains, the reincarnation of the Dragon Knight in Tipen Village, and finally the heinous act of treachery in the Karahan Territory.

*They should have been subjugated long ago. If not, they would have been living quietly. Not drawing aggro like this.*

Either they had a powerful backer that allowed them to act brazenly without consequences, or they were using these disturbances as a pretext while preparing something else behind the scenes.

Or both.

"Does that pique your interest now? You claim to hate troublesome things, but you get bored when nothing happens."
"How exactly do you see me?"
"An all-purpose administrator who solves problems when called upon... a twisted monster hiding behind that facade."
"Calling a person a monster is a bit much."
"Kuhahaha!"

The Crown Prince burst into laughter at my joke. Then he took out a heavy pouch from his breast pocket and handed it to me.

Chink-chink—just by touching it, I could tell it contained at least 50 gold coins, a considerable sum.

"This is an advance payment. If you need any items while carrying out the mission, bill me later. I'll even cover all your meal expenses. Since you're going anyway, eat all the expensive food you want."

But there was also something green and crystalline attached to the money pouch.

"This is..."
"Use it in case of emergency. It's a mana crystal made by our imperial alchemists and mages for anti-magic purposes. If you break the crystal, the purification magic condensed inside will activate immediately and sweep away all impurities in the vicinity."

I nodded and pocketed the pouch.

Now it was time to go on a business trip after a long while.
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"...Where are you going again?"
"That's how it is. No, why are you glaring at me like that? It's scary!"

I quickly averted my eyes from Sianne's piercing gaze. It's exactly the look of someone watching their spouse who's always wandering around outside.

Wait, is that actually accurate when I think about it?

"How long has it been since the festival ended? You finish handling the aftermath and immediately want to go somewhere else?"

Sianne slammed her hand on the desk. I couldn't help but flinch and step back at her threatening gesture.

"The absorption of the Karahan territory isn't even settled yet, plus there's the management of the newly discovered iron mine in Zahed, the Hebron Duchy dungeon commission, and the recruitment of new knights and squires for the Snow Leopard Knights... There's a mountain of work!"

My heart stung with each word she uttered.

"B-but I've already created manuals and systematized everything. You're the one who said the administrative staff shouldn't rely too much on me alone, unlike the Imperial Black Lion Knights!"
"That's... true, but...!!"
"And you already know why I have to do this, so why act surprised now?"

The truth is, I had a perfect excuse. What could I do when the Crown Prince commands it? When the Empire's second-in-command says jump, you jump.

To the knights, administrative officers, and vassals, it was announced as simply a surprise visit from an old friend.

But Petra and Sianne knew the truth—that the Crown Prince had "requested" something of me.

And they knew that request concerned the Laterano Autonomous Region, specifically the upcoming papal election "conclave" that had been the subject of much discussion lately.

Some might think I've revealed too much, but they're the two people I trust most.

Besides, this wasn't a trip to the capital that could be reached in seven hours on horseback—this journey would take over a week one-way.

I couldn't keep it completely secret anyway.

"Grrrr..."

Unable to counter my excuse, Sianne puffed her cheeks in frustration and let out an annoyed sound.

That expression only made her look cute, though.

"Fine. It's not like I don't understand. You're usually so perceptive, but in times like these, you're completely clueless."
"Huh? Did you have plans for a date with me?"
"Yes! Isn't that obvious!?"

Wait, this isn't right.

I had thrown out that comment just to tease her, but Sianne boldly fired back, leaving me flustered.

Commander Sianne's character wasn't originally like this, but ever since we crossed that line last time, I feel like I'm increasingly being led around by her...

Or is there something about Rubern Junior? Both Petra and Sianne seemed to undergo dramatic personality changes after we got physically involved?

For a moment, I thought of some ridiculous plot from an adult novel, then hurriedly erased the strange thoughts from my mind.

That couldn't be it.

If it were true, I'd be in even more trouble. Who knows how people might change?

If Sianne and Petra suddenly awakened and decided to determine which parts they'd claim through a fair game of rock-paper-scissors, I'd have to flee across the border, titles and territory be damned.

"During the festival, Lucy barged in so we couldn't be alone, and afterward, you were busy with cleanup."
"That's true."
"But... I understand the situation. So make a promise with me."

Sianne extended her pinky finger toward me.

"What kind of promise?"
"Hurry! I won't tell you until we pinky swear."
"I can't agree to anything unreasonable."
"I wouldn't ask for something like that. What do you take me for? But why are you making so many excuses? Rubern, don't you like me?"

Feeling like I might face real killing intent if I stalled any longer, I had no choice but to link my pinky with hers.

As soon as I complied with the pinky promise, Sianne smiled as if she'd been waiting for this moment. She grabbed my arm, pulled me close, and whispered in my ear.

"...When you return from the autonomous region, the next 24 hours of Rubern's time belongs to me."

I jumped at the ticklish voice in my ear, and Sianne added with playful blue eyes:

"It's punishment for standing up your wife every time."

Just look at that bewitching smile.

In my opinion, the title of "fox" should now belong to our administrative director and knight commander, not me.

But what followed sent a chill down my spine. My body trembled involuntarily.

"You'd better prepare yourself for that night."
"Ah."

The fact that Rubern Junior was functioning normally throughout this was both amusing and awkward.

***

"Sir Executor, a letter has arrived from Laterano."
"What does it say?"
"They say they gladly accept the visit from the Rupel Marquisate."
"So we've passed the first hurdle..."

I let out a deep sigh of relief.

The official story was that we were a delegation celebrating the establishment of an independent parish in the Rupel Marquisate.

If Laterano had refused our visit citing the conclave as a reason, everything would have been for nothing.

Crown Prince Conrad was aware of this possibility and had promised to inform me by letter if our delegation was rejected.

But it seems they decided that even in these turbulent times, they couldn't refuse an official delegation from the Rupel Marquisate that was coming to deliver church offerings according to tradition.

'And rejecting our delegation would look rather suspicious.'

If, as the Crown Prince suspected, the current powers controlling the Papal Office had some connection to the Blue Cross Society...

Even with the Papal Office in chaos, someone would inevitably start investigating the truth.

After all, how common is it for two papal candidates to be murdered before a conclave?

Whether it's the Inquisition, the Battle Nuns, the Holy Knights, or the Sacred Monastic Order—someone from one of the Papal Office's many affiliated organizations must have sensed something was amiss.

And if they then refused a delegation coming to pay respects to the Pope according to normal custom?

'That would inevitably cause rumors, even if unintended.'

The Blue Cross Society's provocations across various territories might have been intended to divert attention from within the Papal Office.

The troublemakers they've sent so far were at most Third Order level personnel.

If they sent too insignificant people, they couldn't divert the attention of competing factions within the Papal Office, so they deployed what would be equivalent to section or deputy chiefs in modern terms to tank the damage.

By the same logic, they might be accepting us readily to avoid suspicion.

"So the stage is set. Now, who to recruit for the party..."

This was actually the most important part.
I couldn't go alone as a delegation.

As Executor, I was sufficient for the vassal qualification, but the issue was finding knights to accompany me for protection and administrative officers to handle related matters.

'Thinking of the worst-case scenario, someone with some combat capability would be good.'

I didn't know how corrupt the Papal Office in Laterano had become.

This meant that from the moment I entered the autonomous region, the only people I could trust would be those dispatched from the Snow Leopard Knights.

I tried to recall the appearances of the knight administrators.

'No good.'

Most of them were muscle-heads who looked like they were itching for bicep and tricep supersets, so none of the administrative officers that came to mind seemed particularly suitable.

"I should get some advice on this."

After much deliberation, I decided to discuss it with Petra, who had a keen eye for people in these matters.

And after hearing the general story, Petra's reaction was—

"So you need to be prepared for possible combat?"
"Yes."
"While going to the Laterano Papal Office?"
"Yes."

Clear suspicion.

"This sounds dangerous."

...This is why I hate perceptive juniors.

But this kind of situation wasn't new. Petra's suspicion was somewhat expected, so I smoothly answered with a nonchalant voice.

"It's at least a week by carriage, and what if we encounter bandits on the way? Oh, how scary!"
"You're lying. Bandits would be handled by you alone. Unless some king of bandits appears."
"That's just me. I can't protect everyone else. Administrative officers and parish priests will be coming too."
"Hmmmm..."

Petra gave me a suspicious look.

"Okay, I get it. I'll see for myself whether it's dangerous or not."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"You said you need an administrative officer to accompany you. And you said the headquarters administrators are all too scrawny to be reliable..."

Petra tucked her hair behind her ear as she spoke.

"I'm someone whose combat abilities were recognized even in the Imperial Black Lion Knights, right? Besides, do we really need to bring many administrative officers? Just you and me would be more than enough."
"Y-you're right..."

Indeed, Petra possessed combat skills and instincts that weren't far behind those of squires.

The experience we shared during the Great Expedition hadn't gone to waste.

"Since you and I have already created manuals for the knights' administrative work, let's just tell them to handle things on their own this time."

She was saying exactly what I had told Sianne a few days ago.

I couldn't find words to respond and could only stare at her blankly.

'Good heavens, what have I done?'

I felt my mind going blank.

It seemed I wouldn't be able to escape this one no matter what.
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Petra twirled the pen in her hand as she quickly organized the party.

"According to tradition, priests dispatched from the diocese would include one bishop-level priest and three regular priests. One priest position can be replaced by Decart, who is both a knight of our order and an ordained priest, so we can mobilize a total of four knights."

Insane. I didn't know that was possible.

Petra showed off her incredible administrative skills, successfully expanding the dealer positions from just three to four.

If this were an online game, she'd definitely get permanently banned for such an exploitative strategy.

"However, we can't bring too strong a force. It would look strange to bring such knights on a diplomatic mission, and with our current manpower shortage, it might create security gaps in the territory."
"...That's a fair point."
"Then let's do this. Excluding Decart, we'll take two knights and five squires. I'll be the sole administrator."

I did some quick calculations in my head.

Unlike knights, who required the approval of Marquis Rupel and his vassals, squires—knight apprentices—could be freely selected at the Snow Leopard Knights' discretion.

That's why they had recently added more recruits, bringing the total number of squires in the order to thirty.

Therefore, mobilizing five squires wouldn't be a problem at all.

"One knight can do the work of at least four squires."
"Anyway, since Karahan County and Kirten Barony are running on their own personnel, we only need to manage our existing territory."

We were perfectly in sync.

I had to admit that Petra Bastian was indeed my perfect work partner.

"And since we're going to the Papal Office, we should maintain a certain level of formality."

Petra handed me the list of knights from the order that she had already written down.

"Ronz is... definitely excluded. Imen Lua and Sianne are the commander and vice commander, so they need to stay in Petaronto."
"Barbara is too young. She's not that young in terms of age, but her face looks very youthful."
"So you're taking Heintz?"

Petra nodded.

The reasons for excluding other knights were also valid.

First, despite Regius being a renowned adventurer, a knight of the order, and an elf, he probably wouldn't be well-received at the Papal Office.

There were still many conservative officials who felt uncomfortable around other races.

Andrei and Liberio were excluded for the same reason. Both had stronger images as hunters and mercenaries than knights.

Their personalities weren't exactly refined either, so if they got into an argument with the old-fashioned officials at the Papal Office, they might pour some harsh truths on them instead of backing down.

*For me, that wouldn't be refreshing at all—more like eating a whole box of sweet potatoes.*

So excluding Decart, who would participate as part of the priestly staff, the final selected knights were Heintz and Irpin.

Both were known in the order as straightforward knights with non-abrasive personalities.

"So that makes exactly three knights."
"I'll discuss the squires with Sianne."

Petra nodded. I suspected Sianne would have something to say about Petra accompanying me to the Papal Office, but...

What could we do? We couldn't bring a large number of administrators during such times.

Besides, we didn't know what might happen at the Papal Office. Taking too many people could be problematic. If someone got hurt or killed, neither Sianne nor I could face ourselves.

Human lives cannot be easily exchanged for anything.

And sure enough:

"Administrative Director Petra is going alone?"
"Yes, Commander. Is there a problem?"

I nervously swallowed as I faced her piercing cold gaze.

But Petra just smiled brightly as if nothing was wrong.

"You're leaving your wife here and going to the Papal Office with your junior colleague? Whose idea was this? Though I think I already know..."

Sianne muttered, tapping her fingers on the desk. Unlike me, who was completely intimidated, Petra stood tall with confidence.

Why is everyone being so scary!!

As I stood there awkwardly, Sianne looked back and forth between the delegation list and me, then sighed deeply before answering.

"...Sigh. Fine. The reasoning is valid, I suppose. As you said, with so much work to do, sending just Petra instead of several administrators is much more efficient."
"Thank you for understanding, Sianne."
"I'll send the list of squires to include in the delegation myself. That's fine, right?"

She looked at Petra with a slight smile, and Petra nodded gently with a subtle smile of her own.

Like the calm before a storm—I'd almost prefer an outright argument to this tension.

However, Petra couldn't maintain her composure forever. She was about to face Sianne's massive counterpunch.

Finally, on the day the delegation was to depart for the Laterano Papal Office:

"Squire Lucy! I'll complete my first field mission successfully!!"
"Yes, Lucy. Please assist Executor Rubern and Administrative Director Petra well."
"Of course, Commander!!"

Lucy was included among the squires accompanying the group. Petra's expression immediately froze.

***

"That was quite a blow... I completely forgot Lucy was among the squires."
"Just accept it, Petra."

I said to Petra as she grumbled beside me. Honestly, I didn't know what to think anymore. Let the two of them sort out their own issues.

Not that I wanted them to draw swords and duel for real. I know I'm being selfish, but it's not like I seduced anyone first.

In the end, it was as if I had become some kind of trophy, but... I didn't mind this treatment too much.

When would I ever get treated like this again in my life?

Just then, Lilia Hebron, who was riding alongside our carriage, knocked on the window. She had been temporarily residing in Rupel Territory but was now returning to her original domain at the summons of Duke Hebron.

Since our dates and directions overlapped, we decided to travel together.

I opened the window, and Lady Lilia pointed to a fork in the road barely visible beyond the vast plains.

"I need to part ways soon."
"Already?"

I checked the scenery outside again. Indeed, we had already reached near Tipen Village.

From here, the northeast led to Hebron Territory, while the southeast led to the Laterano Autonomous Region.

It was time to say goodbye.

"Thank you for your hard work. You said you were going for an expedition, right?"
"Yes... They say the number of monsters beyond the Northern Ice Wall has suddenly increased."
"So you'll be deployed as soon as you return."

That's the Hebron Territory for you. No wonder the duchy is called the Empire's Shield.

The reason her father, Harald Hebron, could proudly be counted among the Three Dukes despite coming from the relatively weaker and less developed North:

They constantly faced monster invasions. And not just C-rank monsters like goblins or Bitula, but at least B-rank to A-rank monsters.

The reason I set the Snow Leopard Knights' ultimate goal as becoming the strongest in the North was because the moment we defeated the Wolves, the strongest in the North, we would essentially be competing for first or second place in the Empire.

A knightly order tempered by all kinds of real combat—our Snow Leopard Knights still had a long way to go to catch up.

"Please take care of yourself, my lady."
"I hope you return safely as well, Executor Rubern."

She hesitated as if reluctant to leave, then brought her horse very close to the carriage and said:

"You must keep the promise you made that time, okay?"

???
What promise?

"Pardon?"

Before I could ask for clarification, Lilia Hebron quickly pulled her horse's reins and departed from our procession.

"M-My lady!! My lady!? What promise are you talking about?! We never made any promises!!! H-Hello!!"

Having dropped a highly misleading bomb, Lady Lilia disappeared as if fleeing.

I watched her vanish from sight, then carefully turned my head back. There sat Petra, still with a calm expression.

"Ahem~."

Petra nodded vigorously as if telling me to try explaining myself.

"This is unfair! I really didn't do anything! That was all the lady's misunderstanding, I swear!?"

I waved my hands, claiming my innocence, but nothing changed.

"Really! Did this oppa eat something wrong as soon as we left the capital!?"
"Ow! Ouch! Petra, that hurts!!"

The journey was off to a rocky start.

***

Laterano Autonomous Region.
Continental Gospel Monastery under the Papal Office.

As the name suggests, it was an organization for brothers and sisters of faith who dedicated their lives to being servants of the church, devoting themselves to training and faith.

Therefore, the "Assisi Monastery," which could be called the headquarters of the Continental Gospel Monastery, was built on the highest mountain in the autonomous region, making it a very closed and mysterious place even to the residents of the region.

However, in this place that had remained undisturbed even in the face of the great wave of the Grand Expedition that shook the world.

Strange rumors had begun to circulate recently.

"...Elka, have you seen Sister Arte lately?"
"No? Come to think of it, I haven't seen her at all recently. Maybe she went down to the city?"
"If she had, everyone would know about it..."

The reason was the continuing disappearances at Assisi Monastery.

"Could she be involved in the disappearances? Just the other day, Margarita from next door said she heard Sister Arte screaming..."
"Come on, not this again. It's already been concluded that they're not disappearances. Some people have returned perfectly fine, so why are you still on about this?"
"But some people haven't returned...!!"
"They were specially summoned by the Battle Nuns and the Investigation Society."

For some reason, young men and women of the monastery had been disappearing for days at a time.

Given the closed nature of the facility, where everyone knew each other's names and appearances regardless of gender or age, such disappearances were bound to be noticed.

However, contrary to these rumors, the official response from the monastery's abbot and the chairman of the Laterano Continental Gospel Monastery was that they were conducting secret training.

With the recent Blue Cross Society incident causing unrest, it wasn't particularly unusual for the church to urgently summon personnel from the Battle Nuns and the Monastic Society.

In fact, those who were thought to have disappeared often returned perfectly fine after a few days.

Even those who once genuinely believed in the disappearances were now dismissing them.

"Or is it that you, Karin, want to enter secret training yourself?"
"No, that's not it! Elka! Listen to me. Something strange is definitely happening in the autonomous region!"
"Shh! Karin! You were locked in the prayer room for hours the last time you said something like that. It'll be 24 hours if you get caught again."

Karin, a member of the Battle Nuns affiliated with Assisi Monastery, bit her lip in frustration at her friend's admonishment.

"A-Anyway! I'm just saying be careful! The monastery feels too unsettled these days."
"Yes, yes, I understand~ Our dear Karin should also be careful not to get caught by the Mother Superior or the monastery elders~."
"Ugh─!"

She had suspicions but no evidence. Karin eventually gave up trying to convince Elka and had to return to her room.

Perhaps it really was just her imagination.

But as if mocking her warning, fate was drawing her closer and closer to the truth.

Just as the delegation from Rupel Marquisate, including Rubern Ailoy, was arriving at the Laterano Autonomous Region:

"Elka? Elka? ...Are you in your room?"

Karin realized that her best friend had disappeared.

Something.
Something was really happening at the Papal Office.
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After passing through the Barony of Kirten and spending a day in the capital Constina, I left at dawn and traveled through nearby satellite cities along the "Pilgrim's Path" toward the Papal State.

This was the route once taken by the Emperor of the Bolivar Empire to establish his imperial authority when the Pope's power stood above all others, including the Emperor and all powers on the continent.

After a full four-day journey along that path, we arrived at the Laterano Autonomous Region.

"W-wow..."
"It's beautiful."

As we emerged from the long, snow-covered forest, a massive golden arch structure came into view.

The Gate of Law.

The group let out a collective cheer upon witnessing its majestic presence.

For me, this was about my fifth visit to Laterano, so I wasn't particularly impressed, but for Petra, this was her first visit to the Papal State.

*When I first saw it, I had the same reaction.*

That was back when I still had that romantic feeling of being transported into a novel world.

I remember feeling especially moved since I'd been living a miserable life before gradually climbing upward.

Of course, now the Papal State just feels like a stagnant pond overflowing with conspiracies—not somewhere I particularly want to visit.

"Daddy—, ah, I mean, Commissioner!"

Lucy, visibly excited, shook her head vigorously before suddenly remembering she was on official duty and hastily correcting her form of address.

Is this how nobles with daughters or sons feel? It made my heart ache a little, but it couldn't be helped.

She needed to establish proper habits now to become a proper "baroness" and "knight" who observes noble etiquette.

But "baroness," huh? Sounds impressive. I guess even if a title seems trivial, it feels pretty good to have one.

"Yes, Lucy. Go ahead."

I nodded with a solemn voice.

"Are we just going to deliver the donation and leave?"
"No. We'll stay for about a week, interacting with the priests of the Papal State and participating in religious events."
"Then... during that time..."

Lucy trailed off, and I immediately understood what she was trying to ask.

"Yes. You're free to wander around. Just don't forget your honor and etiquette as an apprentice knight of the Snow Leopard Knights."
"O-of course!!"

Lucy clenched her fist.

Though she was dressed in knight's attire and had matured recently to look like a proper lady of 16 or 17, moments like these revealed she was still very much a tomboy at heart.

Watching her, Petra couldn't help but let out a soft laugh.

"Lucy, shall we explore together? This is my first time at the Papal State too."
"Would that be alright?"
"Of course. As long as I'm with you."

Though initially distant, the two had grown quite close after spending so much time together during the journey.

"Is that okay with you, Commissioner Rubern?"
"Y-yes... I appreciate it."

I already had quite a few scheduled meetings—with Saint Catherine Sissela, numerous cardinal-level priests, plus religious events to attend and host. Somehow they'd even arranged an abbreviated baptism ceremony for me, since I hadn't received one yet.

They insisted it was unacceptable for an imperial baron to not be baptized.

*And I can't forget the Crown Prince's request. That's actually the most important thing.*

I fingered the gold coin with the scale emblem in my pocket. It looked similar to the imperial gold coins in circulation, but this one was created for a special purpose.

The Continental—the information guild that had provided tremendous help in dealing with the Karahan Marquis's bastard.

Of course, they had a presence here too.

Moreover, this scale coin from the Crown Prince carried a completely different meaning from ordinary transaction coins.

It represented "The Imperial Request."

From the moment I showed this coin, my safety would be protected by both the imperial family and Continental, and I could enjoy Continental's services without limit—essentially a blank check.

After everything was finished, Continental would present the bill to the imperial family, but that wasn't my concern.

The Crown Prince would handle it.
That's why he gave me the scale coin.

Dong—
Dong—

At that moment, bell sounds echoed from afar. Despite the considerable distance, the clear, pure ringing was unmistakable.

"We've really arrived," I murmured, looking at the sun shining brightly even in winter.

"The City of Light and Shadow."

***

Even after passing through the Gate of Law and entering the autonomous region, we waited several more minutes before the carriage finally stopped in front of an exceptionally beautiful church.

St. Norte Cathedral.

Named after the first of the thirteen disciples who initially received God's teachings, if I recall correctly.

The front of the church looked like a massive wall, or perhaps twin clock towers.

Except for Decart, a former priest familiar with Laterano's scenery, the rest of the knights and squires were simply staring at the structure, overwhelmed by its grandeur.

Decorated with pristine white marble and beautiful angel statues on both sides that seemed to bless visitors.

"This is one of the five great cathedrals that the Laterano Autonomous Region boasts."

A man in pitch-black priestly robes appeared behind our awestruck group.

Like the attire Saint Catherine Sissela wore, his black fabric was decorated with gold and red lines.

Cardinal Paulos, the administrator of St. Norte Cathedral.

"I sincerely welcome our guests from the Rupel Territory."

The middle-aged man, radiating piety, greeted us with a gentle smile. I respectfully bowed my head toward the cardinal and made the sign of the cross.

"It's good to see you, Cardinal Paulos."
"It's been a while, Chief Administrator Rubern Ailoy... or I should now call you Lord Ailoy. It's been a long time."

I had met him a few times before. He was one of the members of the Law Council that currently constitutes the Papal State, and one of the most senior cardinals in the parliament.

"This is the first time I've seen you since you quit the Black Lion Knights."
"I heard rumors, but I didn't think you'd actually do it. Then again, you never looked healthy whenever I saw you."
"Is that so?"
"Dark circles under your eyes, wounds all over your body, unfocused gaze. Didn't I cast healing and stability blessings on you several times?"
"I was indeed indebted to you back then."

I smiled awkwardly. Those were different times. The fact that I, a knight, was dispatched to the Papal State, which was fundamentally at odds with the knighthood, meant that numerous events were scheduled.

When I was with the Black Lion Knights, I couldn't trust any administrators except Petra, so even when I was sent on external assignments, I would finish everything I needed to do until the day before.

"Well, if you need it, I could cast it for you now..."
"Oh, really?!"

I was already tired from the long carriage journey. One blessing of healing and stability, followed by a clean, soft bed—that would be paradise—

"Com.mis.sion.er."

Petra's sharp poke in my side instantly brought me back to my senses.

"Ah, um... yes. Let's hold off on the blessing for now. We should unpack first. Where are our accommodations?"
"Our attendant priests will guide you."

As soon as Cardinal Paulos spoke, the priests standing stiffly behind him bowed their heads and headed toward the carriages.

"There are no scheduled activities for the rest of today, so please rest until evening... then attend the dinner and worship service hosted by the Papal State."
"That sounds perfect."

Having some free time was quite nice. The sooner I could contact Continental, the better.

*Cardinal Paulos, who has consistently played a neutral mediator role in the power struggles within the Papal State, wouldn't be plotting anything.*

He was one of the few people in the Papal State I could genuinely trust. Though he had almost no combat ability due to his divine power specializing in blessing rather than purification, his holy power was comparable to that of a saint.

"And who might this be...?"

Paulos turned his head toward Decart standing beside me. Though wearing knight's attire, the cross necklace around his neck and the rosary on his wrist caught the cardinal's attention.

Decart also made the sign of the cross and additionally raised his rosary to clearly show that he was a priest.

"I am Decart, a wandering priest currently serving with the Snow Leopard Knights."
"Have you received priestly ordination?"
"I am a priest of middle rank."

I don't know much about priestly ranks, but I understand he's not at the bishop level.

"I see you've been fulfilling your duties even there. May the blessing of light be with you, brother."

The two priests bowed their heads again, completing their mutual introductions.

"Cardinal, preparations are complete."
"Good. They must be tired, so please guide them to their accommodations immediately."

Guided by the attendant priests, we arrived at the delegation's quarters, where we were able to unpack and rest for a few hours.

Even Petra, who had insisted she was fine, collapsed onto the bed and fell asleep immediately upon seeing it.

Heintz, Irpin, and the other squires including Lucy quickly dozed off as well.

No matter how many breaks we took along the way, riding horses for days inevitably accumulated fatigue.

"I'm tired too... I'll just sleep for about two hours before heading out."

Just as I was stretching in my private room and muttering to myself—

CRASH!!!
The perfectly closed window burst open, and someone rappelled into the room.

"Wha?! Sh-shocked me!! Who are you?!"
"It's been a while, hasn't it?"

Frozen in shock at the completely unexpected situation, I stared into amber eyes and quickly recognized the intruder's identity.

"Lord Rubern Ailoy."
"What? No, Saint Catherine, why are you here...?"

But my question was cut short.

"Shh, from now on, only answer the questions I ask."

The menacing mace in her hand glinted as it reflected the sunlight streaming in.
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*Gulp.*

I swallowed dryly. FBI? Window breaching with a repelling rope? Am I watching some fantasy version of Rainbow Six right now?

And that mace looks absolutely lethal.

Just seeing it dangling at her waist sent chills down my spine, but now that it's pointed directly at me, the pressure is no joke.

*No wonder they call her the Skull Reaper.*

The position of Combat Nun Commander isn't earned through her beautiful appearance or the title of Saint.

I've heard the Combat Nuns' pure fighting power rivals even the Inquisition.

These ladies act demure, gentle, and fragile, but behind their backs, they hide flails caked with the blood and brains of heretics.

As I stood there completely intimidated, Saint Catherine Sissela opened her mouth.

"What are you plotting?"
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"Why did you go so far as to involve the Papal Office?!"

Her tone was incredibly sharp. I was dumbfounded. Didn't we part on good terms last time, with her saying we should meet again in Laterano?

"Weren't you the one who said you looked forward to seeing me at the Papal Office soon, Saint?"
"...Ugh."

Hit right on the mark, she took a step back. Judging by that reaction, she probably wasn't here to bash my skull in.

"Let's put down that mace and talk. Were you always this violent, Saint? There's no need to be so cautious against a mere former administrator with no power..."
"Liar!!"

Catherine Sissela shouted with an extremely agitated voice. Ah, I have a feeling I'm about to be misunderstood again...

"Rubern Ailoy, you're strong! What do you mean 'mere administrator'?! Come to think of it, you even dealt with Dragon Knight Orgius and the Blue Cross Society back then! Yes, I should have recognized it from that moment!"
"W-what are you talking about?"
"I've investigated everything. About your activities!"

Distrust filled the Saint's eyes. My mind started racing quickly. Was there something incriminating she could have found? Then it hit me.

*Could it be?*

A recent memory flashed through my mind. When I took down that black mage who had nested in the Karahan Marquisate, I had mistakenly attacked Catherine, thinking she was part of the enemy group.

I thought I'd gotten away with it... but somehow, the Saint must have discovered that I was the one who attacked her.

*How did she find out? The holy knight who accompanied her definitely didn't notice me.*

Perhaps through some divine protection or a special holy relic possessed by the Papal Office?

Whatever the case, seeing Catherine being this hostile when our relationship wasn't bad before, there could only be one answer.

In the end, I chose to bow deeply without hesitation.

"I sincerely apologize!!"

I nearly killed a Saint.

Already at the Papal Office, if Catherine Sissela—one of its power centers—decided to make this public?

Forget escaping to Rupel Territory, I might end up being burned at the stake in the Light Square.

It was essentially like sticking my head directly into a lion's mouth.

"I'm truly sorry about what happened then. Because I made a mistake..."
"See! You remember it clearly!"

I was right. Her face flushed red with anger as she swung her mace around in the air.

"I thought it would be troublesome for both you and me if I told the truth, so I deliberately kept quiet..."
"W-wait... you mean you saw it?"
"Of course!"

Is she talking about the holy knight who accompanied her? Or asking if I witnessed the scene? I wasn't sure, but it seemed best to answer affirmatively.

However, as soon as I did, Saint Catherine Sissela's expression darkened dramatically.

"Ah, aah... W-what... I can't... I'll never be able to marry now..."
"Excuse me? Saint? What's wrong?"
"M-my, o-o-o..."
"O?"

She kept repeating the syllable "o" like a broken machine, and then—

"Aaaah!!!"
"Aaaack, shit!!"

The mace she randomly threw landed precisely in front of my crotch. As I hurriedly covered my vital area and tried to escape, the Saint, with tears in her eyes, shouted at me.

"Th-that incident...! I-if you tell anyone else about it, I'll kill you!!"
"You almost killed me just now!!"
"Shut up!! Th-that's, that's blasphemy! It's sexual harassment!!"

Sexual harassment? I couldn't understand why that suddenly came up, but the word "blasphemy" that preceded it made me shut my mouth.

And then the Saint disappeared through the window she had entered from.

Only then did I exhale the breath I'd been holding and collapse into my seat.

Maybe it's because I nearly experienced physical castration, but my lower body feels like it's being electrified.

Anyway, it seems she just came to confirm facts and warn me. Perhaps I should be grateful it ended with just this much.

From Saint Catherine Sissela's perspective, she was showing mercy.

At least thanks to her, the drowsiness that had been washing over me like waves completely vanished with one swing of her mace, so it might be better to visit the Continental now.

"Phew, that was close."

I muttered as I struggled to raise my still-tingling lower body.

***

A tailor shop that mainly produces priestly vestments. Due to the strong religious character of the area and the fact that most residents of the autonomous region work in religious fields, there are many such tailor shops.

It's similar to how there are many laundry and repair shops in every apartment complex in Korea.

The Continental prefers to hide in the shadows cast by the sun, especially in places like Laterano.

*Jingle—*

"May the blessing of light be with you!"

As I opened the narrow door and entered, a cheerful female employee greeted me warmly.

I quickly checked the numerous vestments displayed behind the employee, then approached her and handed over a Libra coin.

Her bright expression changed 180 degrees, and instead of her innocent smile, she put on the face of a professional informant.

"So the Crown Prince finally asked."
"Lead me inside."
"Of course."

I followed her deeper into the tailor shop, and after entering a passage hidden under a carpet, a vast space emitting a musty underground smell appeared.

"Welcome to the Continental, Laterano Branch."

The "Catacomb," a closed dungeon that once formed beneath Laterano. The Continental in Laterano had made this catacomb its headquarters.

Currently, it was officially closed by the Papal Office, but precisely because it was closed, the already rare human traffic completely ceased, allowing it to stably establish itself as a home for the information guild.

"Lord Ailoy."

A voice came from a pile of stacked skulls. For a moment, I was on guard, wondering if there was an undead creature.

But the one who revealed himself from beside the skull tower was "Eintein," a former cardinal and the owner of the Continental Laterano branch.

"It's been a long time. I heard you came to the Papal Office, but I didn't expect you to visit so quickly."
"I was planning to take a nap and come at my leisure, but something came up."

I recalled the hair-raising experience from earlier. My lower body tingled again, though I didn't need to urinate.

"And with a Libra coin, no less. I thought there would be significant repercussions, but it seems the Crown Prince is quite angry."
"Indeed, it seems so."

Eintein nodded gently in understanding. Befitting his status as a former cardinal, he looked somehow peaceful even in the catacomb, which was essentially a tomb of corpses.

Perhaps it's because of people like him that Continental's information guild members can wander around this unpleasant underground cemetery without a care.

After exchanging greetings and celebrating our long-awaited reunion, I immediately got to the point.

"First, I need some equipment. Could you provide shoes suitable for infiltration, vestments with perception-hindering magic, five daggers, and a staff-shaped sword?"
"I see you're still active in the field, true to your name. I've already read the report from the Karahan Marquis—no, Earl's territory."

I answered Eintein, who was playfully fingering his rosary.

"Ailoy cannot rest until that name is passed on."
"All the items you mentioned can be prepared right away. Do you have any preferences for fabric or sword shape?"

After a moment's consideration, I ordered a "spadroon" with a long, thin blade. It's also the easiest form to customize into a staff shape.

"Lastly, I'd like information about the two papal candidates who were reportedly murdered."
"...Heila, you may leave now."

As if he'd been expecting this, Eintein dismissed the female employee who had been staring blankly. She quickly understood his gesture and left.

It was one of the Continental's rules. Even among informants, information is strictly managed according to its importance.

For information of this caliber, even if I had brought hundreds of other gold coins instead of the Libra coin, Eintein would never have shared it.

"I knew from the moment I heard that Rubern Ailoy, the Crown Prince's sharpest shadow, was on the move."

Ah.
As a forgotten nickname popped up, my head started spinning.

"Eintein, please erase that alias. I've declared complete neutrality in this imperial power struggle."
"Do you think anyone would believe that? Just the fact that you're in Laterano right now seems quite far from political neutrality."
"...This is purely for investigation. People have died."
"Sure, sure."

When did my image become like this? I really just wanted to live peacefully, occasionally taking care of Ppochi.

"Anyway, you came to ask about that information, didn't you? The mysterious deaths of two papal candidates who had close relationships with the Crown Prince."

I nodded in response.

"But unfortunately, contrary to what the Crown Prince believes, the two papal candidates were not murdered. At least, according to current information."
"What do you mean?"
"The two cardinals took their own lives."

Not murder, but suicide.

"What?!"

Faced with information that completely overturned the scenario I had been considering, I could only respond with a dumbfounded voice.
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"This is strange...!"

The words burst out without passing through my brain. I instinctively felt something was wrong.

No cleric would ever take their own life carelessly. According to the Papal doctrine, suicide was a grave sin.

Moreover, to commit suicide without any warning signs, right before a major event like the Papal election?

It didn't add up. Even if they had truly committed suicide for "some reason," the fact that not one but two Papal candidates—especially two who supported the Crown Prince—had killed themselves was beyond suspicious.

"I know. That's why Continental is working to uncover the truth behind these incidents."
"Does that mean... Continental hasn't obtained this information yet?"
"Unfortunately, that's correct."

Eintein admitted it readily. There was absolutely no reason for him to lie after bringing out the Scales coin. The Crown Prince's power couldn't be bargained with even for hundreds of gold coins.

I fell into thought briefly, then looked the former Cardinal straight in the eyes and asked:

"Then... what is your personal opinion, Sir Eintein?"

Continental's duty was to deliver accurate information, but if they hadn't secured that information yet, they couldn't provide it since it wouldn't be "accurate."

But they would surely have collected opinions and rumors.

The middle-aged man, his hair turned white with age, answered in a calm voice:

"It was murder, I believe."
"So there's circumstantial evidence but no physical proof."
"While the Imperial family and Lord Rubern Ailoy seem concerned about corruption in the Papal investigation agencies, the Papal Office is controlling information precisely because this case is so mysterious."
"I see your point."

Two high-ranking clerics of Cardinal rank had committed suicide.

This wasn't simply about a power struggle—it was a headline that could affect not just the autonomous region but followers across the entire continent.

The difference between "a cleric was murdered" and "a cleric committed suicide" was as vast as heaven and earth in terms of doctrine.

Even if they were actually "forced to commit suicide."

In an era where news travels slowly, once information leaks out, it becomes extremely difficult to correct it.

This could easily become the catalyst for the already unstable Papal Office to lose its religious standing.

"But if even the Papal investigation agencies can't get a handle on it... this doesn't seem like a case to dismiss lightly."
"Our informants are doing their best to gather information. I'll let you know as soon as new information arrives."
"I appreciate that."

For now, I had no choice but to trust Continental's intelligence network. And personally, I needed to look deeper into this case.

"I'll have the equipment delivered to your lodgings within two days."

My business was concluded for now. I nodded to Eintein and turned to leave. It was almost time to attend the Papal Office's dinner and service anyway.

Just as I was about to depart, Eintein stopped me.

"Lord Ailoy."
"?"
"You should visit the Assisi Monastery. There are strange rumors circulating about monks and nuns disappearing there recently. It's an extremely closed-off area that even high priests can't easily access, so our informants can't infiltrate it."

Eintein placed a few gold coins in my hand. This meant that the information guild branch manager before me was requesting that I collect "information."

"With your close relationship with Catherine Sissela, the current Holy Maiden and leader of the Combat Nuns, wouldn't you be able to manage it?"

I silently pocketed the gold coins. Assisi Monastery, huh? Did he have some kind of hunch?

Eintein had worked as a Cardinal and major Continental collaborator for many years.

If he, who was far superior to me in information gathering, was making such a request, it meant something was bothering him.

"This is an advance payment. If you can uncover the truth behind these disappearance rumors, I'll give you twice this amount."
"Understood."

I left Continental. Given the suspicious keyword "disappearance," I would need to check it out anyway.

The problem was...

"...What am I going to say to the Holy Maiden?"

The question was whether the Holy Maiden, who had just tried to harvest Rubern Junior moments ago, would cooperate with entering a forbidden area.

***

At the same time.

At the Assisi Monastery, novice nun Karin rushed to find the Mother Superior as soon as she noticed her friend's disappearance.

"Mother Superior! Elka is gone! I was right all along!!"

When the small girl burst through the tightly closed door shouting, the Mother Superior's face frowned.

"Karin, what kind of behavior is this? You're not even properly dressed."

This was the Assisi Monastery, where the life of clergy was trained. Strict rules existed, and breaking them resulted in definite punishment regardless of age or position.

But Karin wasn't intimidated by the intimidating appearance. Instead, she looked the Mother Superior directly in the eyes and shouted even more forcefully.

"Is my attire important right now?! Elka, Elka has disappeared!?"
"Enough. If you continue to ignore protocol and procedure, you'll face punishment, Karin! You know better than anyone how much we've overlooked already."
"Why are you being like this, Mother Superior! No, Sister Reina!! You weren't always this cold-hearted!!"

The girl's voice was mixed with sobs.

Known as the troublemaker of Assisi Monastery, Karin had been causing incidents since she was much younger. As a result, she had long-standing relationships with the nuns who had now become the Mother Superior.

The Reina before her eyes was one of them.

She used to play along with Karin's pranks and often played with her, but since becoming Mother Superior, she seemed like a completely different person.

Until now, Karin had thought it was just to fulfill the "conditions" required by the position of Mother Superior.

But the behavior Reina was showing now was completely different. Talking about protocol when a novice nun had disappeared.

It was so far removed from the Reina who genuinely treated the novice nuns like her own younger sisters.

"...Sigh."

Reina sighed as she looked at Karin, who was shedding tears with indignant eyes. Then she bent her knees to match Karin's eye level.

Karin's lips trembled as she looked at Reina, who seemed to have momentarily returned to her former self.

"S-Sister?"
"Karin. You're a good child, aren't you? Sister will explain everything. First, calm down."

She gently stroked Karin's head. Feeling the distinct warmth, the girl burst into tears she had been holding back.

"I was scared! Everyone's disappearing, and nobody, nobody thinks it's strange!"
"There, there, good girl."

Reina patted Karin's back. As the girl nestled into her embrace, sobbing, Reina whispered in a low voice into the girl's ear.

"It's not quite your turn yet, but since you're being so insistent, I suppose we have no choice. That's our cute little troublemaker for you."
"Huh? W-what are you saying, Sister?"

Feeling something off, Karin tried to push Reina away, but the arms wrapped around her back tightened their grip.

She was trapped.

"S-Sister? Sister!?"

Karin felt something like an insect crawling up the back of her neck. As she startled at the creepy sensation, Reina's tongue tickled her ear.

"Soon you'll understand too."

That single sentence, suddenly heard, overwhelmed the small girl's mind with fear. At that moment, a brilliant light poured from Karin's body.

"Kyaaaah!!"

Reina, who took the full brunt of the radiance, let out a shrill scream. White steam rose from the hand that had been holding Karin, leaving what looked like burn marks, and Reina fell backward.

A nun who handled holy power was reacting to the power of holiness.

But Karin had no time to think about what had just happened. Having barely escaped from Reina's embrace, the girl fled from the Mother Superior's room.

A terrible voice that sounded like both a scream and a curse came from behind, but Karin never looked back and kept running.

She ran down the corridor, leaped over stairs, and tumbled to the floor when she misstepped.

Blood flowed from the scraped wound on her knee, but Karin jumped up and continued to flee.

She instinctively realized that the moment she was caught here, she would die.

She needed to tell someone.
Adults, higher clergy, holy knights, inquisitors!

As she frantically ran through the monastery, she headed for the tightly closed main gate. Just then, a dazzling silver armor caught her eye.

'Holy knights!!'

Karin's face brightened. The girl waved her hand widely as she approached the holy knights who were surrounding someone at the main gate.

"S-Sir Knights! Help me! Demons! Demons!!"

However, it didn't take long for Karin's feeling of relief to turn into deep fear, doubt, and emptiness.

The person surrounded by the holy knights was Elka. Karin's best friend, who never lost her smile no matter what happened, was just staring at the knights with empty eyes, her wrists bound.

"Ah...."

Karin quickly turned her head, but there was already a massive knight blocking her way.

With the sight of a fist flying toward her,
Karin's consciousness faded away.
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Catherine Sissela hurriedly left the lodgings where Rubern Ailoy and the Rupel delegation were staying. Her face was burning hot. What on earth had she just done?

Suddenly, she realized that she had been so distracted by the fact that Rubern knew about her "wetting herself" that she hadn't asked any of the questions she had intended to.

*I should have confirmed what connection he has to the Blue Cross Society.*

That was the reason she had gone through the trouble of entering through the window, despite being able to meet him anytime she wished, whether officially or privately.

The Blue Cross Society.

A heretical group created by Samuel One Crowley, a notorious black magician and enemy of humanity whose actions and thoughts were so evil that he was known as the "Human Demon Lord."

Even during the Great Expedition, this organization had caused significant confusion by siding with the monsters.

However, as far as she knew, the Blue Cross Society had been eradicated when the Great Expedition ended in victory for the expedition forces.

The two organizations that had taken charge of that eradication were the current Imperial Black Lion Knights and the Inquisition of the Papal State.

Yet despite only four years having passed since the Great Expedition, the problematic heretical group was active again.

And not just using their usual "cutting the tail" approach, but openly displaying even their mid-level executives like Second Order or Third Order members!

This wasn't the kind of reaction you'd expect from the remnants of an organization that had been thoroughly eradicated just a few years ago.

Society wasn't particularly chaotic either.

Of course, the power struggle among the imperial family in the Bolivar Empire was becoming more visible, and the Papal State was somewhat noisy about the Conclave issue.

But it seemed far too early for them to be moving so openly like this.

*And why... why specifically the Rupel Territory?*

Although there had been signs of activity in other territories of the empire recently, the place where the Blue Cross Society's activities had first been revealed was none other than the Rupel Territory.

The first reported sighting of a Second Order member had been in Tipen Village in that territory, which made Catherine the Saint feel a sense of incongruity.

*And coincidentally, the Blue Cross Society's activities began to emerge in earnest after Rubern Ailoy left the Black Lion Knights.*

There was essentially no connection between a Chief Administrative Officer leaving the knights and the reactivation of the Blue Cross Society.

Nevertheless, something was tugging at Catherine Sissela's intuition. It was the reason she couldn't easily look away, even though she thought there was no connection.

This wasn't mere speculation.
Catherine was a Saint.

Among those living on this earth, she was the only daughter who monopolized God's love and affection. Her overwhelming divine power, along with the numerous blessings given to her from birth, symbolized her identity.

Among Catherine's blessings was the Blessing of Inference.

In other words, as long as her intuition was active, there was definitely something connecting Rubern Ailoy and the Blue Cross Society.

Whether it originated from Rubern Ailoy or from Blaukroitz.

As the Saint of Laterano and the agent who judges evil, she had to uncover the truth.

And at the same time.

She had to shake her head frantically to scatter her thoughts when the memory of that time invaded her mind once again.

***

The evening service was nothing special. The priest in charge of today's evening service read from the scripture in a sacred, serious, and solemn atmosphere, followed by sharing bread and wine.

The dinner that followed was also just the usual diplomatic affair—exchanging greetings with cardinal-level figures and having a light meal.

"I'm tired, so tired..."

I muttered, letting my arms hang limply. Even though I hadn't done much besides visiting Continental today, I had a lot to think about.

As I was slouching with my arms hanging down, Decart, who had approached me without my noticing, spoke.

"Good work, Commissioner."
"It's nothing. If anything, you worked harder, Decart."

Although I was a "guest" visiting as a member of the delegation, Decart, despite also being a delegation member, had helped with various preparations for this event simply because he was a priest.

In fact, as a middle-ranked priest who had lived in Laterano for nearly 10 years, other priests consistently recognized him.

Wait, now that I think about it, he really did live here for about 10 years. I had forgotten.

If that's the case, wouldn't he know how to enter the Assisi Monastery?

If I absolutely had to enter through Catherine the Saint, so be it, but since my purpose was merely information gathering, it would be much better to enter and move around alone.

"Ah, Decart. I have a question."
"Ask away."
"Do you know about the Assisi Monastery?"

At my question, Decart nodded as if I'd asked something obvious.

"How could I not?"
"Then perhaps you know of a hole in the fence or a secret passage to get in..."

Decart's eyes narrowed. That look... it's the contemptuous gaze one gives a criminal!

I understand it's the kind of statement that could be misunderstood, but being looked at like that hurts my feelings without me even realizing it.

"Why are you trying to sneak in there? It's a closed facility where even normal visits aren't permitted in the first place."
"I have my reasons."
"Monastic life is about cultivating one's spiritual path. It's natural that outsiders aren't usually allowed in, and insiders aren't easily permitted to leave except in special cases."
"...I thought as much."

A priest is a priest after all. He was always resolute, but even more so in matters like this.

I guess I'll have to awkwardly move on and find a way by myself...

But Decart added one more thing.

"There is a secret passage though. It's still a place where people live, after all."
"Decart...!"
"But tell me your reasons. Otherwise, how can I accompany you?"

That was slightly troublesome. Was the matter too complicated? And the suicide of two cardinals would be an extremely sensitive topic for Decart as a priest.

I shouldn't freely spread information that hadn't even been made public in Laterano itself. And since Decart was as headstrong as Ronz, to the point where they got along surprisingly well, it was natural for me to be concerned first.

As I hesitated and mumbled, Decart sighed.

"...Alright then. I'll tell you how to get in. But could you answer a few questions for me in return?"
"As much as I possibly can."
"Is it related to heresy?"

I shook my head vigorously. Of course not. Decart's gaze was still fixed directly on my eyes, and his second question came.

"Is it related to evil?"
"I don't know that myself. I'm just planning to investigate."
"An investigation at the Assisi Monastery."

Decart clicked his tongue bitterly. He seemed to know something, so I had to listen carefully to his next words.

"It's an extremely closed monastery. It's certainly a suitable place for nurturing faith and having quiet communion with God... but that's why it's more vulnerable to evil."
"What do you know?"
"I spent my childhood there, after all. It's not a particularly good memory. It was enjoyable, but there were also incidents I never want to recall."

The berserker priest, who would smash the skull of anything evil, fiddled with the rosary on his wrist as he spoke.

"So when are you going? I can't let you go without me accompanying you. I don't know exactly what it is, but let's go together."
"If that's the case, it actually defeats the purpose."
"You might find yourself in serious trouble. But if I, a priest, accompany you, the situation might be a little better."

It sounded reasonable as I listened. Laterano Autonomous Region is thoroughly managed based on scripture and doctrine, with almost no exceptions.

The cardinals' suicides might not be known to the public, but the higher-ups likely already knew.

In such a situation, if I, an outsider, were caught rummaging around the monastery, it could become extremely troublesome.

I fell into thought briefly, but eventually had no choice but to accept Decart's proposal.

"Alright. Then let's go tomorrow evening."
"Tomorrow evening... that won't work. Tomorrow, all the monks and nuns residing in the monastery will likely be gathered for a joint service."
"Wouldn't it be easier to sneak in when they're having a joint service?"
"No. To address the inevitable security gap, numerous holy knights will be deployed. It would actually impose more restrictions on moving around."
"Hmm..."

Holy knights would certainly be troublesome opponents. They're not exactly enemies, but they're definitely difficult to deal with.

And getting caught by them would be a headache.

Holy knights and regular knights don't generally get along well.

To them, who consider distancing oneself from worldly values as the highest virtue, regular knights often seem like foolish people obsessed with honor and money directed toward humans rather than God.

But I couldn't delay for two more days either.

Thursday, two days later, had events planned including an audience with the Pope, so I might not have separate time to move around like now.

So what remained was...

"...Are you saying going now is optimal?"
"They say even a bull's horn should be pulled out in one go. Let's not drag this out—let's go solve it at once."

Decart said this while tapping the handle of the steel mace hanging at his waist.

It seemed the clerics of this world loved physical force more than divine power.
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"When I was young, I used to wander outside the monastery like this quite often. Perhaps that's when my wanderlust began."

Decart reminisced about the past. The Assisi Monastery was located on Mount Sinai, the only mountain in the Laterano Autonomous Region.

Built on a steep, sheer cliff, the monastery itself exuded grandeur. Adding to its mystique was the fact that "outsiders" were not allowed to approach it.

But as always, water that doesn't circulate stagnates and rots easily.

Even considering the special nature of the Laterano Autonomous Region and the Papal Office, if Continental—which controlled the entire continent—couldn't even access or investigate the situation, that was more suspicious than anything.

If they remained silent even about the disappearance of monks and nuns—something that could never be taken lightly—it could only mean that something was deeply connected to their disappearance.

"This is a secret passage to the Assisi Monastery. It was created by novice monks, including myself."
"...I wondered how you avoided detection, but you're basically telling me to climb up this rocky mountain?"
"That's right. If I had to go back to my childhood now, I wouldn't do it, but back then I was just a fearless child."

I looked up at the nearly vertical cliff. There was a faint small cave entrance about 11 meters above ground level. That was probably the direct entrance to the monastery.

Of course, he wasn't suggesting we simply climb the cliff. The rock face had spikes embedded in it that could be used as a kind of ladder.

*Those kids really found quite a place.*

I imagined young Decart climbing up and down the cliff with his fellow priests.

It was incredibly dangerous, but then again, even in my time, elementary school playgrounds had equipment that could break your neck or spine in an instant...

Maybe this was just the fantasy world's version of playground equipment.

"Shall we go then?"
"Yes."

I secured a dagger firmly at my waist, prepared for any situation. The difference between having and not having a dagger when facing whatever might be happening in that monastery could be enormous.

"Hup!"

Decart, who had already finished preparing, leapt up and grabbed one of the spikes above.

His athletic ability was clearly different from the scrawny priests I'd met at the Papal Office. By training every morning, no less rigorously than Sianne, he could climb walls like this with ease.

*I can't lose.*

I followed right behind Decart and climbed the cliff.

Rock climbing is known as an effective full-body workout, and true to form, my triceps and biceps were already burning after climbing just a few meters.

When we reached the cave entrance, Decart frowned.

"...? What's wrong?"
"Wait, something's not right."

At first I thought his muscles were just surprised by the unexpected nighttime exercise, but I quickly realized the reason.

"This smell—!"
"Shh, Executor. Let me take the lead here."

It was a scent most foreign to the Laterano Autonomous Region. A revolting smell that should never emanate from the Papal Office's center—especially not from a monastery, a sacred place where people devoted their lives to faith and belief.

The smell of demonic energy.

*With this concentration, an ordinary black mage couldn't produce it. Either an A-class magical beast has made its nest here, or at minimum, someone at the Second Order level of the Blue Cross Society...*

Blue Cross Society.

That name struck my mind, making the hair on my body stand on end. What on earth was happening inside the Papal Office?

Decart had already drawn his mace. I quietly pulled out my dagger and peered into the pitch-black cave.

"I'll cast the Blessing of Night Vision on you."

Decart's palm lightly touched my eyelids. The deep darkness brightened to a grayish hue, allowing me to vaguely make out the cave's interior.

"The blessing isn't very powerful. Be careful."
"Don't worry. So this cave connects directly to the monastery?"
"It was originally used as a wine cellar. You can enter through a gap behind a broken wooden wall."
"So it's definitely connected to the monastery."

Decart nodded silently. This meant there was no chance that magical beasts had coincidentally made their nest here, independent of the monastery.

*There was a reason it appeared on Continental's radar.*

Where there's smoke, there's fire. The reason I decided to move quickly was because Continental never baits with false information.

Information reliability.
Once again, Continental had chosen the correct answer.

We moved slowly and stealthily. The stench of demonic energy grew stronger the deeper we went into the cave.

And mixed with it was the faint, revolting smell of filth and blood. It naturally reminded me of the mansion in Karahan Territory where black mages had made their nest.

"Damn it."

Something at least as terrible, if not worse, was undoubtedly happening in the basement of the Assisi Monastery.

That's when we heard it.

"Ugh, huh... N-no, stay away!! STAY AWAY!! KYAAAK!! Please spare me! No!!"

A scream pierced through our tense hearing. The voice of a young girl. Decart and I sprinted toward the sound without hesitation.

After passing through winding passages and going deeper into the cave...

I was left speechless.

The scene was even more devastating than I had expected. All sorts of torture devices that had no place in a monastery, plus blood-stained cages that I didn't want to imagine what had happened in.

Bird-cage-sized containers that could fit one person hung from the ceiling.

Torn nun and monk habits stained with blood and filth were scattered across the floor.

And worst of all.

A red centipede coiling around the body of a defenseless young nun tied up. With its sharp, knife-like antennae wriggling and jaws opening wide, it was utterly disgusting.

I threw the dagger I was holding. The dagger sliced through the air and struck the centipede's head directly.

"KYAAAAAAAH!!!!"

With an ear-splitting cry, it threw the girl to the floor and charged at me.

"Kyrie, eleison. Contra nequitiam et insidias diaboli, esto praesidium!!"

Decart raised his mace high with an impassioned voice. A brilliant white light burst forth, surrounding his body with radiance.

A powerful anti-demonic prayer.

"Unholy and filthy being, be enveloped in the judgment of fire and light, and fall into eternal hellfire!!"

The centipede's head exploded when struck by the powerfully swung mace. The magical beast collapsed, spraying black liquid across the floor.

*What the hell is this...?*

It was a sight that made my face scrunch up involuntarily. Even I, who thought I knew quite a bit about magical beasts, had never seen anything like this before.

But that wasn't important right now.

"Decart! Take the girl outside! Please!"
"Understood!!"

I picked up the unconscious girl and handed her to Decart. Fortunately, there were no visible signs of abuse or torture.

"These bastards deserve to burn to death!!"

Decart's face contorted with rage. He was furious about what had been happening in the heart of the Laterano Autonomous Region—where the Pope resided and the church's headquarters was located—and specifically in the basement of an institution that trained nuns and monks.

"I must contact the council and the Inquisition right away...!!"
"No, Decart!"

I grabbed Decart, who was about to leave and reveal everything. He looked back at me, not understanding.

It was a natural reaction. That is, if the leadership of the Papal Office were in a "healthy" state.

"We can't trust the Papal Office. The same goes for the Inquisition."
"Surely not..."

Decart's voice trembled. At this point, I had no choice but to tell him the truth.

The information I'd heard from Continental, the mysterious transaction requested by the Crown Prince, and the suspicious deaths of the two papal candidates—all of it.

"Truly, truly... I thought they wouldn't cross that final line—!!!"

Decart gritted his teeth after hearing everything.

I already knew that the Papal Office only appeared devout and proper on the outside while being completely rotten inside, and even I was shocked.

How much worse must it be for Decart, who had once been part of this place?

He had already taken to wandering after becoming disgusted with the reality of the Papal Office. His disappointment and anger must be beyond words.

"...If the leadership of the Papal Office knew about this and ignored it, or worse, perpetrated these atrocities, I will never forgive them."

Just as Decart responded in a frighteningly calm and heavy voice...

"What's that noise?"
"Intruders...!!"

From a distance, we heard urgent voices and the sound of metal joints from heavy armor.

"These sons of bitches...!!"

At the same time, a curse I'd never heard before erupted from Decart's mouth. He too had realized.

That those rushing toward us were "Holy Knights," known as the Sword of Light and Shield of the Faithful!

I immediately picked up an old sword lying against the wall. The blade was dull, but it would be enough to cut down a few men.

"Decart, calm down first."
"But Executor!"
"Right now, we need to save that girl."

The enraged priest looked back and forth between my face and the unconscious girl's. Then, with frustration, he closed his mouth and nodded.

"Besides, they're Holy Knights. It would be disadvantageous for you as a priest to face them."

Holy power cancels out holy power. No matter how skilled Decart was with a mace, he would inevitably be outmatched by Holy Knights who were professionally trained for combat.

"Executor, please come to the house at 29 Bethel Street. Someone trustworthy lives there."
"You're not going back to the delegation's lodgings?"
"As you said, we don't know how corrupt the Papal Office is. The moment they identify us, it would be easier for them to capture us."

He was right.
Even with knights accompanying us, we couldn't possibly respond to a large force moving at the Papal Office's command.

*It's better not to rejoin the others right now. Petra will quickly notice something's wrong.*

I had to trust my capable junior administrator who now understood even my vaguest instructions perfectly.

"I'll see you there then."
"Stay safe!"

Decart jumped off the cliff with the girl in his arms. I was startled, but perhaps he had some kind of divine protection.

And right now, rather than worrying about Decart...
I needed to worry about my own fate.

"Did you climb up the cliff? What's your purpose here?"

The silver armor was clearly visible even without the Blessing of Night Vision. The cross-shaped helmet decoration symbolizing Holy Knights.
They were definitely knights of the Papal Office.

"What does your purpose matter! This heretic has violated the sacred inviolable domain! He must be punished by God's power!!"
"Coming in alone—your courage is admirable!"

Two Holy Knights charged at me, shouting loudly. So much for conversation.

I adjusted my grip on the sword, looked straight at the two knights, and muttered to myself.

As I've said many times...

"I prefer working alone anyway."
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The number was two. Their gazes were hidden by helmets. Muscle movements were also concealed by heavy armor. The sound of hinges was clear.

My mind was spinning rapidly.

From the moment I entered combat, I had to erase all complicated thoughts.

Only sensation remained.

I focused solely on my fingers gripping the handle, the scene beyond my field of vision, the enemy's breath, and the flashing blade.

*The blade is quite dull, which makes sense since it hasn't been maintained for a long time. The armor is already tough enough—if I aim for it carelessly, my weapon will likely break.*

I needed to assess what my opponent possessed and what I could do. Only by making these clear judgments could I maximize the essence of Ailoy.

In the end, I had to move with all situations and variables in mind, arranging my opponent's consciousness according to my will for that final, unavoidable strike.

In short, it was like magic.

The kind of magic that, once seen through, could fool no one.

"Hyaah!!"

With a battle cry, the large templar's sword fell vertically. His movement was sluggish. I easily avoided his attack and stepped back.

After all, a templar's strength doesn't come from the precision or technique of swordsmanship.

Their strength lies in their powerful resistance to magical energy. Though their skills might be slightly inferior to knights, they were more powerful than anyone else against magical beasts.

However, differently put, templars weren't accustomed to fighting humans.

As soon as I created distance, the other templar quickly closed in. He seemed to think he was executing some kind of coordinated attack, but that was actually a mistake.

Heavy armor is cumbersome.
One typically sacrifices mobility in exchange for powerful defense.

Of course, once someone reaches a certain level, the speed difference between wearing heavy armor or not becomes negligible.

Unfortunately, the two templars before me didn't seem to have reached that level.

"You little rat!"

I passed right by the templar who was closing in. Realizing I had slipped past him, he swung his sword widely behind him.

It was an extremely well-trained movement, but his helmet's blind spot prevented him from accurately determining where I had gone.

I've always been confident in my instantaneous acceleration.

After passing the other stunned templar as well, I turned around sharply and kicked hard at the back of his armor.

CLANG!!

"Kuhak!!"

With the ringing of metal, the templar lost his balance and was pushed forward. Fortunately, I was wearing shoes with solid soles, having participated in some kind of service.

And in that position where he was pushed...

"Eaton!!? Watch out...!"
"ARGH!!"

CLANG—!!!

His fellow templar's sword, swung without properly adjusting his aim, struck his holy armor precisely. When the two metals, both imbued with holy power, collided, the attack was nullified, and a massive shockwave erupted.

The shockwave was so powerful that the two templars, unable to maintain their stance, were thrown in opposite directions.

CRASH! With the loud noise of armor hitting the ground, the templars tumbled.

I mercilessly thrust my sword into the helmet of the one sprawled at my feet. Since they had rushed to kill me on sight, this was merely self-defense.

But something felt strange.

*?*

The sensation of my sword thrust into the helmet was suspicious. Having become accustomed to the feeling of cutting people while rolling through all kinds of battlefields and gutters, I could tell.

Crunch, squish.

It wasn't flesh. There wasn't even the sensation of hitting bone.
Only the feeling of crushing insects.

With this alien sensation clearly felt at my fingertips where they met the sword hilt, I quickly removed the templar's helmet.

"Ugh, shit..."

The templar's face could no longer be called human. Pink, worm-like things were clinging all over his face.

"GRAAAAH!!"

The fallen templar opened his mouth wide and reached out to grab me. I cut off his hand along with the gauntlet, and from the severed wrist, the worms wriggled out.

I'd seen all kinds of fucked-up things before, but this was the first time I'd seen something this grotesque.

It was enough to make me nauseous on the spot.

"He's seen it! We absolutely can't let him go! Get him!!!"

Soon the other one recovered from the shockwave's impact.

As he shouted like a scream, the templar whose face was exposed charged at me like a four-legged beast, grinding the stump of his severed wrist against the ground.

Normally, I might have just fled at this point.

Despite being stabbed in the face with a sword, he showed no effect, and despite having his wrist cut off, he didn't care.

He had become a being that was no longer human.

In such situations, retreating quickly would usually be the best strategy.

But.

*I need to know their weakness.*

I couldn't gauge how strong the enemy forces were.

If they had made a nest in the basement of the Assisi Monastery and were abducting the nuns and monks living there for their sick games, there had to be more than just two corrupted templars.

What if they really staged an uprising tonight? What if these disgusting worm-composed evil beings started massacring citizens?

I couldn't just sit idly by.

With just these two, now was the best opportunity to figure out how to deal with them.

I gripped my scabbard directly. GRAAH!! Facing the templar who was leaping at me like a dog while spewing worms, I traced the trajectory of my sword.

Following the rotation of my wrist, the sword's arc spun around. The curved slash precisely severed the templar's neck.

Slash. Squish.
The mass of worms fell to the ground with a plop, and the heavy armor collapsed with a thud.

*The neck is the weakness. Is that why they were wearing helmets...!*

I firmly stomped on the worms that were wriggling out from between the collapsed armor.

Squish, the insects were crushed, spraying red fluid like blood.

Not yet comprehending what had happened, the remaining one rose from his place and roared.

"You bastard—!!"
"What the hell have you been doing here? What's happening at the Papal Office, in Laterano Autonomous Region!?"
"Not worth answering!! For the righteous sacrifice, the 13th disciple will answer!!"

I knew he wouldn't properly respond.
Anyway, he seemed to be a low-ranking member, so he probably didn't possess any crucial information.

Then it was time to end this.

I widened my stance, shifting my center of gravity from back to front. I dropped my arms to take position and concentrated.

There was no reason to hesitate. All presences around had disappeared. I focused only on the fallen knight of light who was raising his sword to counter my attack.

Phoo, exhaling the breath I had been holding, I charged forward. I swung my lowered sword with suddenly accelerated speed.

A quick but visible middle slash.
The templar immediately adjusted his sword angle to block it, and was about to counter, but.

*Got you!*

Just before the blades met, I flicked my wrist to send the sword into the air. I caught the spinning sword with my other hand and drove it into the now-exposed nape of his neck.

"HNNNGGH!!!!"

I twisted my waist muscles to their limit and severed his neck.

A strike embodying the essence of Ailoy.
Shadow Deception.

The neck of the fool, who had been focused only on countering the sword's trajectory, fell to the ground with a thud.

The worms covering his stupid face rapidly lost vitality and shriveled.

"Phew."

I sighed and threw the completely dulled sword to the ground.

It had been a close victory.

***

Fortunately, apart from the two templars, there seemed to be no one else managing this wretched space.

They probably didn't expect someone to climb the cliff and instantly kill two templars.

Had there been even one more corrupted templar, it would have been a very dangerous situation, especially without a proper weapon.

Thanks to that, I was able to clearly see the true nature of this horrific space.

"This place... was where they were breeding those templar-like creatures."

As I went deeper, the stench of filth grew stronger. To be precise, the fucking smell of those worms.

The massive tanks stacked inside the cave were filled with worms. And the centipedes I had seen earlier with Decart were also wriggling in similar containers.

They had been using the closed nature of the Assisi Monastery to turn the monks and nuns living there into beings like themselves.

I could see young men and women who had collapsed unconscious throughout the prison, and others who seemed completely broken, staring into space with dead eyes.

"Fuck... these crazy bastards..."

How long had they been nesting here? There were at least ten people that I could confirm.

It was essentially the same as ten people disappearing from the monastery, and they couldn't catch this?

At this point, the monastery's abbot must also be involved.

However, the two templars wouldn't have been the only ones managing the cave. There might be replacements or others bringing new victims.

Having directly confirmed the victims, I couldn't just leave.

I picked up the bundle of keys hanging on the wall and removed the people from the prison. Among them, those in the worst condition were so emaciated that their bones were visible, as if they hadn't eaten properly for days.

Judging from the filth left on the prison floor, it was clear they had been managed at a mere maintenance level.

Once they realized an intruder had entered, they might transfer these victims to another location or, in the worst case, execute them immediately.

The safety of these innocent people had to be ensured.

After struggling to gather all the victims in one place, I tore off a piece of paper scattered on the table.

It was impossible to carry all these people down the cliff and escape secretly. So it was time to use the artifact I had kept just in case.

"Bernard, thank you."

It was an artifact Bernard had given me after the Spirit Festival, thanking me for giving him a chance despite having lived as a bachelor.

A teleportation stone engraved with the coordinates of the Snow Leopard Knights' warp gate.

He said it could move at least two carriages together, so it should be enough to transport this many people.

I wrote urgent words with blood from my bitten finger on the torn paper.

[Papal Office, Black Mage, Holy Treatment Needed.]

I couldn't convey all the details. This would have to suffice. Sianne, Imen Lua, and the other vassals would surely sense that something had happened and send reinforcements.

I threw the letter along with the teleportation artifact. Flash! The people disappeared in an instant with a blue light.

Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief.

"Mmph, mmmmmph!!!!"

Not far away, I heard someone desperately crying out. Could there be one more person left? Or a hidden prison?

Or perhaps another victim was being brought in. For now, I picked up an iron skewer that could be stabbed into a neck.

*This could get troublesome...*

Biting my lip, I suppressed my presence and approached the source of the sound.

"?"
"Mmph, mmmmph!!"

I saw a nearly naked woman restrained to a chair. If she had been just a woman, I would have thought she was a victim, but she was clearly not.

She was bound by a barrier made of holy power instead of ropes, and small bat-like wings sprouted from her waist.

And above all, the necklace around her neck was bathed in sunlight.

There was only one race in this world that could be restrained in this way.

"What's going on here..."
"Mmmmph!!"

A vampire, or in other words, a bloodsucker.

A troublesome high-level magical beast with human-like appearance and high intelligence, which preys on humans.

Looking at the vampire who was pleading with her eyes to please release her, I couldn't hastily decide what to do.
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I couldn't fully grasp the situation. The vampire was bound by holy restraints, making it hard to believe they were behind everything.

"Mmph!! Mmmmph!!"

The vampire stared directly at me while shaking their head vigorously. Seeing me holding an iron skewer, they seemed desperately begging not to be killed.

*Let me think about this for a moment...*

An underground facility in the monastery where nuns and monks were kidnapped and corrupted. And a vampire left restrained there.

*This seems too sloppy and sudden to be a trap.*

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't come up with a plausible explanation. On a hunch, I pulled at the sun amulet around the vampire's neck.

The bright sunlight sizzled, burning the vampire's skin.

"Hmmph, hmmmph!!!"

The vampire writhed in pain. If this were truly a trap, there'd be no need to go this far. They would have left the restraints loose to begin with.

*I guess I'll have to hear it directly.*

But even so, carelessly removing the restraints would be amateur.

I quickly looted the sword from the fallen corrupt holy knight—at least his armor and weapon were genuine holy items. His corpse was filled with dried, twisted worms, as if his entire body had been made of earthworms.

The greatsword didn't fit my hand well, but it would be more than enough to behead a vampire whose hands and feet were bound.

I removed the holy restraint covering the vampire's mouth that prevented them from using magic.

"Phew!! Th-thank—"

As soon as they exhaled, I placed the holy sword against their nape and warned in a low voice.

"Answer only what I ask. Your answers will determine whether your head rolls on the floor or not."
"...Hiccup."

Hiccup? I didn't know vampires made such sounds.

Moreover, their skin wasn't completely pale, and judging by their fangs not being particularly long, they seemed to be a juvenile vampire who hadn't yet reached maturity.

Seeing how the Papal State merely restrained them instead of killing them, perhaps they intended to use them as some kind of test subject.

"If you cooperate well, I'll help you. I'll even let you escape. I have nothing to do with those damn religious zealots from the Papal State. You can relax."

Proper interrogation requires a mix of persuasion and intimidation. Since there's no chance a vampire would be locked up here without reason, if I play this right, I might learn what's happening at the Papal State.

As I softened my tone slightly, the fear in their eyes diminished somewhat.

"R-really...?"
"Yes. So answer properly. Why is a high-level monster like you here? Did an inquisitor or holy knight from the Papal State capture you?"

Instead of answering, the vampire nodded. Then they uttered a name that anyone who had participated in the Great Crusade would recognize.

"Count Abraham Vlad, I-I came to serve him but got captured."
"Vlad? The Butcher of Arjeru, that bastard is here?"
"H-human...! Watch your mouth! He's not someone you can speak of so casually!!"
"You little—"

I grabbed the amulet hanging around the vampire's neck. Sunlight poured out, once again burning their skin.

"Kyaak, aaaagh!!"
"Shut up before I kill you. And I told you to only answer what I ask."

As I pressed the holy sword against the neck of the vampire writhing in sunlight, they clenched their teeth and nodded.

Good.
You should have just cooperated nicely from the start.

Even monsters feel fear. If they have even minimal intelligence, or even just instinct, they feel fear just like us.

Golden Goblin Chunsik was like that too, before becoming a resident of Tipen Village.

In fact, the higher the intelligence, the greater the fear monsters feel. They become more human-like.

Though that uncanny valley effect makes ordinary people find them all the more repulsive.

"I'll ask again. Is Vlad here?"
"He didn't come deliberately... L-last time, when the church people launched a major surprise attack, he was captured..."

Abraham Vlad. He was a vampire lord known as the Butcher of Arjeru. During the Great Crusade, he was a formidable enemy who gave the crusaders considerable trouble with his high intelligence and powerful strength.

I heard that after the Great Crusade ended in human victory, he led the remaining vampires to islands across the eastern sea.

Had he been subjugated by the Papal State since then?

Yet questions remained unanswered.

*When exactly?*

He was a vampire lord who once ruled an era. Even the Papal State couldn't have dealt with a vampire lord so easily.

Moreover, the Holy Maiden, who could be considered their main force, had been dispatched to our territory for related issues.

*Catherine never mentioned anything about a vampire lord. If such a major incident had occurred, it would have come up in conversation somehow.*

The more I listened to the vampire's story, which I thought would provide clues, the more confused I became.

"I-I answered, right? Now keep your promise and let me go! I need to rescue Lord Vlad!!"

I looked down at the shouting vampire. Unfortunately, I couldn't release them here. No questions had been answered; things had only become more complicated.

At the same time, I couldn't continue the interrogation here indefinitely.

"I can't do that."

I struck the vampire's head hard with the hilt of the holy sword. Bang! They immediately lost consciousness and collapsed.

Time was running out mercilessly. If I didn't escape now, it might be too late.

"29 Bethel Street, that's what they said."

I hoisted the unconscious vampire onto my shoulder and quickly made my way to the cliff edge.

It was the beginning of a long, nightmarish night.

***

Dawn broke. Petra Bastian and the two knights accompanying the delegation, Heintz and Irpin, had been counting the hours all night.

"Do you think something happened to them?"
"..."

Petra paced anxiously at Heintz's words.

After last night's evening service and dinner, Rubern Ailoy and Decart hadn't returned to their lodgings.

She thought that since Rubern Ailoy was involved in many affairs, he might be dealing with politics or something else somewhere, but...

He had never disappeared without a word like this before.

Moreover, they weren't here in a personal capacity but as part of the Papal State's delegation.

With scheduled activities in just a few hours, the fact that they hadn't returned all night amplified Petra's concerns.

Despite his occasional complaints about being tired, Rubern was diligent in his responsibilities.

"This isn't good."

Petra muttered. Heintz and Irpin couldn't maintain an optimistic attitude either.

Just as Rubern Ailoy was important to Petra, Knight Decart had become familiar to Heintz and Irpin through their time together.

Coming from a priestly background, Decart was punctual. He had promised to show them around the Papal State early this morning, hours ago.

Yet Decart hadn't returned with Rubern. This could only mean something had happened to them.

"This won't do. We need to suspend all schedules and coordinate with the Papal State for a search—"
"Sister Petra!!"

It was then that Lucy came running up from downstairs. Already dressed in her knight's uniform, she added in a serious voice.

"The Holy Knights...! I think you need to come down now!!"

Holy Knights?

There was no mention of Holy Knights accompanying their schedule. Petra and the two knights exchanged glances before quickly following Lucy downstairs.

Something was definitely wrong. Probably connected to why Rubern Ailoy and Decart hadn't returned.

"What's going on?"

As soon as Petra opened the door...

Holy Knights in heavy armor rushed into the house. They instantly blocked the entrance and surrounded the group.

The squires, who had just woken up and were preparing to go out, murmured in surprise. If Lucy hadn't pulled Petra back, the knights would have charged right through—their movements were that threatening.

While Holy Knights generally disliked regular knights, the emotion they were displaying now was clear hostility.

Confused by the situation, Petra protested to the knight captain leading the Holy Knights.

"What is the meaning of this?!"
"Silence, you traitors!"
"How brazen to act innocent after what you did last night! Where is Rubern Ailoy?"

Petra faltered at the unexpected response.

"What...?"
"Your pretense won't work, woman. From now on, we're arresting you all as prime suspects in the murder of Holy Knights, collusion with demons, and the disappearance of nuns and monks from the monastery."
"W-what are you talking about?!"

Murder of Holy Knights.
Collusion with demons?

What on earth is happening? Petra was bewildered.

Realizing the situation was turning dangerous, Heintz and Irpin placed their hands on their sword hilts, causing the knight captain's eyebrows to twitch with anger.

"They killed two Holy Knights last night. Their crimes are extremely serious. Everyone! If they resist, you may cut off a limb or two!"
"Yes, sir!"

As the Holy Knights drew their swords at the captain's command, and the stunned squires were about to draw their weapons in response—at this critical moment...

Kiiing! Kwaaang!!!

A sharp, destructive sword strike swept toward the Holy Knights like a storm.

"Arghh!!"
"Lucy?!!"

The ancient dragon knight swordsmanship passed down by Rubern Ailoy and Sianne Valeos.

Orgius Sky Sword Style, Fifth Form: Stratocumulus.

The Holy Knights who couldn't take defensive positions in time were thrown back against the wall, and the ceiling collapsed, creating a barrier between the Holy Knights and the knight order members.

In the momentary confusion that followed...

"Everyone run!!!"

At Lucy's cry, the Snow Leopard Knights scattered in all directions.
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"Lady Catherine, something terrible has happened!"

A servant rushed into her room while she was brushing her teeth. Normally such an intrusion would never be permitted, but the woman's expression looked extremely urgent.

"Phoo, what's the matter?"

Something serious had clearly occurred.

Catherine Sissela spat out her mouthwash before asking the nun-dressed servant.

"The delegation from Rupel, especially Rubern Ailoy, has killed a holy knight and stolen a vampire that was being detained by the Holy Knights and the Inquisition!"
"What?!"

Crash! The glass Catherine was holding fell to the floor and shattered. As the servant gasped and hurried to fetch a broom, Catherine urgently grabbed her.

"Tell me everything! The glass doesn't matter right now!"
"Ah, well... I only heard this from the head of the Inquisition, but last night Rubern Ailoy brutally slaughtered two holy knights..."
"Where?!"
"I don't know that...! I'm sorry, Holy Lady."

The servant bowed her head apologetically. But Catherine Sissela was already beyond hearing such apologies.

She quickly began changing her clothes. The servant turned away in surprise as Catherine hastily undressed, and moments later the Holy Lady grabbed her mace and left the room.

"Take me to the Inquisition immediately."

Killing holy knights and freeing a detained monster? This wouldn't end as a mere incident.

Though it was too early to make definitive judgments, if Rubern Ailoy had truly done such things, she couldn't deny her own responsibility for having granted him entry. She had even noticed suspicious circumstances but hadn't submitted her findings to the Inquisition's superiors.

"...Did he use me?"

Catherine Sissela muttered, biting her lip.

Born here in Laterano and finally chosen as a Holy Lady, Catherine Sissela had met countless people and gained diverse experiences.

Among those people, there were certainly some who hid their true intentions behind kindness and goodwill, trying to use Catherine.

Perhaps Rubern Ailoy was such a person. In fact, when she had her Laterano informants investigate him, several questions had arisen.

Though he was one of the heroes who led the Great Expedition to victory, his recognition was significantly less than others.

Yet at the same time, he maintained an extremely close relationship with the Crown Prince.

After leaving the Imperial Black Lion Knights, hadn't he abandoned his near-seclusion to actively involve himself in northern politics?

Above all, the sudden emergence of the Blue Cross Society's disturbing activities. All of it seemed too perfectly aligned to be mere coincidence.

Still, she had chosen to trust him once more.
And once again, her instincts had proven correct.

"What do you intend to do, Holy Lady?"

The servant, who knew about Catherine Sissela's acquaintance with the problematic Rubern Ailoy, asked with a worried voice.

To that question, the Holy Lady had only one answer.

"I cannot simply stand by and watch an 'evil person' who defies God's will and threatens the Papal Office."

Catherine muttered as she fastened the deadly mace to her waist.

"I will punish him with God's hammer."


***


"Huh?!"

Karin opened her eyes. Rising from her bed as if having a seizure, she saw an unfamiliar room. The girl clutched her throbbing head and tried to recall her memories.

She had realized something was wrong with Mother Superior Reina and tried to escape, but was caught by holy knights gathered at the entrance.

When she next opened her eyes, she was in a cold underground prison.

There, Karin witnessed the horrifying sight of a giant red centipede devouring her friend.

"Help me, no!! Is anyone there?! Please help me! Oh Light, please...!! Kyaaaak!!"

When the centipede sank its massive teeth into Elka's white neck, her desperately struggling body went limp.

That alone was terrifying enough, but it was merely the beginning.

The holy knights who had been watching approached Elka. Karin could only scream and tremble in the corner of the cell when she saw the holy knight's face revealed from under the helmet.

Creepy worms were wriggling on his skin.

As Karin helplessly sobbed in the corner, the holy knights lifted Elka's body and tried to place it in a large tank.

A tank filled with earthworms.

Karin instinctively knew that if she remained passive, her friend Elka would become one of those horrifying creatures.

She immediately used the holy magic she had learned by watching others.

Light Saber.

It was holy magic that only formally ordained priests could use.

It wasn't something that Karin, merely a novice nun, should be able to use. But this was no time to worry about such trivial matters.

"Light!"

A bright flash extended toward the evil worms. The holy knights stepped back in surprise as Karin's holy magic struck the tank.

"Elka!!!"

But contrary to Karin's expectations, the earthworms didn't react at all. They were evil monsters. Evil monsters should be purified even by weak holy power!

As her momentary hope shattered, the holy knights who had been holding Elka exchanged glances.

"Hey, this child..."
"Such holy power at such a young age. She would be suitable as a vessel."

They put Elka down on the floor. That might have been fortunate, but...

"Uh, ugh... n-no..."
"Child. Come here. The Lord desires your power."
"No, no, p-please save me!! Kyaaaak!!"

Karin was roughly grabbed by a holy knight and thrown out of the cell.

"All shall be borne by the 13th disciple."
"Grant mercy to this sinner."

The disgusting prayer chant that was neither holy nor sacred, and the red centipede rushing toward her.

That was Karin's last memory.

"Huh, huhk, huk... huk, ughh..."

Just as she recalled fragments of that unspeakable ritual and her breathing became ragged, about to trigger a seizure—

"Calm down!"

A man in priestly robes hurriedly approached and embraced the girl. A warm comfort enveloped her trembling body.

Not an impure energy, but a peaceful force that penetrated deep into her heart. A "real" priest.

The real priest that the girl had always known.

"Sob, huu... sob..."

Karin was still just a child. Releasing the tears she had been holding back, she cried for a long time in the priest's arms.

How much time had passed?

"Are you feeling a bit calmer now?"

Another man appeared from beyond the door. Black hair and black eyes. A rare hair color in Laterano, except for Holy Lady Catherine Sissela.

"W-who..."

In response to the girl's question, the man approached Karin, gently stroked her head, and said:

"I'm a troubleshooter who came to resolve everything happening at the Papal Office right now."
"Trouble...shooter...?"
"If I had come a little earlier, you wouldn't have had to go through this. Uncle is sorry."
"Ah..."

Karin burst into tears again. She meant it. Somehow, she realized that everything this man calling himself her uncle said was true.

"Huk, sob..."

Karin burrowed deeper into Decart's arms. The priest patted her back to calm her. Rubern watched with a complicated expression.

It was a gaze mixed with anger, sympathy, and regret.

"There, there. You can cry as much as you need. When you're a bit calmer, can you tell uncle what happened?"
"*Sniff*"

She could trust them. These people seemed truly trustworthy. Though she wasn't usually like this, Karin felt something tightly wrapped inside her heart beginning to break.

"I'm... Karin, a novice nun from the Assisi Monastery..."

The girl began her short but long story.

Karin told them everything, from how monks and nuns had been sporadically disappearing for months, how some returned safely but seemed strange, to how Mother Superior Reina changed oddly and everything she saw in the prison after being dragged away by holy knights.

Recalling those memories was extremely difficult, but being in the arms of the priest named Decart helped her regain some composure.

After learning the whole story, Rubern Ailoy told Decart to keep Karin calm, then went down the small wooden staircase leading to the basement with a troubled expression.

"Mmph!! Uuwup!!"

There was the vampire, still restrained by a holy barrier as before, and a white-haired old man watching him.

Former Cardinal Horaum Calvin, who, like Eintein who managed the Continental Laterano branch, was once a cardinal.

"Why... must we simply keep it alive?"
"Yes, for now we must."
"The sun of Laterano is setting. To think we must borrow the power of monsters."

Horaum, who lived at 29 Bethel Street, was the cardinal who had presided over Decart's ordination.

He was well-respected within Laterano, enough that even Rubern, who had been involved with the Papal Office during the Great Expedition, remembered his name.

However, like Javier Simon, the auxiliary bishop of Hebron Duchy, he was known for his zero-tolerance approach to monsters.

Because of this, they had barely managed to stop him from immediately purifying the vampire when they brought it in.

Rubern Ailoy approached the vampire and removed its mouth restraint again.

"Puha! Hey, this is different from our agreement!"
"I don't necessarily have to keep promises."
"Y-you devil...!! Evil human villain!!"
"Silence, impure monster. Before I burn away that mouth that dares to imitate humans."

Faced with the direct killing intent and holy power that stung with every breath, the vampire whimpered and closed its mouth.

"Now, we're going to have the same conversation as before. At this point, your choices are to die or cooperate. Think about it."

It was truly terrifying.

Of course, partly because the vampire was still just a spirit form, but the atmosphere emanating from the man and the old man before him made the vampire's pride crumble, ready to cry pathetically.

"First, let's hear your true name."
"J-Jion."
"Jijion?"
"Jion! I said Jion!"
"You dare raise your voice to me...?"

When Horaum growled at the irritated voice, Jion pleaded fearfully.

"Hik! I-I'm sorry!! I'll behave properly!! Please just spare my life!!!"
"You really don't listen until I get serious."
"I'll use honorifics too!!"

Indeed, whether human or high-level monster, threats are effective at extracting the truth.

"Alright, Jion. Let's start with those fucking worms."

Rubern Ailoy recalled the disgusting sight. Wriggling earthworms and centipedes.

He didn't know why they took such forms, but they were creepy and grotesque nonetheless.

"Those are... holy worms."
"Holy worms? A new type of monster?"

Jion shook his head and added:

"They're... artificial life forms created by the clergy here... They feed mainly on holy power and nest in the bodies of people with holy power..."
"Made in Laterano?"
"I-I don't know exactly. I only know that Count Abraham Vlad's power was used in creating the worms... and a few things I heard from the holy knights while I was captured..."
"Speak clearly and in detail."

Rubern tapped his holy sword with his foot. Jion looked alternately at the sword, Rubern, and Horaum who was still glaring murderously.

Then, as if giving up, he slumped and began spilling everything he knew.

"...The blood of our kind produces the worms. I don't know how they did it, but besides me and the Count, there are quite a few of our kind imprisoned in the basement of some cathedral."
"They capture vampires and don't execute them?!"

Horaum flared up again. He now began to feel genuine anger toward the Papal Office.

Of course, whether it was because of corruption or because they weren't executing monsters according to principle was unclear.

But what followed was even more shocking than the fact that they were using vampires to create strange worms.

"And their ultimate goal is to dominate the church along with the Holy Lady..."

'Religious reformation.'
At those words, Rubern and Horaum froze.

It meant that Holy Lady Catherine Sissela, whom they had considered a relatively good person, was involved in this situation.

Ch.179 - Miss Catherine, The Executioner Is Not A Villain (5)
"The Holy Maiden ordered this?!"

Horaeum erupted in anger.

"Lies! That child would never do such a thing! How dare you speak falsehoods before me! I'll purify you right here, demon!!"
"Eeeek─!!"
"Cardinal, please calm down!! Let's hear what they have to say!!"

I had to genuinely restrain Horaeum. It was hard to believe that Catherine Sissela was involved in this.

Especially for me, having spent months in the same territory, seeing her face regularly.

I hadn't noticed any signs that the Holy Maiden was plotting something.

But there are no "absolutes" in this world.

Who could have predicted that two papal candidates would be murdered in the heart of Laterano, or that they'd be breeding those damn holy insects in the monastery basement while abducting monks and nuns?

Come to think of it, there was something suspicious.

*Catherine was the leader of the battle nuns. Could she really have been unaware of the rumors coming from the monastery...?*

It wasn't impossible. But if that were true, it would mean that everyone in the papal office surrounding Catherine was on the same side.

Rather, it seemed more reasonable to conclude that Catherine Sissela herself was directly involved.

Of course, neither option was pleasant at the moment.

"Cardinal Horaeum, did you notice anything unusual or suspicious when speaking with the current cardinals or high priests?"
"I haven't met with them much recently... but a few months ago, Bishop Marco Basias did say something."

The elderly cardinal plopped down in a chair and continued.

"He said that the devotion of believers has been declining, and the church's influence in the world is diminishing."
"That's true."
"Yes, but I believe this too is the providence of light. Just as all things on earth rise and fall, so too must our church. We should adapt to change, not fight against it."

After the Great Expedition, the forces of demons directly threatening humanity had significantly decreased. Even the demons appearing in existing dungeons had noticeably weakened in both numbers and strength.

Faith and belief were bound to decline. After all, faith becomes most precious when one is desperate.

"But if they truly intend to... initiate a religious reformation centered around Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela."

Horaeum's voice trailed off. He realized this wasn't a simple matter that could be casually discussed.

"Their goal isn't to collapse the church, but to create another threat to the world in order to strengthen the faith of believers and solidify the papal office's power...?"
"That's the only conclusion we can draw. Contaminating nuns and monks with holy insects... must be their way of suppressing clergy members who oppose their views."

No opinion can satisfy everyone. Especially one as radical as this.

Moreover, this wasn't simply about reforming policies within the papal office or developing a response to a specific incident.

It was an extremely dangerous proposition to artificially create a threat to the world in order to strengthen the foundation and position of the papal office.

If this became public knowledge, it would cause a major controversy and might prompt countries to directly intervene in the autonomous region. The resulting casualties would be immeasurable.

"We must stop them."
"I agree."

Horaeum nodded with a determined look. However, one problem remained unsolved.

We still didn't know the scale of the forces behind the papal candidate murders and monastery disappearances.

Also, no matter how corrupt they were, they had killed two active holy knights.

Problems involving Catherine couldn't have been planned by just a few bishops; there was a 100% chance that many high-ranking clergy members shared their intentions.

In other words, it was only a matter of time before they discovered that Decart and I were the ones who infiltrated the monastery basement.

And they certainly wouldn't ignore the fact that I had killed a holy knight.

They would likely try to pin everything on me—the disappearances of nuns and monks, and even bringing along the vampire tied up before us.

*They'll probably attack the delegation as early as tomorrow morning. Even if they don't immediately put me on trial, we're the ones at a disadvantage in this game of chicken.*

The papal office is by no means a rational organization.

While they may have moved away from immediately hanging people or conducting inquisitions that were essentially executions whenever they found an excuse, I didn't think they would leave our delegation alone given the clear capital offense of killing a holy knight.

"So what do you plan to do?"
"Cardinal Horaeum, please gather as many clergy members as possible who don't walk the same path as them."
"Very well, I'll gladly do so. But shouldn't your delegation companions escape first?"
"That's impossible. If we flee from here, we'll be captured by pursuit teams. We might even face summary execution on the spot."

Besides, we needed to stop what the papal office was planning to do. It was a scandal that could shake not only the Rupel Territory but the entire continent.

*Think, think.*

I muttered while holding my head. Assassinate the Holy Maiden first? No, this situation wouldn't be resolved by killing her.

In fact, hastily assassinating anyone would only make the situation uncontrollably worse.

"We don't even know exactly what role these insects play. If they can brainwash priests and holy knights just by touching them, we need to neutralize the insects first."

In short, it's like a zombie virus.

If contact alone can cause infection, reducing our numbers while increasing the enemy's, continuing to send people in would only result in greater losses.

That's when the vampire Zion, who had been sitting quietly, spoke up.

"If the insects are the problem... I have a solution."
"What is it?"
"You said they were made from our blood. And that Abraham Vlad has control over them..."
"So you're saying..."
"If Count Vlad is freed, he can eliminate all the insects at once."
"Preposterous!!"

Horaeum strode toward Zion.

"Abraham Vlad, the Butcher of Arjeru—do you think I've forgotten? I should kill you right now, you monster!"

The murderous intent radiating from all directions made my hair stand on end. Vampire Zion's legs trembled.

But unlike before, he didn't avert his gaze. Instead, he clenched his teeth and shouted at Horaeum as if screaming.

"Why, why do you only treat us this way─!! You humans have always been like this! Do you think we want to hurt you? We're just trying to survive!!"

His voice carried genuine emotion.
Horaeum's eyebrows twitched, but Zion didn't stop.

"It's the same this time! We were living peacefully on the island! The Count even developed a way for us to survive without sucking blood!! Of course, we needed... needed your help for that, so we asked for it! But you betrayed us and destroyed our island!!"
"What?"

I knew that high-ranking demons who were defeated in the Great Expedition, especially those called Demon Lords, had retreated with their forces to various parts of the continent.

Vlad was one of the vampire Demon Lords, after all.

Some were hunted down, and some communities disappeared entirely due to internal conflicts and various reasons.

But like Abraham Vlad, some of the old Demon Lords' forces still remained to some extent.

"It's always been like this... you say you'll help but always betray us. To us, you are the demons and devils. Yes, I shouldn't trust you this time either. Just kill me, kill me!!"

Zion spoke with rage. I found his appearance somehow pitiful.

He seemed to be genuinely suffering, genuinely wailing.

In truth, I didn't harbor much animosity toward demons. I even played with Goblin Chunsik after he reformed.

While some demons are inherently evil, others clash with humans simply due to cultural or racial differences.

Now I had to decide.

Whether to trust the young vampire before me, or to consider it a demon's trick and cut off his head.

And I was leaning toward the former.

If what this vampire said was true, and we could secure the cooperation of the Vampire Lord, we might be able to resolve the papal office's issue early.

"Zion, can you keep that promise?"
"You'll just betray us again!"
"No."

I approached Zion with a dagger. The vampire flinched at the gleaming blade.

"Vampire Zion. I will make a blood pact with you—no, with your bloodline."

I raised the dagger and cut my arm.
Red blood flowed out, dripping onto Zion's head.

As both Horaeum and Zion stared at me with wide eyes,
I drove the point home.

"I stake my life on it."

Ch.180 - Miss Catherine, The Executioner Is Not A Villain (6)
"...A-are you serious? No, are you really serious? Do you even know what a blood contract is?"
"Lord Rubern! That's going too far! Making a contract with such unholy creatures!?"

I faced the two people shouting in bewilderment straight on.

"I'm not in a position to be picky."

Looking at the situation objectively:

I'm currently at the Papal State with my knights. This is a religious city where all citizens worship the Law Religion, and more than half serve in religious offices.

But something unfortunate has happened here. Worse, Saint Catherine is involved. With the so-called mother of the Papal State entangled in this, I can't even begin to guess how many others are implicated.

I don't know why such an incident conveniently occurred just as I arrived, but based on the underground chambers of the Assisi Monastery and Karin's testimony, this situation has likely been ongoing for months.

If that's the case, they probably have contingency plans for unexpected situations like this.

By tomorrow morning, they'll likely try to neutralize the Snow Leopard Knights first.

I know Petra and the other knights won't go down easily, but that would only buy us moments at best.

How can we escape from devotees of light in the City of Light?

Leaving the city immediately is impossible, and joining forces with the knights to fight would be hopelessly outmatched.

In truth, we're in a desperate situation.

Even if we request help from certain clergy like Horaeum, or even break Continental's non-interference principles—

Whether we could face the masterminds behind all this remains uncertain.

"Cardinal Horaeum, unlike you, I haven't devoted myself to religion. In fact, I haven't even been baptized yet."
"That doesn't justify making a contract with demons!"
"This is the only way to save both the Autonomous Region and ourselves."

After my firm statement, Cardinal Horaeum let out a deep sigh.

"...Hmm."
"You spoke of religious reform, but I still don't understand exactly what that means. Nor do I know how much blood will be spilled."

Honestly, I don't like religious zealots. They're always rigid, inflexible, and force their beliefs on others.

But that's no reason to ignore the sacrifices and tragedies about to unfold before us.

"You can condemn me as a heretic if you wish, but this is our best option right now. Save your criticism for later."
"...If you say so. Indeed, the situation is grave."

Horaeum pressed one hand to his forehead and added:

"The City of Light, Laterano Autonomous Region... when did it become so dark..."

His bitter voice contained many emotions. Horaeum understood intellectually.

With limited time and forces, to overturn the situation before dawn, we had no choice but to borrow the power of demons.

"So what will you do? Will you accept the contract or not?"

I extended my blood-dripping arm toward Jion and said, "It's starting to sting—could you hurry up?"

"But there's still... one more thing. You're making a contract with our kin! You think one human life is enough to contract with dozens of vampires and their lord?"
"Yes, yes. Let's see if I'm worthy enough."

How fussy.

With things having gone this far, there's no reason to hide anything.

"Listen carefully and engrave this in your heart."

Contracts with vampires are made through blood, but only when they judge the other party worthy of a contract.

They don't always harm humans through blood-drinking.

If they consider someone truly valuable, they mix their own blood with the victim's during feeding, turning them into one of their kind.

That's what a blood contract is.

Among high-level demons, only vampires truly value community.

I must prove to them how influential I am in human society, declaring that if I fail to fulfill the contract, I'll dedicate my power to their community for eternity.

"My name is Rubern Ailoy. Executor of the Rupel Marquisate, representative of the Snow Leopard Knights, and close friend of the Bolivar Empire's Crown Prince."

I tossed out the scale coin I carried and a small dagger, adding:

"Also, the only legitimate heir and last successor of the Ailoy family."
"Crown Prince...? And Ailoy...?!"
"Young as you are, I'm sure you recognize what this means."

Thump.
Blood vessels pulsed momentarily through Jion's restrained body.

Vampires are beings connected by one blood. The terms of the contract are transmitted simultaneously to all vampires in the community.

"Urgh, kuk, Count Vlad...!!"

Watching Jion suddenly shake his head, I thought:

'Yes, with credentials like mine, it would be rude if he didn't appear himself.'

At the same time, the holy barrier Horaeum had created began to crackle. A higher consciousness embedded in the blood was intervening.

"...A Vampire Lord!!"
"Indeed."

No longer Jion's young, fragile voice, but a deep, cracked male voice.

"The last sword of Ailoy, the Black Fox. It's been a while."
"First time since the Great Expedition."

I wasn't particularly pleased to see him. I answered curtly. Horaeum was glaring at the possessed Jion with quite a hostile expression.

"It seems we're both facing difficulties. Even connecting consciousness like this is barely manageable for me."
"Then let's make this quick. No unnecessary actions."
"The contract is established. I swear by the Vampire's Moon."

Soon, the dripping blood condensed into round droplets.

It was sucked into Jion's gaping mouth. As the blood soaked into the pale blue tongue, a clear mark appeared on his forehead.

The blood contract was complete.

"I look forward to meeting you before the night ends..."

With those final words, Abraham Vlad was ejected from Jion's consciousness. Cough, cough! He broke into painful coughing as soon as his consciousness returned.

I released Jion's restraints and spoke to Horaeum, who still wore a disapproving expression.

"We don't have time. If we wait until dawn, it will be too late."
"...Do you truly intend to release a Vampire Lord?"
"Don't worry, Your Eminence. It's not like this is my first time dealing with vampires."

I confidently answered while carrying the still-disoriented vampire on my back.

"If you fail, there will be an irreversible catastrophe."
"I've staked my life on this. Failure is not an option."
"Ailoy... no, now I can only rely on the Crown Prince's name."
"I appreciate your trust."

In Laterano Autonomous Region, which worships light, the only time I, an Ailoy, can perform at 100% is during a pitch-black night like tonight.

It was time to return to being Rubern Ailoy, not just an executor.

***

About 8 hours before the Holy Knights arrived at the lodgings of the Rupel Territory delegation.

Near midnight, Continental Laterano administrator and former Cardinal Aintein was preparing the items Rubern Ailoy had requested.

Continental's weapons service prided itself on being fast, discreet, and precise.

Especially when presented with the scale coin—practically equivalent to the Crown Prince's seal—there was no room for delay.

But despite these preparations:

"...Lord Rubern Ailoy?"
"Fortunately, I made it just in time."

At the counter of the closed tailor shop, a man stood silhouetted against the dim moonlight.

"You were just here earlier, why return at this hour... and who is that child on your back...?"
"The explanation would be lengthy. I'll take the weapons I requested earlier right now."

Rubern's voice carried impatience. Aintein immediately sensed that he had become entangled in some incident.

The position of administrator for a continent-wide information guild isn't given without reason. He had more than enough perception for that.

He also realized this incident was connected to the Conclave and the monastery disappearances.

"...What else do you need?"

As Aintein cautiously broached the subject, Rubern Ailoy's eyes flashed as he replied:

"Daggers. More daggers."

A truly Black Fox-like answer.

The eyes of a small hunter that bites the neck of its prey in darkness and vanishes silently.

This made Aintein all the more concerned.

As a former cardinal himself,

No matter how involved in the incident, he needed to prevent the needless deaths of those who had once been his fellow priests and with whom he had shared camaraderie.

"However, if you harm innocent holy knights and priests, Continental cannot guarantee your status or intentions."
"You needn't worry about that."

Rubern pointed to the "something resembling a human" trembling on his back and added:

"I have a state-of-the-art biological radar that can distinguish between the good guys and the bad guys."

Ch.181 - Omniscient Assassin's Viewpoint (1)
I quickly checked my equipment. True to the Continental's reputation, the shoes I ordered were made of much lighter material than what I'd been wearing all along.

I wouldn't be able to kick and push away a knight in medium armor like I did in the monastery basement.

But then again, that was the result of encountering an unexpected situation without any preparation.

In Ailoy's playbook, hand-to-hand combat is never the main approach. For an assassin, that's essentially the same as charging with bayonets.

I'm not some honorable imperial citizen who needs to scream "Banzai!" while throwing punches at knights.

Second was the perception-hindering robe. It was spacious enough to completely cover the harness on my back that secured Jion.

Finally, the most important piece of equipment.

A cane with a thin, sharp spadroon blade hidden inside. Perfect for disguising myself as an innocent elderly person just passing by.

Concealing a sword within a cane is, after all, an ancient tradition of assassins and warriors.

The quality of the additional daggers I purchased was also excellent.

The handles fit perfectly in my grip, making them ideal for quick draws, and the blades were sharply honed to slip between armor gaps and pierce vital points.

"Are you ready?"

I secured the daggers in the conveniently placed pockets inside my robe and double-checked the locks on the harness binding Jion and myself.

It was time to begin the night of daggers.

***

"The Assisi Monastery was attacked?!"
"Yes, Your Eminence."
"...That's not all. The knights on guard duty, Eaton and Carlos, were killed, and all the 'Seeds' undergoing penance inside were stolen."
"What about the vampire? What happened to that damned fugitive woman?"
"Subject 47 was also..."

BANG!!

In the sanctuary of the cathedral shrouded in cold darkness, a man wearing priestly robes slammed his fist on the desk.

Two gold cords signifying his position as a high priest—the symbol of an "Archbishop," the rank directly below Cardinal.

"Contact the Holy Knights immediately and tell them to track down the culprit. Deploy the captain too! If this ends here, I won't be able to face Him!"

The Archbishop's arms trembled. The operation was just about to begin, yet things had gone awry in such a manner.

*Who on earth would do such a thing?*

Even if someone had witnessed the scene in the monastery basement, there weren't many who would outright kill two Holy Knights.

The Inquisition, which had been the most troublesome, was excluded since they had recently been rendered politically crippled by pursuing the Blue Cross Society case.

Besides, how could mere inquisitors defeat Holy Knights?

They were merely representatives of the court, not combatants.

*Could it be the opposition? Has Jacob finally started to make his move?*

The Archbishop began to quickly assess the situation. If they had truly discovered the operation and its contents, such actions as killing Holy Knights wouldn't be surprising.

"First, identify the culprits with certainty, and move up the operation date as soon as possible."
"As you instructed, Sir Heitz, captain of the 5th Division of Holy Knights, has already begun an urgent investigation."
"Tell him to report to me as soon as results come in. Also contact Captain Kensil of the 2nd Division to accelerate the arrest of Jacob and his followers."
"May the light be with you."

The priest who received the Archbishop's orders made the sign of the cross and hurriedly left the sanctuary.

"Urgh."

He felt hungry. He needed to quickly resolve this matter and go down to consume holy power. The priest tried to suppress the signals emitted by the holy worms nesting inside his body as he hastened his steps.

This too was part of his penance.

Once the operation was complete, he too could joyfully embrace the light as a new human living in the new era and autonomous region.

"First I need to go to Sir Kensil... Hmm?"

At that moment, something standing in the cathedral corridor not far away entered the priest's field of vision.

It was a human figure. However, since the suspicious person didn't emit the scent of holy worms like himself, the priest examined the individual with trembling eyes.

*How did they get this deep without anyone noticing?*

The priest's intuition flashed. Even he wouldn't have noticed if he hadn't been focusing his mind to ward off extreme hunger.

This place was St. Joanna's Cathedral, the smallest of the six cathedrals located in the Laterano Papal See.

Naturally, it was a "deserted cathedral" with few visitors, let alone priests.

Among those working in this cathedral, none were exempt from the penance of holy worms. Moreover, there was no way tourists would sneak into the inner cathedral at this hour past midnight.

The priest carefully slipped his arm into his sleeve where he kept his dagger and slowly approached the figure.

"Who's there? St. Joanna's Cathedral is closed during the night. Please leave."

When there was no response, the priest took another step forward.

"Yes, yes... it smells."

With the voice of a young girl, the priest's consciousness was suddenly cut off. The last thing he felt was the terrible writhing of the worm trying to escape from inside his intestines.

***

"Ah, damn it. Lost my appetite."

The sight of the giant larva that had pierced through the priest's abdomen brought nausea to my throat, which I barely managed to suppress.

I could somewhat tolerate faces full of earthworms and centipedes clinging to backs.

But this chest-burster knockoff was a bit much.

*So they didn't just do this to victims, but voluntarily did it to themselves as well.*

It was utterly disgusting.

Typical of cult religions, especially necromantic organizations like the Blue Cross Society.

Perhaps the Blue Cross Society really was involved in this incident too.

There aren't many who could turn the perfectly normal Papal See into such a mess overnight—probably not even three in the entire continent.

*This might also explain why they were ambiguous about suppressing the Blue Cross Society.*

But this was just speculation. Right now, I needed to focus on solving the immediate problem at hand.

"There's another one up ahead."
"Both of them?"
"Yes."

While running down the corridor, I spotted a pair of knights on patrol in a corner.

Judging by the fact that they weren't wearing flashy armor that practically begged to be targeted even in darkness, they probably weren't Holy Knight-level personnel.

I calmly drew out a dagger and threw it at the neck of the one on the left.

"Gak!?"
"What? Why suddenly—"

I drew my cane and slashed the throat of the other one who stood there with a bewildered expression. Of course, I made sure to properly finish off the one with the dagger in his neck as well.

Namu Amitabul.

I prayed that the dead priest, whether by his own will or not, wouldn't be entangled with worm-like beings in the afterlife.

"That's already the twelfth one... How on earth...?"
"I wonder the same. Who knew there'd be so many corrupted clergy crawling around like this."
"Th-that's not what I meant..."

I ignored Jion muttering something behind me and continued running.

"Don't you smell blood?"
"You're right. Blood smell. Blood sm— Kahahk!?"
"Wh-who's there! Guhk!!"

The infiltration itself wasn't particularly difficult.

It might have been tricky if there were Holy Knight-level personnel, but unfortunately, all those guarding this cathedral were either lightly armed apprentice knights or priests wearing nothing but cloth robes.

Every dagger I threw neutralized one. There wasn't even a need to approach quietly for close-range ambushes.

There was even less reason to use Ailoy's vision.

By the time I reached the secret space inside the cathedral, only about ten of the twenty-five daggers I had brought remained.

*Surely there won't be something with dozens of eyes or tentacles jumping out.*

Essentially the boss room.

I caught my breath and carefully opened the firmly closed door. Just because it had been easy so far didn't mean it would continue to be—complacency was forbidden.

The difference of a hair's breadth separates winners from losers, life from death.

The space revealed was a kind of massive cavity.

But not just a simple cavity.

"Albedo, Cain, Lamarck...!"

Crosses just large enough to hang one person were lined up.

Of course, they weren't mere decorations. Vampires were firmly bound to the crosses by holy barriers, and at the end, three massive crosses of light, emanating holy power just by looking at them, formed a triangular space.

The highest level of holy barrier.
Golgotha Hill.

"Hngh...!"

Jion, carried on my back, groaned at that intense power.

I realized that the being sealed in that triangular area was none other than Abraham Vlad, the Vampire Lord and the Butcher of Arjeru.

*That barrier looks complicated—it'll definitely need an authorized person to undo it.*

The barriers I'd seen so far were meant to bind lower-ranked vampires like Jion, so I could easily remove them with just a touch since I had no connection to magical energy.

But given the grandeur of this one, the protection of the barrier must be equally solid.

Without the finger of the priest who created the barrier, unlocking it by pushing would be impossible...

Just as I thought this, a voice came from behind.

"Y-you! Who are you?! H-how did you get in here?!"

Ah, found it.
My master key.
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"This bastard...!"

Before the guy could do anything, I accelerated my steps. Drawing my cane, I executed a swift strike. The cleanly severed wrist fell to the ground as red blood gushed forth.

"Arghhhh!!"
"Jion, close the door."
"Y-yes...!!"

Jion hurriedly unfastened her harness and scurried over to close the wide-open underground passage door. At least I couldn't sense any other presences.

"Are you the one responsible for this shitshow?"

I kicked the man who was trembling while clutching his severed wrist, and he rolled weakly across the floor.

Two gold lines on his priest's robe. An archbishop, huh.

"H-how dare you... Do you think you'll get away with this?! Who sent you? Cardinal Jakob? Or Paulos from the Northern Temple?"

I snorted at the archbishop who was rambling without me even asking and replied:

"Nobody sent me. I just happened to notice some suspicious activities going on at the Papal Office."
"What? Wait... that girl is Subject 47... So you're the one who attacked the monastery!"
"Word travels fast, huh? I thought I moved pretty quickly."
"Arghhhhhh!!!"

I drove my sword into the archbishop's thigh. The sensation was distinctly different from the creatures I'd encountered before.

It felt like piercing pure human flesh rather than stabbing something writhing beneath the skin, which somehow made me feel even worse.

How cliché—corrupting the underlings while the bigwigs remain untainted.

"You... are really going to get it."
"Eeeek!!"

He released holy power from his other intact hand.

It stung my eyes, but that was all. Holy power—the force of light, healing, and purification—wouldn't work on me since I didn't possess even a speck of demonic energy.

In response to his futile struggle, I twisted the sword embedded in his thigh.

The sound of muscle tearing reached the hilt, and even the holy power he was desperately channeling faded away.

"Aaaagh!!!"
"Stop your pointless resistance. No one's coming to help you. How do you think I got in here in the first place?"
"Alright! Alright!!!"
"?"

They say well-bred people break easily, but I couldn't help but laugh at how quickly the archbishop gave up.

However.
One should never let their guard down.

My master always emphasized that in this day and age, anyone might stab you in the back, so never lower your guard until the very end.

"You bastaaaaard!!!"

Crack! Crunch!!

Sure enough, as soon as I pulled my sword from his thigh, the archbishop's body began to twist grotesquely.

At the same time, the scent of evil wafted through the air.
Demonic energy.

Now I was certain about why the Papal Office had fallen into such disarray.

*The Blue Cross Society.*

What had been mere speculation became certainty in that moment. It was suspicious from the start—why create something like holy worms? Why implant disgusting insects that consume holy power into one's body?

The reason was simple.
To neutralize the demonic energy within their bodies.

To evade surveillance within the Papal Office and slowly infiltrate among the priests!

"Gyaaaah!!!"

Six tentacles extended from the archbishop's body. First that other incident, and now this—why do these Blue Cross Society bastards love tentacles so much? Perhaps Crowley, their leader, has been spreading some twisted sexual knowledge.

Or maybe their leader himself has some perverted fetish for tentacle stuff.

"You little shiiiit! Don't interfere!!"

Tsk, I dodged the writhing tentacles lunging at me, then calmly swung my sword.

Unlike steel or obsidian, they were quite soft and not difficult to cut through.

*The skin is soft. Low in the hierarchy.*

I could easily deduce how much demonic energy the archbishop had absorbed.

Those who use black magic fall into two categories:

Those who primarily use necromancy and other black arts—curses and undead control.

And those who use alchemy or forbidden drugs to enhance themselves or create "artificial life" like homunculi or chimeras, similar to the Arachne incident Petra was caught up in recently.

The archbishop before me was likely the latter.

"If you were going to do this, couldn't you have tried something other than boring tentacles?"

I'm sick of tentacles. I suffered so much during the Great Expedition that there's a reason I eat all seafood except squid and octopus.

Besides, cephalopods like octopuses are too suggestive. They're slimy and look obscene.

In that sense, tentacles were the worst.

I twisted my waist sharply. After dodging a tentacle that expanded sharply to target my neck, another tentacle rushed in as if aiming for my blind spot.

But it didn't reach me this time either. I stabbed a dagger into one tentacle while slicing through another that had missed.

"You're quick as a rat!!!"

Of course, he wasn't an easy opponent. The tentacles spreading from the archbishop's back quickly regenerated no matter how many times I cut them.

That's the second reason I hate tentacles. It would be less troublesome and painful to kill them in one go, but they always regenerate and struggle to survive.

*No time to waste.*

Slash! Swoosh!! I cut away all the interfering tentacles and threw the dagger I was holding.

One, two.
Having lost all his tentacles in an instant, the archbishop quickly regenerated one tentacle to deflect the dagger.

"What?!"

But I had thrown two weapons.

Focused on the first dagger, he failed to notice the real attack coming with a time delay.

Thunk! The dagger hit the archbishop's shoulder perfectly. He howled in pain.

Three, four.
I took a step. Lowering my body to reduce resistance, I leaped like a predator stalking prey. Concentrating power in my sword hand, I swung to cut down my target.

"Eek!!"

Seeing the flash of my strike before his eyes, the archbishop instinctively raised his arm to block. But that was merely a feint.

Five, the finish.
I spun around to move behind the archbishop. Then I drove my dagger into the back of his neck where the disgusting tentacles were writhing, and tore it open.

"...?"

With an expression of not understanding what had happened to him.

Spraying blackened, contaminated blood, the archbishop's head fell off.

No matter how powerful the force he had received, there was a limit to what someone who had lived his entire life inside a temple could overcome.

*The difference in experience.*

I've crossed countless battle lines, slaughtering monsters and beheading black magicians.

That wasn't simply because I was strong. It was the result of Ailoy's vision implanted in this insignificant body, mixed with the desperate struggle to survive somehow.

I'm just a half-baked swordsman who can't properly handle mana, let alone awaken an aura.

But I've got enough experience not to struggle against corrupt priests who lived sheltered lives before walking the path of corruption.

"Looks like the problem is much more complicated."

I wiped the blood from my face and picked up the archbishop's severed wrist from the floor.

"It means the Blue Cross Society has swallowed the Papal Office."

***

Jion was bewildered. What did I just witness? She knew all too well the strength of the archbishop who had just been mercilessly slaughtered.

Of course she did.

Known as Subject 47, she had helplessly followed that archbishop's orders until she barely managed to escape a few days ago.

It wasn't much different for her fellow vampires. A terrible hybrid wielding both demonic energy and holy power.

While neutralizing their powerful demonic energy with his own power, he would torture them with holy power at the slightest sign of resistance.

He had even executed some of her kind as an example by emitting the light of the sun.

She and the other vampires had no choice but to submit shamefully to that merciless, powerful force. What could she do when their lord was held hostage from the beginning?

But the man before her eyes.

The man called Rubern Ailoy had literally toyed with that man before killing him.

His mana was weak, and he didn't even possess the aura that knights typically have.

With a human body that was nothing extraordinary, he had dispatched the archbishop to the afterlife with ridiculous ease.

That fact made Jion even more afraid.

Though Ailoy's name was famous among demon-kind, she was still a young vampire and had never experienced his overwhelming strength firsthand.

"What are you doing? Hurry up. We need to get your master out."

Startled by the voice calling her, Jion jumped up from where she had been sitting dazed.

"Ah, yes...! Yes!!"

Jion decided she must follow this man's words no matter what.

If she wanted to live, that is.

She followed the human with quick steps. A barrier made of a massive cross. Holy power so intense that merely looking at it felt like her eyes were burning.

When Jion groaned in pain, Rubern Ailoy took off his perception-hindering robe and threw it at her face, saying:

"Wear this. It'll hurt less."

Without a word, Jion took the robe and covered her face with it, watching as the man used the archbishop's dangling hand to disable the highest-level holy barrier.

Bang! Screech!!!
After several shockwaves devoured the space and then subsided.

"...Abraham Vlad."
"I didn't expect to meet you before the night ended, Rubern Ailoy."
"C-Count!"

When the lord she had been waiting for finally appeared, Jion leaped up and threw herself into Vlad's arms.

Black hair, pale skin, a massive blood fissure extending from the nape of his neck to his legs. Even the iron blood heart that proved he was a vampire lord.

"I believed in you, child."

Vlad looked at Jion with tender eyes. The young vampire felt as if her heart was beating, though her heart had stopped long ago.

After embracing Jion, the lord shifted his gaze to Rubern.

"The blood contract has been fulfilled, Black Fox."
"Then I should receive my reward."
"Of course, what do you want?"

In Vlad's arms, Jion realized her lord was quite pleased. It had been truly a long time since she had seen such an expression.

"You must have witnessed this whole situation. Whether willingly or not..."
"Of course."
"My reward for the contract is for you to show me the truth behind everything happening in the Laterano Autonomous Region."
"You demand quite a difficult thing."
"I think it's a bargain for the lives of you and your children, don't you? Whatever the reason, failing to fulfill a contract means only death, Vampire Lord."
"Hahahahaha!!"

The Slaughterer of Arjeru. That name was neither fabricated nor exaggerated.

Abraham Vlad was among the few vampire clans who lived as self-proclaimed "nobles."

Titles and reputation aren't things one can obtain just because they want them. They are strictly evaluated by others' perspectives.

That's why Vlad was called Count and had the power, ability, and reputation to be viewed with both awe and fear.

Yet facing such a being, the black-haired human showed neither retreat nor fear.

As if he could take on all the vampires in this place single-handedly at any moment.

Moreover, the lord seemed quite pleased with this attitude.

"Very well. I accept the deal. I greatly admire humans like you, Rubern."
"A monster's admiration is useless to me."
"Well, that remains to be seen, doesn't it?"

Rubern Ailoy slowly approached Vlad. Hearing him say "Step down for a moment" to her, Jion released her tight grip on Vlad and retreated a few steps back.

Honestly, she was curious.

Jion was extremely eager to see what this man would show.

"I will show you everything. What I have witnessed and what I will witness. That disastrous future clearly engraved in blood."

Abraham Vlad's heart began to pound, and blue blood flowed back along his blood fissure.

And simultaneously, overwhelming the holy power of the crosses throughout the chamber—

Demonic energy strong enough to desecrate light engulfed the space.

"This is the one you seek, Rubern Ailoy."

From within the space filled with red blood, a woman slowly walked out. An elaborate illusion created by Abraham Vlad's unique ability, the Phantom Eye.

She was none other than Catherine Sissela, the Saint of Laterano.
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The Demon King.
Though the name means "king of demons," the distinction between demons and Demon Kings is surprisingly straightforward.

It all comes down to whether they possess a unique power.

No matter how powerful a demon might be, without a unique power, they're treated as nothing more than high-ranking demons.

Even draconic species with dragon blood, like the wyvern of Pirhak or the worm I defeated, are called "high-level demons" rather than "Demon Kings."

This is because they haven't awakened their own unique power.

Intelligence and strength aren't measures of a Demon King. In that sense, Abraham Vlad, the Vampire Lord who possessed the unique power "Eyes of Illusion," was certainly worthy of being called a Demon King.

"I'll show you everything. What I've witnessed and what I will witness. The devastating future clearly etched in blood."

He spoke with a cynical smile. Immediately after, demonic energy erupted like an explosion. The crosses that had been emitting faint holy power turned black in the face of such concentrated demonic energy that even numbed one's sense of smell.

"This is the one you seek, Rubern Ailoy."

And there, I could see a woman.

Black hair. A nun's habit as black as her hair, and the crown of thorns that could be considered her trademark.

It was Catherine Sissela, the Saint of Laterano.

"Was she really involved...?"

I couldn't help but let out a sigh. I'd known for a long time that the Papal Office was rotten to the core.

I'd had enough of them during those years we worked together during the Great Crusade.

Of course, there were many true "clergy" there who genuinely tried to follow the teachings of light and serve people.

I had thought Catherine Sissela, who became revered as a saint without experiencing the Great Crusade, was one of those people.

It seems my expectations were off the mark.

But something felt wrong. The Eyes of Illusion was a kind of "prophetic eye" that could capture both future and past.

However, the Catherine Sissela revealed through the demonic eye didn't look like her usual self.

This isn't just my personal impression.

Her skin was so pale she could be mistaken for a corpse, and her eyes were closed. She looked like she had just been resurrected as an undead.

Most shocking was the red something that wriggled through her body.

"Holy worm...?"

The centipede I'd seen in the monastery basement. But this worm, about five times larger than that centipede, about the size of a well-built adult man, was wrapped around the saint's body.

Catherine slowly approached me.

In her hand was a mace, not her usual one, but a grotesquely animated one that seemed to have a heart embedded in it.

"Ah, ah... salvation. Give me... peace..."

With a broken moan, clear tears of blood flowed down her pale cheeks from her closed eyes.

This isn't right.

The intuition that Catherine Sissela wasn't the mastermind behind what was happening at the Papal Office pierced my mind.

That appearance was clearly that of a victim, not a mastermind.

"Correct."

As soon as I realized this, Abraham Vlad's voice was heard again. Only then could I notice the "true mastermind" behind Catherine.

"Appearances and reality differ. You of all people should know that best, Black Fox."

In contrast to her black attire was a pure white clerical robe. There was no gold thread symbolizing priesthood, but instead a golden belt around the waist. In the right hand was a staff, and on the head was a crown of glory.

It was "Guide Mecallen," known as the Apostle of Laterano.

"So that's how it was."

Everything became clear. I could clearly understand what had been happening in this small autonomous region.

"Quality improvement in the name of religious reform. The one who spreads God's teachings has become completely twisted."

If the Pope is the father of the Papal Office and the Saint is the mother, then the Apostle is like the firstborn.

The Apostle of Laterano had the duty to widely proclaim the Pope and the teachings of light, and to make the faith prosper even more.

Mecallen, unable to bear watching the faith gradually weaken, had placed it on his own operating table.

Without realizing that what he was doing was killing rather than saving lives.

"...Abraham Vlad."
"Hmm?"

At my call, the vision before me dispersed, and the Vampire Lord appeared again.

"You said you found a way to live without drinking blood."
"Yes. As a lord, I had no choice but to cooperate with the Papal Office for my lovely children. But I was inevitably stabbed in the back. Humans are always more evil than us demons."

I took a moment to catch my breath, then looked straight into the Vampire Lord's eyes and said:

"Right. So let's make a contract, not a promise. Humans aren't creatures of promises but of contracts—that's where you're mistaken. It's your fault for accepting a proposal with no guarantees."
"Kekekeke, hahaha! You're still amusing. That serpent's tongue hasn't changed at all, Rubern Ailoy!!"
"Unfortunately, it's my greatest talent."
"Then what can you offer me? We are demons. Human affairs should be resolved by humans—that's the principle. This matter cannot be weighed against just your blood."

I already had something in mind for a condition worthy of overturning the Papal Office, which had already been corrupted by darkness, and crushing Apostle Mecallen's plot.

Black Fox, the last successor of Ailoy, the secret friend of the Crown Prince.

Before all those trivial titles, I am the former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights and the current executor of the Rupel Marquisate.

I'm confident I can save a failing organization better than anyone else on the continent.

Without a moment's hesitation, I answered the Vampire Lord:

"I'll make your kind prosper like never before in your history, Count."

The price is the prosperous future that you vampires will enjoy.

***

About 7 hours after Rubern Ailoy raided St. Joanna's Cathedral and had a private meeting with Vampire Lord Abraham Vlad.

The Holy Knights' Special Investigation Department successfully identified Rubern Ailoy as the mastermind behind the murder of the Holy Knights.

-Capture them! Locating Rubern Ailoy is the top priority, but if that's not possible, you may kill him. However, the rest of his party must absolutely not be harmed!!

In the end, it's about justification.

With Rubern Ailoy identified, whether they were Holy Knights following their own will or innocent Holy Knights who knew nothing, they had a duty to punish the grave crime of murdering Holy Knights.

But that was limited to Rubern Ailoy alone.

If they killed the entire delegation from the Rupel Marquisate, who had visited through proper official channels, relations with the already strained Empire and neighboring countries could completely fall apart.

Even the corrupted Holy Knights had to maintain some minimum standards.

At least what they wanted—(though perhaps not the masterminds who planned everything)—was the development and prosperity of the Papal Office, not its destruction.

However, things don't always go as planned.

"We failed to secure the delegation! Most of them are knight-level fighters and are resisting fiercely! The frontline Holy Knights are also having difficulty subduing them."
"Damn it!!"

Especially since they were members of the knighthood formed on the basis of deep trust in Rubern Ailoy.

"Executor Rubern couldn't have done this. There must be another reason..."
"That's right, my father is not a villain!"
"There were rumors about suspicious movements from the Papal Office recently. Perhaps he was caught while investigating that."
"...First, Irpin! There's a place I spotted yesterday. Please gather the scattered knights and come to 33rd Street!"
"Take good care of Administrative Director Petra, Heinz!"

They chose to turn their swords against the Papal Office rather than be captured quietly.

Since opposing the Papal Office in the Laterano Autonomous Region was virtually suicide, the combat and investigation organizations of the Papal Office, including the Holy Knights, fell into panic.

"This is almost at the level of religious faith!"
"What is the Inquisition doing?"
"I don't know, we've completely lost contact with the Inquisition since last night..."

To make matters worse, it was revealed that Rubern Ailoy had freed all the hostage vampires, including Abraham Vlad, who constituted the largest part of the "reform."

The reform faction, already in a chaotic situation, began to be pushed further onto the defensive.

The takeover of the Papal Office wasn't complete.

They had succeeded in effectively turning the current Pope into a living corpse and taking control of the most powerful armed groups, the Holy Knights and the Inquisition.

But not all Holy Knights, inquisitors, and priests agreed with the reform faction.

In the midst of this, the arrival of the delegation, especially with Rubern Ailoy understanding the whole situation and moving very quickly and meticulously...

"Damn it!!! This devil-like rat has finally...!!"

For the reform faction, it felt like ashes being sprinkled on a nearly cooked meal.

"...If things continue like this, all our plans might turn to bubbles. Then not only us but the Papal Office, and even the faith itself might collapse."
"We must prevent that at all costs!!"

The key figures of the reform faction, bishops and higher, gathered at St. Michela's Cathedral, the largest and most symbolic in the Laterano Autonomous Region, were starting to lose their reason.

And at the center of it all was Apostle Mecallen.

"All preparations aren't perfect, but we have no choice. Actually, moving up the schedule a bit won't matter much."

His eyes flashed with madness.

"I've urgently summoned Saint Catherine Sissela. If we can secure her presence, taking control of Laterano is just a matter of time."
"You mean... right now?"
"Yes."

Mecallen looked at the cardinals and high priests gathered in the assembly and said:

"It's finally time to embrace our lovely sister."

All for the eternal prosperity and glory of the faith, Sanctus Amina.

[This appears to be an illustration of the Saint]
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"Cardinal McCallen has summoned you, Holy Maiden. It appears to be essentially a summons from the College of Cardinals."

Catherine Sissela bit her lip at her attending priest's words. She had expected this to some extent.

The series of incidents Rubern Ailoy caused last night—surely the College of Cardinals and McCallen intended to hold her, as Holy Maiden, partially responsible.

After all, she was the one who had approved the delegation from Rupel Territory, and she was the last person in the Papal Court who had maintained a close relationship with Rubern Ailoy until recently.

*Did he really murder the Holy Knight?*

Honestly, she couldn't believe it even after hearing it directly. Rubern Ailoy's behavior had been extremely suspicious, and then there was that incident in Karahan.

There was no doubt he was a man with schemes and many secrets, but...

She never imagined he would commit such serious crimes as murdering a Holy Knight and abducting a vampire on the very night he arrived as part of the Laterano Autonomous Region delegation.

However, as soon as she heard that all members of the delegation had begun resisting and disobeying the Holy Knights' orders, Catherine Sissela had no choice but to take action.

The knights accompanying Rubern Ailoy—regardless of what Rupel Marquisate was hiding—if they caused chaos in the Papal Court and threatened the security of the autonomous region, Catherine Sissela, as Holy Maiden, would never forgive them.

"To summon the Holy Maiden first instead of capturing the heretics in this situation—isn't that going too far?"

When Catherine's expression grew complicated, her attending priest responded with indignation.

Catherine chuckled at his words and lightly patted the priest's shoulder.

"It's not the first time the elders and the Cardinal have done this. Still, if I can persuade the cardinals as the Holy Maiden of Laterano, we might be able to uncover the truth behind what's happening in the autonomous region much faster."
"Please be careful. With the heretics and... there's been much talk among the cardinals lately."
"Thank you."

With those final words, Catherine headed toward St. Michela Cathedral, where the emergency meeting of the College of Cardinals was being held.

The atmosphere in Laterano City was certainly very unsettled, given the unprecedented incident of a "Holy Knight's murder."

Holy Knights and autonomous region guards were maintaining tight security in every alley.

Tourists and pilgrims who had come to visit the holy sites were not venturing out of their accommodations due to the ominous atmosphere, making the streets extremely quiet.

*It wasn't this bad even during the Great Crusade.*

While she could understand the severity of the situation, she wondered if controlling the entire autonomous region was excessive.

But that wasn't the important issue now.

Since they couldn't predict what Rubern Ailoy and his group might do next, she needed to urge immediate countermeasures and request direct intervention from the College of Cardinals.

Catherine Sissela opened the doors of St. Michela Cathedral with the mindset of a commander heading alone into battle.

"You've arrived, Holy Maiden. We've been waiting."

Upon entering the cathedral, she found Haze, the captain of the 5th Division of Holy Knights, standing there, apparently summoned as well.

"Sir Haze."
"It's been a while, Holy Maiden."

Haze naturally moved alongside the Holy Maiden. As a colleague of Ethan, who had served as her close aide in Rupel Territory, he was quite familiar with Catherine.

"I haven't seen you much lately."
"You've been in Rupel Territory for quite some time, Holy Maiden."
"That's true... hmm."

Catherine clicked her tongue lightly. As captain of the Holy Knights, Haze would surely know about the current situation.

Feeling somewhat guilty, she quickly changed the subject.

"Come to think of it, I haven't seen Captain Samuel of the 1st Division for several weeks."
"Yes, Captain Samuel was assigned a secret mission by the Commander."
"A secret mission..."

Catherine Sissela tilted her head.

Usually, organizations that carried out confidential missions within the Papal Court were her Combat Nuns, the Monastic Society with its investigators, and finally the Inquisition—not the Holy Knights.

However, given the ongoing unrest in the Papal Court even before the Rubern incident, she assumed the Holy Knights must have their reasons.

The sword of the Papal Court, which moved first alongside the Inquisition whenever something happened.

An organization that Catherine Sissela trusted deeply.

"Ah, Holy Maiden. This way, please."
"What? Isn't the College of Cardinals usually held in the main sanctuary over there?"
"That's true, but there's something you need to do before meeting the cardinals."
"Huh?"

Catherine uttered in confusion. What did she need to do before meeting them? It wasn't the inner sanctuary, and no purification or atonement ritual was necessary.

"Cardinal McCallen has summoned you."
"..."

Catherine Sissela felt something peculiar at those words. Her "intuition" was activated.

Cardinal McCallen could hardly be considered suitable as a Cardinal of Laterano, even as a courtesy. While his abilities might be acknowledged, he was completely disqualified in terms of character, which should be the greatest virtue for a clergyman.

He made gloomy remarks to her that barely avoided blasphemy, and after being appointed Cardinal, he took revenge by expelling all his political opponents from Laterano.

How many high-ranking clergy had been banished to small towns or remote areas of the continent after losing power struggles?

Unlike the Pope and Holy Maiden, the Cardinal's position held more practical authority than political power, which was unavoidable.

Even considering that, Catherine found him an uncomfortable man. His strangely vulgar and lewd gaze couldn't be excused.

"Why is the Cardinal calling me separately?"
"It's related to the College of Cardinals. And this crisis. He seems to want to discuss the relevant issues with you, as your position has become difficult in many ways, before you enter the meeting."
"Hmm..."

It was a reasonable explanation. With the Pope bedridden, the College of Cardinals was effectively the only supreme governing body.

Naturally, there had been ongoing friction between herself as Holy Maiden and Cardinal McCallen.

Perhaps he wanted cooperation for the smooth resolution of this crisis.

Regardless of personal feelings, the symbolic significance of the titles Holy Maiden and Cardinal was not something the cardinals could easily ignore.

"I understand. The small chapel?"
"The confessional."
"Lead the way."

Though she didn't like it, she had no choice.

Catherine Sissela followed Haze, captain of the 5th Division of Holy Knights, to the confessional in St. Michela Cathedral.

Upon entering the confessional...

"Holy Maiden."

Cardinal McCallen greeted her with thread-thin eyes. Though she shouldn't hold such prejudice as Holy Maiden, his appearance contributed to the impression of vileness and cunning.

Of course, he had enough charisma that many in the Papal Court followed him like the Pope, but still.

"Did you sleep well last night?"
"Please get to the point quickly, Cardinal. We have many problems, don't we? Besides, are you mocking me with that question?"

Catherine responded in a curt voice.

"Hahaha, of course not. I was merely concerned about the well-being of our Papal Court's compassionate Holy Maiden."
"Rather than worrying about well-being, focusing on future matters would be more productive."
"Hmm... Well, that's true. I think you can guess why I called you separately."

Catherine sighed deeply. What was the point of asking? When she slowly nodded, McCallen grinned.

"I'm not doubting you, Holy Maiden. Even you cannot see through the thoughts people hold inside. Only His Holiness the Pope possesses the blessing of discernment."
"Yes, I never imagined Rubern Ailoy would do such a thing."

Murdering a Holy Knight in the heart of the Papal Court? Only someone completely insane would do such a thing.

She always thought he was an unusual person, but she didn't realize he was this deranged.

"However, many cardinals find your actions quite questionable. Some even speculate that this might be a staged act between you and Rubern Ailoy."
"What?! No!! I have no reason to do such a thing!"

Catherine protested sincerely. It was an absurd claim. Why would she order Rubern Ailoy to kill a Holy Knight in the first place?

"I believe you."

Cardinal McCallen approached and placed his hand on Catherine's shoulder, adding:

"But as I said earlier, how can I know what's in people's hearts?"
"Are you doubting me now? You've really crossed the line, McCallen. Did you call me separately before entering the College of Cardinals to denounce and belittle me like this?"

Catherine retorted in a cold voice and tried to remove the hand from her shoulder. But McCallen's arm didn't budge.

His fingers slowly, firmly pressed down on Catherine's shoulder.

"You...!! How dare you, this is outrageous..."

With the clearly changed atmosphere, Catherine Sissela raised her head to face the Cardinal. She saw the madness clearly reflected in his eyes.

McCallen, observing the Holy Maiden growing increasingly fearful, raised the corners of his mouth with rising satisfaction.

"The College of Cardinals and I have determined that you could cause serious complications. You've always said that you would sacrifice yourself for the faith."
"That's...!!"
"Today is that day."

As the Cardinal finished speaking, the door of the confessional opened, revealing an ominous red insect.

"Don't be too afraid. You weren't always like this, were you?"
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"W-What are you doing?! Let go of me!"

Gradually, fear began to rise within her. Catherine Sissela took a step back, but the distance between her and McCallan didn't increase.

"It's exactly as I said. A sacrifice. You would likely cast opposing votes for future reforms as well. How do I know that Rubern Ailoy and his gang causing this commotion aren't acting under your instructions? Weren't you closely associated with Cardinal Jacob? That meddling old man who interferes with everything."

She felt dizzy.
What on earth was happening? And what was that monster?

Why was Apostle McCallan suddenly behaving this way?

Catherine couldn't understand anything clearly.

But one thing was certain.
He was openly showing hostility toward her.

"L-Lord Hayes!!! Remove this man from me at once!"
"Why are you overreacting? Perhaps something struck a nerve? I suppose you thought I wouldn't know that you find me distasteful, Holy Maiden."

When she urgently called for the Holy Knight sensing danger, Hayes instead moved slightly to block the confessional's entrance.

Only then did Catherine realize she had fallen completely into a trap.

Perhaps Apostle McCallan was the real culprit behind all these incidents, including the murder of the Holy Knight.

*Could that man have been innocent all along...?*

If Apostle McCallan was responsible for the Holy Knight's murder and releasing the vampire that the Inquisition had been keeping, then Rubern Ailoy had been falsely accused.

No.
It was more than just a false accusation.

The Holy Maiden's intuition was telling her the truth—that Rubern had identified the problems within the Papal Office beforehand and had been trying to stop McCallan and his associates.

Come to think of it, it had seemed strange.

Why the Rupel delegation moved faster than anyone else as soon as Rubern Ailoy went missing.

Why a man who had been casually conversing with her just hours ago and even attended the evening holy feast would commit the murder of a Holy Knight.

Why the College of Cardinals and Apostle McCallan rushed to arrest the delegation without proper investigation or identifying suspicions.

Yes.
The Rubern Ailoy that Catherine Sissela knew might play mischievous pranks, but he wasn't the type to use her.

Thinking carefully, there had been several warning signs.

If she had properly talked with Rubern instead of swinging her mace and running away that day, she might have noticed McCallan's plot beforehand.
She should have trusted that man, not doubted him.

He was always a man who found the right answers before others.

*I made a mistake...!*

If Rubern had truly noticed the corruption and conspiracy within the Papal Office, she could understand why he hadn't contacted her separately.

Perhaps he even mistook her as being on McCallan's side...

Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela realized that something had gone terribly wrong.
And that she needed to escape from this place immediately!

"My, how dangerous. You shouldn't swing that at people."
"Ugh!?"

McCallan grabbed her hand as she was about to swing her mace. With a strong grip on her wrist, the weapon rolled onto the floor.

"Enough of this nonsense. Like the Holy Maidens before you, you should remain in my care as merely a beautiful symbol."

At that moment, the red worm that had been coiled up began to move. A red centipede crawling stealthily inside the confessional.

Just looking at it sent chills down her spine as it approached her, wiggling dozens of legs.

"S-Stop... Stop it!!"
"Those fearful eyes. Yes, this is what I wanted to see. That disgusting attitude of meddling in politics and internal affairs with no talent whatsoever, simply inspired by the title of Holy Maiden—it ends now."
"Knight Hayes! As the Holy Maiden of Laterano, I command you! Cut this man down immediately!!!"
"I cannot do that, Holy Maiden. Every cause requires sacrifice. I am a Holy Knight who serves the Papal Office, not the Holy Maiden."
"Hayes!!!"
"Everything is for the sun that will rise again."

Click-clack, slither.

The insect that had reached her feet lightly circled around Catherine's shoes. As if looking for a place to nest, it tapped her legs with its long antennae.

"Hik..."

Catherine struggled with disgust at the horrible sensation, but her hands were restrained, and she was pushed hard against the wall.

Crash!
Catherine lost her balance and fell. And as if it had been waiting for this moment, the giant centipede raised its body right in front of her face.

Catherine felt her heart sink at the sight.

"Light, descend upon this place!!"

But the Holy Maiden did not falter. Shaking off the fear and terror consuming her mind, she bit her lip so hard it bled.

Whoosh!!!

A light brighter than ever before enveloped Catherine Sissela's body. A holy barrier comparable to the Hill of Golgotha, considered Laterano's greatest holy barrier.

'Theoretically,' it was a powerful barrier that could even block the breath of Melpomede the Black Dragon, known as the most vicious demon king.

It was a natural response.
Although she couldn't sense any specific demonic energy, the red worm approaching her was clearly a creature made of demonic power.

And Holy Maiden Catherine's holy power possessed absolute resistance and strength against demonic energy.

The mere creation of the barrier would normally purify and eliminate most demonic creatures in its light.

However, Apostle McCallan was simply smiling leisurely.
Moreover, the holy insect, upon detecting the barrier's power, trembled and waved its antennae.

At this bizarrely grotesque sight, even the Holy Maiden's last remaining hope was swallowed by despair.

"Why, why isn't it having any effect...?!"
"Hahaha!! I think I've created a masterpiece. Not even reacting to the Holy Maiden's divine power. Don't you think so, Hayes?"

As if to prove that the holy barrier deployed with all her might had no effect on the worm, drool dripping from the centipede's mouth wet the Holy Maiden's leg.

"Light, please show mercy!! Ugh, huugh...!"

Feeling it crawling up her body, Catherine Sissela desperately clung to her sanity while praying.

"Help, aah... Uncle Jacob! Ethan!"

She called out the names of those who had always protected her.
Even though she knew it was meaningless in the current situation and that they couldn't save her.

"Kiiiiiiii!!"

With that final shriek, the holy worm lunged at Catherine.

This is the end.
If I had known it would come to this, I should never have become a Holy Maiden.

It was just troublesome, gave me headaches, and forced me into all kinds of political machinations whether I liked it or not.

I could barely do anything of my own will, while constantly suffering from this kind of opposition.

If only I hadn't awakened my holy power, if the Holy Maiden's blessing hadn't fallen upon me.
If I had thrown away the Holy Maiden's duties early on like Rubern, who mercilessly left the Imperial Black Lion Knights and departed for the north.

Would this situation never have happened?

*How empty it all feels.*

Just as Catherine Sissela resigned herself to everything and was about to close her eyes.

BOOM!!
With a massive explosion, the ceiling of the confessional collapsed.

The bright sunlight shone strongly on Catherine's face, and a shadow falling from the sky crushed the body of the centipede that was about to pounce on the Holy Maiden.

"KIEEEEEK─!!"
"Shut up, you bastard."

A sharp sword pierced through the head of the screaming centipede pinned beneath. The monster that even the Holy Maiden's divine power couldn't affect was instantly killed.

When Catherine Sissela opened her eyes, she saw black hair fluttering in her vision.

A face she couldn't possibly mistake.

"...Ru, Rubern!?"
"Glad I'm not too late. I was shocked when I heard you went to the Grand Cathedral."

The executor of Rupel Territory smiled at her with his characteristic expression, just as he always had. Familiar with that look for a long time now, Catherine Sissela couldn't help but burst into tears.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry... I didn't know, I didn't know this would happen..."
"What are you sorry for? You were thoroughly used as well, Holy Maiden. Those bastards over there are the ones who should be apologizing."

Rubern Ailoy kicked away the limp body of the holy worm and glared at the shocked Apostle McCallan and the Holy Knight.

"Ru... bern...!! Ailoy!! You've crawled your way here after all!"
"Yeah, you should have hidden what needed hiding. Did you think you could escape my eyes? You were finished the moment I discovered the Assisi Monastery."
"How dare you! Interfering with our noble cause for the light. Divine punishment awaits you!!"

McCallan shouted in rage, and Hayes immediately drew his holy sword. They faced just one opponent.

Despite the Black Fox and Ailoy's reputation, it was clear he would be no match for Hayes, the captain of the 5th Division, considered exceptionally strong even among the Holy Knights.

Their equipment alone made that clear. The holy armor of a Holy Knight boasted absolute protection.

However, contrary to their optimism, Rubern simply shrugged his shoulders. As if mockingly asking someone if they had just heard those words.

"Divine punishment? Decart, did you hear that just now?"
"Of course I did."
"You dare speak of divine punishment? You of all people, McCallan!?"

The clear voices of other people followed.
As McCallan and Catherine looked up at the ceiling, two people in priestly robes who had been watching from the roof jumped down into the confessional.

"F-Former Cardinal Horaum...!"

The apostle exclaimed in shock as he recognized the two.

Former Cardinal Horaum and his disciple Decart.
They were supposed to be here as envoys of the Snow Leopard Knights, but they had made contact and rebelled!

Priest Decart drew a vicious mace, while Rubern Ailoy crossed his two daggers, shielding the Holy Maiden.

Horaum, confirming the Holy Maiden's safety, turned to face Hayes and McCallan.

"I watched as the monks' faith died and the nuns' devotion was violated before my eyes. An apostle collaborating with vampires to create blasphemous insects and seize control of the church?"

The old priest's face twisted horribly. The veins in his body bulged, and he let out a roar that was almost a scream.

"Did you think I would stand by and watch as you abandon truth for apostles, as you taint the Papal Office with human greed and avarice? You will die not trembling, but like straws!!!!"

The former cardinal's battle cry.

Taking it as a signal, Priest Decart charged toward the two apostates.
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The entrance to the Laterano Autonomous Region, the Gate of Law.

Cardinal Paulos, caretaker of St. Norte Cathedral—the first grand cathedral of the Papal Office facing the majestic gate—sensed that something was terribly wrong.

*Rubern Ailoy killed a holy knight?*

An unprecedented incident: a visitor with diplomatic status had killed a holy knight.

But Paulos couldn't help but question this. The motive made no sense at all.

For what purpose?

He had known Rubern Ailoy since the Great Expedition.

Not only was the truth of the incident unclear, but Paulos couldn't imagine Rubern would have done such a thing without reason.

Rubern Ailoy had always been that kind of man. Even during the Great Expedition.

He was one of the first to notice the corruption of the Black Lightning Tower Master, who had been one of the expedition's leaders.

He had slaughtered a high-ranking mage from the Black Lightning Tower who served as the Tower Master's agent while also being a half-demon.

Before the pursuit team that came after him, he proved his innocence and exposed the Tower Master's true nature.

If he hadn't acted preemptively, or if he had tried to resolve it through a third party rather than handling it himself...

The expedition would have fallen into chaos, and the operation would have been compromised, potentially recreating the nightmare of Palisto Canyon where 20,000 troops were annihilated.

He was a man with intuition several times sharper than others and rich experience.

Fully aware of this, Paulos began approaching the situation from a different angle, rather than labeling Rubern Ailoy as a heinous knight-killer.

After a brief yet lengthy deliberation, his conclusion was:

*Something that should never happen in the Papal Office is happening.*

He chose to trust Rubern Ailoy.

"Archbishop, please gather all the priests of St. Norte Cathedral."
"Yes, understood, Administrator."

To do that, he first needed to weed out any potential insiders.

*Perhaps the disappearances of monks and nuns that I dismissed as mere rumors might actually be true.*

Paulos moved quickly.

He gathered all the priests residing in St. Norte Cathedral and instructed the cathedral guards under his authority to prepare for any contingency.

Simultaneously, he sought cooperation from cardinals and high priests who shared his views.

The political landscape within Laterano had been in turmoil since the Pope's health suddenly deteriorated last year.

Among the cardinals and priests who opposed his views were those with radical ideologies that were difficult to comprehend.

If Rubern Ailoy had killed a holy knight, it was likely to prevent something terrible that was about to be carried out by them.

It ultimately came down to trust.

It was quite bitter to trust Rubern, who was practically a third party not affiliated with the same order, but what could he do?

The truth cannot remain hidden.

And then...

"It's been a while, Cardinal Paulos."
"...What brings you here, Eintein?"
"I've come to deliver a message from Rubern Ailoy."

Former Cardinal Eintein, now the Continental branch director of Laterano, had come to St. Norte Cathedral.

Without even exchanging pleasantries, Eintein got straight to the point. And the content was shocking.

"Apostle McKellen and his faction are trying to harm Saint Catherine Sissela. The Holy Knight Order and the Inquisition, who should be the first to prevent this, have already fallen for their scheme."
"...Light have mercy upon us."

Though the information was mind-numbing, Paulos could easily understand why Eintein had come directly to St. Norte Cathedral.

There are five cathedrals built in the Laterano Autonomous Region, symbolizing the legacy of the Five Saints who followed the 12 disciples.

Each cathedral's administrator is granted authority in the autonomous region named after their cathedral.

The authority given to St. Norte Cathedral, managed by Paulos, was the deployment of crusaders.

"Cardinal Paulos, declare a holy war. Not for anything else, but to purify the thoroughly corrupted Papal Office."

Eintein's deep voice pierced Paulos's heart.

Finally.
What should never have happened had come to pass.

***

Former Cardinal Horaeum retired two years ago due to an incident during the Great Expedition, but that didn't mean everything he had built up until then had gone to waste.

The position of Cardinal in the Papal Office isn't given to just anyone.

Especially the position of "Cardinal of Exorcism" that Horaeum had held.

It's a cardinal position given only to those with over 10 years of experience as a holy knight, over 15 years as a battle priest, and clear evidence of having vanquished demons or high-level magical beasts.

His extremely hostile stance toward vampires wasn't due to any particular emotion, but because they were the beings that the now white-haired old battle priest had fought against his entire life.

Whoosh! A thin but not weak holy power emanated from the old priest's body.

"Hayes! Be careful!"

If it were just simple holy power, there would be no need for caution.

No matter how corrupt they might be, both Hayes and McKellen knew how to handle high-level holy power.

Holy powers of the same kind don't suppress each other but cancel each other out, so it wouldn't matter if the opponent was a cardinal or a holy knight.

But what Horaeum deployed wasn't simply a barrier for protection.

Horaeum's bestowed power, "Blessing of Designation," was a powerful buff that maximized the strength of whomever he designated.

"Repent!!!"

Decart's mace, accelerated by the blessing, flew toward Knight Hayes.

Even though Decart was a battle priest and currently an active knight in the Snow Leopard Knights, he wasn't normally capable of overwhelming a seasoned holy knight.

However...

"Ugh...!"

Clang!! Clang!! With sharp metallic sounds of colliding metal, Hayes was pushed back significantly.

The difference in raw power was evident. The blessing was said to be able to reverse unfavorable battle situations in an instant, but this seemed excessive.

That wasn't all.

Even if they could somehow deal with Decart, Rubern Ailoy, who hadn't even properly moved yet, was an even bigger problem.

Though not well-known to the public, Apostle McKellen and Holy Knight Hayes, who had experienced the Great Expedition, knew all too well the weight and power that name carried.

*At this rate, we have no chance of winning.*

McKellen nervously bit his fingernails while watching Rubern Ailoy's movements.

After placing the trembling saint in a safe place, he was just standing there, looking at the two men with daggers in both hands.

He neither charged in with primal rage like Decart, nor shouted in betrayal-fueled anger like Horaeum.

The calm before the storm.

Like a black fox growling and slowly baring its teeth, ready to devour and destroy everything when it strikes.

"S-someone! Anyone!"

In the end, McKellen chose to flee. The plan to corrupt the saint had failed. But one didn't necessarily need the saint to take control of the Papal Office.

If they eliminated all witnesses here and engaged in a propaganda war, they could easily pin all the blame on the Rupel delegation and the anti-reform faction.

"Here, Apostle!"

At McKellen's call, corrupt holy knights who had been standing by for such a situation rushed into the confessional.

They had thought the commotion was simply Catherine resisting, but now they were faced with Decart, former Cardinal Horaeum, and above all, Rubern Ailoy, the instigator of this whole situation. Their expressions turned to confusion.

"K-kill them all! They are apostates interfering with our cause!"
"Apostates? Are you calling me an apostate...? Are you serious, Apostle McKellen!"
"G-gah!?"

Former Cardinal Horaeum advanced without hesitation toward the lined-up holy knights. Each step he took sent tremors through them.

Though now retired from the stage, he was a hero who had commanded an era and was counted among Laterano's strongest cards even in the crusade of the Great Expedition.

For these holy knights, it was like facing a teacher who had once been an object of reverence and admiration, a living legend.

"Lord Horaeum, there's no need for this! We're just trying to create a better future...!"
"Light, forgive them, for they know not what they do."

He silently made the sign of the cross and picked up Catherine's mace from the floor. Decart followed right behind Horaeum.

"Has your skill rusted over time?"
"Fortunately, the knight order has kept me quite active."
"If it's a knight order where Rubern Ailoy exists, that would be the Imperial. No need to worry then."

A master and disciple reunited after a long time. Decart turned to Rubern Ailoy and said:

"Executor, please take care of the saint. Leave this place to us and escape."
"...Sir Decart."
"I apologize for showing such disgrace to an esteemed guest who traveled all the way to Laterano."
"Not at all. Then I shall see you again after everything is settled."
"May you also be safe, Executor."

Rubern nodded in response. A noble sacrifice. It would be a mistake to insist on helping here.

He put his daggers back inside his robe and swiftly lifted the saint.

"Eek!"
"I'm going to escape at full speed now. Hold on tight."

At his words, the saint gulped and tightly wrapped her arms around Rubern's neck.

He had already secured an escape route.

Now that everything had been revealed, it was time to return not as an individual, but as a member of the "knight order" that maintained order.
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At the same time.

"Hakon, Max! Take charge of guarding the upper area!"
"Understood, Sir Heintz!"
"The entrance here is narrow, so we can easily block it! They surely won't be able to kill diplomatic envoys!"

After being suddenly attacked by the Holy Knights, the Rupel Territory delegation had fled without hesitation and occupied an old fortress tower in the eastern part of the Laterano Autonomous Region, barricading themselves inside.

"How did you know about this place?"
"I saw it while walking around yesterday."
"...You're much more capable than I expected."
"I'll take that as a compliment."

Heintz responded casually to Petra's joke.

Having made it inside the tower, they could breathe a little easier.

Though now used as a tourist attraction, the fortress was still well-maintained for emergency situations. The walls were intact, and the single entrance could be securely blocked with a thick wooden door.

No matter how strong the Holy Knights were, they remained powerless before solid fortress walls. Unless they brought siege weapons from somewhere, the pursuers could do nothing against the delegation.

Even if they somehow forced their way in, that's when the real problem would begin for them. The delegation included two highly trained knights and five squires.

In terms of skill, it was clear they wouldn't be easily overwhelmed by Holy Knights or Inquisitors.

"But... did the Executor really kill a Holy Knight?"

One of the squires asked in disbelief. Petra couldn't answer hastily.

Rubern Ailoy wasn't an evil person. He respected life and was always a good person who helped others.

But that didn't mean he was always just "nice." Petra had accompanied Rubern during the Great Expedition and knew how brilliant a strategist and cunning commander he was.

And throughout that process, Petra had seen Rubern's hands stained with blood several times.

The greatest expedition in human history had gathered people of all nationalities, ages, genders, and occupations.

Naturally, things didn't always go smoothly. There were always people pursuing only their own interests, and such groups invariably caused catastrophic results in collective action.

Rubern, one of the expedition's key figures, dealt with most of them through persuasion or sometimes intimidation.

But occasionally, those who couldn't be handled that way would disappear from the expedition without a trace. Or they would flee back to their homelands in terror.

That's why Rubern earned the name "Black Fox."

Sometimes he would charm people like a fox, then seize them by the neck and kill them when they showed weakness.

"He probably had a reason. Surely a reason he couldn't tell even us."

Petra said in a calm voice. Denying it wouldn't improve the situation. Rather, now was the time to think about why Rubern Ailoy had no choice but to act as he did.

"Perhaps it's connected to the Crown Prince's recent visit?"

Irpin asked with uncertainty in his voice. The Crown Prince had claimed he was merely visiting a close friend while on a tour, but it was clear he hadn't come to Rupel Territory solely for that reason.

"That might be it. Given the recent tensions between the Papal State and the Imperial Family..."

But whatever the reason, the fact remained that they were caught up in something quite unpleasant.

"Administrative Director Petra! The Holy Knights are coming again! This time with a battering ram!"
"A battering ram...!!"

At that moment, the two squires who had been sent to keep watch from the tower rushed in shouting.

Given that the Laterano Autonomous Region was geographically surrounded by the Bolivar Empire, Petra had assumed they wouldn't have separate siege weapons.

But it seemed they at least had the most basic siege equipment.

*This is bad.*

Roaming freely through the streets was already the worst option, but she hadn't expected their defenses to be breached so quickly.

"How long can we hold out?"
"At most, a few dozen minutes!"
"...They're trying to subdue us without any dialogue or negotiation. Very suspicious."

Petra bit her lip. The situation was incomprehensible.

The Papal State was known for its harsh treatment of heretics and monsters, but it made no sense for them to act this aggressively toward people only indirectly involved in the murder of a Holy Knight.

*We can't be captured.*

Warning bells kept ringing in Petra's mind.

As the chief administrative assistant of the Black Lion Knights, Petra had honed her own ability to detect danger.

Something smelled fishy.

Whatever it was, she knew that if they were captured helplessly, they would become a burden to Rubern.

"First, we need to prevent the gate from being breached. Let's gather everything in the tower to reinforce the entrance!"

Just as the knights hurriedly gathered objects to block the tower entrance—

BOOM!!

With the impact sound of the battering ram, the makeshift wall at the entrance shuddered. Now it was only a matter of time before they fell. The question was how long they could hold out.

As the pressure mounted, one of the squires drew his sword in frustration.

"Should we just wipe them all out? We could slaughter them so they can't even open their mouths."
"No!! That would make us real criminals!"

Petra had to urgently restrain the spirited squires. Right now, they were merely suspects.

But the moment they killed or seriously injured even one Holy Knight, they would become true murderers in the Laterano Autonomous Region.

Even if they somehow escaped, Petra wasn't confident she could handle the political conflict that would follow.

BOOM!!

The wall shuddered again. Several chairs flew across the floor from the shockwave.

"Urgh!!"

The knights were desperately pushing against the makeshift wall, but they were helpless against a weapon designed specifically to destroy fortress walls.

BOOM!! CRACK!!

Finally, the wall completely shattered, unable to withstand the impact.

"It's breached!!"
"Surrender, you heinous murderers!"

Holy Knights in silver armor rushed in, appearing before Petra and the delegation.

They had resisted desperately, but was this their inevitable fate?

But it was still too early to give up. The Snow Leopard Knights, both formal and squires alike, quickly formed a defensive formation.

Seeing their unyielding stance, the Holy Knight pursuit leader frowned and shouted:

"If you resist, we'll just cut off a limb or two!"
"Ha! First you try to arrest us without proper explanation, and now you're threatening to cut off our limbs?"
"Shut up, criminal."
"You shut up. You don't even know under what authority we came here. Do you realize what a serious diplomatic offense this is?"

Petra refused to back down. She wasn't just a weak administrator. As the head of administration, she had to fulfill her duty as a frontline executive of the knights.

The Holy Knight's face contorted in anger at her defiance.

"You bitch!!"

He drew his holy sword, which shone with a bright radiance. Despite the clearly divine power, Petra felt no reverence for the Holy Knights before her.

They wielded sacred power, but their behavior was far from sacred.

Disgusted by their hypocrisy, Petra was about to respond aggressively when—

"Stand down."

A deep, weighty voice was heard. Though not a loud shout, the clear voice made the leader turn his head.

"...Cardinal Jakob, Chairman of the Cathedral Chapter."

Three gold threads—the symbol of a Cardinal, of which there were only twelve in the entire Laterano Autonomous Region.

The man, whose face was covered with scars unbefitting his status as a priest, approached, parting the crowd of Holy Knights like the sea.

"Who gave such an order? This Masira Fortress is part of the holy land, yet you brought a battering ram to forcibly break down its walls?"
"B-but Your Eminence! The suspects who murdered a Holy Knight fled here and barricaded themselves—!"
"I didn't ask for reasons. I asked who gave such an order."

The Holy Knight leader stepped back at the Cardinal's overwhelming charisma.

"I-it was Holy Knight Commander Albrecht."
"The commander himself gave the order, did he? Well... have you all eaten something wrong lately? Anyway, everyone sheathe your swords."
"Your Eminence! These people are definite criminals!"
"Can you not hear that sound right now?"
"What sound, Your Eminence?"

Both the Holy Knights and Petra's delegation listened carefully to the sounds outside.

Buuuu—.
Dong—. Dong—.

They could faintly hear horn blasts and bell tolls. The Holy Knights' expressions turned to shock as they realized what the sounds meant.

Petra and Irpin were equally surprised. It was the signal for a "Crusade summons."

"A holy war has been declared. Now is not the time to be concerned with this matter."
"A-against whom?"
"Against Apostle McCallan and his followers who attempted to harm Saint Catherine Sissela at St. Norte Cathedral."

At those words, the Holy Knight pursuit leader became restless and then—

"Eeek!!"

He raised his sword and thrust it toward the Cardinal. As everyone watched the sudden turn of events in shock—

"Heintz! Irpin!"

At Petra's cry, the two knights rushed toward the Holy Knight. Clang! Heintz's sword narrowly deflected the trajectory, and Irpin's slash pierced the leader's neck.

"I suspected as much."

As the Holy Knight's head rolled lifelessly on the floor, Cardinal Jakob looked at it with pity before turning his gaze to the Rupel delegation.

"You must be Petra Bastian. I've heard about you from Executor Rubern."
"Your Eminence."
"The situation in the Autonomous Region is quite chaotic. If you don't mind, could I ask for your cooperation?"

Quickly understanding his meaning, Petra took the Cardinal's hand and smiled.

"Of course. That's why we came here in the first place."
"Once again, I find myself deeply indebted to Rupel Territory and its knights."
"It would be better to discuss compensation after all this is over."

With no trace of her earlier resolute expression, Petra quickly calculated in her mind and answered in a refreshing voice.

It seemed her experience working with Rubern Ailoy hadn't gone to waste.
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"Holy Strike!!!"
"Argh!?"
"Fall back! Form a defensive formation! Don't block, deflect! Rear ranks, support the front to prevent being pushed back!"

Horaeum swings his mace, releasing holy power that engulfs the holy knights.

Holy power cancels out holy power.

When Horaeum's holy power touches the knights, a repulsive force creates a massive shockwave. The knights are tossed about, unable to withstand the impact.

But Haze's experience and skill as a holy knight weren't earned in vain. While encouraging the wavering knights to strengthen their formation, he drew a regular steel sword instead of his holy sword.

Holy swords have holy power imbued in the metal itself.

Against Horaeum, a priest who also wields holy power, a regular steel sword would be more effective than a holy sword—the signature weapon of Laterano that allows even non-believers to wield holy power.

This was why Haze always carried two swords.

"Your rampage ends here. We cannot surrender the future to ghosts of the past!"
"Silence, heretic!"

As Haze charged fiercely toward the cardinal, Decart boldly blocked his path. The sword's trajectory was helplessly twisted upon meeting the heavy blunt weapon.

"If this is truly the path to the future, I'd rather choose death!"
"You're the ones who summoned remnants of the past. You should watch your words."
"Damn it!"

Clang! Boom!! Decart and Horaeum's teamwork was nearly perfect.

Before walking the path of a wandering priest, Decart had been a holy knight candidate, even considered the top of his class.

And the one who had personally trained and raised Decart was none other than Horaeum.

The skill of these two was genuine.
Despite the overwhelming numerical advantage—2 against what appeared to be more than twenty—McCallan and his holy knights could hardly gain the upper hand.

And Rubern Ailoy had no intention of missing this opportunity.

Supporting the saint's bottom firmly with one arm, he quickly began searching for an escape route.

"Saint Catherine, please cast your Holy Armor blessing on me."
"What? Are you serious? You're going to fight while carrying me?"
"No. If it were just one or two, maybe, but there's no dealing with that many opponents."
"Then how...?"
"Cutting through isn't the only way to break through."

A mischievous smile appeared on Rubern's face. Catherine Sissela had a bad feeling about this but followed his instructions anyway.

As brilliant light enveloped their bodies, Rubern Ailoy leaped into the midst of the holy knights with an incomprehensible shout.

"ROAD ROLLER DA─!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

BOOM!! SCREECH! CRASH!!

"Urgh!?"
"B-block them!! They're escaping! No, don't block—dodge!!"
"MUDA MUDA DA!!"

It was a strategy that could only be used against holy knights—using the repulsive force of holy power to clear a path, just as Horaeum and Decart were doing.

The symbol of the Papal Knights isn't just the holy sword. The dazzling silver armor is also a proud symbol of the honorable holy knights.

In fact, the armor attracts more attention from people than the swords, making it essentially their identity.

This meant that the holy armor was also protected by holy power.
In other words, it could be counteracted by stronger holy power, just like the holy swords.

Every time Rubern charged forward mercilessly, the knights trying to block him were flung away, rolling across the floor.

Clatter, clang! With the sharp noise of metal tumbling across the floor, one side of the formation collapsed helplessly.

The confessional was already cramped.
The holy knights packed into the small space could barely maintain their positions, let alone block the path, as they were rocked by the shockwaves each time Rubern charged through.

McCallan was completely taken aback by this unexpected escape method.

Decart and Horaeum, who were facing off against him, couldn't help but express admiration at Rubern's ingenious tactic.

"Truly a work of art."
"The Black Fox himself, isn't he?"
"Haze, if you truly wanted to reform the Papal State, you should have recruited Sir Rubern instead of dancing to that half-baked apostle's tune. Don't you agree?"
"...Damn it! Everyone, chase after those two and subdue them! I'll handle these two!"

It was clear things were getting out of control.

Haze shouted in a voice filled with rage at the suddenly reversed situation, and the fallen knights scrambled to their feet to chase after Rubern and Catherine.

But Rubern was already unstoppable.

For someone who had invested all his stats in speed and evasion, the heavily armored knights trudging after him at half his speed were easy to outrun.

Eventually, Rubern Ailoy escaped the confessional and sprinted through the cathedral corridors. Though collaborators belatedly tried to form an encirclement after realizing the commotion, it was futile.

The knights were already reluctant to face a fellow priest and cardinal.

He was actually lightening the burden on Decart and Horaeum.

"Catch them! Catch them!"
"Hehehe... Yattemiyo."

Only after thoroughly humiliating his opponents with a victory taunt did Rubern finally set the saint down in a quiet alleyway, looking satisfied.

"Are you alright? I couldn't ask earlier because there was no time. Are you hurt anywhere?"
"...N-no."

Catherine Sissela collapsed on the spot. Her legs had given out.

Too many things had happened at once.
From Apostle McCallan's betrayal to Rubern Ailoy's sudden appearance.

Her mind was still in chaos.

"That's good. Take slow, deep breaths. That's best when your mind is confused."
"Haa... Hoo..."

He continued in a calm voice to Catherine, who was still visibly confused.

After taking deep breaths and regaining her composure, Catherine prostrated herself on the ground instead of taking Rubern's offered hand.
Abandoning the pride and honor of a saint, Catherine Sissela bowed her head deeply to Rubern in a humiliating posture.

"What? Why are you suddenly doing this?"

In this incredibly awkward situation, he hurriedly tried to help the saint up, but she remained face-down on the ground, refusing to move.

"It's shameless of me to ask after merely suspecting you, and once again I've received your help at a critical moment..."
"P-please get up! If someone sees this, I'll be in trouble!"
"...I'll do anything you want! Executor Rubern Ailoy! Please save our Papal State!!"

It was the desperate cry of a helpless saint who truly loved the Autonomous Region and the Papal State.

***

So this is what they call dogeza or whatever.

Until now, I've usually been the one doing it, so receiving it from someone else feels strange and makes my mind go blank.

Especially when it's from none other than the saint.

This is the Laterano Autonomous Region. This city isn't just home to corrupt priests and holy knights.

If citizens or others happen to witness Catherine and me like this in the middle of an alley, my life might be forfeit regardless of how we resolve the current situation.

Catherine Sissela wasn't just some noble lady, but the saint of hundreds of thousands of religious followers across the continent.

"Please stand up!"

Unaware of my growing anxiety, Catherine Sissela replied in a voice that was now on the verge of tears. A saint doing dogeza while crying in front of an unrelated man.

It would make quite the picture.

"I won't move an inch until you give me a definite answer...!! Please, Sir Rubern Ailoy!"
"Alright! I'll help you! Haven't I been helping all along anyway?"
"R-really...?"
"No one benefits from Laterano's destruction."

I tried to reassure her first.

It was understandable that she was shocked after witnessing an apostle's corruption and many holy knights turning against her. And I had burst in before she could even grasp the situation, adding to her confusion.

"This is no time to panic. Right now, Decart and Cardinal Horaeum are holding out alone back there. We need to gather reinforcements and rescue them immediately."
"*Sniff*"
"I swear on the honor of Executor Rupel that I will protect Laterano, so first... please do something about those tears and runny nose. You're the saint, so please maintain some dignity."
"*Sob* That's not what's important right now..."

Despite her words, Catherine wiped her face with her hands, trying to compose herself.

At that moment, the majestic sound of horns and bells rang out nearby. As a veteran of the Great Crusade, it was a familiar sound to me.

The declaration of a holy war.
It seemed Eintein had finally convinced Cardinal Baulos.

"This is...!?"

Catherine, who had been wiping her eyes, was startled. As someone familiar with the meaning, she realized that the Laterano Autonomous Region had officially declared a holy war.

"A crusade?! Who? For whom?!"
"Don't worry, Saint. I've been busy all last night. After witnessing with my own eyes what atrocities they've committed, I couldn't just stand by."
"Then your alleged killing of holy knights wasn't just a false accusation..."
"Have you heard anything about monks and nuns disappearing from the Assisi Monastery recently?"

Catherine shook her head at my question. Of course, the saint I knew would have taken immediate action upon hearing such news.

But the saint had been away in Rupel Territory, and those who had established such facilities at the Assisi Monastery and assassinated two cardinals wouldn't have let the saint discover their activities.

If they hadn't unfortunately appeared on my radar, the Papal State would have been helplessly defeated.
Abraham Vlad's vision would have become reality.

"There was a facility in the monastery basement using those bugs you saw earlier to brainwash monks and nuns. Fortunately, I've found and secured cooperation from several cardinals who don't support them."
"Th-thank goodness..."

The saint had apparently misunderstood that McCallan had unilaterally declared the holy war.

"Still, it's too early to relax. The enemy forces remain formidable. We must assume that most of the holy knights have turned..."
"The Combat Nuns! I have command authority over the Combat Nuns!"
"We don't know how many of them have been corrupted. The occupation of the Assisi Monastery may have been aimed at corrupting you while neutralizing the Combat Nuns."
"Ah..."

The saint's expression, which had brightened momentarily, darkened again.

"Then there's only one way."

I thought of one method that was more certain than any other.

Whether it would work was uncertain, but in a situation where people might suddenly turn against me with swords, nothing could be guaranteed safe.

"What method?"
"Saint, please show me your thigh."
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"Y-You... blasphemous person!!"

I narrowly avoided the punch thrown by the Saint whose face had instantly turned red. Seriously, is that really so important in this situation?

"E-Every time I try to look cool, you ruin it like this! You pervert! Lecher! You grabbed my behind while running away earlier, didn't you?!"
"Wait! Just wait a moment!! There seems to be a big misunderstanding, that's not it!"
"What misunderstanding! You did it on purpose!! Did you think I wouldn't notice!?"

Ahem, well.

It's true that I touched her, but it wasn't intentional—it was unavoidable. I was just trying not to drop the Saint.

But a misunderstanding was still a misunderstanding. To break through this seemingly hopeless situation, I absolutely needed to check the Saint's thigh.

"The inscription. The most accurate and definitive proof of being a Saint of Laterano, and the most powerful blessing bestowed upon a Saint."

As I frantically waved my hands and explained, the Saint questioned me with a bewildered look.

"How... how do you know that? This is something only a select few within the Papal Office know..."

Of course I know it. It's part of the original setting.

During the Great Expedition, Catherine Sissela wasn't yet a Saint.

Originally, the protagonist should have intervened and helped her be revered as a Saint much earlier, but with my possession, perhaps the protagonist's existence disappeared, twisting many parts of the story.

However, since she always had the qualifications, Catherine officially became a Saint after the Great Expedition ended.

But I didn't have time to explain all that. I answered that I had my ways of knowing, then promptly lifted the hem of her Saint's robe.

There on her fair thigh was a clear cross tattoo.

"As I thought, you've never used it even on—gack!?"
"Kyaah!!"

No sooner had I confirmed the state of the tattoo than the Saint's punch connected. The strike hit precisely on my right jaw, making my skull rattle.

Must be a holy power punch. If I hadn't instinctively deflected the impact, something would have caved in.

"What are you doing?!! Die! Just die! I can't believe I expected anything from someone like you!"
"Ow, ow... that hurts. No! I told you to show me quickly! We don't have time for this with you, Saint! Besides, didn't you say you could do anything? Was that a lie?"
"Ugh..."

When I clearly mentioned what she had said with her own mouth just moments ago, the Saint's attitude quickly softened.

Though her contemptuous glare remained fierce.

I rubbed my throbbing jaw and began explaining quickly to Catherine.

"First, my plan is this. No matter how excellent our knights' skills are, and even though we've recruited people among the cardinals who oppose Meckallen's faction, we're still outnumbered."

It was evident at the Confessional. They casually mobilized two company-level Holy Knights.

If we consider those currently pursuing Petra and the Rupel delegation to be on the same side...

Essentially, we must assume that most of the Holy Knight Order has already fallen for their schemes.

*The Inquisition, which is nowhere to be seen, is probably the same.*

It was quite concerning that these fanatics, who would normally have a fit at the mere mention of heresy, were now quietly silent.

They've probably either sided with Meckallen like the Holy Knight Order, or been completely broken internally like the Cathedral Council or the Combat Nun Corps, rendering their organization crippled.

Either way, the reality was the same—they couldn't help us.

"There's a limit to mobilizing troops. And though I didn't mention this to you, Saint, I strongly suspect the Blue Cross Society is involved in this series of incidents."
"Blaucrohitz...?"
"We'll need to catch and interrogate the masterminds to know for sure, but that's my feeling at least."

I recalled the scene of a cathedral administrator running wild, freely using demonic energy.

If an archbishop-level figure had become like that, then most of those who shared Apostle Meckallen's intentions were likely in the same state.

"Oh Light..."

Feeling dizzy, the Saint slumped to the floor once more.

It was essentially the fact that the clergy, who should be the most active in rejecting the Blue Cross Society, were instead cooperating with them and had gone to extremes.

"That's why we need your blessing, Saint. The 'Blessing of Atonement' given to each Saint. The true power of God."

The Blessing of Atonement.

It is a unique ability given only to the Saint who receives the love and favor of the Light.

Once in a lifetime, when the blessing is used, it can erase anything from the world, whatever it may be.

People, demons, countries, even any concept can be erased by this power.

Perhaps what Apostle Meckallen and his group were really after was the Blessing of Atonement that she possessed.

Like in the vision shown by Abraham Vlad, the Vampire Lord, after corrupting Catherine Sissela with the holy worm...

A reasonable suspicion that they intended to use her overwhelming blessing to establish the Papal Office's power in an inviolable realm.

*Using Assisi Monastery to corrupt the monks and nuns might have been a kind of experiment.*

If that's really the case...

The people I witnessed in the monastery basement that day were victims selected as sacrifices for preliminary work to ensure the Saint's corruption.

How many people, including Saint Catherine, were they planning to sacrifice?

Just imagining it fills me with disgust and anger.

"But the Blessing of Atonement—"
"Yes, I know. That you can't activate the Blessing of Atonement just because you want to."

I turned my head to look at the massive iron tower faintly visible in the distance.

The five great cathedrals in the Laterano Autonomous Region.

St. Norte symbolizing "Holy War."
St. Michela symbolizing "Rule."
St. Barbara symbolizing "Worship."
St. Joseph symbolizing "Prayer."

And finally, St. Javier Cathedral symbolizing "Sacrifice."

The place where Saints are appointed and where past Saints rest—a sanctuary of silence and tears.

In the original story, this blessing was used to deal with the Demon King of Oblivion, Eldritch Pantheon, but in Pantheon's case, I knew other methods to defeat him, so there was no need to use it until now.

I thought the possession bonus would only be valid until the Great Expedition, but to think I'd use it like this.

However, Catherine Saint still stood there blankly. She still couldn't believe that I had mentioned her blessing.

"Meckallen and his group have probably already secured St. Javier Cathedral. Isn't the administrator of St. Javier Cathedral extremely close to Apostle Meckallen?"
"How do you know that too?!"
"Not all clergy in Laterano are always taciturn and devout. And honestly, that barely counts as information. You could learn that just by entering a small tavern, even without the guild."
"Are you saying Continental is in Laterano too—"
"That's top-secret information."

Our pure Saint seemed to think Laterano was independent from Continental's sphere of influence.

No, it's not.

Why would the powerful figures of various countries leave Continental, a third power that could threaten their systems, alone?

It's obvious.
A mere country or two cannot escape Continental's influence.

Rather, if they were to suppress the information guild like that, their own weaknesses and information would flow helplessly to enemy countries.

Information guilds aren't criminals to begin with, and rather than poking a hornet's nest, it's more beneficial to tacitly allow them while using them for national interests.

The leaders of countries aren't stupid enough not to know this.

Naturally, the Pope of Laterano would be one of those leaders.

"Anyway, this is the best method for now. It's strange to just keep saving the blessing when the Papal Office is about to be turned upside down."

I did my best to persuade Catherine. She sighed deeply. Her expression didn't suggest she didn't understand.

Rather, it seemed to say, "Do you think I don't know that?"

"Executor Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes."
"Then do you also know the conditions for activating the Blessing of Atonement?"
"Don't you just need to go to the Holy of Holies in the center of St. Javier Cathedral?"
"That's just the location constraint."

Catherine Sissela reached out her hand as if asking for help. I took her hand and helped her up.

"Yes. It's understandable you wouldn't know. There are a few people in the Papal Office who know about the blessing."
"Are there other constraints?"

Catherine silently nodded.

"One of the other two conditions is a unique prayer. A prayer passed down only to Saints through generations. It has never been revealed to outsiders, and must not be. It takes at least an hour just to recite the whole thing."

A kind of unique incantation, I suppose.

Well, for a terrifying blessing that can annihilate one of the world's principles, such constraints seemed appropriate.

"And the final condition is a sacrifice to accept the providence."
"What does that mean?"
"The Blessing of Atonement cannot be activated simply because I want it to."
"Then...?"

She paused for a moment.
Then, as if she had no choice, she added one more thing.

"We need a sacrifice who will absorb the blessing and die in its place."
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The Sacrifice. That's what Catherine Sissela had called it. This was certainly tricky. It wasn't as simple as offering just any sacrifice.

"The formality of the sacrifice varies depending on what you intend to do with the blessing. For instance, if I decided to kill an ant crawling on the floor, the sacrifice required to activate the blessing wouldn't need any formality at all. Stepping on a few more ants would fulfill the condition."

I nodded silently. This was basic knowledge. This was a fantasy world.

Whether it was alchemy, magic, or divine blessing, anything requiring a sacrifice was always complicated.

The law of equivalent exchange remained valid in this world too.

"First of all, what do you plan to do with the Blessing of Atonement? Completely annihilate everyone who has opposed the Papal State?"
"That won't work. They need to remain alive."

If a perfectly functional Papal State were to be overturned in a single day with numerous clergy dying by blessing—while it might seem clean and simple in the short term, the aftermath would be truly horrific in the long run.

"It's not just about the aftermath. I fundamentally cannot accept activating the blessing in such a way. The criteria for 'those who opposed the Papal State' is far too ambiguous."

Catherine firmly stated that without knowing exactly what was happening in the Papal State, she couldn't use such a powerful blessing that could eliminate not just people but concepts themselves.

A reasonable argument.

Kill everyone who corrupted the priests and nuns? Then what about those who unwittingly aided in the corruption?

Even Catherine herself hadn't noticed the corruption, so she wasn't entirely blameless either.

Conversely, if limited only to those directly responsible for corruption, only a tiny fraction of the lunatics behind this mess would fall within the blessing's scope.

That would be pointless. With only one chance, proceeding with utmost caution was the right approach.

"...Then let's do it this way."

After being lost in thought for a moment, I looked Catherine straight in the eyes and answered.

"Equivalent exchange. What's needed to sacrifice one person's life is another person's life."

The most definite cause of this mess was Apostle McCallen.

As long as he was suspected of leading the reform faction in the Papal State, removing him as the central figure would naturally dissolve the reform movement.

When I explained my plan to the saint, clear bewilderment appeared on her face as she listened quietly.

"...What?! No... if we do that...!!"
"It's fine. Trust me. First, let's move to St. Habir Cathedral. We don't have time."

There was no time to argue about trivial matters. Now that their identity had been exposed and a holy war declared throughout the Papal State, their quick resolution of the matter was already out of the question.

From now on, both McCallen and I were in a countdown.

It was time to draw him into a proper confrontation.

***

"I apologize, we lost them."

Apostle McCallen didn't respond. He just remained silent.

"It's surprising that you lost them despite mobilizing that much manpower, but... it's fine. They can't escape Laterano anyway. By the way, what happened to former Cardinal Horaeum and his disciple?"
"They're still holding out in the Great Cathedral. While our forces were chasing Rubern Ailoy and Saint Catherine Sissela, they entered the sanctuary of the cathedral."
"Ha, nothing's going right."

The sanctuary was literally a place designated and maintained as sacred.

The entire space was imbued with holy power, making it impossible for them to enter with even the slightest demonic energy in their bodies.

"They can't hold out there for long anyway. It's a space prepared solely for ceremonies, so there's no food or even water. Deploy troops carefully to ensure they can't come out. Did you hear that, Commander Albrecht?"

The bulky holy knight sitting quietly in the room nodded at Apostle McCallen's words.

Holy Knight Commander Albrecht.

Along with the Inquisition Director, he had been one of Apostle McCallen's most troublesome opponents. Yet even he, once upright and incorruptible, had now submitted.

"Leave it to me."

Just then, a priest with a golden cord, indicating his bishop rank, urgently opened the door and entered.

"Apostle! We found them!"
"Who?"
"The Saint and Rubern Ailoy have been spotted at St. Habir Cathedral! They subdued the guards and entered the building!"

St. Habir Cathedral.

As soon as that place was mentioned, McCallen jumped to his feet.

"Could it be...!!"

He could only think that the saint had figured out his plan. At St. Habir Cathedral of all places? Anyone would suspect she was trying to use the Blessing of Atonement.

That was something he absolutely had to prevent.

Only with her blessing could the Papal State stand above the world.

"Albrecht!!! Go to St. Habir Cathedral with the Paladins immediately! You must stop them at all costs!!"
"As you command."

The main force of the Holy Knights had not yet been deployed.

This was partly because most knights were controlling the Inquisition, but also because the brainwashing of the Paladins wasn't perfect—continued exposure to combat could break that control.

However, now that Catherine Sissela had decided to use her blessing.

They had no choice but to deploy them even at the risk of losing control over the Paladins.

No.
It might even be ridiculous to compare them.

While they were certainly Laterano's elite and most powerful force, they couldn't compare to the saint's blessing that could twist the very laws of the world.

However.

"Everyone, battle formation!"
"All noble Holy Knights who haven't fallen to evil's temptation, gather here! I, Cardinal Paulos, guardian of the Gate of Law and leader of knights, declare a holy war!!"
"Aren't you ashamed as followers of the light! Rise, knights! Believers, divine punishment upon those corrupted ones!"

The situation had already become hopelessly complicated. With Cardinal Paulos as their rallying point, McCallen's political opponents began to gather.

The Holy Knights, scattered in search of Rubern Ailoy and Catherine Sissela, were defeated one by one by them.

Petra Bastian excellently commanded the few knights available, and the defensive formation of the Snow Leopard Knights, centered around the formal knights Heintz and Irpin, was formidable.

Lucy Valeos, half-human half-dragon and the sole successor of the Orgius Sky Sword Style, also stood out.

Despite being an apprentice knight, her talent from her bloodline and swordsmanship developed through training with Snow Leopard Knight Commander Sianne created a synergy that was literally tearing through the Papal State.

"Sky Sword Style Third Form! Red Storm Cloud!!!"

Every time her sword traced an arc, the slash that cut through the air pierced the Holy Knights' armor.

Unlike Sianne, Lucy shouted her technique names, but no one present could mock her.

She was too powerful to be mocked.

Who could laugh at the sight of Holy Knights rolling helplessly on the ground like leaves swept away by the wind?

"...Does the Snow Leopard Knights keep such talents as mere apprentices?"
"No comment on that."

As Cardinal Paulos watched Lucy's sword dance with curious eyes, Petra scratched her cheek and replied.

She couldn't tell just anyone about Lucy being half-human half-dragon.

On the other hand, former Cardinal Einstein, who accompanied them and knew all the information as the branch director of Continental, had a complex rather than curious expression.

"Cardinal! The enemy seems to have gone on the defensive, judging they can't match us. St. Michela Cathedral is now completely surrounded!"
"That's the best news I've heard."

McCallen had been gradually infiltrating the Papal State from the shadows, but his plan was exposed far too suddenly.

Until he had corrupted the Holy Knights and confined the Inquisition, he had effectively cut off the Papal State's limbs.

But there was no way he could have planned for the unexpected variables of Rubern Ailoy and the Rupel delegation.

Moreover, surprisingly many Holy Knights remained uncorrupted.

The Papal State had officially appointed 382 Holy Knights in total, including the commander and captains.

Even if exactly half sided with Apostle McCallen's "revolution," the uncorrupted remainder would still number around 190.

Of course, since the Holy Knight Order also performed missions outside the Papal State, the actual number of troops responding to Paulos's call was far less than 190, not even reaching 100.

Still, compared to just five knights, one administrator, and two high-ranking clergy, it was an enormous force.

"Always lusting after worldly things, I knew this would happen!"
"Shut up! What do you know! Always sacrificing, if I knew it would be like this, I would never have become a Holy Knight!!"
"You bastard!! Don't insult yourself, us, the sacred knights of Laterano!!"

Knights who had been laughing and talking in the barracks just hours ago now pointed swords at each other.

A truly tragic sight.

But there was no absolution for corrupted souls who had turned their backs on faith and organization.

Since Paulos had activated the "Sacred Combat" against the corrupted clergy at St. Norte Cathedral, the knights who responded to his call received a special blessing.

The corrupted Holy Knights, already weakened in holy power due to the holy worm infestation, couldn't defeat their former comrades surrounded by the blessing of the holy war.

"Kuhek!"
"Light, forgive these foolish lambs!"
"Retreat! Regroup inside the cathedral and hold them... C-Commander?"
"There is no retreat for a Holy Knight."

Crunch.

The helmet of the captain who was pulling the Holy Knights back was lightly crushed. A physique capable of easily overwhelming two sturdy Holy Knights in full plate armor.

Even the knights who had responded to the holy war flinched and stepped back at that imposing presence.

"A war has been declared, so I must respond accordingly."

Holy Knight Commander Albrecht.

At the appearance of the knights' teacher and leader, still radiating intense holy power, Cardinal Paulos swallowed dryly and muttered with mixed feelings.

"Well, a big shot has arrived from the start."
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Commandant Albrecht.

He was a man of unparalleled strength even within the Laterano Autonomous Region. He was formally knighted at the mere age of 14, and as soon as he completed his five-year term, he was appointed as the youngest knight captain ever.

The time it took him to rise from captain to commander, and from commander to commandant, was only 10 years.

He was a knight in the truest sense, rising solely through pure ability without any political maneuvering.

Therefore, his abilities were undoubtedly genuine. During the Great Crusade, he had demonstrated terrifying prowess as the Sword of Light and the true master of the holy sword.

"How have you fallen so far, Albrecht?"

Cardinal Paulos asked with a troubled expression. The rosary clutched in his prayer-like hands trembled faintly.

"If my sacrifice alone can make the Papal State soar once more, I would gladly fall. Were you not such a person yourself, Paulos?"
"Do you truly believe that is soaring? If it grows by feeding on the pain and tears of countless clergy, that's not a blessing but a curse!!"
"Well... that remains to be seen."

Albrecht drew his sword. Jack de Molay. The first holy sword said to have been used by the founding commandant of the Holy Knights, the true divine sword in every sense.

A powerful light shot into the air, making the auras of other Holy Knights seem like mere firefly glows in comparison.

"C-Commandant...! Even the Commandant!"
"Fall back!"

Now it was Paulos's Holy Knights who were hesitating. The Holy Knights were gradually losing their fighting spirit in the face of the Commandant's position as the supreme commander of the Holy Knight Order and his still-radiant symbol as a Holy Knight.

However, whether they lost their will to fight or declared their intention to resist until the end...

It made no difference to Albrecht.

He was the first victim that Apostle McKellen had painstakingly brainwashed even before recruiting the College of Cardinals. He had been implanted with five large-scale divine worms.

Not only had he been infested with five worms—each capable of corrupting even Saint Catherine—but the chains of brainwashing forged through endless torture and mental pollution had firmly bound the Commandant.

Such bonds could not be broken by something as thin as the sense of community within a knight order.

The brainwashed Albrecht truly believed that reforming the Papal State was the will of the Light.

"The Holy Knights were taught there is no retreat!"

With Albrecht's thunderous voice, his sword swung. A concentrated slash of light shot toward the Holy Knights.

KWAAANG!

"Kuhak?!"

Divine power and divine power naturally cancel each other out. But as with Decart and Horaeum, and as with Rubern Ailoy wrapped in Saint Catherine's blessing...

When the gap is overwhelmingly large, one's divine power simply gets repelled by the opponent's.

The formation of Holy Knights who had deployed a barrier collapsed with a single slash. Terrifying skill.

But Albrecht showed no mercy.

"Another slash is coming!!"

A series of attacks came flying before they could recover their broken barrier. Despite merely launching slashes from a distance, the Holy Knights were helpless.

He knew exactly how to deal with fellow Holy Knights.

If two Holy Knights of similar skill fought, the battle would rarely reach a quick conclusion, but if there was even a slight difference in ability, it became surprisingly easy to neutralize such Holy Knights.

KWANG! KWANG!!

Buildings collapsed and shockwaves shook the ground. The impact was so powerful that even Paulos and Eintein, who were commanding from the rear, could feel it directly.

CRUNCH! A Holy Knight's arm twisted grotesquely as it failed to withstand the repulsive force of divine power.

One knight who took a direct hit groaned in pain as his breastplate crumpled, while several priests who were unfortunately caught in the attack had blood streaming down their heads.

"Keep your wits about you! We cannot retreat!"

Unable to stand by any longer, Paulos stepped to the front line to raise the morale that was beginning to crumble disastrously.

But as if mocking his efforts, Albrecht's sword was now aimed at the Cardinal's neck.

Flash.
A line of light. In the slowly passing time, golden hair gleaming in the flash blocked his view.

"Not a chance!"

KAGAGAK, KAGANG!!

Lucy Valeos. She parried Albrecht's sword. Lucy twisted away the heavy divine power that came crashing like magic with all her might.

"Lucy!"
"Irpin, Sir Heintz! Support me!"
"Got it!"

Does effort beat talent? What a ridiculous notion. Those with talent don't necessarily avoid effort, and when effort is added to talent, ability multiplies.

Yes.
Only a genius can face another genius.

Especially in a battle of swords!

At Lucy's request, Irpin and Heintz immediately followed. They chased after the golden-haired girl who resembled their knight commander.

"This is not a matter for outsiders to interfere with."
"Outsiders my ass!"

Like her father, Lucy cursed as she charged at Albrecht. Beautiful face with not-so-beautiful language.

The sight that could only mark her as Rubern Ailoy's child made Heintz chuckle.

"Irpin, take the right. I'll take the left."
"Confirmed!"

KAGANG, KANG!!

The sharp sound of metal scraping filled the plaza of the Great Cathedral. Albrecht blocked Lucy's sword striking from above, but as if anticipating this, Irpin and Heintz's swords flew in to exploit the opening.

Left and right. Sharp attacks targeting the blind spots in the opponent's vision.

Albrecht's eyebrows twitched at their naturally flowing coordination.

It was one of the few strengths of the Snow Leopard Knights.

Rubern Ailoy's promise to make the Snow Leopard Knights the strongest in the North was not just an empty promise that would fade away.

-"Coordination between knights is most important. A knight order must always be elite. Overwhelming with numbers is something regular troops can do. That kind of operation will never make us the strongest in the North."

That's why the Snow Leopard Knights trained primarily in coordination for various situations rather than enhancing individual abilities.

The same applied to the knight apprentices.

They practiced coordination with fellow apprentices and constantly trained with senior knights who had received formal knighthood.

No matter how much the Rupel Territory continued to develop, for the knights who had already adapted to such a lifestyle...

There was nothing better suited to killing time than training and sparring every day without fail.

And the fruits of that effort and training were finally showing their true value in the distant Land of Light, Laterano.

KANG! KAGANG!!

The silver armor surrounding the Holy Knight Commandant's body split. The holy armor boasting absolute protection had been cut.

Albrecht forcefully pushed away Lucy's trembling sword, then twisted his waist to launch a slash behind him.

"Kugh?!"
"Kyak!!"

A heavy slash rushed toward the two knights who were charging in for a follow-up attack. Though they blocked it, the weight was enough to break their stance momentarily.

Indeed, the title of strongest in the autonomous region was no mere decoration. Thinking this, Heintz drew not his sword but the crossbow strapped to his back.

In truth, Heintz had more talent with the bow than the sword. It was his excellent archery that allowed him to be recognized as the knight order's only scout and ranger, following in his father's footsteps.

He aimed the bolt at the string. Heintz continuously moved his feet and showered Albrecht with arrows.

"How troublesome."

It's commonly believed that archers are only effective at long range, but that's an overgeneralization.

In fact, weapons like crossbows demonstrate their true value at close range. There's a reason crossbows are called knight-hunters.

Even Albrecht, whose body was wrapped in armor strong enough to break ordinary blades, couldn't easily ignore it.

He parried all of Heintz's arrows with his sword. It was actually more troublesome than swinging a sword. Unlike a sword, whose trajectory could be predicted for an easy counter, arrows had the advantage of distance.

Moreover, they were just as effective at distracting vision and mind as swords.

"Heuup—!!"

While the Commandant's attention was diverted, Irpin dove into Albrecht's range.

Though she hadn't crossed the threshold to become a formal knight due to personal circumstances, she had served a renowned duke in the South.

She approached with a lowered stance, then executed a clean upward slash.

It would have been a critical hit if Albrecht hadn't twisted his body with monstrous reaction speed to avoid it. But he hadn't completely dodged.

The chin strap securing his helmet was cut, and the steel helmet fell to the floor.

The head that had been hidden until now was revealed.

"C-Commandant?"
"What is that?"

Bewildered voices emerged from among the Holy Knights surrounding them.

And for good reason.

A red tentacle embedded in his crown was wriggling as if it had taken root in Albrecht's head.

Though the Snow Leopard Knights had received fragmentary information from Rubern, this made the sight all the more shocking.

A monstrous life-form controlling the autonomous region's strongest fighter like a puppet.

In that moment when the knights' movements subtly faltered at the grotesque and horrifying sight...

Albrecht's massive hand grabbed Lucy's nape as she charged in. KWANG! The golden-haired apprentice knight's body was slammed into the ground.

"...Kughk?!"
"LUCY—!!!"

A flashing blade entered her vision. Lucy could feel the madness of the Knight Commandant at its tip.

And simultaneously.

Beyond the madness, she could also clearly feel the true consciousness of "Albrecht" yearning for death and begging for peace from his rampaging self.

Lucy Valeos was descended from the noble blood of Gold Dragons. The lineage of dragons wiser and more loving of humans than any other.

In this moment, facing death, Lucy was finally able to fully realize her identity.

"Revak Hun, Daal Wah Viintaas Vahlok...!"

She uttered words that boiled up from her heart.

No being can escape a dragon's command.
Neither humans nor monsters, not even the creations they produce are exceptions. An absolute ability that could temporarily seal even divine worms.

Albrecht's eyes widened. The holy sword in his hand grazed Lucy's cheek and plunged into the ground.

As the Holy Knight Commandant's arm holding her neck trembled, Irpin didn't miss the opportunity.

She cut off the red worm that was wriggling disgustingly before her eyes.
SPLAT! Dark red liquid flowed from the cut surface, and Albrecht's head jerked backward violently.

"KRAAAAGH!!!"

The Knight Commandant's agonized roar lasted only a moment.

As soon as clarity returned to his blinking, unfocused eyes...

"Thank you, young knight."

Without hesitation, Albrecht pulled the holy sword from the ground and plunged it into his own abdomen.
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Drip, drip.

Red blood fell onto Lucy's body. Her obsidian-black eyes trembled faintly. Lucy raised her hand and gently caressed the cheek of the middle-aged holy knight who was looking at her.

And only then could Lucy read everything that had happened to the holy knight before her.

Gold Dragons were mysterious beings who could prophesy the future and read the past. Though her half-blood heritage meant she couldn't use these abilities completely.

The man's memories and the terrible emotions engraved in his heart flowed into her unfiltered.

When the dragon's language consumed the entire space, making everyone's senses stand on edge, no one dared to move hastily.

Albrecht added, coughing with blood.

"Are you... a holy knight?"

Instead of answering, Lucy shook her head.

"Of course, there's no way I wouldn't remember my subordinates."

The knight commander let out a self-deprecating laugh, as if he'd asked something obvious. The holy sword embedded in his abdomen still radiated light.

He struggled to raise himself, then grabbed the sword's hilt and pulled it from his body. Thick, crimson blood dripped along the blade.

"Urghh...!!"

The sight alone was painful to witness. Some of the holy knights who hadn't yet fallen to corruption rushed forward to support Albrecht as he was about to collapse.

"Commander!"
"Andre, Leon. I see you haven't fallen."

The knight commander added in a voice that was nearly gone.

"Please don't speak! Your wound will worsen!"
"No, I'm already finished. There is no hope. At last, salvation draws near."
"D-don't say such things!"

Albrecht exhaled roughly. In truth, the other holy knights had already noticed. It wasn't just that his survival chances were slim—it was a miracle he was still holding on.

"Andre, give my holy sword to that child."

His final wish was to pass on the sacred relic of Laterano, the weapon permitted only to the strongest knight commander, to the girl before him.

Even in his final moments, he felt it.

Just as his old Paladin master had recognized young Albrecht's talent, he was certain about the bright future awaiting this mysterious girl who used dragon language.

"Unlike me, who lacked the vision to detect the darkness that fell upon the Papal Office... *cough*! That child will surely..."
"Commander─!!"

Before the two holy knights could ask what he meant by these puzzling words.

"Accept the spirit of your foolish servant."

Albrecht knelt on the ground. The holy knights bit their lips at the sight of him departing as if in prayer.

"Do you see! This is what happens when even our noble commander is violated! We must punish none other than the Papal Office, which has become utterly corrupt!"

At Cardinal Paulos's grief-stricken cry, the resolve of the holy knights and priests who had pledged to follow him was greatly strengthened.

The tide had completely turned.

From now on, whatever they did would be nothing more than ugly struggles.

And the commander's final moments were more than enough to restore the minds of the holy knights who had been mildly brainwashed.

"W-what have I done...!"
"Eeek!!"
"Light, forgive me!!"

Unrest began to spread among the holy knights of the McKellan faction who were still in confrontation.

As knights who regained their senses became confused by the flood of memories, the traitors who had willingly sided with McKellan—not through brainwashing—desperately swung their swords.

Clang, clash!
The noise of metal against metal, holy power against holy power, echoed from all directions.

Cardinal Paulos raised the rosary in his hand and shouted. A flash of light in the shape of a holy cross shot up toward the sky, which was gloomily wrapped in dark clouds.

"Clear the path to St. Norte Cathedral! We can no longer stand by and watch them act as they please!"

His words further strengthened the already heightened consciousness of the knights.

A young holy knight who had been looking at Albrecht's corpse with complicated emotions drew his sword and charged.

"Those who defile the cathedral are the heretics—bring the judgment of light upon them!!!"
"The judgment of light!!"

Others also leaped into the chaotic battlefield without hesitation.

"Sir Heintz! Sir Irpin!"
"Leave it to us! We'll fight with you!"

It was the moment when the tower that Apostle McKellan and his associates had carefully built in secret came crashing down.

***

The commotion at the entrance and square of Norte Cathedral, far from subsiding as time passed, only intensified.

Even the College of Cardinals, who had initially been optimistic, thinking that the opposition led by Cardinals Paulos and Jakob had simply moved quickly, could no longer just sit back and smile. Unmistakable anxiety now clouded the eyes of the elderly cardinals.

It was only natural.

Not many among them had truly accepted dark magic. If they had been hardliners willing to embrace dark magic, they wouldn't have been sitting there so helplessly in this situation.

They had merely grasped a rope that would fulfill their new greed.

They didn't want to suffer.
They didn't want to sacrifice.

Hypocrites who craved more wealth, enjoyed the admiring and worshipful gazes directed at them, and carefully packaged themselves as noble and elevated while hiding their ugly true nature.

They harbored sexual desires toward nuns, fellow servants of the same God, and unfailingly acted on those desires.
They even committed vile acts against young boys, using their position as cardinals.

Acts that deserved treatment below that of humans, even for those who hadn't devoted themselves to God.

They had been committing such acts without a second thought.

In the end, Apostle McKellan had simply targeted their disgusting behavior precisely. He wasn't an excuse for the sins they had committed until now.

Creak.
Thud.

Just then, the firmly closed door of the small chapel opened, and as Apostle McKellan appeared, the cardinals jumped to their feet and began to protest.

"Apostle, this is not what we agreed upon!!"
"Just try telling us you can't clean up this mess you've created!"
"Hey, McKellan, are you possessed by Satan?!"
"When the Inquisition comes knocking, you'll take all the responsibility. Hahaha, yes! You absolutely must! Didn't you reveal your sinister intentions toward the Holy Maiden? We never committed such blasphemy."

Apostle McKellan felt genuinely disgusted by the sight of these clergymen consumed by endless greed and worldly desires.

Of course, McKellan couldn't claim to be blameless either. After all, wasn't he the one who had planned and executed this entire incident from behind the scenes?

But despite that, McKellan had a clear cause.

The declining Papal Office. The weak Pope and the incompetent Holy Maiden. The gradually diminishing social influence and status of the clergy. The political interference slowly creeping into Laterano.

McKellan found it unbearable to simply stand by and watch these things happen.

After much deliberation, his conclusion was religious reform.

It was from the time he began harboring such thoughts that Apostle McKellan made contact with Blaukreutz, whom he had considered a mortal enemy his entire life.

The Blue Cross Society had to continue existing.

If they disappeared too, the military power held by the Papal Office would become worthless, and Laterano's already precarious position would inevitably plummet.

That's why McKellan accepted their proposal. An unwanted but inevitable symbiosis with evil.

Laterano's Apostle McKellan became the "Second Order" of the Blue Cross Society, and together with them, he steadily proceeded with reforming the Papal Office.

The holy worms created using vampire familiars were also the work of brainwashed Inquisition interpreters and Blue Cross Society black mages.

That's why it was even more unbearable.

-A-Apostle? What is this...? W-wait a moment... Kyaaah!! No, nooo!!
-Almighty Light, please save me, ah. Aah, ah. Ah...
-It was you? Apostle McKellan! You, you would go this far to!! Arghhhh!!

The field of reform cultivated by regularly handing over monks, nuns, holy knights, and priests to the Blue Cross Society.

The seeds of revolution sown while considering the suffering of those who trusted and followed him as necessary sacrifices.

He couldn't bear the fact that it was all being laid waste by a single black grasshopper that had accidentally wandered in.

"Are you even listening to me?!"
"He's gone mad."
"Shut up."
"W-what...?! Are you truly ignorant of your place?!"
"I said shut up, you maggots!!"

Anger boiled over within him.

The ugly struggles of these old men shattered even the composure he had been carefully maintaining, causing McKellan to throw away the last of his hypocrisy.

"To betray the College of Cardinals that trusted and followed you!! Right now, strip this ungrateful man of his apostle position─."

Splat!!

The head of the cardinal who had been arguing with bulging veins rolled across the floor. A murder committed in the blink of an eye.

Even the cardinals who had remained silent were startled and rose from their seats, but.

"What are you doing?!"
"You should have known your place. You're of no use to me anymore."
"Y-you're insane...!! Immediately, the holy barrier..."

Darkness spread in dozens of tendrils and engulfed the cardinals.

Without even managing to release a single bit of holy power, they crashed to the floor, bleeding from every orifice of their bodies.

In just a few minutes, not a single cardinal in the small chapel remained breathing.

Inside the sacred chapel, now defiled with all manner of impure energy and the blood of priests.

"Catherine, that abominable harlot! With her blessing, I could restore everything..."

Behind McKellan, who could no longer be called a priest, or even a human.

The massive crucifix that had been hanging from the ceiling fell and crashed down in reverse.

"And the black fox who ruined everything. I'll flay you alive and scatter your shredded remains before the Holy Maiden."

He was no longer an Apostle of Laterano.

Just a fallen saint of light who had plunged the Papal Office into madness, and ultimately lost even his cause.

The Second Order of the Blue Cross Society.
Adeptas Minor, McKellan.
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"She really did it all alone..."

Catherine Sissela muttered as she watched Rubern casually cleaning the blood from his sword.

It wasn't just his sword. His robe was also splattered with blood from unknown sources.

And then there were the dozens of guards lying face down on the floor.

He had single-handedly annihilated the corrupt guards protecting St. Havir Cathedral.

"Would you wait a moment?"

He had asked her to wait and not follow him, so she did.

There were sounds of fierce battle for a brief moment.

Then the scene that unfolded in the eerily quiet cathedral was nothing short of a massacre.

Of course, even though the cathedral guards were a step below proper combat units like Laterano's Holy Knights, the Inquisition, or the battle nuns...

Even though she already knew from her personal investigation that Rubern Ailoy was not just some administrative official but an incredibly powerful individual...

She never dreamed he would be able to wipe out all the guards single-handedly.

A different level of strength.
Indeed, Rubern Ailoy's strength was real.

Had his constant whining about being weak merely been a psychological strategy to make others lower their guard?

Perhaps he had already noticed the plans unfolding within Laterano and was wary of her as a key figure in the Papal Office.

If that were true, he was frighteningly meticulous and cautious.

So much so that even Saint Catherine Sissela couldn't help but admire him.

"Let's go inside."

After finishing a quick maintenance of his equipment, Rubern Ailoy opened the door to the altar room. Among the five great cathedrals, this was the only building that had an "altar" instead of a holy sanctuary.

The very existence of that altar was why St. Havir Cathedral symbolized sacrifice.

Sunlight filtered through the stained glass ceiling illuminated the central altar. This was the altar of a cathedral that had steadfastly protected this place since before the Law Religion was designated as the continental religion.

The sanctity embedded in its history was indescribably majestic.

Even Rubern's expression stiffened involuntarily under the heavy atmosphere that seemed to weigh on his shoulders.

"This is my first time here too..."
"Is that so? A space in the cathedral that's not open even to a saint."

Unlike other great cathedrals where entry was freely permitted with authorization, this one, like St. Joanna Cathedral, strictly prohibited outsiders from entering.

Even Catherine Sissela, a saint of Laterano, couldn't enter without a legitimate reason in principle.

After being momentarily entranced by the sacred sight, Rubern Ailoy slowly approached the altar and knelt down.
Then he began to mutter something toward the sky.

Was he praying? Though she had heard he wasn't particularly religious, seeing him like this gave Catherine Sissela an odd feeling.

It was completely opposite to how he had presented himself until now.

If he had been wearing priestly robes, anyone would have thought he was a Laterano priest without any sense of incongruity.

Yes.
Honestly, it was impressive.

It was completely opposite to those clerics who pretended to be devout only when others were watching.

As mentioned earlier, he meticulously hid his strength and didn't reveal it to others.

Never arrogant, never revealing himself.

*If this man had been in Laterano instead of Rupel Territory, wouldn't such terrible things have been avoided?*

Catherine Sissela genuinely thought so. Perhaps he could have driven out all the sinister old men from the Papal Office and achieved political reform.

A true rebirth of the Law Religion standing on faith in the light, as the Papal Office once did, rather than being divided by worldly values like factions or wealth.

Rubern Ailoy could certainly have made it possible.

That's why it was so regrettable.

That she hadn't known this man earlier.
The regret of not having recruited him before he became deeply involved with Rupel Territory.

It pierced the heart of the saint who faced a Papal Office that had completely collapsed overnight.

"Are you ready?"

When Rubern Ailoy, who had finished his prayer, asked, she answered in a calm voice.

"Yes."

There wasn't much preparation needed, after all. The method to activate the Grace of Atonement was both complex and remarkably simple.

"The best scenario would be if I could stop him myself, but if not, you'll need to do as I explained earlier. But... are you really okay with this?"
"I'm prepared. Too many people have already suffered. If my ability can resolve this whole situation, I don't need such power."

Her eyes burned with determination to accomplish this no matter what. Seeing her sincerity, Rubern nodded and added:

"Saint Catherine, you are the most remarkable person I've ever met. Honestly, I never thought you would accept that proposal so easily."

It was an embarrassing compliment, but not unpleasant. Catherine smiled and responded to Rubern.

"It's a saint's mission to sacrifice for those who suffer, for the lowest people, for those who need help."
"Haha, a saint's mission. Then why didn't you sacrifice yourself to me so willingly?"

Just then, a low voice was heard from beyond the altar.

A clearly perceptible malevolent energy. The sound of something crawling approached from the corridor, getting closer with a slithering noise.

The man who finally revealed himself had fallen so far that he could no longer be called a fellow cleric.

McKellen had no legs. A black darkness that seemed to extend from his thighs undulated across the floor. Purely in terms of appearance, it wasn't particularly grotesque.

After all, he didn't have strange tentacles, wasn't covered in blood, had no writhing insects, nor was his face twisted in some hideous way.

But.
The energy emanating from him was extremely dangerous. Catherine felt as if warning bells were constantly ringing in her head.

Holy power as distinct as magical energy. And a fog of darkness that spread like the deep sea.

Everything about him seemed dangerous.

The sense of dissonance stemming from the powerful coexistence of opposing forces like holy power and magical energy.

The subtle smell of blood and the eyes revealing endless malice toward her.

She thought that if Rubern Ailoy hadn't been by her side, she might have already been overwhelmed and given up resistance.

"You've finally arrived. Looking even uglier than before."

When Rubern Ailoy drew his sword and responded, Apostle McKellen's eyes narrowed.

"Black Fox. You are the source of everything."
"Wrong. The source of everything isn't me, but you, McKellen. If you hadn't done such foolish things, I wouldn't have had to draw my sword."
"By what right do you judge our cause? A dull-witted person who has never truly considered what God wants...!!"

It was sophistry. Despite the sensation of her hair standing on end, the saint bit her lip and shouted at McKellen.

"Shut up, McKellen! You're the one who has no right to speak like that! How dare you discuss light with that filthy, vile mouth! God will punish you!"
"Haha, hahahaha...!! The incompetent saint still has a functioning mouth. If you had stayed quiet, we could have at least made full use of your ability to once again establish the Papal Office above the world."
"Idiot."

Rubern spat out a single word of contempt at McKellen, who was spouting shameless words.

"You're the one restricting God within your own thoughts. What makes you think God would be pleased? Did you ask Him directly?"
"What...?"
"All this fancy talk about establishing the Papal Office and following God's will. If I were God, I'd excommunicate someone like you immediately."

The darkness covering McKellen's lower body churned violently. He was enraged by Rubern's provocation.

Clear hostility.
It was magical energy strong enough to make an ordinary person collapse foaming at the mouth, but Rubern merely shrugged as if it were nothing.

"You bastard!!!"
"You judge God's will as you please, drive people into a hell worse than death, accept the path of corruption yourself, and all you do is make excuses? I've never seen someone as ugly as you in my life. Even the acting lord of Karahan would be better."
"Shut uuuuuup!!!!"

With a hissing sound, thick darkness shot toward Rubern.

Rubern swung his sword and cut through the darkness. A holy flame ignited on the blade as it made contact with the magical energy.

"Holy power?!"

Catherine exclaimed in surprise. Looking closely, the sword Rubern was holding was a type of holy sword used by the Holy Knights.

"It cuts better than I expected. Maybe I'll take a few more as souvenirs when this is all over."

Rubern muttered in admiration after cleanly slicing through the magical energy.

When did he switch swords? It was definitely an ordinary sword until they entered.

But there was no time to resolve such questions.

"Do you have enough magical energy prepared, McKellen?"

With the same playful attitude as usual, showing no sense of gravity or tension.
The Black Fox charged toward the monster filled with infinite malice.
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The moment I sliced through the darkness, I could instinctively feel it.

*This bastard is pretty good.*

The holy sword was something I had looted after defeating the holy knights guarding the temple entrance.

I was already in the habit of carrying various weapons to prepare for unexpected situations, so the custom robe from Continental served its purpose well.

Thanks to the special enchantment, I couldn't feel the weight at all even with several daggers hanging inside the robe.

Since I was already running low on daggers, hanging one holy sword wasn't much of a burden.

But the moment I clashed with McKellen's demonic energy, the holy sword's blade trembled. This despite having received the special holy amplification from the altar using knowledge from the original story!

*If it hadn't been blessed, it might have broken already.*

The Altar of Sacrifice located in the center of St. Javier's Grand Cathedral wasn't only used to activate the protection of atonement.

In the original story, there was a scene where the protagonist and his companions knelt and prayed to receive powerful holy power instead.

I had used that knowledge to enhance the holy sword's performance. I never dreamed I'd be using knowledge from the original story even after the Great Expedition.

Yet McKellen's demonic energy was so overwhelming that even the blessed holy sword nearly shattered.

However, I couldn't show that openly. One should neither underestimate an opponent nor fear them too much.

In situations like this, provoking the opponent or displaying confidence is advantageous for psychological warfare.

I twirled the holy sword and looked at McKellen while delivering a line full of bravado.

"This cuts better than I expected. Maybe I'll take a few more as souvenirs when this is all over."
"You... bastard...!!"

Confusion flickered in the apostle's eyes. I'd succeeded in seizing the momentum, at least for now.

*I absolutely cannot give him an opening.*

Having decided this, I immediately leaped toward McKellen. As I accelerated my steps and charged, black darkness spewed from McKellen's hand and flew toward me.

Clang! The holy power flickering with bright light deflected the darkness.

To be precise, it was more like redirecting than deflecting. If I had tried to block the extremely concentrated demonic energy head-on, the holy sword would have shattered after just a few more strikes.

If that happened, the momentum I'd managed to gain would completely shift to McKellen.

I had to prevent that at all costs.

I had no mana or aura. Naturally, I had no talent as a knight. In other words, the moment the holy sword disappeared, I would lose the only means to counter that powerful demonic energy.

Moreover, having agreed to a direct one-on-one confrontation, I couldn't even use assassination techniques, which were my specialty.

Assassination ultimately involves concealing one's presence, approaching, and striking vital points.

Setting aside the fact that the opponent was already aware of me, it was nearly impossible to conceal my presence and approach someone who controlled demonic energy that engulfed the entire space.

*Ailoy's vision would be difficult to use too.*

I didn't think even my only trump card, the vision technique, would be effective against McKellen.

Just look at the darkness flying toward me. This wasn't an attack processed through the brain.

Like nerve cells spreading throughout the body, it was reacting based on information from McKellen's demonic energy that had permeated the entire space.

Against an opponent who didn't rely on visual information, I couldn't achieve victory with Ailoy's vision, which was essentially a subtle technique.

Clang, screech!!

I deflected the darkness once more. But this time there was a follow-up attack. An attack flying in with a time delay. I threw the holy sword into the air and twisted my body sharply.

A black slash flew in a semicircle. I narrowly avoided it and caught the sword I had thrown, continuing my charge.

"Impossible!!!"
"It is possible!!"

McKellen's expression crumpled at my dazzling movements. He was definitely getting anxious.

*There's a chance.*

If I could maintain this momentum until the end, cutting off that bastard's head wouldn't be impossible.

I moved faster. I intercepted slashes one step ahead and prepared for follow-up attacks. I strained every nerve to its limit, detecting even the subtlest flows of demonic energy.

I pulled out two throwing daggers from my chest and hurled them. The daggers, imbued with holy power from the altar's blessing, flew precisely toward McKellen's neck.

"Ugh!?"

As McKellen hastily waved his hand, the undulating darkness surged upward for an instant. A wall made of demonic energy.

The holy-imbued daggers were helplessly blocked by the wall and shattered into pieces.

His control seemed clumsy, as he had apparently just awakened to demonic energy.

But the output was insane enough to overcome that.

Even though it was just a coating, the fact that daggers imbued with holy power turned to dust was a bit too much, wasn't it?

But McKellen didn't stop there. The wall of demonic energy blocking his front began to ripple.

Instinctively, I threw myself sideways to dodge, and immediately dozens of black spears shot out in all directions.

"You're nimble as your nickname suggests! But that nonsense ends now!!"

Rat-tat-tat!

Like a machine gun, dozens or hundreds of spikes rushed toward me. The ground I had been standing on just moments ago instantly became a honeycomb as I retreated.

He was learning how to use his demonic energy. As if dealing with him wasn't hard enough, he was growing stronger too.

Clang! Clash! I cut down the spikes and stepped carefully. I mixed unpredictability into my movements to prevent easy prediction.

If he had started responding, I just needed to move faster.

I hadn't reached my limit yet. If I could increase my speed a little more, I could find another opening.

He was still anxious. Those wildly shifting eyes were proof.

No matter how much he used demonic energy for judgment, he couldn't eliminate his usual habits.

A massive dark spear surged diagonally. I twisted my body to avoid it while swinging the holy sword to cut off its end.

The darkness dissipated along the blade's holy flames. Through the gap, I could see McKellen grinding his teeth.

*Left, left again, then 2 o'clock direction, diagonal.*

I ducked and charged before the spikes could fly. This was the sense I had honed through long training and real combat.

One step faster.
One beat quicker.

I responded as smoothly and naturally as possible. I couldn't become rigid. The moment my pattern was read, my chances of winning would plummet.

And I needed to close the distance. Once closed, it would become harder for him to respond to my movements—

"Got you."
"!??"

Clang!!!!! Crack!! I barely blocked a spike that appeared right in front of me in the blink of an eye. It was an attack that came too fast to deflect.

I tried to move left. As I shifted my foot, something blocked my movement.

It was a pillar.

With no time to be surprised by the unexpected obstacle, I had to block another spike aiming for my vital point.

Crack. The hinge connecting the handle and the blade wobbled faintly, then shattered before my eyes.

This was the result of blocking head-on twice in a row. I had been barely holding on with tricks, but in my confusion, I reacted without considering durability.

Only then did I realize he had lured me. Even if he couldn't predict my detailed movements, he could draw me to where he wanted.

By throwing constant feints to divert my attention from everything else, by the time I realized it, my movements were already severely restricted.

After that, no matter how much I tried to mix things up, my movements would become predictably limited.

*When did he start thinking about destroying my weapon?*

I suppose the experience as an apostle shouldn't be underestimated.

"Hahahahaha!! Haha!!"

As I threw away the broken hilt of the holy sword, he burst into an unpleasant laugh.

"Indeed, indeed you're something...! Now I understand why those Blue Cross bastards were so obsessed with you."
"They're obsessed with me?"
"Yes, those First Order fellows kept going on and on about you. I thought they were some kind of cult."
"...Fuck."

Just hearing about it sent chills down my spine. What the hell are those guys doing? Why would my name come up with them?

"But it wasn't enough. Even someone the Blue Cross has their eye on only amounts to this much. Still, I'll give you credit."

Woong.
The darkness rippled noisily. Just looking at it felt like my mind was being invaded.

"First, I'll corrupt that woman in front of you who can't move. When you're both in a state where you can neither live nor die properly, I'll grant you the honor of participating in my upcoming reform."

McKellen spoke in an infuriating voice, as if bestowing mercy. If it weren't for his demonic energy, I would have beaten him to a pulp right then and there.

I clicked my tongue in frustration and gave him the middle finger.

"Fuck off."
"Ha, that composure, I could call it bravado... But this is the end."

Gulp.
The apostle displayed a sinister smile. I could still feel the strong demonic energy. But at the same time, I felt holy power.

It was the dissonance I had been feeling throughout Laterano, but I had never seen both opposing forces with such density.

Whoosh. Holy light completely opposite to the darkness spread on the floor scattered in the air.

It was an angel. Or perhaps a female figure resembling a goddess appeared behind McKellen. A form that exuded holiness just by looking at it.

But something was off. The angel's wings were bound by chains and broken, and bloody tears were dripping from its eyes.

The pure emotions I felt were sadness, grief, and pain.

A disgusting scene.
Especially for me, who knew what that angel represented.

*The power of the Fourth Rank, Dominions.*

He had already crossed lines that should never be crossed. He claimed to serve the light with his mouth, yet he corrupted and used the thought-form of holy power that could be considered its representative?

The angel's distorted face creaked as it turned. When McKellen snapped his fingers, the angel's eyes opened.

I felt my entire body stiffen. This was the power of the Dominions, which symbolized governance and rule.

I glanced at Catherine, who was still reciting prayers prostrated before the altar.

"We beseech you prostrate, protect us on this world's battlefield and defend us against evil and schemes..."

As she continued reciting prayers, Apostle McKellen approached slowly and sneered.

"Watch closely with your own eyes. That incompetent woman. Despite being willing to sacrifice yourself to protect her, when crisis strikes, she can do nothing but recite prayers!

Nothing changes by merely seeking God's mercy. This powerless and incompetent church will be reborn today. As the Papal Office that rules the world with the true power of light!!"
"Idiot."

What a pathetic statement.

"Do you really think she's just praying?"
"What?"

Catherine was frantically reciting prayers. She almost looked insane.

But that also meant she was desperate and doing her best.

Catherine, who had been continuously reciting prayers, stood up and climbed onto the altar.
Didn't they say it would take at least an hour? Did she memorize it all in just a few minutes? What an amazing woman.

"Drive away with the power of light the evil and the crowd of apostates who roam the world to devour souls."
"Wait...!"
"Also now and at the hour of our death, pray for us sinners!! Receive this spirit! May it be so forever—!!"

The stigmata remaining on the saint's body began to glow red. The Altar of Sacrifice resonated with the scars.

The prayer of atonement was complete.

"O Light, I offer my humble strength, and wish for you to withdraw the holy power from that person!!"
"What did you say!?"

McKellen, who belatedly understood the situation, urgently turned the Dominions, but the protection of atonement had already been activated.

Crackle.
Having lost holy power, the angel could no longer maintain its form.

The broken wings recovered, and the angel's face, which had been shedding bloody tears, was covered. The golden chains that had bound it crumbled like a mirage.

Equivalent exchange.
Catherine was the beloved only daughter of the Light.

As someone with holy power that didn't fall behind even compared to the Pope, offering her power as a sacrifice was more than enough to annihilate McKellen's holy power.

"No, what are you doing!!"

Just as McKellen angrily tried to rush toward Catherine.

I grabbed his shoulder. In one hand, I held the crystal I had kept hidden until the end.

-Use this in case of emergency. It's a mana crystal made by our imperial alchemists and magicians for anti-demonic energy purposes. When you break the crystal, the purification magic condensed inside will activate immediately and sweep away all impurities nearby.

This was the trump card that Crown Prince Conrad had given me before I went to Laterano.

Until now, the combination of holy power and demonic energy had made me doubt its effectiveness, but now McKellen had no trace of holy power left.

"?!"
"Let's die together."

I said that as I shattered the crystal.

Ch.195 - Divine Reconstruction (6)
"First, let me ask you one thing. Holy Maiden, if I were to suggest we run away from here, would you flee?"

Rubern Ailoy said this. It was a blunt question without any hidden meaning.

Realistically speaking, it would be the most ideal solution. Although the holy war had begun, they had no idea about the scale of enemy forces operating within the Laterano Autonomous Region.

Moreover, Apostle McCallan was clearly targeting her. As Rubern Ailoy had mentioned, he likely intended to twist some principle using the protection of atonement.

Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela was a strong person. She was someone who could humbly accept even the sacrifice of her own body for Laterano and the Light.

But even she clearly wouldn't be able to withstand having worms implanted in her brain, or having her mind and body horrifically modified and corrupted.

Even the once-noble holy knights had fallen, and without her divine power and the few protections that came with the title of Holy Maiden, she was no different from an ordinary nun.

Besides, it was questionable whether Apostle McCallan would even keep such a simple promise.

Though he disguised his actions as serving a greater cause, his atrocities at the Papal Court could never be forgiven. Catherine had already seen through his dark intentions.

He might sweet-talk about sacrifice and greater good with his serpentine tongue, but in the end, wasn't it all just to satisfy his own selfish desires?

However, even considering all this, the Holy Maiden couldn't run away.

The cardinals who believed in her.
The brothers and sisters who sought salvation in their suffering.
The thoroughly damaged Papal Court.
The collapsed faith and hundreds of thousands of faithful followers of the Light.

She couldn't turn her back on them and flee in such an unseemly manner.

She was Catherine Sissela.
The Holy Maiden of Laterano.

"No, I won't run away."
"Good. Then let me ask one more thing. Holy Maiden, are you willing to do anything to resolve this situation?"
"What do you mean by anything...?"
"I mean, can you give up what you hold most dear, or even more than that—your life?"

Catherine Sissela was already pushed to her limits. With the very existence of the Papal Court at stake, what wouldn't she be willing to do?

Rather than fleeing disgracefully, it would be right to resist until the end.

If ending her own life could overcome this terrible history unfolding in the Papal Court, this worst-case scenario created by her own negligence and carelessness!

"Life isn't important. I'm prepared to do even more than that."

When she answered without a moment's hesitation, Rubern placed his arm on her shoulder with a seemingly satisfied expression.

"Good. That's what makes you the Holy Maiden of Laterano."
"What...?"
"What we'll offer to the altar of atonement is your divine power. We'll use your immense divine power as a sacrifice to extinguish McCallan's divine power."

Give up her divine power?

Those words pierced directly into her mind. Even the Holy Maiden, who had just declared she could do anything, was too shocked to speak.

"The most troublesome and annoying thing about Apostle McCallan is that he can handle both divine power and demonic energy."
"What?! He can use divine power and demonic energy simultaneously?"
"The Archbishop of St. Joanna Cathedral who stood by his side did so. The Archbishop was corrupted to such an extent—do you really think Apostle McCallan wouldn't have received that power?"

It was unbelievable.
How could divine power and demonic energy coexist?

But that didn't make everything she had witnessed until now a lie. Who could have imagined such horrific acts were being committed within the Papal Court?

In the end, nothing was absolute.

Honestly, it seemed like there was nothing McCallan couldn't do, having already broken several taboos.

"We need to eliminate McCallan's divine power. Only then can I do something about this."

So Catherine accepted Rubern's proposal.

Of course, the powerful divine power she possessed was practically what defined Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela.

If she were to give up her divine power, she would likewise be stripped of her qualification as Holy Maiden.

But all of that only mattered if Laterano remained.

If there was no place to return to, no one to call her Holy Maiden, she would no longer be a Holy Maiden anyway.

As soon as Catherine agreed, Rubern told her to trust him and headed toward St. Javier Cathedral with a confident expression.

And the result was the scene unfolding before her eyes now.

"Let's die together in the explosion."

A blinding flash of light burst through Rubern's tightly clenched hand.

KWAAANG!! Simultaneously, an explosion powerful enough to engulf the entire space occurred, and the extremely concentrated mana completely purified the demonic energy scattered throughout the atmosphere.

"This can't be...! Keurkeureu..."

Beyond the bright radiance, Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela watched Apostle McCallan melting like slime.

Until the very end, he reached out toward Catherine before melting away without leaving a trace.

As if Apostle McCallan had never existed in this world from the beginning.

Catherine Sissela stared blankly at the sight before suddenly looking around in alarm.

"Ru, Rubern Ailoy?! Sir Rubern!!"

The explosion had occurred at point-blank range. Even if Rubern didn't possess demonic energy, he would certainly have been caught in a blast of that magnitude.

Sure enough.

Catherine Sissela could see him lying face down on the ground some distance away.

"Rubern─!!!!"

She rushed desperately toward the fallen man to check his consciousness.

"Please wake up! Rubern?!"

She shook his shoulders vigorously, but Rubern's body just swayed limply.

"No! I need to heal him quickly!!"

Catherine stretched out both hands. She was the Holy Maiden of Laterano. A possessor of divine power capable of saving even those on the brink of death.

"Huh...?"

But no divine power manifested. She spread her palms several times to cast blessings, but not even the faintest glow appeared, let alone the sacred light that heals wounds and returns life from death.

"This... this can't be happening..."

Catherine Sissela's expression twisted with confusion.
And then, she realized what she had offered as the sacrifice of atonement.

Divine power.
Her never-ending wellspring, the power that had always overflowed within her, now didn't have even a single drop remaining.

As soon as she realized this, an extreme sense of loss washed over her.
Her hands trembled, and she felt as if her head had been struck with a hammer.

In a way, it was only natural.

She had known she would lose her divine power, but that had been just an abstract image. The shock of actually experiencing something she had never faced before wasn't something easily overcome.

"Pull yourself together, Catherine Sissela─!!!"

SLAP!!

But she didn't fall into panic. She raised her palm and slapped her own face hard. A stinging pain spread across her cheek, and now fully alert, Catherine Sissela began removing Rubern Ailoy's clothes.

Even without divine power, she could save a life. Recalling her memories from when she was a novice nun before being appointed Holy Maiden, she began compressing Rubern's chest.

"One, two, three, four, five!!"

She pressed down on Rubern's chest quickly and forcefully with her neatly joined hands. His body jerked with each compression.

But he still remained unconscious.

"Please...! No! Why... why am I being left alone again...! I have nothing left now!!"

She pressed her lips against Rubern's and blew her breath into him.

It was her first time placing her lips on someone else's, but she didn't hesitate. How could her first kiss matter when it came to saving someone's life?

"Please, wake up! Surprise me like you always do!!"

Tears fell drop by drop. She had lost her divine power and her position as Holy Maiden.

She wasn't the type to dwell on matters of status, but now what kind of person was she supposed to be?

Apostle McCallan had been destroyed, but Laterano was broken. Could she alone uncover everything about the holy knights, the Inquisition, and the inner workings of this incident?

The Papal Court's administration was already paralyzed. The Pope's health had deteriorated to the point where the election of the next Pope was being discussed.

Even in this critical situation, the Pope remained bedridden.

No, perhaps the Pope's sudden health deterioration was also McCallan's doing. But there was woefully insufficient evidence to prove it now.

And the Apostle who represented Laterano and the religious law as the Pope's proxy had been corrupted and destroyed.

And she, the Holy Maiden, had lost her divine power.

She couldn't see a way forward. Her eyes were open, but her vision was dark. Who could take responsibility?

"Rubern, I need you... I can't handle this alone...!!"

The man who had always surprised her. The man who had revived a failing territory in one go and captivated everyone in the territory within months of his appointment.

With his ability and power, he could miraculously restore the shattered Laterano.

Yes.
A miracle.

Catherine Sissela, the Holy Maiden who had created miracles and was called the embodiment of miraculous devotion, was now truly wishing for a miracle.

"One, two, three, four, five!!"

After breathing into him a couple of times and compressing his heart once more—

"Cough!! KAACK!!"

Finally, the man woke up with a scream.
As he suddenly sat up, Catherine Sissela, who had been staring blankly at him, embraced Rubern tightly.

"Rubern!!"
"My... ribs... just a moment... Catherine, Holy Maiden, my ribs..."

Crunch.
Of course, with a sound like something being crushed to powder, he collapsed backward again.

Ch.196 - Divine Reconstruction (7)
At the exact moment Apostle McCallen was being annihilated, the standoff in the plaza of St. Mikela's Grand Cathedral continued with no end in sight.

Though some holy knights had broken free from the brainwashing and joined the crusade, they were still at a numerical disadvantage.

From early morning until late afternoon as the sun began to set.

The members of the Snow Leopard Knights, who had been constantly pursued and engaged in repeated battles, showed clear signs of fatigue on their faces.

"If only the dispatched holy knights were here...!!"

Cardinal Jakob, who had led the crusade, trembled with frustration. He had been keeping Apostle McCallen and his supporting cardinals in check for a long time.

It had been the right choice to identify the clergy and holy knights who shared McCallen's intentions after noticing his strange atmosphere early on.

But just as Apostle McCallen was thrown off by Rubern Ailoy's sudden intervention, Jakob too was caught off guard by a situation he never anticipated.

The incident erupted before he could make any preparations, and McCallen's rampage began.

To make matters worse, most of the holy knights who had promised to stand with him happened to be away on dispatch at that critical moment.

"Even if you hold out, you're just buying time!! Surrender quickly and beg the Light for forgiveness!"
"Buying time? Haha, how amusing. You haven't yet witnessed the true power our Apostle has been concealing. If we hold out just a little longer, he will come!"

The corrupted holy knights responded with voices full of madness.

Already pushed into a defensive position, the knights on McCallen's side were far superior to their allies.

Jakob's side had only three squad leaders and not a single captain-class knight.

In contrast, the enemy had five squad leaders and two captain-class knights.

With the 5th Division Captain Haze and 2nd Division Captain Kensil—both known for their exceptional skills and fierce personalities—having fallen to corruption, there was a clear limit to how much they could boost their allies' morale.

With the whereabouts of 1st Division Captain Samuel, who had agreed to stand with Jakob, now unknown, the absence of someone skilled enough to unite and lead the holy knights was a major problem.

At least Petra Bastian, the administrative officer of the delegation, was continuing to command the battle in place of the captain.

But as merely an administrative officer of the knight order, she still lacked expertise in detailed unit coordination and tactical deployment.

"But victory is not impossible! By now, the emergency should have been reported to parishes scattered throughout the region! If we just hold out, the Light will raise our hands in victory!"

Cardinal Baulos, the administrator of St. Norte, shouted with a hoarse voice. It was a battle cry to reawaken the consciousness of allies who were beginning to waver.

Just as the holy knights who had been gradually losing their fighting spirit began to revive—

"Release the insects."

At 2nd Division Captain Kensil's command, dozens of holy insects began crawling out from the entrance of Mikela Grand Cathedral.

They ranged from the size of large bugs to enormous creatures that could overwhelm two holy knights.

The insects, glistening with a blood-red sheen, wiggled their antennae as they began exploring their new nest.

"How disgusting...!"

It was truly a nauseating sight.
Petra stepped back in disgust, and Lucy, Heinz, Irpin, and other members of the Snow Leopard Knights also grimaced with revulsion.

"So those are the source of corruption! The holy insects that devour divine power!"
"Holy power doesn't work against them! It only makes them fuller! Everyone, discard your holy swords and use other weapons...!!"

However, Ainstein had already heard about the holy insects from Rubern Ailoy.

Anticipating such a situation, he had stripped Continental's stockpile of steel weapons and distributed them to the frontline holy knights.

"This is heavy...!?"
"Damn it, I should have trained more...!!"

Like the holy knights who had blocked Rubern Ailoy, they were knights who primarily relied on the overwhelming holy power from their divine swords and sacred armor.

Their actual swordsmanship was only slightly better than that of an apprentice knight in a regular order.
And since the steel swords weighed two or three times more than holy swords, it was uncertain how well they could perform in battle.

"Kyaaaak!!!"

While the crusaders were in disarray, swarms of insects charged toward their formation with ear-splitting screams.

"Maintain the formation! Don't use holy power!"
"Divine punishment upon these unholy creatures—!!"
"Don't be afraid! They're weaker than the vicious demons we've fought before, not stronger!"
"Forward, advance!"

Despite everything, the holy knights responded calmly.

They encouraged each other and swung their swords in unison.

In truth, only a small number in the swarm were truly threatening. The rest could be squashed underfoot before they climbed up legs or arms, or swept away several at a time with a single sword strike.

The holy knights, who had been wary of the insects, quickly regained their momentum as the formation held firm, but—

"W-what... How many of these things are there?"
"Th-they're not decreasing in number!!"

The endless waves of holy insects held them back.

Even after cutting down two, three, or even ten insects, their places were filled within seconds.

"They're wavering! Go in!"
"Nothing personal! But sacrifice for the greater cause is inevitable!"

With the addition of the corrupted holy knights who had been in standoff joining the assault alongside the overwhelming numbers, the crusaders began to be pushed back.

"Kuhek!!"
"Lierson! Fall back!! I'll hold this position!"
"Captain Kensil! It's me, why have you become like this?!"
"I offer no apologies. We simply walked different paths. Let us meet in the next life."

The swarming insects. The pressing holy knights. The sun gradually disappearing beyond the horizon, and the creeping fear and helplessness.

No matter how Jakob and Baulos moved through the battlefield bestowing blessings and healing the knights' wounds with recovery magic, the situation continued to deteriorate toward destruction.

"At this rate, we'll be annihilated. Perhaps we should establish a second line of defense...!"
"We don't even know what Apostle McCallen is plotting in there! Perhaps Catherine the Saint has already—!"

Nothing could be said with certainty.
Even if they retreated to regroup, there was no guarantee the situation would improve.

It would only give the enemy breathing room, and what if McCallen did something terrible to Saint Catherine in the meantime?

By then, it would be too late to reverse the situation, no matter what they did.

This was especially true for Cardinal Jakob, who knew Catherine all too well.

These were the same people who had subjugated even Knight Commander Albrecht.

Though she appeared strong on the outside, inside she was just as delicate as any woman her age—Jakob couldn't imagine she would be able to resist their torture and mental domination.

In the end, they had no choice but to resist until the very last person.

For Laterano.
For the hundreds of thousands of believers spread throughout the continent!

"Everyone...!! Fight prepared to die! We will be martyred here!!"
"By your command!!"
"The Light is with me!!"

Just as the crusaders were about to launch their final charge with their last gathered battle cry—

"What a tragedy this is."

A voice that sent chills down the holy knights' spines echoed across the plaza. Simultaneously, they felt a powerful demonic aura.

The voice was coming from the spire of St. Mikela's Grand Cathedral. Everyone, whether corrupted or not, looked up toward the spire.

"But isn't that what makes it human? Don't you think so, Cardinal?"
"...Do not make a mockery of these noble warriors with your unholy tongue."
"Hahaha, I think it's about time you retracted those thorns on your tongue. Even someone like me might get hurt feelings if you continue like this after I've come to help."
"A vampire speaking of feelings? Now I've seen everything."

Flap.
Enormous wings spread wide enough to block the sky.
Black hair reflecting the sunset glow, skin so pale that from a distance one might mistake him for an undead. However, the vertical blood-red fissure running from his nape clearly proved his identity.

"V-Vampire Lord...!?"

Everyone's faces were covered with shock.

The holy knights of the crusade and members of the Rupel delegation, who didn't know the details, could only be startled by the sudden appearance of a high-ranking demon.

Conversely, even McCallen's knights, who were aware of their existence, were confronted with the Vampire Lord who was supposed to have broken his seal and escaped.

Moreover, the person standing beside the Vampire Lord was someone completely unexpected.

"Former Cardinal Horaeum?"
"Why is he with a demon?"
"Wait! Decart, isn't that person standing on the left Sir Decart from our order!?"
"You're safe...!"

The former cardinal who would once have smashed demon skulls even if it meant jumping into flames, and his disciple Decart, a knight of the Snow Leopard Knights.

The sight of Abraham Vlad, the Vampire Lord, standing between these two and looking down at the ground below was jarring to say the least.

Though it seemed they didn't care what expressions were being made below them.

"Isn't it hot? I'm surprised you can move while the sun hasn't set yet."
"I am a Vampire Lord. If I cannot overcome even this much sunlight, I would not deserve to be called a monarch."
"Hmph... All talk."

The Vampire Lord sneered at the cardinal's still hostile tone.

"Truly, the most interesting thing about humans is how they remain unchanging even while being capricious."

With that final exchange, they leaped from the cathedral spire.

Abraham Vlad scattered into countless bats before reforming from the shadows.
Simultaneously, the two priests landed on the ground, radiating bright light.

As soon as they entered the battlefield, the rampaging holy insects instantly withered, and the wounds of the injured holy knights began to heal.

"From now on, if anyone moves without permission, I, Horaeum, swear by the Light that I will smash your head."

The Vampire Lord and the former cardinal.
Everyone present was overwhelmed by the sight of such an incongruous pairing.

Ch.197 - Divine Reconstruction (8)
Captain Kensil of the Holy Knight Order's 2nd Division froze. He clearly remembered the face of that Vampire Lord.

Abraham Vlad, the Butcher of Arjeru.

How was this vampire lord, who had been sealed beneath St. Joanna Cathedral in the Hill of Golgotha, now freely roaming the Autonomous Region?

And the presence of Cardinal Horaeum was equally difficult to accept.

He had clearly retreated to the inner sanctuary with Decart after being defeated. Yet his appearance alongside the Vampire Lord suggested that the creature had somehow rescued the two priests.

*Why? For what purpose?*

The combination of former Cardinal Horaeum, who would normally hunt monsters, and Vampire Lord Abraham was a completely unexpected variable.

"Kensil, what do we do now?"

Captain Haze of the 5th Division approached and asked. They were the only two among the six captains who had willingly supported Mecallen's plans.

Because of this, they could clearly understand how drastically the situation before them had deviated from their expectations.

They had even lost control of the holy worms.

These artificial chimera-like creatures were created by modifying the "blood worms"—a unique ability of vampires including Vampire Lord Abraham Vlad—with demonic energy and holy power.

Since their foundation was still blood worms, all the holy worms withered and died with a single gesture from Abraham Vlad.

"..."

Kensil couldn't hastily answer Haze's question. The situation that had been somewhat favorable to them was now completely reversed.

Clang! Clang!!

Holy knights were collapsing one after another without anyone touching them. This was inevitable. The knights who had been severely infected were essentially no different from corpses.

Their organs had already been consumed by holy worms, making them mere marionettes that only produced holy power.

Now that the holy worms they hosted had all died, the knights' lives, which had been artificially prolonged, finally departed from this world.

"...We have no choice now. We can only wait for the Apostle to secure the Saint."

But it was still too early to give up. All of this was merely preliminary work to lure in Saint Catherine Sissela.

Even if a few hollow knights fell, they could still turn the tide if they secured Catherine Sissela.

The Grace of Atonement.

With her symbolic status, they could successfully lead the reformation of Laterano.

However, it didn't take long for Kensil and Haze to realize that this was a vain hope.

Thud, thud.

A group of nuns began advancing toward St. Norte Cathedral as the sun was setting.

Of course, these were no ordinary nuns. They were an army in black veils, advancing with maces in one hand and rosaries in the other.

Though their military might was weaker than the Inquisition or the Holy Knight Order, they were Catherine Sissela's faithful comrades who would stop at nothing for the Saint and the Light.

Naturally, the one leading them was—

"In the name of the Saint, I command you to stop."

Catherine Sissela.

Dressed in a nun's habit as dark as the night sky, she raised her mace and spoke.

*It's over.*

With her appearance at St. Mikela Cathedral, the outcome of this revolution was as good as decided.

The reformation of Laterano had failed.

The fact that the Saint had returned unharmed, rather than Apostle Mecallen who had pursued her, suggested that he too had perished.

And beside Catherine Sissela, supported by other nuns, was the problematic Rubern Ailoy.

He was the greatest and worst variable who had triggered this entire situation, and the hero of the age that Blaukreutz had their eye on.

Had he even dealt with Apostle Mecallen?

It was puzzling why such a capable individual wasn't widely known to the world, but dwelling on such questions wouldn't change the failed outcome.

"Haze."

Kensil placed his hand on the shoulder of the knight who was looking at him.

He and Haze had been close friends since they were trainees in the Holy Knight Order. Haze had actively participated in Mecallen's plan because Kensil had persuaded him.

But now that all plans had gone awry.

Kensil had to choose. Would he take responsibility alongside his friend, or accept the separate offer that had come his way?

And the result was.

"I'm sorry."

Kensil said as he pulled out a scroll from his pocket.

"Wait...? Kensil!!?"

A one-time spatial movement scroll. An artifact that could activate teleportation magic simply by tearing the scroll.

He had grown increasingly disgusted with the treatment that demanded sacrifices from the knights and the reality of the Papal Court losing influence day by day.

As one of the first knights to contact Apostle Mecallen and a key player in all the plans.

He had received a special offer from the Blue Cross Society, separate from Apostle Mecallen.

If the revolution failed, would he join their ranks?

He had already abandoned his pride as a holy knight. In his youth, he believed blind faith was the only truth and answer, but after becoming captain of the 2nd Division, he realized how futile and destructive that path was.

If he was never qualified to walk the path of light from the beginning.

He would turn back now and walk his own path.

"No!!!"

With that thought, Kensil tore the scroll. As mana from the magic circle drawn on the parchment swirled around him, he disappeared in the blink of an eye.

Realizing he had been completely deceived, Haze shouted and reached out his hand, but.

It was already too late.

Captain Haze of the Holy Knight Order's 5th Division looked at the knights now completely overwhelmed by helplessness.

"Haha..."

Just as he was about to plunge his sword into his own abdomen, like Albrecht had done.

"You don't get to go so easily. You steal my power and then expect an honorable and peaceful rest?"

The face of the Vampire Lord suddenly appeared, glaring at Haze.

As the setting sun passed behind buildings, casting dark shadows across the square, dozens of hands emerged from the shadows to restrain the knight's body.

"Wh-what!?"
"Enjoy your meal, my beloved children."
"Thank you for the feast."

What emerged from the shadows were other vampires. They broke, stripped, and shattered the knight's armor, then sank their fangs into the exposed skin.

"Gah! GAAAH!!"

Normally, vampires don't drain all of a person's blood. They prefer to turn humans into slaves for a continuous blood supply rather than having a full meal.

But this time, he let them indulge their desires.

When else would they get to drink the blood of holy knights like this?

The blood of humans with powerful holy energy was itself a tonic and elixir for vampires.

"S...top...!!"

Haze and the other holy knights withered into dried corpses in an instant, with no chance to resist.

This was the end for the greedy sinners who had been leading the Papal Court to destruction.

***

Apostle Mecallen, the cardinals who cooperated with him, and the captains of the Holy Knight Order who provided military support.

With the deaths of all the main instigators who had planned a revolution to overturn the Papal Court and even the world.

The remaining accomplices were swiftly and precisely eliminated.

Clergy who had kidnapped novice nuns, monks, and other monastics to hand over to the Blue Cross Society or use as nests for holy worms were arrested before they could escape Laterano.

The same fate befell corrupt cathedral guards and low-ranking holy knights who had been waiting for Mecallen's orders without understanding the situation.

And above all.

The normalization of the Inquisition also proceeded quickly.

Cardinal Jakob was convinced that, unlike the Holy Knight Order, the Inquisition had not cooperated with Mecallen's plans.

Therefore, he judged there must have been a separate reason why the Inquisition couldn't act.

When an investigation team including knights from the Snow Leopard Knights arrived at the Inquisition, they discovered that a powerful barrier had been blocking the entire Inquisition.

Blaukreutz.
It was a barrier marked with the seal of a "First Order," one of the highest-ranking officials.

Only after six high-ranking clergy, including a former cardinal, worked for hours did they succeed in removing the barrier around the Inquisition.

They were able to rescue the inquisitors who were on the verge of panic.

There was even a story about a mentally fragile female inquisitor who had caused a disturbance with a kitchen knife, claiming they would all starve to death.

"What do you want to eat most?"
"Family Burger... I want Family Burger the most... the Family Burger that mom and dad also like..."

With the Inquisition situation also resolved.

As the malice that had shrouded the Laterano Autonomous Region gradually lifted.

Bwooooo─!! Boom, boom~!

With the sound of horns echoing throughout the autonomous region.

"I, Marquis Dionaos Rupel, have arrived in Laterano at the urgent request of the great Crown Prince Conrad van Karl of the Bolivar Empire and Rubern Ailoy, the executor of Rupel!"
"Open the gates of law! This is a message from His Highness the Crown Prince!!"

A group of fully armored and heavily armed knights arrived at the border of the autonomous region.

Ch.198 - The Saintess Quits (1)
Sianne Valeos, the commander of the Snow Leopard Knights, exhaled as she gazed at the pre-dawn sky still shrouded in darkness.

Spring was approaching, but the distinctive northern cold showed no signs of retreating.

As she breathed out, white mist rose before her eyes and then dispersed.

"I wonder if he's doing well."

She unconsciously thought of Rubern Ailoy, who had departed for the Laterano Autonomous Region four days ago.

Though it had only been four days since she'd last seen him, Sianne shook her head at the inexplicable heaviness in her heart.

After all, he had only gone for official business. It wasn't as if she'd never see him again, and she had even secured a promise of 24 hours of his time upon his return as compensation for canceling their plans.

While she might regret not being able to accompany him, it would have been unreasonable for the commander to abandon her knights and go along.

Besides, Rubern Ailoy wouldn't have appreciated that anyway.

*It's supposed to take at least two weeks...*

A long journey that required passing through the capital Constina, not just the nearby territory.

*I should train harder in the meantime.*

Yes, at times like this, she needed to focus more on her training. It would also help dispel the irritation that bubbled up whenever she thought of Chief Administrator Petra, who had been glued to his side from the moment of departure.

Of course, the two women had established a certain "treaty" regarding Rubern Ailoy. Still, irritation was irritation. It felt like giving the other woman a one-sided opportunity.

As Sianne was slowly heading toward the training grounds, she witnessed a red light rising from the warp gate erected in the knights' plaza.

"What?!"

The warp gate had been installed by Bernard, a space magician acquainted with Rubern, and reinforced by mages from the magic tower newly established in Rupel.

Naturally, it wasn't something just anyone could use, nor could it be used at any time.

The fact that red light was emanating from it meant someone had used the warp gate.

Who could it be?

Sianne immediately headed toward the warp gate upon spotting the suspicious light.

An intruder? That couldn't be. What kind of person would infiltrate through a warp gate? And the knights' headquarters, no less!

Perhaps it was one of the mages from the magic tower who knew the gate's coordinates.

Whatever it was, it clearly wasn't a pleasant happening. The fact that someone had come using the warp gate at dawn, of all times, suggested something had happened.

However, what Sianne witnessed was far from what she had expected.

There were no intruders or mages there. Just human forms sprawled beneath the gate.

And not just one or two. They weren't moving, almost appearing like corpses.

"...??"

Noticing something strange, Sianne raised the lamp she was holding to identify them. And then—

"Kyaaak!?!"

Crash, clang!!

Startled, Sianne dropped the lamp she was holding.

The sharp sound of breaking glass echoed through the knights' headquarters, and Knight Liberio, who was on night duty, rushed out in alarm.

"What's happening, Commander! Th-this is...?!"

He too could only wear a bewildered expression after confirming the people lying face down in front of the warp gate.

"Black with white... these clothes belong to the religious order's monks! Hey! Wake up!!"

Liberio and Sianne approached the people and quickly checked their consciousness, but their bodies merely swayed limply.

Their pupils were completely dilated, and some, wearing little more than rags, were even shivering.

This was the north. With such minimal clothing, they were at risk of hypothermia.

"They're unconscious..."
"Liberio! Call the doctors immediately! And gather the guards and knights as well!!"
"Yes!!"

Sianne spoke while lifting a girl in a nun's habit.

Soon, knights who had heard the news came to bring the unconscious individuals inside the headquarters.

[Papal State, Black Mage, Holy Healing Required.]

The entire territory was thrown into chaos after discovering this blood-written note in Rubern Ailoy's handwriting.

***

Dionaos Rupel and the Snow Leopard Knights immediately set out after confirming the problematic letter.

The Papal State could be reached in two days if they rode without rest. However, if they were to march with the entire knight order, it would take at least three days at best.

In the end, the Marquis had no choice but to relay this news to Crown Prince Conrad, and he had to do it personally by visiting the capital.

There were already various rumors within the vassal council about the Crown Prince's sudden visit. The prevailing theory was that there had been some kind of deal or favor between Rubern Ailoy and the Crown Prince.

After all, there was no reason for the Empire's Crown Prince to visit Rupel during official business, and if it was a vacation, there was no reason to meet only with Rubern and then leave.

However, neither the vassal council nor Marquis Rupel himself bothered to ask.

The Crown Prince of the Empire was that kind of man.

Someone you shouldn't question or be curious about.

The status of Rubern Ailoy, known as the close friend of such a man, only rose in tandem.

Anyway, Marquis Dionaos Rupel visited the capital with the evidence in question, and Crown Prince Conrad immediately canceled all his schedules to formulate a plan with Marquis Rupel.

-That's what happened.
-The assassination of a papal candidate... I understand why Your Highness kept it secret.

It was shocking news. A papal candidate meant at least a cardinal. And those cardinals were essentially the nobles of the Papal State.

If two influential power figures were murdered, it would naturally throw both the Papal State and the Imperial Palace into chaos.

-Given the mention of a black mage, it's almost certain that the Papal State is connected to the Blue Cross Society. How are those monks doing now?
-Some still haven't regained consciousness, and even those who have aren't in good condition. The priests and alchemists in our territory are dedicated to healing them, but...
-If it's severe enough to infiltrate the Papal State and contaminate the monks, it won't be easily resolved. I understand.

Regardless, the fact that something ominous was happening in the autonomous region remained unchanged.

In the end, Crown Prince Conrad van Karl bestowed his emblem upon Marquis Dionaos Rupel.

In addition to the Snow Leopard Knights he had brought, the Crown Prince also provided troops from the Golden Cavalry, considered the elite of the central army.

-March to the Laterano Autonomous Region. Rescue Rubern Ailoy and help him protect the Papal State at all costs.
-I will obey the Crown Prince's command.

Dionaos Rupel officially became the executor bearing the Imperial command.

With the Crown Prince's certification, he had attained a status that even the Pope, or the Pope's grandfather for that matter, couldn't easily challenge.

Moreover, he had been given command of the cavalry, which meant he had permission to sweep away everything if things went awry.

Of course, Marquis Rupel could sense that this trust stemmed not from himself but from the executor Rubern who served him.

Nevertheless, he had to do his utmost to fulfill the direct order from the Empire's second-in-command.

*Even if this proves difficult, I will give my life.*

However, rendering his determination meaningless, by the time Marquis Dionaos Rupel reached the Laterano Autonomous Region, almost all the problems had been resolved.

"..."
"Haa."

Marquis Rupel stood in front of the main gate of St. Norte Cathedral, looking at the executor who was deliberately avoiding his gaze.

"I didn't think you'd actually come, though I did call for you just in case."
"After leaving such a letter, it would be stranger if I didn't come, don't you think?"
"Hahaha..."
"Don't laugh."
"Yes."

It was truly an anticlimactic ending.

***

"That must have been quite an ordeal."

Marquis Rupel sipped from the teacup in front of him as he spoke.

He had already accepted as fact that something had happened in Laterano, but to think that the very "apostle" was the Second Order of the Blue Cross Society, and that more than half of the Holy Knights, the sword of the noble Papal State, had either fallen or defected.

It was hard to believe even after hearing it directly and seeing all the evidence with his own eyes.

"Fortunately, it was resolved well. Honestly, I was at a loss... I requested support from you, Marquis, because I couldn't gauge how many forces were lurking within the Papal State."
"Listen, Rubern. You are the executor of the Rupel Marquisate. As a member of the vassal council, your safety is directly linked to the safety of our Rupel territory."

Marquis Dionaos Rupel frowned slightly, as if somewhat hurt by those words.

"When a vassal is in trouble, it's only natural for the lord to come to their aid. Don't try to shoulder the burden alone."
"...Thank you."

It was a sincere word of gratitude.

The fact that he had immediately brought the knights' forces to the autonomous region was proof of how much Marquis Rupel valued him. He was the exemplar of a superior one could trust and follow, something not found in certain other knight orders.

"By the way, are your injuries alright? I heard you had fractured ribs."
"I'm fine. The priests are diligently healing me."
"When you return to the territory, take a long vacation. You've been caught up in too many incidents recently. Rest is essential at times like this. I'll even provide you with a generous allowance."
"Marquis...!!"

Just as Rubern Ailoy was moved by the Marquis's kind words, someone began knocking on the door vigorously. Bang, bang, bang! Upon opening the door to the urgent sound, a knight appeared with his face drenched in sweat, as if he had been sprinting.

It was Bart, a squire of the Snow Leopard Knights.

"What's the matter?"
"Huff, huff...! R-right now! His Holiness the Pope has regained consciousness...!! I think both of you need to come immediately!"

At first, Rubern thought to reprimand him for his rudeness.

But he quickly dismissed the thought.

The Pope had regained consciousness.
After half a year.

Ch.199 - The Saintess Quits (2)
Pope Sprout.

Is there anyone in this world who doesn't know that name?

I can confidently say that not only in the Bolivar Empire but even in the neighboring Nirvana Magic Kingdom, there isn't a soul who doesn't recognize it.

The master of the Laterano Autonomous Region and head of the Papal Office. The true representative of God in every sense.

If Saint Catherine Sissela was the mother of the Papal Office, then he could be considered its father.

He essentially wielded power and recognition comparable to that of an emperor.

Yet for half a year, he had been in a coma, unable to rise. The conclave in Laterano was held precisely because the Pope's condition had been steadily worsening.

And now he's regained consciousness.

This really makes it seem like Apostle McCallan and his gang had incapacitated the Pope. How else could someone who had been bedridden for half a year suddenly wake up right after the Apostle left for America?

The Rupel Marquis and I immediately headed to St. Michela Cathedral upon hearing the news. This was the cathedral where the Pope resided and where Apostle McCallan had caused such havoc.

Fortunately, being the largest of the five great cathedrals, the residential wing where the Pope lived hadn't suffered much damage. Most of the destruction was concentrated in the worship hall where the cardinals had gathered.

"You've arrived."

As we reached the entrance to the Pope's chamber, two holy knights guarding the door bowed their heads in respect.

The Holy Knight Order, once the most symbolic military force of the Papal Office, had lost most of its strength after the recent incident.

However, the void was being filled by knights who hadn't fallen to corruption and those who had rushed to Laterano from nearby regions upon hearing the declaration of a holy war.

"The Saint and Cardinal Jacob are already inside."
"You arrived quickly."
"They were the first to get here."

We followed the holy knight into the Pope's room. The interior was remarkably plain and modest.

In fact, it was too humble and shabby for the leader of a religion that dominated the entire world.

In the center of the room, furnished with items commonly found in ordinary civilian homes, Catherine Sissela and Cardinal Jacob stood facing a simple bed.

"Ah."
"Marquis Rupel, Viscount Ailoy."

As the two turned their heads slightly, Pope Sprout's face came into view.

Despite being over eighty, with wrinkles covering his face, he didn't appear weak or decrepit. Rather, his eyes sparkled with intelligence, giving the impression of an ancient sage.

"It is truly an honor to meet you, Your Holiness. I am Dionaos Rupel, Marquis of the northern Rupel Territory in the Bolivar Empire."
"Pleased to meet you."

The Pope responded with a bright smile. It was a surprisingly energetic reaction for someone who had just emerged from a coma.

"Dionaos Rupel, formerly a Count, I remember. You were the lord who fought valiantly on the front lines during the Great Expedition."
"I'm surprised you remember."

The Rupel Marquis was clearly astonished.

As the Pope mentioned, he had fought bravely, but he was among the lords who fell from grace after the defeat at Palisto Canyon following the victory at Lechanberg Plains.

People typically remember winners, not losers. Only those like me, who witnessed the devastation firsthand, remember the defeated.

Even back then, Pope Sprout was around seventy-eight—not exactly young—and rarely appeared on the battlefield.

Had something happened to him there, the morale of the human expedition would have plummeted.

Yet the Pope remembered the Rupel Marquis perfectly.

"I have a good memory. And beside you must be the infamous Black Fox... Lord Rubern Ailoy."
"Glory be to the Light."

I bowed my head and made the sign of the cross—the formal Laterano greeting.

"Thank you sincerely for saving the Laterano Autonomous Region and, by extension, all our believers across the continent."

The Pope spoke as he slowly rose from his bed. Despite his lively expression, his body hadn't fully recovered, requiring Cardinal Jacob's support to stand.

"Have you already heard everything?"
"No, but I know without being told. I am the Pope, after all."

Sprout tapped his eyes with his finger as he added this. The Blessing of the Mind's Eye—a high-level blessing that allows one to discern another's thoughts simply by making eye contact.

I couldn't understand how someone with such a blessing had allowed things to deteriorate to this point.

Perhaps even the Pope hadn't expected the Apostle to fall so far—

"No. I knew Apostle McCallan was plotting something."

I bit my lip at his sudden response.

Had he seen right through my thoughts?

But what surprised me wasn't that Pope Sprout had discerned my intentions. It was that his statement made no sense at all.
And I wasn't the only one confused.

"You already knew what Apostle McCallan was planning to do?"

When Saint Catherine Sissela asked with an incredulous expression, the Pope nodded with a bitter look.

"Why... why didn't you stop him? You must have known how many clergy and people would suffer and die because of him...!!"
"Child, it's not that I did nothing knowing this. I couldn't do anything."

Pope Sprout looked at the Saint with complex emotions in his eyes.
Somehow, I understood the feelings reflected there.

Helplessness. Emptiness. Sadness. Self-loathing.

The passage of time doesn't just damage one's appearance or health.
It also deteriorates one's mind and judgment.

A knight who once gallantly charged across plains becomes a coward, and a beloved monarch chooses tyranny over tolerance, becoming a dark ruler.

Growing old sometimes leads to such devastating outcomes.

"McCallan had already won over the cardinals. By the time I confirmed the evil—no, at that point it was more like madness—hidden within him, it was already too late."

Pope Sprout explained past events in a trembling voice.

From the moment he was appointed as an Apostle, McCallan had strongly pushed for church reforms.

Initially, it was purely about reform. Perhaps he sought to revive the Papal Office, which had once manipulated even the Empire but had been relegated to the background.

But one cannot go against the natural flow of time.

Through the Great Expedition, the world found stability, and nations and lords who had once been enemies forged new relationships by joining forces.

People were enjoying unprecedented peace, and city security had stabilized.

The Empire, having led the Great Expedition to victory, prospered greatly from dungeon by-products, and the current Emperor successfully consolidated his power through efficient distribution of wealth and authority.

Now the Papal Office—religion—was viewed solely from a perspective of faith.

Respected, but without power.
Honored, but without authority.

"McCallan judged that for the Papal Office to revive, it needed an 'evil' that would threaten people's daily lives. Perhaps he simply approached it with the logic of light and darkness."

Darkness must exist for light to exist.

It sounds plausible, but if there's no darkness, there's no need for light either.

Growing darkness to preserve a fading light is truly shortsighted and one-dimensional.

"And the result was... this current situation, Catherine."

Officially, sixty-six victims. Including those who survived, ninety-seven people fell victim to McCallan's terrible plan.

The damage was especially severe among the monks who became subjects of horrific biological experiments, particularly at the Assisi Monastery.

They endured days of suffering so intense that death would have been preferable.

The Holy Worms.
True to the Blue Cross Society's reputation, they created such a terrible creature using vampire familiars.

"But...! I still don't understand! This isn't like you, Your Holiness! Even if you couldn't do anything, you could have at least given me some hint...!"
"If I had, it would have been you lying in this sickbed, Catherine. Or perhaps you would have been killed without a trace."

McCallan was capable of that and more. It was an answer even Catherine had to accept, though she bit her lip in frustration.

"Still...! If Lord Rubern Ailoy hadn't resolved all this. If he hadn't entered the Assisi Monastery with Lord Decart that day, Laterano would have crossed a river of no return! You can't excuse that!"
"Catherine, I will explain everything to you gradually. There's much I need to tell you."

The Rupel Marquis and I felt a strange sense of déjà vu at the Pope's final words. It sounded like the words of someone about to die.

Just as I was about to ask the Pope about this concern...

As expected, Sprout with his Mind's Eye blessing beat me to it.

"I don't have much time left."
"Good heavens."
"I've depleted too much of my energy. Perhaps even now, being able to open my eyes and converse with you all normally is what they call in the East 'the last flare before death.'"

In response to Pope Sprout's answer, Cardinal Jacob, who had been quietly observing, added:

"Your Holiness's health has not been good for some time."
"Does that mean...?"
"It means we must prepare for the next generation of the church from now on. Cardinal Jacob, how many members remain in the College of Cardinals?"
"With the declaration of emergency in the Papal Office, former cardinals have also been urgently summoned. Including both current and former, there are eleven."

It was later discovered during the investigation that the two papal candidates and cardinals who had been murdered were among those who had opposed McCallan alongside Cardinal Jacob.

Because they had been officially "dispatched" by the higher-ups, even Cardinal Jacob, who belonged to the same faction, hadn't realized they had been killed.

Thus, only three cardinals survived this tragedy: the neutral Paulos, another cardinal, and Jacob.

With these survivors at the center, they were scraping together elderly former cardinals who had retired decades ago to focus on restoring the Papal Office's system.

"That's enough to convene the College of Cardinals... Cardinal Jacob?"
"Yes, Your Holiness."
"Deliver my final message as Pope, and gather them all. Be sure to bring the Light's Herald as well."
"I will do as you say."

Given the gravity of the situation, Cardinal Jacob left the chamber immediately upon hearing the Pope's words.

"Then I would like to rest for a while. Saint Catherine... would you please stay by my side for a moment?"
"...Of course."

The Pope dismissed both the Rupel Marquis and me, keeping only Saint Catherine Sissela.

If what he said was true, perhaps he wanted to spend his remaining time with her.
I'd heard they had a relationship like grandfather and granddaughter.

As expected, Pope Sprout quietly passed away two days later.

Given the already complex and chaotic situation, the urgently convened College of Cardinals decided not to immediately announce the Pope's death.
However, the instructions he left before his departure were announced to the citizens of Laterano and the priests of the Papal Office.

Among them were:

[All political authority held by the Apostle of Laterano is revoked, changing it to a lifetime honorary position.]

[Additionally, the Holy Knight Order is temporarily placed under the management of the Honorary Apostle, and the position of Grand Master will remain vacant until the reform of the Knight Order is complete.]

[Rubern Ailoy is appointed as the new Honorary Apostle of Laterano, established by papal decree.]

"Now Lord Rubern Ailoy, Honorary Apostle, must also attend the Laterano Emergency Committee as an official member."
"What? Me? Why???"

Some of the content was enough to make my head spin.

Ch.200 - The Saintess Quits (3)
"Catherine, cough! Cough!!"

Pope Sprout lay back down on the bed, supported by the Holy Maiden. Until just moments ago, he had shown no signs of weakness, but now that everyone else had left, his condition appeared quite poor, even coughing deeply.

She knew it.

Though she had lost her holy power and the blessing of atonement, she hadn't lost the other blessings and experiences she had gained as the Holy Maiden.

Catherine Sissela had noticed from their first meeting that Pope Sprout didn't have much time left.

"Grandfather."
"...I'm relieved above all that you're safe," the Pope said in a subdued voice.

"But I'm only physically intact. I've lost all my holy power. Now... I've truly become nothing but an empty shell of a Holy Maiden."
"Do you regret what you did?"
"How could I regret it! Without that method, we couldn't have stopped McCallan. No... it was that man, Rubern Ailoy, who came up with the plan in the first place. How could I possibly regret it? Regret is only possible when you have a choice."

Catherine Sissela's eyes trembled. Pope Sprout wasn't the only one wearing a mask in front of others.

Though she had been running around doing everything she could to restore the devastated Papal Office, fear and helplessness still occupied a corner of her heart.

A Holy Maiden without holy power.

Even if she told herself that the reason she was given holy power in the first place was to fulfill her destiny of stopping Apostle McCallan...

The question "What comes after?" kept circling in her mind.

Everything was uncertain. Nothing was properly decided, and now Pope Sprout was about to leave her too.

The feeling was devastating—like climbing over a difficult hill only to find an even more enormous one waiting on the other side.

"...Catherine, do you remember the day you were first appointed as Holy Maiden?"

She wiped away the tears that had gathered at the corners of her eyes with the back of her hand, and nodded in response.

There was no way she could forget. Catherine Sissela had lived as a Holy Maiden candidate since she was just fifteen years old.

And when that finally came to fruition, Catherine Sissela was genuinely happy. Not because she had gained the position of Holy Maiden.

But because she thought she could sacrifice more for the followers of the Light, that she could accomplish things she hadn't been able to do before by using the name of Holy Maiden.

"Back then, you vowed to help more people. So are you not helping people now?"
"Of course I am...! But I don't have holy power anymore. I can't even heal people—"
"The duty of the Holy Maiden isn't to heal people. That's the job of healing priests."

Cough, cough! Pope Sprout coughed deeply again. Anyone could tell his illness was severe. But Sprout didn't stop speaking.

"That's what a Holy Maiden originally was. At least in the old days. A follower who, even without being designated by the Papal Office, always cared for people according to the teachings of the Light and never stopped sacrificing herself."
"Are you saying holy power isn't important...?"
"The one who granted you holy power was the Light. The one who takes it away is also the Light. It's not because you're unworthy, nor does it mean your duty has ended here. It means there must be a hidden purpose."

Catherine Sissela's eyes widened as she met the Pope's gaze. The blessing bestowed upon the Pope wasn't just the blessing of divine sight.

The reason he was truly the representative of God was because he also possessed the blessing of spiritual communication.

The reason Apostle McCallan had neutralized Pope Sprout but hadn't killed or replaced him might have been because he feared this blessing of spiritual communication.

"Catherine, I think you understand what I mean. And... just like the Apostle position, the Holy Maiden position will also be changed to a lifetime honorary position."
"What...?!"

Catherine asked in surprise at these completely unexpected words. The Apostle was one thing, but the Holy Maiden too?

"Until the previous Pope, it was necessary to distribute power to the Apostles and Holy Maiden to effectively control the growing church authority, but as you know, such mechanisms are no longer needed. They only obstruct the vision of innocent people and cause unnecessary headaches."

Pope Sprout continued his explanation calmly.

The Church was currently in decline. More precisely, it was returning to the position that a "religious organization" should originally hold.

There was no reason for the Holy Knight Order with over a hundred members or the Inquisition that judged heretics to expand any further. Why would they need forces capable of invading neighboring countries if they wanted to?

The atrocities committed by Apostle McCallan had clearly shown what armed groups within the church, including the Holy Knight Order, could lead to.

Not content with murdering a cardinal, hadn't he kidnapped monks and committed unspeakable acts?

When the Swords of Light, meant to protect believers and clergy, turned their blades, the results were unbearably horrific.

A new era needed a Papal Office suited to that new era.

"It's enough for the Pope alone to bear responsibility. Sharing that power doesn't reduce the Pope's responsibility as God's representative."

Rather, if they failed to respond to unexpected rampages by Apostles or Holy Maidens like today, that too would become entirely the Pope's responsibility.

"Yes, so now you should leave the autonomous region freely and live as a 'Holy Maiden' in the true sense. A Holy Maiden who helps the lowest and cares for the sick."

Catherine Sissela tightly grasped the elderly Pope's hand. Sprout was right. The crown of the Holy Maiden she had accepted wasn't entirely glorious.

No, rather than a crown, it was a crown of thorns, true to its appearance.

She simply wanted to help people, but she had to face opposition from cardinals and archbishops who claimed she was forming a political faction.

She wasn't free from the gaze of various factions entrenched in the Papal Office.

The reason she hadn't quickly resolved the incident in the Rupel Territory and returned was because she much preferred the peaceful, leisurely life in Rupel.

"That kind of Holy Maiden... I can be that. No, that's exactly the kind of Holy Maiden I wanted to be."
"Child. Go to Rupel, to Rupel. Gain experience there and face your true self. And fulfill your duty as a Holy Maiden that will be given to you there."

It was a meaningful statement.

"What does that mean?"
"I can't tell you much. The Light is always one who wants us to find answers for ourselves, not have them predetermined."

Pope Sprout slowly turned his head. He straightened his neck toward the ceiling and, gently stroking the back of Catherine's hand that he held, added:

"So please, just stay like that a little longer. So that my final journey won't be lonely."

Pope Sprout slowly closed his eyes.

And two days later.

Having temporarily tied up all loose ends, the old man once again passed away peacefully while Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela watched over him.

He was eighty-seven years old.

***

"These are the documents left by His Holiness Pope Sprout before his passing. And this is a separate letter he left for Lord Rubern Ailoy."

I couldn't hide my surprise as I looked at the neatly arranged scrolls before me. Even at a glance, the quantity was substantial.

It seemed impossible that someone so frail and near death could have prepared all this in just a few days.

'Thoroughly meticulous to a frightening degree.'

Expressing my unspoken respect for the departed highest elder of the Papal Office, I broke the seal on the letter addressed to me.

[To the Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.]

Unlike the neat handwriting in other documents, this letter seemed somewhat scrawled with ink stains here and there, suggesting that Sprout had written it himself.

I slowly read through the contents of the letter. There didn't seem to be anything particularly special written in it.

Most of it expressed gratitude for saving the Papal Office and the Holy Maiden, and apologies for having to appoint me as an honorary Apostle.

However, the passage written at the end somehow burrowed into my mind.

[Prepare for all that is to come. Because the world's task has not yet been completed, the empty throne of heroes will be tested once more.]

[When that time comes, I am certain Catherine will be of great help to you. Please take care of her on behalf of this poor old man who can no longer do what he wishes.]

[May the Light's blessing and wisdom always be upon your path, Sprout.]

I know that among Pope Sprout's blessings was not only the ability to see through people's hearts but also to foresee the future and divine fate.

Of course, knowing this doesn't mean he disclosed all information to others.

Anyway, if the Pope spoke like this, it wouldn't be surprising if those Blue Cross Society bastards were up to something again.

"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue bitterly and neatly folded the letter, putting it in my pocket.

The conclusion was the same either way.

The sad story was that I had taken on the troublesome burden of the honorary Apostle position and the restoration of Laterano, and now I had to deal with all these letters piled up in front of me.

Even the head of the family and lord, Marquis Dionaos Rupel, was devoting his energy to Laterano's restoration without complaint.

As merely a member of the vassal group, I was never given the right to refuse in the first place.

"Sigh."
"Are you... finding it too burdensome? If that's the case, I could first..."
"No, it's fine. Well, it should be easier than raising a defunct knight order to an imperial knight order."
"Pardon?"
"Just talking to myself. Just talking to myself."

I accomplished that difficult feat. And now I have to do it again.

I felt like I had chosen the wrong concept from the start.
I should have quit being the knight order administrator as soon as the great expedition ended.

But what's the use of regret now?

I can only do my best with what I've been entrusted where I am.
As I always have.
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The Laterano Emergency Committee was restoring the Papal Office with remarkable efficiency. I suppose experience really does count for something.

The committee members had all handled major responsibilities before their retirement, which showed in how they excelled in theological and doctrinal matters that would be difficult for an outsider like me to address, despite my honorary apostle appointment.

My position on the committee was strictly administrative, limited to the Holy Knights. Perhaps it was because I currently led one order of knights and had previously been the chief administrator of the Imperial Black Lion Knights that I naturally ended up shouldering the task of rebuilding and reorganizing the Holy Knights.

"This actually works out well."

To be honest, apart from handling sacred power, the organization itself wasn't that different from regular knight orders. Since it was my area of expertise, it made more sense to stick with what I knew rather than venture into unfamiliar territory.

I'd already experienced enough unnecessary hardship. Though I came to Laterano on a secret mission from the Crown Prince, too much had happened to simply write it off as just that mission. It was truly exhausting.

So I received the Holy Knights' documents. Since they were a regular military organization within the autonomous region, priests from the Papal Office's State Council had been handling their administrative work.

Perhaps that explained it.

"What is this?"

As soon as I started reviewing the documents, I couldn't believe my eyes.

The organizational chart was a complete mess. The people who created and approved the documents were all jumbled up. Completely unrelated tasks were grouped together, and the organization didn't even have its own properly established internal laws.

Even for a religious organization, having absolutely nothing in place was a bit much.

What's more, they didn't even have a training curriculum, which is the foundation and pride of any knight order.

"How the hell did these guys ever make it into the five major knight orders?"

The Northern Wolf Pack Knights.
The Central Black Lion Knights.
The Western Laterano Holy Knights.
The Eastern Minerva Dawn Society.
And finally, the Southern White Sea Knights.

For something supposedly among the continent's strongest military forces, this was embarrassingly inadequate. And I wasn't the only one shocked by this reality.

"This is truly astonishing," Petra remarked, also reviewing the documents with inevitable exclamations.

"Rather than starting with a clean slate, everything's mixed up haphazardly, making it even more difficult to organize."
"Should we just start from scratch?"
"That might cause too much pushback... and it's unclear how much authority we'll be given. Let's just do what you're good at—salvage what we can and work with that."
"That's probably for the best."

Thanks to Marquis Dionaos Rupel bringing his entire knight order, we at least didn't lack administrative personnel.

"Then please handle the training curriculum. Our administrators will take care of personnel and logistics."
"I'm counting on you."

It's not that Laterano's priests couldn't handle administrative work, but without exaggeration, our Snow Leopard Knights were the best in the north when it came to administrative capabilities.

While a knight's skill largely depends on individual effort, an administrator's ability can improve dramatically with proper education and an efficient work environment.

And since our administrators never neglected their efforts, with Petra—the undisputed best administrator—at the helm, we could expect a rough draft within days.

The administrators had been resting without any particular schedule since the festival ended. It was time to make their stiff brains flexible again.

"I'll have to create an entirely new training curriculum. Even for Holy Knights, their one-on-one combat skills being worse than our squires is just too much."
"But isn't there something more important than the training curriculum?"
"Huh?"

I asked Petra. Something more important? An unbreakable spirit?

The brown-haired administrator sighed deeply before adding:

"This is exactly your problem, Commissioner Rubern. Who forgets about their own business after starting it?"

What was she talking about?
I couldn't figure it out no matter how hard I thought. I hadn't missed anything.

"The vampires! You even made a blood contract with a Lord-class vampire! How can you be so carefree?"
"Oh right!!!"

The realization struck me like lightning. If Petra hadn't mentioned it, I would have completely forgotten.

Vampire Lord Abraham Vlad and his 40 vampires.

With Pope Sprout's death and various other issues causing confusion, I had completely overlooked them.

They were definitely the top priority I needed to address.

"I-I'll go see Cardinal Horaum right away!"

I hurriedly gathered my things. Since the vampires had made a public appearance at the end, the committee members must be 100% aware of their existence.

I couldn't let them discuss the vampires' treatment without the presence of the contract holder.

"Leave this to us and focus on that first."
"Thanks, Petra!"
"Really... you're so absentminded. But that's why I like you."

Leaving behind my junior who was uttering embarrassing words with a subtle smile, I headed toward St. Norte Cathedral where the Emergency Committee headquarters had been established.

***

"So you're saying we should release the Vampire Lord? The very Butcher of Arjeru?"
"Committee members, please calm down first..."
"I acknowledge that they contributed to driving out the traitor McKellen's faction from the Papal Office as Honorary Apostle Rubern says, but conversely, it was their cooperation that allowed the traitors to create that terrible creature called the holy worm."

Vampires aren't like goblins or kobolds that can be wiped out in tribal units if one is determined.

Each individual is a high-level monster capable of easily subduing a single priest.

For the former cardinals, even if the vampires were cooperating now, there was an unfounded fear that they might stab us in the back once we completely lowered our guard and accepted them.

While I could understand their perspective, I hadn't expected this level of hostility.

"At most, we could agree to exile the subordinate vampires. The Lord cannot be released."

The position of the Emergency Committee—essentially no different from the College of Cardinals as Laterano's current governing body—was firm.

But as someone who had made a contract with them, I was in a truly difficult position. Even Marquis Dionaos Rupel, who was attending the committee meeting, looked equally troubled.

No wonder—he had rushed over after hearing that Laterano was in chaos, only to find that one of his vassals had essentially made a contract with high-level monsters.

"...But this violates our principles. Without them, more priests and holy knights would have died."
"Cardinal Horaum...! Even you support this absurd sophistry?"
"It's not sophistry but fact. I can testify to it myself. I saved people alongside Abraham Vlad."

Horaum had been second to none in his hardline stance against monsters. Just recently, he had genuinely tried to kill a completely neutralized ethereal vampire.

But now he had completely reversed his position and was defending monsters, which the cardinals found incomprehensible.

From my perspective, however, having Horaum support our side felt like gaining a powerful ally.

"Well then, let's hear it. What exactly is the contract that you, Honorary Apostle Rubern, made with that unholy creature?"
"A peaceful future for Abraham Vlad and his kin."

There was no reason to hide it. Nothing to gain from concealment.

"Future?"
"Peace? Are you suggesting some kind of human sacrifice...?!"

As the room grew restless with my potentially misleading statement, I quickly added clarification to prevent further misunderstandings.

"Let me be clear. I intend to relocate these vampires to my territory."
"—!?"

And for a moment, the world went silent.

A heavy silence fell. Everyone was staring at me with various expressions. I understood their shock. I had just suddenly declared that I would bring vampires into my territory.

"Honorary Apostle Rubern... you do understand what you're saying, correct?"
"Of course."
"Are you willing to put your territory's residents in danger? If not that, how is this any different from human sacrifice?!"

Committee members with visibly shocked expressions each threw in their comments. Unfortunately, I wasn't willing to just go along with them.

I slightly shifted my gaze toward Saint Catherine Sissela, who had been sitting quietly in the corner.

This matter involved vampires. Unless Abraham Vlad's entire species was changed, no amount of persuasion would likely change the committee's opinion.

Moreover, I was only present as an "honorary" apostle. I had no real authority, and the cardinals had no reason to listen to my opinion.

But what about Catherine Sissela, whose influence as a saint remained intact even if her sacred power had disappeared?

Ca! The! Rine!

"Ugh... fine! I'll do it if I have to!"

Finally unable to withstand my staring, the saint slammed her palm down and stood up.

She pointed her finger at the eldest former cardinal who had been designated as the current Emergency Committee chairperson.

"I object!!"
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March 12th, 2 PM
Third Conference Room, St. Norte Cathedral

"I object!!"

All eyes turned to Catherine Sissela after her declaration. That's right, well done, our Saint.

"Ahem, hmm..."

Catherine Sissela cleared her throat while tapping the documents I had given her earlier. The gesture reminded me of some lawyer from somewhere.

"They will not harm people. I and Rubern Ailoy guarantee it."
"What are you saying?!"
"Would you please look at these internal documents from the Inquisition and the Holy Knight Order."

Indeed.

What she held was the Inquisition's report on Abraham Vlad.

I already knew the answer to why the reclusive Vampire Lord had been sealed in the Laterano Autonomous Region.

It matched what Vampire Zion had told me when he helped retrieve the Vampire Lord sealed in St. Joanna Cathedral.

"Until November of last year—that is, until the secret subjugation team was formed—the Inquisition was unaware that a Vampire Lord had made a nest in the Isle of Oblivion."
"I don't understand, Saint."
"In other words, Abraham Vlad's side contacted the Papal Office first."

Murmurs spread throughout the room.
The Saint handed copies I had prepared earlier to the members of the Emergency Committee. Though they looked skeptical at first, after carefully reading the report's contents, their reactions turned to confusion.

"...The Vampire Lord approached us first with an offer to cooperate? Claiming he found a way to live without drinking blood?"
"And then the Papal Office personnel who visited the island to discuss cooperation simply subdued Abraham Vlad and captured his familiars and vampires as prisoners. Was such a thing really happening!"

As time passed, the commotion in the room only amplified. If everything written in the report was true, then the Papal Office was the one who crossed the line first.

But it would be a mistake to think everyone would accept this so easily.

"A vampire living without drinking blood? How could that be possible? This is sophistry!"
"Surely it was a plan to catch the Papal Office off guard before attacking. The Inquisition's preemptive strike must have been unavoidable...!"

Several archbishops began to protest vigorously.

Indeed, a reasonable inference. So they've done their homework.

High-level monsters like vampires do deceive humans. No, it would be more accurate to say that monsters who don't deceive are the weaker ones.

Typical examples include succubi and incubi known as dream demons, high-level demons, Elder Liches, and the like. The reason they're such troublesome opponents is that their wisdom is a weapon that should never be underestimated.

However, this was where I needed to step in, not Catherine.

"That was an astute observation. But let me ask you this instead: Why aren't they attacking Laterano now, when more than half of the Papal Office's forces, including the Holy Knight Order, have been decimated?"

Everyone had been focusing solely on whether to punish the Vampire Lord, but in fact, their whereabouts had already been determined.

They were temporarily living in the catacombs beneath St. Barbara Cathedral.

"If they truly intended to stab us in the back, now would be the perfect opportunity. Of course, armies from the Empire and elsewhere would eventually arrive, but before anyone could grasp the situation, they could massacre all of Laterano's citizens."

The name "Butcher of Argeru" wasn't given without reason.
The number of people slaughtered by Count Vlad in Argeru totaled 200—all skilled mercenaries and adventurer parties.

For someone who single-handedly wiped out two hundred well-trained and battle-hardened fighters, there could be no better timing to bathe the Papal Office in blood than now, when the Holy Knight Order, his most troublesome opponent, has been crippled.

But he's not doing it. What does that tell you?

"Abraham Vlad sincerely wishes for himself and his kind to break free from the act of blood-drinking."
"Why? Vampires, true to their name, sustain their lives by drinking the blood of humans and other creatures. Why would they deny their own identity?"
"Because it's not conducive to survival."
"...?"

The cardinals' eyes narrowed. I'm sorry, but you heard me correctly.

"Having to drink blood to survive is an instinct that would naturally lead to extinction in nature. They must constantly search for prey, and even then, one mistake means facing the Papal Office's formidable forces and spending a lifetime being hunted."

Killing or evading pursuers only works for so long. Abraham Vlad and his vampires knew that the most terrifying quality of humans is their unwavering determination.

Kill three, and five more come the next day.
Kill those five, and ten arrive. Somehow defeat those ten, and next comes a force of commander-level fighters, along with weapons specifically designed to annihilate greater vampires.

"That's why they buried themselves on that island for years. They didn't want to create unnecessary trouble."

The cardinals could no longer offer hasty responses. The flow had completely turned in my favor. Now it was time to drive the point home.

After her initial initiative, Catherine Sissela had fully embraced her role as my assistant, nodding vigorously and sending encouraging messages from the side.

Somehow feeling emboldened, I continued my argument as if possessed.

"After much anguish, Abraham Vlad succeeded in discovering a way to free his kind from the 'curse' of blood-drinking. That's why he approached the Papal Office first."
"Wait! Let's say everything is as the Honorary Apostle claims. But why the Papal Office?"
"Because holy power was necessary to escape the instinct of blood-drinking."

The core issue is hunger—the blood-drinking instinct that surges just from looking at a person's nape or seeing blood.

There are two ways to suppress this: first, through direct orders from a higher-ranking vampire.

The second is to enter a barrier made of holy power.

Even without direct contact, the discomfort of entering such a barrier is so intense that it makes vampires forget about blood-drinking and want to go home instead.

It's like a blue diet of sorts. Like how constantly looking at blue food photos reduces appetite and makes you lose all desire to eat—that kind of diet.

"Now let's look at the Holy Knight Order's report. Most of the content matches what the Inquisition submitted, but please examine the results section."
"T-this is..."

The Inquisition is more of an organization for interrogation and information gathering rather than actual combat.

Therefore, details about the series of battles that took place on the island could easily be found in the Holy Knight Order's report.

"Zero fatalities?"
"Only two casualties with minor injuries, and even those happened while cutting anchor ropes on the ship."

Reports don't lie. I dramatically presented the final piece of evidence before the committee chairman.

"No matter how secret the operation, it's strange that not a single casualty occurred when facing someone of Abraham Vlad's caliber."
"This means... there was no battle."
"Does any committee member wish to object to this?"

A brief silence followed. The chairman appeared to contemplate for a moment before striking the wooden panel with his gavel.

"Very well. We shall accept this proposal. The holy trial and execution by light for Abraham Vlad and his subordinate vampires is denied."

A perfect victory.

However, some committee members raised their hands, apparently still having unresolved questions.

"Fine. I understand that, as the Honorary Apostle says, Abraham Vlad has 'currently' no intention of harming humans."

Just one embedded word made it clear what they were about to say.

"But bringing vampires to your territory is a different matter. What if they deceive Honorary Apostle Rubern and attempt to expand their territory from there?"
"Indeed... that could happen. The saying goes, 'bow in front, stab from behind.'"
"Duke Dionaos Rupel, what do you think?"
"Hmm..."

Having naturally received the baton, Duke Rupel looked directly at me with a complicated expression.

I understand. It's not an easy decision. He somehow accepted goblins, but the gap between mere goblins and vampires is quite significant.

"Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"Your territory... is it the one you received from the Imperial Court recently?"
"That's correct."

Back when the Blue Cross Society's Second Order caused chaos in Tipen Village by resurrecting both a dragon knight and a dragon, I strongly protested to the Imperial Court, specifically to the Inspectorate.

I argued that despite my prior warning, the typical bureaucratic incompetence and blame-shifting culture had failed to prevent a disaster that could have been prevented.

As a result, I received the hilly area in northeastern Rupel.

Duke Dionaos Rupel simply transferred that territory to me.

It was basically an empty wasteland with no particular use, and since I had briefly governed the Barony of Kirten in the past, he felt I should at least have some land to my name.

Having received this fief, rather than leaving it idle, I successfully established poppy cultivation in the territory.

Most recently, I believe a watchtower from the Blue Tower, which primarily uses poppies, was also built nearby.

"It's true there's nothing else around. The territory's residents are just a few farmers who moved there for poppy cultivation... But as you know, I cannot abandon even those few residents."

Duke Dionaos Rupel's voice grew low and solemn.

"As my vassal and executor, how can you reassure me?"
"...I will reassure you instead of Lord Rubern."

At that moment, Saint Catherine Sissela, who had been quietly observing, rose from her seat and approached the space between Duke Rupel and myself.

"Not as a Saint, but as Catherine Sissela, I pledge my life and honor that not a single hair on the residents of Rupel Territory will be harmed."
"Saint Catherine?"

Before convening the committee, I had sought advice from former Cardinal Horaeum and Saint Catherine.

Among their advice was naturally concern about potential "incidents" that might occur after bringing a Vampire Lord into my territory.

Saint Catherine Sissela had agreed to take responsibility for this part.

"The monks and nuns of Assisi Monastery are extremely anxious after this tragedy. Moreover, we need accommodation for the victims currently receiving treatment in Rupel Territory. We cannot impose on Rupel Territory forever, can we?"

Monastery.

Catherine Sissela wanted to establish a new monastery to comfort those who had suffered irreparable wounds from this incident.

Preferably within Rupel Territory.

"A monastery... You're suggesting managing vampires from a monastery?"
"Then who will oversee it? We would need at least two units from the Holy Knight Order as a precaution...!"
"That won't be necessary. I'll go myself."

Former Cardinal Horaeum, who had remained silent except at the beginning, spoke up.

"Former Cardinal Horaeum."
"I can beat vampires like they're angels. I may be old, but my skills haven't rusted. It's a hundred, no, a thousand times better for me to go than to bring a few mediocre holy knights."
"And I will serve as the abbess."
"Even the Saint..."
"The tragedy at Assisi Monastery occurred because the abbess was in league with McCallen. I cannot entrust these already wounded people to anyone but myself."

With such strong declarations of support from these two individuals, even those who had tried to raise objections had no choice but to back down.

At the same time, the impact of Catherine Sissela's subsequent words was tremendous.

"And there is no longer an official Saint in Laterano."
"What?!"
"In other words... the only Saint is now quitting—!"
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The committee had decided on several measures mostly related to reforming the Faith. The common theme was dismantling the "closed" and "authoritarian" society—the very reason no one noticed the crisis until it was too late.

People had blindly followed orders thinking, "If a Cardinal says so, I must obey," or "The Captain of the Holy Knights must have good reasons," gritting their teeth and turning a blind eye. Warning signs had appeared through a series of disappearances at the Assisi Monastery, but everyone kept quiet, preventing the Inquisition from acting early. By the time they began investigating, the poison had already spread through the Papal Office.

"Blind faith and obedience are actually poison. Before the Light, we are all merely believers."
"But we cannot abandon the Papal position. We didn't even announce Pope Sprout's passing—denying the Pope's authority would cause priests and ordinary believers to revolt!"
"So we maintain the Papal position, but..."

The Apostle and Holy Maiden positions were meant to ease the Pope's burden while serving as symbols of the "Trinity of Light." The Apostle position in particular was supposed to support Holy Maiden Catherine Sissela in spreading righteous teachings and enlightening people—not hiding in the Autonomous Region building political power and pulling strings from behind.

Consequently, all the Apostle's authority was transferred to the Pope, and the Holy Maiden's powers were also returned at Catherine Sissela's insistence, shifting to the Pope and the emergency committee—which would later be reorganized into the College of Cardinals.

This naturally highlighted the administrative inefficiency of the Papal Office, which became closely tied to the reorganization of the Autonomous Region's government.

"For this part... I'd like Honorary Apostle Rubern Ailoy, our most qualified expert, to take charge."
"I'd be happy to."

The Papal Office's administration was notoriously inefficient. Since reorganizing the Holy Knights would take considerable time anyway, it made sense to overhaul the administrative structure simultaneously. The Imperial Prince and Bolivar Empire had begun to step in, and the Nirvana Magic Kingdom was also sending support personnel after assessing the situation.

Until the reinforcements arrived for the handover, they were effectively trapped in the Laterano Autonomous Region. The mournful cries of administrators from the top of St. Norte Cathedral's bell tower wouldn't be far off.

***

During the reconstruction of the Laterano Autonomous Region, Lucy Valeos stared blankly at the holy sword Jack the Molay, which had been passed to her by Holy Knight Commander Albrecht before he took his own life.

The powerful holy energy emanated from the sword even when she wasn't doing anything. It wasn't called Laterano's national treasure for nothing.

"Gulp."

Lucy slowly reached toward the holy sword, feeling as if it were calling to her. With half Gold Dragon lineage, she couldn't help but be drawn to it. Collecting powerful artifacts was something of an instinct for Gold Dragons.

Slap! Lucy struck the back of her hand and shook her head vigorously.

This wasn't right. This was Laterano's national treasure.

Although Albrecht had told her to take the sword, Lucy had returned it to the Papal Office instead of keeping it. This was thanks to Rubern and Sianne's teachings that one shouldn't take others' belongings without proper compensation.

As Lucy's dragon instinct battled with her human reason, Samuel, the Captain of the 1st Division of Holy Knights, and Snow Leopard Knight Commander Sianne Valeos entered the room.

Samuel was currently serving as Acting Commander in place of the deceased Albrecht. He had survived the tragedy because he had been on a long-term assignment dealing with a "Dungeon Break" in a nearby territory. This was also why the baton had passed directly to Kensil, the 2nd Division Captain, after Albrecht—because Samuel had been absent.

"Lucy."
"Mo... I mean, Commander."
"You've done well. Really well."

Sianne gently stroked Lucy's head with a proud expression.

"I heard everything. How Holy Knight Commander Albrecht decided to pass the holy sword to you before his honorable death."

Jack the Molay was a legendary sword that Sianne knew well. During the Great Crusade, she could easily recall the Holy Knight Commander at the front lines, slicing through monsters with powerful holy strikes.

Why he had passed such a holy sword to Lucy rather than another knight, she couldn't know for certain. Perhaps in that brief moment, Albrecht had noticed something about Lucy's true nature. After all, he was the Holy Knight Commander who had unhesitatingly taken his own life the moment he briefly broke free from the mind control of the holy worms.

"Can I really take it...?"

Lucy shifted her gaze to the Holy Knight looking at her.

"Of course, Lucy Valeos. We're actually asking you to. If it was the final wish of our former Commander who was violated by McKellen's conspiracy, he must have had a reason."

Samuel added with a complex expression that seemed to contain both anger and sadness.

One thing was certain: ownership of Laterano's national treasure, Jack the Molay, had now completely passed to Lucy.

Lucy slowly reached out and lifted the holy sword. A tingling sensation shot through her spine from her fingertips.

"...Ah."

She couldn't help but exclaim. It wasn't called a national treasure for nothing. This wasn't about weight, structure, or decoration.

It was truly a masterpiece forged with what people called a blacksmith's soul.

Just holding it made her feel a difference beyond comparison with any other sword.

As Lucy trembled with the overwhelming sensation, Samuel, noticing her connection with the sword, added with a pleased expression:

"Do you know the Laterano legend about Jack the Molay?"
"A legend?"
"Jack the Molay was forged by the Light's Blacksmith who descended with Archangel Michela. It's said that when the world is engulfed by the darkest shadow, the sword will awaken its true power and show the path of light."

It was a meaningful statement. The path of light. Somehow, it felt like she understood.

"Of course, considering what happened to our former Commander, it's just a legend... Perhaps the sword judged that the darkest shadow hasn't yet fallen upon the world."

If that time comes, if such a desperate crisis truly arrives...

Samuel trailed off with a bitter expression.

"I hope that when it does, you, Lucy, will prove that Laterano's light will never fall."

This small wish from the Holy Knight before her.

Lucy sheathed Jack the Molay, which gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the stained glass, and replied:

"Of course."

***

The reform and reconstruction of Laterano proceeded smoothly after the emergency committee was formed.

Even with the church's power diminished, it was still a religion directly or indirectly believed by 80% of the continent's population. There were many high-ranking clergy who had retired and were living peaceful lives, and external figures who had maintained close cooperative relationships with the Autonomous Region expressed their "goodwill" to help.

Once the chaos was somewhat contained, the emergency committee released partial information about Pope Sprout's passing and the incident in the Autonomous Region.

News that the Blue Cross Society had attacked the Autonomous Region, resulting in many clergy and Holy Knights' deaths, spread across the continent, bringing an enormous outpouring of mourning and assistance.

Apostle McKellen and his faction had apparently been embezzling church funds. The financial shortfall was quickly filled by "special memorial donations" collected from various regions and countries.

The inevitable personnel shortage caused by the sudden major reforms was somewhat alleviated by wandering priests like Decart returning to the Autonomous Region.

Religion is truly formidable. The saying that once upon a time, the Pope could even control the Emperor wasn't a lie. If this is the situation now, imagine how it was in the past when ecclesiastical authority was much stronger.

Anyway, the conclusion:

"Now I understand... your administrative level..."

I stamped the final approval on the last document.

"It's so boring I want to die."

I had processed all 332 agenda items that needed to be handled this week in just three days.

Administrative work becomes exponentially faster when simplified and equipped with proper manuals. That's why South Korea's administrative processing ability is among the world's best—well-established manuals.

Of course, they tend to break down and pass the buck when facing situations without manuals, but this is still the only way to quickly improve general administrative processing speed in the short term.

Just as I was finally enjoying some free time after finishing my work:

Creeeeak—thud.

"My, it seems you've just finished your work."
"Eh?"
"I've just finished my duties too, so I came to see if I could help you."

A brown-haired junior administrator entered the room with a bright smile.
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Petra was holding a few sheets of paper in her hand as she spoke. For a moment, I felt a chill down my spine, but fortunately, it wasn't "that" which I had been worried about.

"Thanks for coming to help. Would you like something to drink?"
"Do you have black tea?"
"As luck would have it, Decart brought some yesterday."

Currently, I and the administrative officers of the Snow Leopard Knights, including Petra, were staying at the Laterano Government Building.

Since they already had their own administrative organization, the Emergency Committee had willingly provided space and administrative supplies as needed.

It was convenient to work in coordination with the clerical priests who were in charge of Laterano's administration.

I activated a magic tool to heat the teapot, then poured black tea for Petra.

Petra blew gently on the steaming cup to cool it down. Looking at her quietly, she was definitely pretty.

Her short brown hair with slight waves gave off a strangely pure yet sensual impression. If she hadn't been working as an administrative officer under me, she would have already had several successful men wrapped around her finger.

"Hmm?"

Our eyes suddenly met. She raised her eyebrows slightly with a soft sound from her nose.

"Is there something on my face? You're staring quite intently today, aren't you?"
"...Ahem, well."

I quickly averted my gaze. I needed to avoid triggering any strange switches by getting caught.

"Always pretending not to notice while making me conscious of it..."
"So, um, what are those documents you brought?"
"Oh, these? I came to get your approval. It's the training curriculum you suggested before."
"It's finished already?"
"I just took what we already had in the Snow Leopard Knights and modified a few parts. And I've incorporated the opinions of His Holiness the Pope, Emergency Committee Chairman Jacob, and Acting Commander of the Holy Knights, Sir Samuel."

Until now, the Holy Knights had been little more than an empty shell with a good reputation.

Their equipment, forged with holy power, was undoubtedly among the continent's finest without question.

But they relied too heavily on their equipment's overwhelming performance, which ironically led them to make disgraceful showings in human-to-human combat or multi-person battles where coordination was crucial—performances unworthy of their reputation.

Of course, there's no particular reason why the Holy Knights, especially the Knights of Light managed by the Papal Office, should specialize in human combat.

But this was still too much.

If you don't have some kind of special finishing move and just rely on equipment to cover your weaknesses, you'll get crushed in actual combat.

Considering that the people McCallen recruited were all supposedly skilled members of the Holy Knights...

If he had tried to overthrow the Papal Office using combat personnel dispatched from the Blue Cross Society rather than fellow Holy Knights, they would have been helplessly defeated.

Even though the Blue Cross Society specializes in magic rather than physical combat, thinking about how they brought all sorts of troublemakers to interfere during the Great Expedition...

If they had fully revealed themselves with the intention of destroying the Papal Office, Laterano would have already become a city of death.

In the end, reforming the Holy Knights wasn't anything special. It was about adding human-to-human and group combat training, identifying each knight's physical characteristics, and providing appropriate solutions.

A knightly order must be an elite few.

The weight that the title "knight" carries in this world is by no means small.

In a world where mana and aura exist, it's only natural that knights, who can handle both powers, boast combat abilities far superior to those who cannot.

In other words, knights are fundamentally human weapons.

Excluding irregulars like me who learned the essence of Ailoy and use it for sleight of hand, once you call yourself a knight in this world, it's practically proof that you've become one of the strong.

Just look at our Commander Sianne, who went toe-to-toe with the dragon-hunting knight Orgius.

And the most efficient way to utilize these elite weapons is...

'Coordination and cooperation between knights.'

Combat never goes as expected.

Even if you work through every possible scenario, it's all too common to be blindsided by variables that appear out of nowhere.

The Black Lion Knights, who seemed like a disorganized rabble at first, achieved great accomplishments during the Great Expedition.

The Snow Leopard Knights, once an unknown order from the north, can now pull their own weight—all because of cooperation born from trust between knights.

"Hmm, well... Since it's a proven curriculum, I don't see any major issues. The question now is how to handle the instructors..."
"I don't think we need to worry about that."
"Why?"
"The legends are gradually returning."

Legends?
I expressed my confusion at Petra's answer.

"It seems rumors about the major incident in Laterano have already spread throughout the continent. People who retired from the Holy Knights are returning to the Papal Office. Most of them fought as active knights during the last Great Expedition..."

That's convincing.

I was convinced in less than a second. As someone who was at the center of the world event known as the Great Expedition, I couldn't help but respect the Holy Knights who fought alongside us.

Human Holy Knights who claim that they maintain the team's health by obliterating the enemy.

They're fundamentally different from those bastards who say, "I'm going to join the Blue Cross Society ;_;" just because their honor was slightly diminished.

Their "back in my day" stories are genuine, filled with life experience.

They would surely show our holy power-wielding knights—who had been charging backward and falling to corruption—how things are really done.

Light light cha-cha-cha!!

"So it looks like we can form the instructor corps faster than expected."
"I see. Did they say if that person is coming too?"
"Ah, if you mean that person..."

Petra nodded as she placed her now-empty teacup back on the table.

"You mean the Last Crusader, Sir Balduinus, right?"

One of the three main characters who survived until the Great Expedition despite the original story being twisted, along with Levia and Saint Catherine.

After the Great Expedition, I heard he had been wandering through the contaminated areas in the south with his subordinates, the Red Holy Knights, saying he would visit the graves of battlefields.

Originally, Catherine, who should have helped capture the Demon King of Oblivion, Eldritch Pantheon, using the Blessing of Atonement, couldn't participate in the Great Expedition due to developments different from the original story.

He was the one who was sent in her place and single-handedly ground down a Demon King.

When I first saw him, with his snow-white beard flowing as he wielded his massive holy spear, even I was overwhelmed, despite his advanced age.

"Yes, honestly, if he had been in Laterano, what happened this time would have ended as just a controversy."
"I haven't heard any news yet, but knowing Sir Balduinus as I do, I think he'll definitely come."

The Blue Cross Society was already plotting to overthrow the Papal Office.

Once the situation stabilizes somewhat, the Papal Office—led by a formally elected Pope rather than an emergency committee—will 100% try to eradicate the Blue Cross Society.

Conflicts will inevitably arise in that process.

If Balduinus and the Red Holy Knights join the Papal Office, their strength for suppressing the Blue Cross Society would become incomparably greater.

"For now, since nothing's decided yet, let's just proceed according to the existing schedule."
"Yes, yes, understood."

I took the documents Petra handed me, returned to my desk, and finished stamping them. With this, the reorganization of the Holy Knights' training curriculum was complete.

It was almost time to return to Rupel Territory.

I had recently received a letter from Crown Prince Conrad van Karl, who was at the center of everything, so the investigation into the papal candidate assassination case—my original purpose—was more or less complete.

"It's been a while since we've had free time. Both me and you."
"Indeed."

I turned my head slightly to look outside the office. Just then, the bells of St. Norte Cathedral rang out, marking 5 o'clock.

With winter passing and spring approaching, the sun—which would have set much earlier before—was now just beginning to disappear beyond the horizon.

"Petra, if you don't have plans tonight, would you like to have dinner... huh!?"

It occurred to me that we hadn't had a proper meal together since things stabilized, so I thought about eating together, but...

I jumped back in surprise when I found her face suddenly right in front of mine.

"Wow, how wonderful. Are you asking me out on a date first?"
"Y-yeah... if you call it a date, I guess it is?"
"I'd love to. Dinner. Actually, I know a place I've been wanting to try. Shall we go there?"
"S-sure. But why do you keep coming closer?"
"That place opens at 6 PM. We still have a whole. Hour. Left."

Petra smiled softly. Her hot breath brushed tantalizingly across the bridge of my nose.

Overwhelmed by my junior's increasingly aggressive approach, I kept backing away until my back hit the wall.

"Do you know how lonely I've been? You keep slipping away here and there. Leaving such things on my body and then disappearing—I can never go back to how I was before."

A heavy, soft weight pressed against my chest. As her slightly raised purple eyes came into view, my lower body began to respond against my will.

"You're unnecessarily popular... if I don't take you like this..."

Petra unbuttoned her shirt and was about to undo my pants with her other hand when—

Knock, knock.
There was a knocking sound from the other side of the door.

"R-Rubern Ailoy? Are you in there? The priests told me you hadn't left yet."

The voice belonged to Saint Catherine Sissela. I hurriedly pushed Petra away slightly and called out in a fluster.

"J-just a moment! I'm in here but I'm changing clothes!"
"Eh..."
"Please wait a moment!?"

What should I do? What should I do?

The situation was so sudden that my mind went completely blank. It felt similar to when Lucy barged in while I was with Sianne.

"W-what should we do...?!"

There was nothing particularly strange about Petra and me being alone together, but we were both so flustered that...

"T-the desk! Under there!"

I made a choice that absolutely shouldn't have been made.

Petra quickly ducked under the desk, and I sat awkwardly in the chair. The situation had actually gotten worse, but my overloaded brain wasn't functioning properly.

"You can come in now!"
"Y-yes..."

Creak.
And so Catherine Sissela entered the room.
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"What brings you here so suddenly?"

I tried to regain my composure as I asked Catherine Sissela. Pressing my body as close to the desk as possible, Petra flinched and moved back underneath.

Meanwhile, Catherine glanced around the room, and after confirming no one else was present, she cleared her throat.

"Just because."
"Pardon?"
"...I have too much work, so I'm playing hooky. To clear my head a bit."

What is she talking about? Suddenly playing hooky?

While I was momentarily confused by the saint's strange demeanor, I could feel a piercing gaze from below.

"I-I see?"
"Why...? Am I bothering you? I'm not going to do anything, so feel free to continue with your work."
"Couldn't you just rest in your room?"

I desperately tried to send the saint away. Normally, I wouldn't have minded chatting, but right now was rather inconvenient.

None other than Petra was currently under my desk.

With my body pressed against the desk, I couldn't see Petra's expression, but I had a pretty good idea of what it might be.

"Everyone knows where my room is. I haven't been able to properly rest for almost two weeks, so I'm quite tired."
"But if that's the case, wouldn't it be better to just rest properly—"
"...It's boring. Resting alone. You entertained me well last time, but why are you being so difficult today?"
"Hmm~."

A chillingly cold voice drifted up from below. My danger sensor was now at maximum alert.

Fortunately, Catherine didn't seem to hear it, but she plopped down on the sofa, oblivious to my increasingly desperate state.

"Do you have any tea? It looks like someone was drinking here earlier."
"Ah, that... Petra Bastian, the administrative director, was here a little while ago."
"Petra, that one is really diligent. It's only been two weeks since the emergency committee was formed, but she's already handled an incredible amount of work."

The saint said, lightly brushing her hair back. At the sincere compliment, Petra's hostility from under the desk seemed to subside slightly.

Though unintentional, it was a very timely assist.

"Would you like some black tea?"
"Ah, yes, please."

Just as I was about to stand up.

Petra's hand grabbed my pant leg with a firm grip. As I tried to sit back down, Catherine Sissela looked at me as if wondering what I was doing.

"Ah, hahaha... No, I suddenly got a cramp in my leg. Probably from sitting too long."

I frantically tried to remove Petra's hand, but she firmly held my leg in place with her knee, preventing me from even moving properly, let alone standing up.

Then she fidgeted with her fingers and undid my pants.

A chill ran down my spine as air rushed through the newly opened gap.

"Ptrr... jstmmng..."
"What?"
"Ah, nothing."
"Well, sitting for too long can do that. It's fine. I'll make the tea myself."

Catherine Sissela walked briskly toward the pre-heated teapot.

Though I had managed to defuse the situation for now, things were only getting worse. Petra's hand had now invaded my underwear.

Isn't it usually the man who forces this kind of thing? How did it end up like this?

As waves of self-loathing washed over me, along with the fear that if the saint discovered us, no simple excuse would suffice, my blood began to circulate rapidly in response to Petra's movements below.

"Petra, stop..."

I warned her in a low voice, fearing we might be discovered, but Petra paid no attention. Her slender fingers traced over my most sensitive area.

A tingling sensation shot through my lower body and up my spine.

And then Petra slowly, carefully, and gently began to caress my member.

I hastily looked up at Catherine. Unaware of what was happening under the desk, she was savoring the freshly brewed tea.

"Khup, mmm...!"

I cleared my throat to prevent any strange sounds from escaping.

"You seem odd today. Your complexion too. Is my presence that unwelcome?"
"No, that's not it. I'm just feeling dizzy."
"Are you catching a cold? Honestly, I've been worried about you overworking. Wait a moment. Let me check..."

As Catherine Sissela put down her teacup and started to rise, I had to wave her off.

Meanwhile, Petra's touch grew even bolder, now gripping my fully erect shaft and moving it back and forth.

I don't know where she learned this scenario, but Petra showed no signs of stopping.

And to do this in front of the "saint" of all people.

The sense of taboo from the situation added a strange psychological stimulation, heightening my excitement.

"No! I'm fine! There's no problem!!"
"O-okay...? There's no need to react so extremely..."
"Anyway!!"

I needed to quickly change the subject. I couldn't allow any opportunity for her to approach.

"How is the construction of the new monastery progressing? And what about Abraham Vlad and his followers?"
"...Seriously? Work talk as soon as we meet?"
"Well, there's not much else, is there?"
"Why? There's small talk like what you did today, or how you've been lately..."
"Kuk!?"

That's when it happened. A sudden hot breath brushed against my sensitive tip. The different stimulation made my body shudder involuntarily.

"Hmm?"
"It's nothing. Yes, let's try this small talk thing. What have you been up to lately?"
"Goodness, this is why I can only bow to you. I'm a woman too, you know. This hurts my feelings."

The conversation kept veering in strange directions. This wasn't good. At this rate, Petra would do something even more daring.

No, knowing my junior, she might even forcibly reveal this situation to the saint.

Petra continued to press on the head and shaft, occasionally brushing her nails teasingly, while her other hand slowly caressed the lower part of my genitals.

As her touch stimulated even deeper areas, my rationality flickered, and my already enlarged member contracted to its limit.

"Ungh..."

I'd always been the one doing it to others, but being on the receiving end was a different feeling altogether. More stimulating, even. Is this why those conglomerate chairmen in adult videos enjoyed the secretary-under-desk play so much?

But the awkward situation remained unchanged. I couldn't allow this cunning and malicious junior to have her way.

*I need to talk about work.*

I tried to recall the unfinished tasks from Rupel Territory. Recruiting new knights, handling matters related to Abraham Vlad.

As I thought about these things, the building urge to climax miraculously subsided. As the blood flow that had been pushed to the limit receded and slowly decreased, a slightly surprised voice came from under the desk.

"Uh."

As expected, the traditional 74 control formula.
Never fails.

I congratulated myself on my cleverness and confidently answered the saint.

"Well... as you know, Saint Catherine, my hobby is work, and most of my few interests are all work-related."
"Such a terrible workaholic... Completely opposite to me."

A typical response from our INFP saint. Someone who could easily seclude herself for three to four days once she started resting, so it's understandable she wouldn't comprehend someone like me.

Yes, if I keep choosing conversation options that don't lead anywhere...

I might successfully repel Catherine Sissela, who just came to kill time.

And after that... I'll need to teach that impudent and lewd junior a lesson.

But it seems I was still underestimating Petra.

"Haap."
"So let's quickly talk about work— Wuk?!"

Zzzzt.
A sudden warm heat enveloping my genitals. Startled, I looked down to see my junior's face through the gap in the desk, with my member in her mouth, staring up at me.

Like rolling a candy, she slowly traced the tip with her tongue while smiling mischievously.

That gaze, filled with playfulness and jealousy, once again consumed the sensations I had barely managed to suppress.

"...? What's wrong with you today, really?"
"It's nothing."
"What do you mean nothing? You're acting strange."

Suspicious eyes. This is bad. At this rate, we'll be discovered. I quickly looked down at Petra, but she was solely focused on licking my member.

A wicked prank. But it was arousing.

This woman hiding under the desk, lovingly taking my cock in her mouth.

Gently touching the tip with her tongue while rubbing her cheek against it.

The faint sound of sticky fluid and Petra's saliva flowing down my shaft.

It was almost unbearable.

"Your expression is strange. Like you desperately need to use the bathroom..."

Finally, I had to make a choice. To preserve what little dignity I had left, I could sacrifice some embarrassment.

"Y-you're right! Actually, my stomach has been hurting..."
"Eh?"
"My stomach has been hurting quite badly. I'm sorry, but could you come back later?"
"Ah..."

My face was already pale. With cold sweat pouring down, Catherine Sissela took the bait perfectly.

"I-I'm sorry! I had no idea!"
"After holding it in for about eight hours..."
"E-enough!! I don't need such detailed information!? I'll come back later!"

Catherine's face turned bright red as she put down her half-full teacup and fled the room.

Bang!
Finally, as the door closed.

"Slurp, slurp... Paha— uh, mmph?!"

I grabbed the back of Petra's neck, who still had my cock in her mouth, and pulled her between my legs.

Slap! Slap!
Petra's startled hands began frantically hitting my thighs, but this time I rejected her protest.

"Mmph, hup?! Mmph! Mmmmph!!"

Petra's face contorted as if she couldn't breathe. At that sight, I pressed her head down and released all the pent-up urge I had been holding back.

"Uugh, mmmmmph—!!!"

Gulp.
With a pained sound, Petra swallowed deeply.

"Paha! Huu, huh..."

White fluid, seemingly twice the usual amount due to my excitement, flowed from Petra's tightly closed lips.

With tears slightly welling in her eyes, she looked up at me from under the desk.

"You, really!!"
"Gulp."

At this point, I had no intention of holding back either.

I completely undid my cumbersome pants, got up from my seat, and had to securely lock the door to the office.

As Petra said, we had an hour left, and that would be enough time to discipline my impudent junior.

However, we never made it to the restaurant we had planned to visit. It was a place that opened at 6 and closed at 9.

In the end, we went hungry and had to make do with some tasteless stew.

And I had to desperately clean the stain left on the office desk in the shape of Petra's bottom.

Damn it.
I swear I'm never doing this again.
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Separate from the series of events, the Snow Leopard Knights were now preparing to withdraw from the Laterano Autonomous Region.

Given the circumstances, the six archbishops who had been waiting as cardinal candidates were all appointed as cardinals at once.

As soon as they reached nine people—the minimum number required to officially hold a conclave—Cardinal Paulos, the administrator of St. Norte Cathedral, was unanimously elected as the next Pope.

He had the longest career among the surviving cardinals and had successfully maintained political neutrality as the cardinal in charge of the "Holy Temple."

The newly established Pope Paulos immediately began normalizing Laterano.

Naturally, we outsiders also started preparing to withdraw.

The administrative staff, including Dionaos Rupel and Petra Bastian, had already returned to the territory yesterday.

The remaining rear guard consisted mostly of combat personnel, including myself and Commander Sianne.

This was because we were responsible for escorting the Vampire Lord, Abraham Vlad, and his subordinates.

The College of Cardinals, reorganized around Paulos, ultimately agreed to leave the vampires alone. Some clergy members met directly with Abraham Vlad and granted him papal immunity, just as they had done with the golden goblin Chunsik.

In religious terms, Abraham Vlad was no longer a target for elimination by the Inquisition.

Magical creatures granted immunity are controlled by imperial law according to the Laterano Treaty between the Papal State and the Empire.

Of course, if they're caught misbehaving, they're immediately excluded from immunity.

Then they'd have to be hunted by the Papal State until death.

"...Even persistent bad blood comes to an end."

Abraham Vlad spoke as if feeling relieved. It was hard to believe this was the same Butcher of Arjeru who had easily swept away inquisitors during the Great Expedition.

"So now I'll be living in your territory, Rubern Ailoy?"
"Probably."
"It's the first time in 300 years that I've entrusted myself to a human territory."
"Something similar happened 300 years ago?"
"Back then, I wasn't so strong. I stayed by the side of a noble woman who had become a widow at a young age after losing her husband."

He spoke as if reminiscing about the past 300 years ago as if it weren't that distant.

"But why did you leave?"
"She died of illness. Before that, I offered to turn her into a vampire, but she refused, saying she wanted to die as a human."
"Don't tell me... you...?"
"Don't worry, Black Fox. The reason I'm a vampire yet don't spare praise for humans is because of that woman."

For a moment, I felt uneasy, thinking this bastard might have killed her, but fortunately, that wasn't the case.

"I envy human lives. Young vampires worship the strength of vampires, but at some point, they fall into endless emptiness."

Abraham Vlad's red eyes flashed as he spoke.

"Then they either get hunted by humans when they go berserk, or go mad themselves. That's what we vampires are."

Magical creatures born with human form and emotions, yet destined to live eternally and endlessly crave blood.

Abraham Vlad was lamenting his own nature.

"That's why I'm trying to escape this curse."
"I understand how you feel."

I nodded slowly. There was a time when I too considered my fall into this world a "curse" rather than a "blessing."

"I'll do my best to help. For us, it's better to have a powerful vampire like you quietly settled in our territory than going berserk. And I plan to give you 'duties' to keep you from getting any strange ideas."
"Duties? Do you have something else in mind?"
"I'll tell you when we reach the territory. I've thought it all through. It won't be bad from your perspective either."
"Hmm..."

Suspicion clouded Abraham Vlad's eyes. Why is he like this, as if he's been deceived his whole life?

I definitely don't plan to just place vampires in a decent territory and leave them be.

My life motto is pursuing extreme efficiency.

A Vampire Lord and forty beautiful vampire girls—I can already smell the gold coins.

Just as Abraham Vlad's residence was decided, the blueprint for the new monastery led by Catherine Sissela was also nearly complete.

No matter if opium poppies aren't illegal here, my conscience wouldn't allow me to let monks live alongside poppy fields.

Fortunately, thanks to the previous Iron Road construction project and Marco Firenze Brewery, Rupel had more than enough building materials.

Even before coming on this business trip, I was handling surplus material-related work.

It seemed like a good idea to create work for the construction workers wandering around the territory like lost lambs.

Since it's a monastery where a saint will reside, it's a perfect commission for builders to build their careers.

Although Catherine Sissela had boldly declared before the entire College of Cardinals that she would quit being a saint.

In the end, unable to resist the persuasion of other clergy members, she gave up her authority as a saint while retaining the title.

With the new Pope and the apostolic position becoming an honorary lifetime position, there were concerns that the absence of a saint would cause tremendous confusion among the faithful.

I suppose I would think it strange too.

Rumors can't be hidden no matter how hard you try, and with ominous news already coming from Laterano, what if the saint disappeared too?

It wouldn't be surprising if believers across the region rose up in protest. There's a high risk that the legitimacy of the newly formed religious leadership would be denied.

If such confusion persists, heretics would inevitably spring up like mushrooms.

Though it hadn't actually happened, the possibility couldn't be ruled out.

Saint Catherine Sissela felt burdened by this fact. Who would want to be the protagonist of a snowball effect?

No one wants a small firecracker set off by the lazy saint to turn into Armageddon.

Anyway, the conclusion was that it was time to return.

A business trip with many troubles, but my pocket got heavier, so it wasn't a bad deal.

They say leaving home always means hardship.

***

"Have you packed all the items?"
"Of course!! Commander!!!!"
"Good."

Sianne Valeos nodded as she watched Ronz easily lift armor pieces weighing dozens of kilograms each and place them in the wagon.

Most were surplus equipment left over from the Holy Knights' reorganization.

Since most were forged with holy power, they were reserve supplies for unforeseen situations. From the equipment's perspective, it would be better for the knights to manage them properly rather than leaving them unused and neglected.

"Is everyone ready?"

At that moment.

A black-haired man approached with a grin through the line of wagons.

"Rubern."
"We're finally going back. You've worked hard, Commander."
"It's not me who worked hard, but you..."

He had expelled the Blue Cross Society forces that had nested in the Papal State and completely defeated the conspiracy of corrupt humans, including apostles and holy knights.

At this point, it's hard to tell whether Rubern brings trouble or goes where trouble is.

It's far beyond the realm of coincidence, isn't it?

The fact that he resolved it single-handedly is no longer surprising.

"Where's Lucy?"
"She's with the other trainees in the back. She'll follow at the very rear of the formation."
"She's definitely blended in as a member of the knights. That's good to see."
"I'm not sure if we should keep her as a squire though."

She shook her head. In terms of skill alone, she's overwhelmingly superior compared to other squires.

Being half-human and half-dragon, she has innate talent from her bloodline, and the Orgius Sky Sword Style completes her as a knight.

From Commander Sianne's perspective, her daughter Lucy had become skilled enough to hold her own against formal knights.

Especially after experiencing this incident.

However, Rubern shrugged as if none of that mattered and added:

"We should let Lucy do what she wants. She's already surpassed normalcy long ago."
"...Is that so?"
"Yes. I don't want to limit her potential. And Lucy will certainly be a role model for other squires."
"That's true."
"Quite the father figure, aren't I?"

Sianne sighed deeply as Rubern grinned at her. The man before her was indeed a good father, but not a good husband.

However, Sianne wasn't childish enough to make a show of it.

"Then Commander, Executor! I'll be going now!"
"Alright, Ronz. I'm counting on you to lead the front."
"Of course! Hahaha!! If bandits dare attack, I'll crush them along with their flags, so don't worry!"

With heavy footsteps, Ronz disappeared to the front of the formation, already eager for action.

Poo, pooo─.
As if on cue, the departure horn sounded. It was already almost 3 o'clock, the scheduled departure time.

With the group having doubled in size since their arrival, it would be a long journey taking at least five days.

Rubern swiftly mounted his horse and said to Sianne:

"Let's go home now."

Petaronto.
It was time to return to their quiet, peaceful home in the north.
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Home, home, sweet home.

I already knew that with the Crown Prince's decree attaching such an enormous request as the assassination of a Papal candidate, things wouldn't resolve as easily as I'd hoped.

I just didn't expect a Laterano apostle working with the Blue Cross Society to be involved.

Nor did I expect nearly half the Holy Knights to be manipulated by their schemes.

If I'd known, I wouldn't have gone alone—I would have brought the Crown Prince's shadow mercenaries too.

Then maybe we could have performed a quick operation in Laterano without all this mess.

...Or maybe not?
Anyway.

"This is it. This is real relaxation."

Coming home put me in an excellent mood. Ah, this clear northern air. How I missed the refreshing natural landscape spread against the backdrop of vast mountains.

I arrived in Petaronto late last night, so I practically passed out until morning.

While brewing warm honey tea with the natural honey I'd received as a gift from Marco Firenze last time, I felt a chilling presence behind me.

My body reacted before my mind could, and I instinctively jabbed my elbow backward.

"Eeeek!?!"

With a shrill scream, a girl tumbled to the floor. It was Zion, one of Abraham Vlad's vampire subordinates.

Seeing her clutching her shoulder, it seemed my blow had glanced off and hit her arm. If my timing had been just a bit quicker, I might have struck her face directly.

"Ah, you startled me... Please make some noise when you approach."
"B-but that's just our nature!! ...sir!"
"Then at least announce yourself when entering. If you approach silently from behind, of course I'll think you're an intruder."
"What kind of intruder would try to rob the home of a monster like you? That's absurd."
"It could happen. Wearing a perception-blocking cloak and then blaming me is a bad habit, Zion."
"Uuugh... I'll get burned without this, sir..."
"Then why are you crawling around during daylight in the first place?"

The reason this vampire was in my house was simple.

She had nowhere else to stay right now.

I'd brought vampires back from Laterano, but I couldn't just let them roam freely in the city.

The territory's residents didn't even know vampires were in our city yet, and if word got out, it would surely cause massive confusion.

Abraham Vlad promised not to harm humans, but from the average citizen's perspective, that meant absolutely nothing.

To them, the only good vampire was a dead vampire.

What if high-level monsters capable of easily tearing dozens of people to shreds suddenly appeared throughout the city? And not even goblins, but vampires?

Just imagining it makes my head throb.
Ugh, terrible.

Even though both the Papal Office and the Imperial Family tacitly agreed to Abraham Vlad's relocation, that doesn't erase the widespread fear among citizens.

Besides, letting them loose in the city made no sense from the vampires' perspective either.

Only Abraham Vlad, a vampire called a Lord, had some immunity to sunlight.

If a lower vampire like Zion here were to happily greet the morning sun as she did today, she'd instantly become a human torch performing a sad cat dance.

That's why she wore the perception-blocking cloak that shields from light sources, even indoors.

"So why did you really come up? Do you want honey tea too?"
"We don't drink that stuff! ...sir!"
"Then why?"
"Lord Vlad called for you..."
"Tell him to wait a bit."

I said that and focused on finishing my honey tea. It's my house after all, so I can take my time.

This house is actually a mansion in northern Petaronto that came with my baronetcy from the Imperial Family.

Since it's quite large with a spacious basement, I've provided it as temporary lodging for the vampires.

In other words, Abraham Vlad is the tenant and I'm the landlord.

And in the cold, merciless real estate market, the landlord is always god.

Savoring the sweet taste of my perfectly brewed honey tea, I slowly made my way past Zion to the basement.

And there...

"What the hell are you doing?"
"As you can see, I was waiting for you."

There sat Abraham Vlad, regally perched on a shabby wooden chair I'd bought for 1 silver coin at the central market, with vampires flanking him on both sides.

It was annoying enough that they were just sitting there, but why was he fondling their chests?

The problem was that he showed no intention of stopping his shameless breast massage even with me standing right in front of him.

I gave him a look of utter disgust, but Abraham Vlad reacted as if it were no big deal.

"Ah, this? I apologize. Please understand even if it seems rude. This is how I periodically supply them with power."

Abraham Vlad must have come from some slum. Despite being a vampire lord no less impressive than a true ancestor, his behavior resembled a gender-swapped King Arthur from some questionable alternate universe.

*This is insane.*

I took a sip of honey tea and struggled to regain my composure.

I wasn't crazy enough to perform a 17-part dismemberment just because I was annoyed.
Though I use daggers as my main weapon too, my surname isn't Nanaya.

Eventually, unable to withstand my glare, Abraham Vlad stopped fondling and moved the vampires behind him.

About time.

"I don't understand why you're looking at me that way. Didn't you do something similar recently?"
"?"
"Oral intercourse in front of a Saint, of all people... humans truly are bold..."
"PFFT!!"

The honey water I'd been holding in my mouth sprayed out in all directions.
The vampire lord flicked his fingers lightly to clear away the droplets.

"You crazy bastard!! Did you see that with your demon eyes?!"
"I didn't intend to look, but that's how it turned out."

My mind went blank.
I'd been treating that as dark history I didn't want to remember since regaining my senses, and now it was suddenly brought up here.

Indeed, a powerful magical DPS race. Showing remarkable talent in mental attacks as well.

"Well... no need to be embarrassed. We're in the same boat, you and I."
"How so?"
"Aren't you already surrounded by several women? Those connected to you by bonds of affection already number well over three or four."
"..."
"While ordinary humans struggle to find even one, it's no wonder they call you the Black Fox. With that dark hair, you remind me of the nine-tailed fox from Eastern mythology that bewitches the opposite sex."

It's humiliating.
Yet why don't I feel entirely displeased?

Thinking about it, it means I have many women, doesn't it?

That's the highest compliment between men, right?
Especially coming from a "Lord" who commands forty beautiful vampires, objectively speaking.

"Ahem, hmm... well, thanks. I wasn't always like this... but lately it has been that way."
"Of course, if you don't intend to dominate them like I do, it will become quite troublesome in various ways."
"Damn it."

The faces of Petra and Sianne flash before me.
They used to hide it, but lately both have been engaging in serious power struggles.

Remembering how they glared daggers at each other before departing from Laterano, my briefly improved mood plummeted again.

"They say when human women hold grudges, blizzards come even in midsummer. If you're looking for just a one-night affair rather than a relationship, I could lend you one or two of my children."
"What nonsense are you spouting now?"
"How about Zion behind you? She's quite cute and should match your taste."
"*Gulp*"

Abraham Vlad suddenly offering something dangerously inappropriate.
I needed to shut that dangerous mouth immediately.

Prostitution is illegal in Rupel Territory!
And why are you swallowing dry saliva again? This is driving me crazy.

I couldn't tell if I'd brought vampires or a group of incubi and succubi.

I needed to escape this terrible conversation topic as quickly as possible.

"So what's your point? Why did you call me this morning?"
"Nothing special. As the leader of these children, I'm simply curious about exactly what you plan to do with us."
"I would have told you in due time if you'd just waited."
"I apologize. It's not that I don't trust you, but these children still distrust humans."

I shifted my gaze slightly to look at the other vampires. They appeared so fragile it was hard to believe they were high-level monsters that attacked and killed people.

After what happened in Laterano, their wariness is understandable.
Still, the disconnect between the vampire stereotype and their actual appearance caused me momentary cognitive dissonance.

"But can't you use your demon eyes? Aren't you able to read my thoughts directly?"
"Unfortunately, we cannot see our future."
"Useless then."
"Actually, accidentally witnessing your little 'pleasure' was a minor accident that occurred during the process of trying to figure that out—"
"Alright, alright! I'll tell you! I'll tell you!"

Having completely surrendered, I saw Abraham Vlad smile with satisfaction. Quite the smooth talker for a vampire.

"See that furniture over there?"

I pointed to a large wardrobe abandoned in the corner. At Abraham Vlad's gesture, the vampires beside him scurried over and opened it.

What was revealed were classic cookies-and-cream colored dresses.

Yes.
Maid uniforms.

"What are those...? They look like human clothing."
"They were originally meant for the servants managing this mansion. But since I hardly ever come home, they've been practically abandoned."

The vampire lord asked with a puzzled expression, not understanding what I meant. I answered him confidently and proudly.

"Have you ever heard of a maid and butler café?"
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"A maid and butler café?"
"Of course you wouldn't have heard of it. It's a culture still too distant for the people of this world to accept."

Ah... this is what they call a maid café. A place where you pay good money for tasteless omurice while being forced to recite embarrassing magical incantations.

Put that way, you'd wonder who would pay to visit such a ridiculous place.

But it remains one of the famous tourist industries that has proudly survived without becoming obsolete in our modern society of capitalism and efficiency.

Maid café.

The essence of subculture and an undisputed leader in offline subculture services that has been firmly imprinted even in the minds of ordinary people.

Until before my possession, as subculture moved into the mainstream, even so-called "normies" would occasionally visit these places during their trips to Japan.

Who wouldn't find it peculiar when pretty women in maid uniforms welcome you as "master" and act cute right in front of you?

As a side effect, the otaku atmosphere had largely faded away, replaced by the perception of it being a unique Japanese tourist service.

But that was only on Earth-1.

In this medieval fantasy world I've been transported to, maids are a common profession that you can find without having to visit a maid café.

Rather than subculture, they're much more traditional and classical in style.

Just in Dionaos Rupel's mansion alone, there are more than a dozen servants employed between maids and butlers.

As my neglected attire suggests, I was also planning to hire about three maids to manage my estate.

But conversely, this is ultimately an employer-employee relationship.

Since it involves bringing in a person to use as a sort of subordinate, ordinary commoners or merchants rarely employ maids.

It's purely a noble's luxury.

Even influential merchants at most employ only one or two.

In other words, to have more than ten maids like Rupel does, you'd need to be at least the head of a prominent merchant guild on the continent—otherwise, don't even dream of it.

Therefore, there was quite a high demand for maids themselves. Having maids meant you belonged to the upper class of society.

Especially maids who worked in genuine noble households—not just any hired help—received special treatment among commoners simply because of their position.

I plan to capitalize on this point thoroughly.

Rupel Territory has already successfully established itself as a distinctive tourist destination within the Empire through food and beverage branding like "LuCiH Association" and Marco Firenze Rupel Brewery.

Add to that various cultural attractions like the goblin village and the Rupel Winter Spirit Festival.

Of course, the high-quality iron ore and the influence of Petaronto's top output alchemist Campton can't be discounted either.

Whatever the case, compared to this time last year when beer was the territory's only specialty product, we've made tremendous progress.

Now, what if we add a fantasy-style maid café to the mix? And what if those maids are vampires?

This can't fail.

Since the territory I've been granted isn't far from the capital Petaronto, it could clearly be linked as part of a tourism package.

Just like how visitors to Tokyo always stop by Akihabara!

"I call it a maid café or butler café, but the concept is simple. I'm just going to give you folks a shop."
"A shop? You mean where humans eat food?"
"Exactly."

However, Abraham Vlad's expression wasn't particularly pleased.

While the status of maids and butlers might be special, that only applies among commoners.

From an employer's perspective, whether head maid or junior maid, they're all just servants.

For Abraham Vlad, who refers to himself with the title of count, being told to become a servant and cater to humans might naturally feel somewhat disrespectful.

"Don't misunderstand. I have no intention of using you as an employee. I'll obviously transfer ownership of the building to you."
"Hmm?"
"I'm just a business consultant. Yes, let's just say an advisor. I'll draw up all the business plans, but the actual operation will be entirely up to you."
"I don't understand the meaning. Why do it this way?"
"Don't you want to make money?"

I drove the point home precisely.

"Unfortunately, I can't take care of you out of charity forever. You made a blood contract with me. And in that contract, you and I are equals."

If he intended to abandon his past as a vampire and blend into human society, he naturally needed to adopt human culture too.

Those who don't work shall neither eat nor live.

That was my principle.
And vampires were no exception.

"Listen carefully. If this succeeds, you'll earn dozens of times more gold coins at once than you've ever had. I'm giving you a stake in my territory. As an equal 'business partner.'"
"Business partner..."

The vampire lord's expression already showed he was nearly convinced. No matter how much of a slaughterer of Arzelu he might be, he's no match for my silver-tongued persuasion.

"Business. Yes, it doesn't sound too bad."
"Right? I'll draft the business plan as quickly as possible and pass it to you. You should read through the terms carefully along with me."

Takeoff clearance without a doubt.

Visualizing the waves of countless gold coins before my eyes, I shook Abraham Vlad's hand.

Otaku culture is profitable.

And I intended to create otaku who would become excellent patrons and sponsors for Rubern Ailoy.

***

"Did you perhaps drink some strange potion to come up with this idea?"
"Why, there's no problem with it."
"I always knew you were an unusual person, but this is truly mind-boggling..."

Alchemist Campton looked over the rough business plan I'd made and shook his head.

Besides Duke Dionaos Rupel, his vassals, and the Snow Leopard Knights who directly experienced the recent incident, he was virtually the only civilian who knew that vampires were planning to settle in Rupel Territory.

In truth, Campton had to know. While Abraham Vlad and the holy barrier somehow suppressed the vampires' bloodthirst, they still needed to eat something.

Already they were consuming eight goats per meal each day.

Given that we're already suppressing their bloodthirst, we can't feed them human blood, so we're substituting with livestock blood for now.

True to their vampire nature, they drink blood like it's some kind of sports drink.

Our finances can't sustain this. Petaronto already has a limited livestock supply, and if we keep using those animals as vampire food, we might end up eating nothing but grass for a while.

That's why I called for Campton.

With skills rivaling an Imperial alchemist, he would surely be able to produce "artificial blood."

"Trust me, this will really work."
"I don't know about that. You and ordinary people like me think completely differently, Commissioner."

I put away the business plan, unimpressed by the alchemist's lukewarm response. I hadn't come here to discuss business anyway.

"Anyway, creating the artificial blood you mentioned isn't that difficult. Mass production is easy too."
"Really?!"
"As long as it's similar to blood components, that's all that matters, right? Everyone's already doing that."
"I didn't know that."
"Sometimes the magic tower or alchemists need blood for their work, and they can't always draw blood from healthy people..."

That makes sense.
I'd heard that alchemists and magicians were once all branded as witches because of such practices.

It's true that using human blood to create spells or potions doesn't look particularly good.

Even now, only black magicians maintain such primitive and disgusting methods, so alternatives must have been developed.

"How long will it take to complete?"
"I haven't made any artificial blood recently since there haven't been any orders, so it should be ready in a day or two."
"Another eight innocent goats will have to die, I guess."
"If other blood is acceptable, ask Knight Heintz too. He has connections with hunters."

That wasn't a bad idea either. With wild animals available, we wouldn't necessarily have to sacrifice livestock from the farms.

"Well, at least the biggest food problem is solved."

I left the alchemist's house with a sense of relief. Honestly, I was worried about what to do if he said it was difficult.

"Oh, Commissioner! So this is where you were!"

Just then, a familiar voice called from behind me.

I instinctively turned around to see Roger Lusky grinning. Our connection began with the spice trade. Still affiliated with Fisher Pepper, Roger Lusky now held the title of "branch manager," a far cry from his days as a mere peddler.

Fisher Pepper had successfully secured an exclusive contract to supply spices to the LuCiH Association and had even established a branch in Rupel Territory to continue trade.

"I haven't seen you lately. I heard you went to Laterano."
"Yes, that's right. And speaking of rarely seeing faces, Mr. Roger, you're quite the busy merchant yourself."
"Hahaha, indeed. Actually, I just returned to Rupel not long ago."

Traveling from the northern to the southern parts of the Empire takes at least a month once you set out.

No matter how much the road conditions have improved, there's a limit to how fast a carriage can travel.

"Did you bring any special items this time?"
"Oh, of course! This time I found an ingredient that really caught my attention."

Roger Lusky rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a few small bean-like objects.

"Do you know what these are?"
"Coffee beans, aren't they?"

For a world modeled after medieval fantasy, it has quite a range—pasta dishes similar to modern ones, and even modern-style fried chicken through LuCiH. So naturally, coffee exists too. Due to geographical characteristics, it wasn't easily available in the north, but when I was with the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I drank it several times a day.

Petra and other administrators were shocked to see me mixing it with ice and water to make an americano.

But what can I do? Koreans have americano flowing through their veins instead of blood.

Espresso is just too bitter.

But Roger Lusky wiggled his finger as if to say I was wrong.

"Nine out of ten people answer that way. These are called cacao beans. They're a specialty crop harvested from the Corab Islands across the sea, famous for their bitter taste similar to coffee—"
"Mr. Roger Lusky."

As soon as I heard the word cacao, I grabbed his hand.

"Why don't you just join us permanently?"
"What? Why so suddenly... Though I'm grateful, of course..."

I may not be able to distinguish between coffee beans and cacao beans, but I'm not stupid enough not to know what cacao beans are used for.

I'd been wondering what food to sell at the café.

Found it. My money maker.
After all, chocolate is the perfect café dessert, isn't it?
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It wasn't that there were no desserts at all. Just no chocolate.

There were light cookies, pies, and tart-like things, but they weren't particularly favored by common people.

They taste good. But they're expensive.

When a single dessert costs as much as three meals for the day, it's not easy to choose to eat one.

Even the chicken from the LuCiH Association, which seemed expensive to ordinary people, was 50 donghwa per bird. That was half a day's wages for an average worker.

But the important point here isn't whether chocolate has the price competitiveness to appeal to the common class.

What matters is where and to whom it will be sold.

*I need a premium brand like Imperial Stout. One targeting the gentry or nobility, not commoners.*

The newly emerging class in the Bolivar Empire was the "gentry"—merchants and landowners.

They had no noble titles, but they had no problem feeding their families and children.

In other words, people with surplus capital. They often spent more lavishly than nobles. These days, there's no real estate, stocks, or cryptocurrency.

Unless investing through merchant guilds or associations, the methods for significantly increasing capital were extremely limited, so most excess money was spent on entertainment or luxury goods.

While they didn't worry about making ends meet, their desire for social advancement remained unfulfilled.

So they blindly followed whatever the nobility did, and recently, young gentry and lower nobles like barons or baronets had become the leading cultural force.

The primary consumers of semi-luxury items like coffee and spices were precisely the gentry class.

From the moment I planned to place vampires in the maid café industry, the main customers were never meant to be day laborers, but people who knew how to open their wallets for entertainment.

Logically speaking, ordinary farmers or hunters wouldn't visit a vampire maid café.

Of course, if word spreads, ordinary people might visit for the novelty experience, like with the LuCiH Association.

But that remains to be seen.

"So you're saying we should make desserts with these cacao beans...?"
"Yes."
"I've tried drinking water boiled with cacao beans mixed with sugar and jasmine, but it was bitter like coffee. How do you make a dessert from something like that?"

I couldn't help but smack my forehead at Roger's words.

Could this possibly be a fantasy version of hot chocolate? I can understand the sugar, but why add jasmine?

Though I vaguely remembered hearing that the first hot chocolate people made was a beverage steeped in all sorts of spices.

Maybe that's actually good.

"What's the unit price for cacao beans?"
"Not that expensive. They're considered a lower variety of coffee beans, after all."
"That's fortunate."

Though calling them a lower variety is misleading when they make entirely different foods.

"Then additional purchases would be possible, right?"
"Of course! Actually, with the recent surge in coffee demand, cacao bean prices have fallen. We brought these in at a heavily discounted price."

Roger Ruski, who had been showing a rather indifferent reaction, suddenly transformed into a merchant with gold coins practically dropping from his eyes when I expressed interest in purchasing more cacao beans.

Whether it succeeds or fails, I should prepare plenty.

In a way, this is another brand business for the Rupel Territory after the Spirit Festival, so I need to be extremely careful.

So the ingredients are OK.
The concept is not bad.

All that remains is to find a miracle chef who can transform these coffee bean novices into genuine "chocolate."

***

"Desserts? Of course I like them."
"I thought so."

I nodded toward the deputy commander of the knights who answered as if wondering why I would ask such a thing.

Imen Lua was perhaps the most feminine among the female knights of the Snow Leopard Knights, who were suspiciously lacking in femininity.

There weren't many female knights in the order to begin with, and even the few women there were far removed from typically feminine preferences.

For example, our commander Sianne was a severe weapons enthusiast, while Barbara surprisingly had no preferences to speak of.

She would say everything was fine no matter what you showed her—a peculiar taste that bordered on liking almost everything except cold and ghosts.

Irpin, having spent a long time in the predominantly male knights order, didn't seem to prefer adorning herself or eating sweet things.

In that respect, Imen, who enjoyed fine alcohol, new clothing, and accessories, could be considered the last bastion of femininity among the Snow Leopard female knights.

"But do you like making them as well as eating them?"
"Hmm... I'm not sure. I've never made anything specifically, but I'm not uninterested."

Fair enough.
Baking in this era isn't something you can just do freely at home.

While magical tools similar to modern home ovens exist because of magic, household magical tools—especially cooking-related products—have extremely low supply and demand.

If you think about it, there's no reason for a "Mana Maestro" who crafts magical tools to make cooking tools for civilian use.

Magical tools can't be mass-produced; they're essentially "luxury goods" with magical formulas painstakingly engraved by craftsmen.

People might buy luxury cars or bags, but not luxury frying pans.

But I'm exactly the kind of person who buys such strange things.

Having lived among all sorts of convenient modern amenities, most items closest to modern ones are magical tools.

And once you buy them, they're actually quite useful.
Like the magical teapot I took on my last trip to Laterano.

"What crazy scheme are you planning this time?"
"Crazy scheme? I always only pursue the boundless glory of Rupel Territory and the prosperity of the Snow Leopard Knights—"
"Yes, yes, everyone knows our executor loves the territory. So what exactly is this crazy scheme?"

She doesn't give an inch, does she?

Though even I have to admit that the idea of opening a maid café with vampires does sound a bit crazy.

"Ahem, well... I heard some interesting products came in from Fisher-Pepper. We already have alcohol and chicken as Rupel specialties, so shouldn't we develop something a bit more upscale?"
"And that would be desserts, right?"
"Correct."

Imen Lua rolled her eyes, then answered in a playful voice as if she'd had a good idea.

"Alright. Sounds fun. But since we're doing this, how about including a few other people besides me?"

Other people? Imen answered before I could ask.

"For example... Commander Sianne?"
"Ah! You mean all the knights together?"
"Your ability to completely misinterpret what I clearly said is truly remarkable."

Her gaze instantly turned cold. I could recall how Imen seemed strangely pleased whenever Sianne and I were paired together.

Not a chance.

Honestly, there would be nothing wrong with just bringing Sianne along, but I don't have the confidence to withstand Petra's wrath afterward.

Last time, some trivial thing flipped her switch and she went all the way.

Don't torment me, Miss Bastian.

I pretended not to understand Imen Lua's words and hastily moved on.

"Let's just go with the female knight members."
"Tch... boring."
"It's not fun for me at all! Only those who've experienced it would understand!"
"Honestly, I can't stand listening to you lamenting about your life every time you get drunk. Just make it official already!"

Now you show your true colors, you devil!

Seeing the deputy commander spouting nonsense like "stop fighting and just get together," I had to cover my ears and flee the office.

And so the chocolate-making competition was agreed upon with Sianne, Barbara, Irpin, and among the men, only Ronz(?) who showed interest, along with other apprentice knights as participants.

It turned out to be quite an enjoyable event among the knights.

And the first place, quite predictably, went to Imen Lua, who made a tart topped with chocolate made by mixing cocoa powder and milk. Naturally, someone with more tasting experience knows better.

Sianne's chocolate, which had shown some promise, became completely inedible waste after burning to a crisp—but that's a secret.

Anyway, with this, everything was decided: the food to sell, the site for the café, the employees to work at the problematic store, and the overall concept.

All that remained was to get approval from Duke Dionaos Rupel and his retainers, the final authority.

"I'm going to create a café run by vampires in my territory."

Of course, the response from the retainers, with whom I share an overflowing bond and essentially a spiritual connection, was:

"Are you in your right mind?"
"Even I... can't cover for this one, Executor Rubern."
"Even in our industry, this doesn't seem right."

Like a Steam review for a terrible game, it was overwhelmingly negative (86%).
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I understood that vampire cafes might not be well-received in current society. Logically speaking, it's not much different from making thousand-year-old elves from the great forest into sex slaves, right?

That would be impossible unless the elf was a severe masochist.

The truth is, the Blue Cross Society was only able to kidnap that elf last time because she was equivalent to an elementary school child by human standards.

Generally, in elven society, once they pass 100 years old and are considered adults, even elves who don't practice magic naturally surpass the talents of most human mages.

That's precisely why neither Bolivar nor Nirvana attack or claim the western great forests as territory.

We should be thankful that elves are naturally peace-loving and extremely passive as a race.

One reason the Imperial Inspectorate, which had been indifferent to the tragedy in Tipen Village, moved so urgently was because the great elder's great-granddaughter was involved.

But unlike elves who are completely separated from human society, vampires living among humans isn't particularly strange.

After all, isn't blending in with humans a characteristic of vampires?

Vampires drink blood. And among all blood, they consider that of humans and other intelligent beings to be the highest quality.

Naturally, the better they blend into human society, the easier it is to obtain high-quality blood. Didn't Abraham Vlad himself once live with a widow?

Except for not being able to go out during the day, they don't look much different from humans, so it's not uncommon for vampires to attach themselves to high-ranking humans like nobles or merchants.

I planned to persuade the council based on this point.

"Do you know of any monsters who fought on the human side during the last Great Expedition?"

In response to my question, Magistrate Arthur Tarantino, his face covered in wrinkles, nodded and answered.

"...Of course. They're quite famous."
"The orcs of the Andos Mountains."

Just as with the goblin colony led by Chunsik, most monsters have extremely vertical, hierarchical social structures.

Looking at Abraham Vlad and his vampires, the direction of the entire race is determined by Abraham Vlad's intentions.

In other words, if a "Demon Lord" or "leader" figure like now seeks harmony with humans, they can maintain a decent relationship with humans.

"During the Great Expedition, the orcs of the Andos Mountains fought on our side. The reason was simple—they knew right from wrong. Their long-standing cooperative relationship with local residents also played a part."

The Andos orcs used their characteristic powerful strength to serve as the "assault force" of the expedition.

They achieved brilliant military accomplishments on numerous battlefields. As a result, their chief received the title of "Margrave of the Frontier" from the Emperor of the Bolivar Empire, and the entire tribe was granted imperial citizenship rights.

The conclusion is this:

"By binding Abraham Vlad and his vampires to our territory, we gain powerful asymmetric warfare capabilities."

Who could have predicted such a tragedy would occur in Laterano? The future is always uncertain.

Moreover, through a series of incidents, the Blue Cross Society has focused their aggression on me and the Rupel Territory.

Having heard from Apostle McKellen, the Second Order of Blaucrohitz, that the Blue Cross Society is showing interest in me, there's no guarantee they won't try something in our territory.

They released an Arachne Chimera near Kirten Territory and a Wyvern Worm in the northern small city of Bordova.

We shouldn't forget who revived the dragon knight and his dragon as undead from the Gold Dragon Lair connected to the gold mine near Tipen Village and caused havoc.

Since Abraham Vlad and his race also suffered unpleasant experiences at the hands of the Blue Cross Society, they will certainly help punish them.

"Even the Snow Leopard Knights can't manage all of our expanded territory. You all know this. We're at the point where we need to recall troops dispatched to Hebron Duchy."

Despite changing knight recruitment from periodic to continuous and actively advertising in the imperial capital, the knight order's personnel shortage showed no signs of improvement.

The Rupel Territory was developing at an incredibly rapid pace, and the resulting increase in security demands was inevitable.

The Blue Cross Society won't miss such an opportunity.

And they'll approach more meticulously and persistently than before.

"...There is some merit to this."
"Your Excellency—!"
"Besides, as you all know, though the place where the vampires will settle is an appendage of Rupel, it's officially Viscount Rubern's fief. If vampires are going to reside there anyway, reassuring nearby residents in this manner might be a good approach."
"Well, if it's a shop run by vampires, I might visit out of curiosity..."

Surprisingly, Security Chief Baker, whom I thought would be quite rigid about such matters, added.

However, Tribune Antonio still looked displeased since it directly affected the safety of the territory's residents.

He was someone who respected my opinions as much as Finance Officer Edwon Carlton, so I couldn't say I felt completely at ease either.

But as always, all I could do was urge the council to trust me.

"What if Abraham Vlad has deceived us for some reason and settled in our territory, Executor?"
"Do I look like someone who would fall for a mosquito lord's tricks?"
"M-mosquito lord...?"
"I am Rubern Ailoy, Executor of Rupel! Not only am I prepared for such actions, but Saint Catherine Sissela has already agreed to serve as a monitor by Abraham Vlad's side."

Suddenly, Marquis Dionaos Rupel burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"
"Marquis?"
"Mosquito lord. You're probably the only one who would call the Butcher of Arjeru that, Rubern Ailoy."
"It's not wrong, is it? Mosquitoes are also good at killing people."
"Yes, I think there's no need to fear them excessively. I've already met them several times."

Although it was a fief granted to me, it was still part of the Rupel Marquisate.

Naturally, Marquis Rupel had already had some conversation with the Vampire Lord, Abraham Vlad.

Since the Marquis had put more weight on my side, the matter was essentially already settled.

Unless we refused to accept vampires altogether, now that they were already in Petaronto, expelling them could cause who knows what chaos.

In other words, the conclusion was predetermined from the start.

It's just that a maid café is a profession that's not easily explained.

"If you're still unsure, I'll invite you to my mansion next week. By then, we should have a general idea of how the shop will operate."
"Hmm... well, certainly building a monastery will take some time."

Just because their residence was officially decided doesn't mean vampires could move in tomorrow.

Since we need to establish at least one village in what was essentially barren land except for the poppy field, it naturally takes time.

Moreover, since a monastery where the "Saint" will reside is planned, the design itself will be even more complex.

Having barely raised my initially overwhelmingly negative proposal to a mixed evaluation, it was time to drive the final nail.

***

"Welcome...!!"

As we entered the café—or more precisely, the mansion decorated like a restaurant—beautiful vampire maids lined up from the entrance welcomed our party.

Forty in total.
Each one a top-tier beauty.

The scene of these maids lined up along the red carpet was truly magnificent.

This is it.
This is exactly the scene I wanted.

Faced with a sight unseen even in Marquis Dionaos Rupel's mansion, the few Snow Leopard Knights and council members selected for this experience showed confusion in their eyes.

"R-Rubern Ailoy, Executor... what is this...?"

Standing before the confused people, I spread my arms wide as if showing off the vampires and said:

"This is a premium dessert restaurant that repays you solely with delicious food and excellent service!"

The impact was certainly impressive, as several male knights hurriedly averted their gaze to empty space upon seeing the vampire maids.

Though their traditional Victorian maid uniforms weren't particularly revealing, they were simply overwhelmed by the maids' extraordinary beauty.

"W-wait...! Executor, this doesn't seem right!?"

However, some women seemed more curious or embarrassed. Especially Irpin.

As a traditional law believer with conservative tendencies, she seemed slightly repulsed by the fact that "vampires in maid uniforms are employed as staff."

But I had prepared for this too.

"What a beautiful night, isn't it? Welcome to my new castle, the arc of night stars in the sky, Starbox."
"Ah."

Irpin, who was about to protest, froze in place.

His previously disheveled seaweed-like hair was now neatly arranged, and he wore a golden monocle over one eye, adding intellectual beauty.

A beautiful ceremonial robe in black and red that draped perfectly over his broad shoulders.

"I am Count Abraham Vlad. You may call me the manager. Do you have something to say, noble knight?"
"N-no... nothing at all!"

Irpin hastily stepped back and rolled her eyes around just like the male knights.

This is true gender equality, I tell you. Isn't it great when everyone gets eye candy?

"Ahem, hrm...!!"
"Then please guide us, Manager."
"This way."

By the way, Irpin.
You might want to wipe that drool from your mouth.
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"Chocolate madeleines are ready."
"This coffee is made with genuine beans produced in the Arabica Peninsula."

The vampire maids were extremely dedicated to their duties. The knights and retainers were frozen in amazement as they watched the maids serve food without a single misstep, provide one-on-one attention to guests, and deliver service worthy of a modern restaurant.

When I was discussing the "Starlight Vault" business with Abraham Vlad, I had continuously emphasized the importance of service that bordered on perfection.

By promoting the logic that visitors to the Starlight Vault were Abraham Vlad's guests, I had managed to make the vampires naturally understand the concept of "service."

Of course, being under a lord who casually groped breasts without a second thought, initially there was a risk of the service taking an inappropriate turn.

Fortunately, through consistent behavioral correction, I succeeded in eliminating all potentially sexually problematic elements.

Now they had become the ultimate champions of wholesome hospitality.

The praise wasn't limited to the service alone. No matter how good the service is, if the substance is empty, customers won't return.

No, actually, we should be wary of those who do return despite bad food. That would mean they're just coming to ogle the maids.

Troublemakers usually fall into that category.

Since we had positioned ourselves as a premium brand targeting gentry and nobility, there was a possibility that not all visitors would be within my manageable range.

If anyone tried anything strange with the vampires, Abraham Vlad would definitely not stand idle.

While there would always be those who try to flirt and cause trouble, I needed to create an environment that minimized such approaches.

At least in a place filled with noble ladies and young mistresses, no one would dare act like an idiot. People of that status tend to care about their reputation.

That's why the second most important thing was high-quality, delicious food worthy of our service.
Especially the versatility of the masterpiece Lua chocolate made from cacao beans was limitless.

"What is this... it's actually delicious."
"This is a flavor young noble ladies and women will love. They'll visit not just for the staff but for the food too."

Imen Lua's shoulders rose involuntarily at the praise erupting from all around. Though to be fair, the taste was good enough to warrant such self-satisfaction.

"That's precisely the identity of a premium brand. While we've succeeded in gaining recognition among merchants and travelers through LuCiH Association and beer, the Rupel Territory is still avoided by nobles."

Honestly, the Rupel Territory had developed remarkably. If we could look at indicators alone, it could proudly certify itself as the city with the highest growth rate in the Bolivar Empire.

In some ways, this might truly be considered its "golden age."

The number of territory residents immigrating increased almost daily, and villages were springing up everywhere.

Food production, which had been a chronic problem for Rupel, had significantly increased, centered around the southern territory where efficient farming was possible. And the commercial sector was thriving beyond words.

By absorbing the Karahan Marquisate, the relatively weak domestic economy had been strengthened, and with the addition of specialty products to the already abundant "resources," the territory had achieved the remarkable feat of recording its first export surplus in history.

But.

This too would eventually reach a plateau. In fact, given how rapidly it had grown, the aftermath was frightening.

Great power always comes with a price.

While we couldn't avoid stagnation, we could delay it—through exceptional "human resources."

Development that merely increases the number of territory residents and expands resources has its limits. Besides, territory management isn't a single-player civilization game.

There's a reason lords hold the card of political marriages, marrying off their children to key personnel in various territories and the imperial family.

A territory that stands out and dominates will inevitably face checks from other territories. The current retainers might not be able to handle all the schemes and injustices that would follow.

The moment you underestimate the Bolivar Empire, you'll find a knife in the back of your head.

The reason this massive empire hasn't disappeared into the annals of history like other empires on Earth-1 over hundreds of years is because there are monsters sustaining it.

If those who could match even the crown prince were seriously thinking of corrupting the Rupel Territory...

They could easily set up a situation where Rupel's core personnel couldn't respond, then cut off all the arms and legs of territory management.

As the territory continues to develop and relations with the central government strengthen...

I think that even Dionaos Rupel, who is currently completely detached from the central government, will see his position rise significantly.

Then, like it or not, we'll have to confront those monsters.

After probing once or twice, if they think they can succeed, they'll genuinely come running to sink their teeth into our necks.

They'll think of us as a level-up item they must devour to increase their power.

"While it's the territory residents who sustain the territory, it's political power that protects it. The reason the former Karahan regent ran wild was because Rupel's political power was weak."
"So you're saying you'll use this café as a pretext to attract nobles?"
"We'll start with lower nobles who are sensitive to trends, or the children of higher nobles."

The officials who clearly understood my meaning finally expressed admiration for the political advantages that the vampire maid café "Starbucks" would provide.

A symbol of youth.
A pioneer of culture.

Come here, noble second-generation who have been pushed out of power struggles, and gentry who seek social advancement.

We will realize the Rupel Dream of the imperial century for you.

***

After that, the visiting group came to my mansion, which had been transformed into an otherworldly Starbucks, three more times.

If the first group consisted of Snow Leopard Knights and retainers, the second was made up of ordinary apprentice knights and lower officials including city hall employees.

And the third comprised merchant guild leaders trading with the Rupel Territory and artisans residing in Petaronto.

Even if we're targeting nobles and officials for the opening, it's better to conduct a broad demand survey.

And most opinions were overwhelmingly positive.

Those who initially showed aversion to the word "vampire" had their eyes completely turned after seeing one pretty girl next to another.

Service from the staff: 10 out of 10.
Snacks and coffee provided: 8.5 out of 10.

Considering that the 1.5-point difference was due to opinions that the chocolate was too sweet, it's essentially a perfect 10 excluding the realm of personal preference.

This is a clear green light by anyone's standards.

When it was time to leave, everyone subtly expressed regret and asked about the official opening date, which confirms this is definitely a viable business.

'And the vampires' reactions aren't bad either...'

Actually, they seem to be quite fond of it.

Despite appearances, they were once human.

Popular figures have always been objects of admiration, so from their perspective, this might be a reality they once dreamed of during their human days.

Moreover, since Campten's artificial blood seems to suit their taste well enough, they no longer need to harm humans.

And since they aren't limited to only drinking blood like typical vampires in fiction, there's a growing number of individuals who are genuinely developing interests in cooking and baking.

If they integrate themselves into society like this, it's nothing but good news from my perspective.

All's well that ends well.

Goodbye to the past of being stuck in a gloomy system, hunting wild animals.

"But isn't there going to be a fourth visit?"
"We should open it, even temporarily. The building is already completed."
"Hiing..."
"But why are you arguing about this here, Irpin?"

I responded to the female knight who was clearly showing her disappointment.

"Well, the Executor's territory is far away! It takes an hour on horseback! Why not just open it in Petaronto? It's already so popular..."

After our last meeting, Irpin had completely transformed into an Abraham Vlad fangirl. While the man is incredibly handsome, I never expected her to be this captivated.

"Well, if it does well, we might open a branch."
"It will definitely do well! Let's just open it in advance?"
"Rejected. Besides, this business is being opened entirely with my personal money. If you like it that much, Irpin, why don't you contribute?"
"Then give me a raise!!"

Well, well, I can't listen to this anymore.

The basic principle of fandom is self-sufficiency. The idea of relying on someone else's help for your fandom? Unthinkable! No! Nooo!!

Still, if it moved Irpin to this extent, it was a green light for future business. Since we've started, we should also venture into merchandise later.

That's all money.
Can't you hear the sound of gold coins falling from the sky?

By managing lower nobles and ladies as VIPs, we'll establish a solid political foundation, revitalize the local economy, and my pockets will become plentiful too.

How many birds is that?
It's like killing eight birds with one stone.

"You're so stingy. But is the territory name really decided?"
"Yes, there's no law saying I have to attach my surname."
"But territory names always follow the lord's surname, don't they? Like the Barony of Kirten..."

The official name of the Airel Hills, which had been granted as a fief, became "Vlad Village" as of today.

Of course, it's named after Abraham Vlad's surname. Even if he's a self-proclaimed count, now that we're official business partners, I should show him that much respect.

If Vlad Village becomes Vlad City and emerges as a global tourist destination, what does the name matter?

I'm the major shareholder, after all.

And if I put Ailoy's name in front, there's a higher chance of attracting unwanted attention.

Especially since we're prominently featuring vampires.

Anyway.
The otherworldly Starbucks was sailing smoothly like a ship with a favorable wind.

Following chicken that ensures a family's abundant dinner and the devilishly addictive Rupel beer that you can't escape once you've tasted it.

And now the world's first chocolate dessert.

Having thoroughly exploited the food industry, it's time to dabble in entertainment too.

The title? Proud otherworldly idol.
Something like that?
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The construction of Starlight's Ark is progressing steadily. The building has already been constructed and the interior design has been completed.

As the legal owner of the territory, I also left Petaronto temporarily to personally oversee the completion of the Vlad Village construction project.

"It's quite interesting to see such thick blackout curtains in a restaurant, rather than in a brothel or some illegal establishment."

The man in charge of overseeing the construction of the first Starlight's Ark branch said while thoughtfully stroking his chin.

"Being thorough is only natural. If sunlight were to get in... vampires don't heal skin damage easily."
"I'm well aware. That's why we used the thickest fabric available in the empire."

Since vampires would be working as employees, Starbox's opening hours would be from 3 PM, when the sun begins to set, until 9 PM, after the typical dinner hours.

Just 6 hours of operation.

Compared to regular restaurants, it was nearly half the usual operating time, but there was no choice.

There was no reason to open the café too late at night, and even if they did, it would earn the suspicious label of "service establishment open in the dead of night."

The place already had the feel of something easily mistaken for a brothel, and with vampires living there, the number of windows was noticeably fewer.

To those who didn't know better, it could easily appear to be a rather dubious establishment.

On the other hand, opening early in the morning would severely restrict the employees' range of activities and could expose them to strong sunlight, potentially causing serious injury.

After considering various factors, exactly 6 hours seemed to be the appropriate operating time.

Besides, Rubern Ailoy is a law-abiding boss who follows labor laws.

While minimum wage and the 52-hour workweek aren't legally mandated social regulations in this case, the disadvantages of pushing employees that hard outweighed the advantages.

Ever heard of opportunity cost?

It's a hundred, no, a thousand times more beneficial to let them sleep more or make more desserts than to open earlier.

Besides, short operating hours suit a premium brand.

What kind of premium establishment operates 24 hours? That would be like a 24-hour market food stall. No different from those motels that slap "Royal" or "Grand" in their names and pretend to be hotels.

It's no coincidence that popular restaurants, aesthetic cafés, and bars on social media have waiting lists or reservation systems.

In the end, premium isn't just about money—it includes intangible values that can't be easily calculated.

"Still... this is quite impressive. I'm truly pleased with it."

I added while looking at the magnificently constructed three-story building.

It was so large that even in the capital, buildings of this size were hard to find. It stood tall on the sprawling hillside like a tower.

I also aesthetically appreciated how it formed a curious symmetry with the watchtower built by the Blue Mage Tower.

The man casually shrugged at my compliment, as if stating the obvious.

"That goes without saying. This is why you brought us all the way from the capital."

He was one of the master craftsmen from the Architects Guild, personally brought from Constina, the capital of the Bolivar Empire.

Generally, guilds were communities formed by craftsmen or merchants, but the empire unusually had an "Architects Guild" to which architects belonged.

The Bolivar Empire boasts a long tradition. Even as emperors changed, the cities remained steadfastly in place.

Architects were considered a highly prestigious and respected technical profession within the empire.

"Though this building is excellent, it still can't compare to the Catherine Monastery that my brother is working on."

While expressing pride in his own work, he turned his head slightly to look at the brick building being constructed on the highest hill in the distance.

Catherine Monastery.

It was both a Papal Office observation post for Abraham Vlad and the fifth monastery to be built in the empire.

Unfortunately, Catherine Sissela's petition to restore her title as a saint was rejected, but fortunately, her resignation from the Combat Nuns and her position as chief advisor to the Inquisition was accepted.

Instead, along with former Cardinal Horaeum, she volunteered to oversee Abraham Vlad, who would be settling in the Rupel Territory.

She became the abbess of Catherine Monastery, where clergy who suffered mental and physical damage from Apostle McCallan's clutches would relocate for recovery.

The nuns and monks who lived in the characteristically closed environment of monasteries suffered the most damage in the Laterano tragedy.

Since Abraham Vlad and his vampires were also clearly victims, the two groups wouldn't clash significantly.

"But it's truly remarkable. The fact that a Vampire Lord settled in Rubern Ailoy's territory is already unbelievable, but right next to it is a monastery led by that saint..."
"There are many complicated circumstances involved."

I could only offer an awkward smile. What would be the point of exposing the Papal Office's shame?

They had gone to such lengths to prevent information from leaking outside.

Even if rumors were circulating, there's a huge difference between mere gossip and indirect confirmation from someone involved like me.

"By the way, Commissioner Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes?"
"If it's not too presumptuous to ask... is there any plan for the LuCiH Association to come here as well?"

LuCiH? Of course they should come.

Now that I'll be going back and forth between Vlad Village and the knights' headquarters for work, it would be too unfair if I couldn't satisfy a sudden craving for chicken.

"Yes, there's already a chef dispatched from the association. However, they haven't started operations yet."
"Ah... I see."

The architect seemed somewhat disappointed as he smacked his lips.

"It's just that all my merchant friends insist that I must try it when visiting Rupel. They say it's a heavenly taste, and once you try it, there's no going back."

The fame of Rupel Chicken is something to be acknowledged.

Although there are no plans to open a branch in the capital yet, the overwhelming taste of the LuCiH Association has long since spread throughout the empire thanks to discerning merchants.

As the founder and major shareholder of LuCiH, I should treat him properly.

"Then let's have chicken for dinner tonight. Please gather all the architects; it's my treat."
"A-are you serious?!"
"No matter how business-related our relationship is, I can't treat guests visiting my territory poorly."

He beamed with a broad smile, genuinely delighted at my words.

That's right.
No one can resist chicken after all.

***

The next day.

Perhaps because it had been so long since I'd had alcohol, a hangover that rarely visited me arrived.

The head of the Architects Guild, moved by my hospitality, brought three bottles of baijiu he had stashed in his quarters.

The middle-aged man, who seemed more like a construction worker than a renowned architect, drank like a whale.

Even I, who considered myself quite good at drinking, had to wave the white flag in surrender at the skill difference.

At least I didn't make pizza for pigeons or raccoons like the others did.

I never expected such burly men to be members of Greenpeace, using so much food for wild animals.

"Oh shit..."

I walked unsteadily toward the monastery. I had quite a lot of work to do today, but in this state, I couldn't handle it.

I needed to ask for a blessing of detoxification to cure my hangover.

Although the monastery wasn't fully completed, the residential area for the clergy was mostly finished, so about fifty monks and nuns were already staying there.

"Oh? Uncle Rubern!"

At that moment, a "forbidden word" that should never be shouted pierced through my hangover-heavy mind.

Who just called me "uncle"?

When I turned around, a girl with brown hair was looking at me with a bright smile.

Mischievous Karin.

She was the very girl that Decart and I had barely managed to rescue on the day the Laterano tragedy began.

"Karin, you shouldn't use the term 'uncle' so casually."
"Huh? Why not?"
"Because I'm not an uncle."

I'm still a fresh twenty-six years old. Firmly in my mid-twenties!

"Ehhh?! That's strange...! Uncle Rubern, aren't you older than Uncle Decart?"

Hey.
I'm three years younger than Decart.

The difference in appearance is because he ate well during his priesthood days!

But I couldn't argue back. There's nothing more undignified than arguing about age with a child who's not even ten years old.

"Big brother... doesn't quite fit, so just call me uncle. Got it?"
"Okay, Uncle Rubern."
"That's right."
"But why are you at the monastery? Are you looking for the Saint—I mean, the Abbess?"

I shook my head. Sorry to Catherine Sissela, but right now I needed holy power.

"No, are there any other clergy around?"
"Ah... they're probably all in prayer right now. We shouldn't disturb them."

Looking at the large magical clock installed in the monastery building at Karin's words, I saw it was 12 PM, noon.

It was the time for prayers of repentance and recovery. As Karin said, it was a time that shouldn't be disturbed.

"...Sigh, what can I do?"
"The prayer ends in 30 minutes, so why don't you wait in the Abbess's office?"
"I guess I'll have to."
"Then! I'll be going now! Uncle!!"

As if her business was done, the girl waved her hands and disappeared down the corridor. She reminded me exactly of Lucy from before.

Energetic, quirky, and cute—exactly what a girl that age should be.

It's truly fortunate to see her doing so well despite experiencing something that could easily cause trauma.

After sending Karin off, I headed straight to the Abbess's office. If nothing else, I absolutely needed a blessing of detoxification for this imperial baijiu hangover.

The Abbess's office was on the second floor of the monastery's residential area.

Originally, as it doubled as the Abbess's office, it should have been located in the administrative area currently under construction.

However, just like at the Assisi Monastery before, its location was deliberately changed to the residential area so that any unfortunate incidents among the clergy could be immediately addressed.

[Abbess's Office]

After confirming the sign on the door, I knocked.

"Who is it?"
"Saint, it's me."
"Ru-Rubern?!"

Crash!!
No sooner had she answered than the sound of something collapsing came from within the office.

"Saint?!"
"Hyaaack! No!!"

Startled by the sudden noise, I opened the door and went in.

"Oh."
"Oh."

There was the Saint, with her hair completely disheveled as if she had been rolling around in bed, wearing obviously loose pajamas.

And if that wasn't enough, she was upside down on the floor with her stomach exposed.
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As I looked down, I could see her soft, pale belly and navel, with the edge of a black brassiere peeking out from underneath. The thin pink nightgown contrasted sharply with her undergarments. Anyone could tell she had just been rolling around in bed.

For a moment, I wondered if I had mistaken Catherine's personal room for her office, but the sign on the door still clearly read "Abbess's Office."

Is she serious?

So she's basically turned the Abbess's office into her personal bedroom.

"Ugh..."

The Saint groaned as she extracted herself from her awkward position, then frantically checked her clothing with a flushed face.

Of course, her revealing attire wasn't the only disturbing thing. Brown crumbs were scattered under the bed—clearly the remnants of cookies she'd been eating while lounging. And what was that browned fruit sitting on one side of the desk across from the bed? Had she not even bothered to clean up after eating?

My head was spinning.

As I held my forehead and shook my head, Catherine Sissela raised her voice like someone who farted getting angry at others.

"What, what's wrong...! This is my personal space, so I can use it however I want!"
"Even for a personal space, is this a pigsty or an office?! Working like this won't increase efficiency—it'll actively destroy it!"
"W-well... I do that kind of work in the common library, not here."
"Good grief."

That crashing sound must have been my composure collapsing.

"Wait a minute! I'm being wronged here!"
"What's there to be wronged about? You've turned your office into this mess. Losing cleanliness means death, and—"
"I-I work more efficiently this way!"

What kind of nonsense is this?

"Look! Over there!"

Sissela pointed to the desk pushed into a corner of the office. Earlier I had only noticed the browned fruit, but now I could see quite a stack of documents piled behind it.

"I processed all of those last night! I completed everything from the monastery establishment documents to the reports requested by the Bolivar Empire's imperial court!"
"Huh, really...?"
"Of course!"

Catherine Sissela was dead serious. As if hypnotized, I approached the stack of papers and quickly skimmed through them.

Documents verifying the Papal Office's construction development fund for the monastery.
A proposal for reasonable compensation for injured clergy members.
Even a year-long personnel roster for one platoon of Laterano Holy Knights dispatched quarterly.

Most were complex tasks beyond simple paperwork. She finished all this in one day? That Catherine Sissela?

Seeing my still-suspicious gaze, Catherine Sissela pressed her lips together with a disgruntled expression.

"What? Even if my Saint title comes from holy power and divine revelation, the positions of Combat Nun Commander and Inquisition Advisor aren't jobs that someone without administrative ability could handle, you know?"
"That's true, but... it's a bit surprising."
"What? You're the strange one, Rubern. How do you always manage to witness people's embarrassing moments? Last time and now too. Wait a minute... could it be?"

Whatever delusion she was spinning now, Catherine Sissela dramatically covered her mouth as if she'd just had a revelation.

"Pervert! Stalker! Homo borderline sapiens!"

What the hell is "homo borderline sapiens"? I'm not even sure if a Saint should be using such irreverent terms.

"Please stop, it's really unpleasant. Rubern, there are plenty of women besides me. Not that I'm saying you lack charm as a man, but as someone who's taken religious vows, I can't devote myself to any one man. If you really want to seduce me, how about making a proper confession and taking responsibility instead of this creepy stalking?"

Had she been infected by a holy parasite while I wasn't looking? I gave the Saint a serious look as she spouted this nonsense.

"Tsk..."
"I'm just joking, you know?"
"Where did you learn such malicious jokes?"

The Saint winked one eye and stuck out her tongue before adding:

"That's a secret."

The image I'd had of Laterano's Saint, Catherine Sissela, had been completely shattered long ago.

If anything, thinking about it now, she was more like a little devil than a Saint. She was strangely messed up.

But considering there's a useless and irritating blue-haired goddess somewhere out there, this somewhat competent if occasionally irritating black-haired Saint might just barely be acceptable.

Perhaps due to the lingering effects of alcohol, I responded with these useless thoughts:

"Ah, I had a pretty bad hangover yesterday. I came to receive a blessing of detoxification."
"...Are you serious?"

This time the situation was reversed. Saint Catherine Sissela returned my look with one devoid of playfulness, as if she truly found me pathetic.

"W-why can't I get some help? It's not like your blessings will wear out if you use them on me."
"They won't wear out, but their value diminishes! Who uses the blessing of detoxification—one of the most basic and important things for priests—for something as trivial as curing a hangover? I've never seen such a thing!"

Her words were so accurate I couldn't argue back. How unfair to attack me with facts. Catherine Sissela continued her nagging for a while before sighing and taking my hand.

"Sigh."
"...?"
"Lie down here. Even though I've lost my holy power, I can still help with mild intoxication like hangovers through massage."
"Is that even possible? I've never heard of that."
"That's what I'm saying! I've never seen someone use the blessing of detoxification as a hangover cure either! Stop arguing and come here. Don't you trust the Saint of Laterano?"

In the end, I had no choice but to follow Catherine's lead and lie face down on the bed. Unlike the messy floor, the bed sheets were surprisingly clean.

I had expected to find tangled hair or drool stains, but there were none.

Moreover, the pillow where I rested my face had a subtle pleasant scent—perhaps she did take care of her sleeping area after all.

Bed cleanliness is certainly important.

"You just had a rude thought, didn't you?"
"How did you know? You really are like a mind-reader—AAAAGH!"
"As you always say, I've got Saint experience!"

Squeeeeeze.
Catherine Sissela pressed her finger hard into the top of my foot as she spoke. Though it was just pressure, a tingling sensation shot through my entire body, followed by throbbing pain.

"You drank a lot yesterday."
"Owowowowow!!"
"Stop exaggerating. You took down the Second Order of the Blue Cross Society single-handedly, and you're screaming over this?"
"This pain is completely different from that—ARGH!"

From the top of my foot to my ankle.
From my ankle to my calf.

The Saint's touch slowly moved upward along my body.

Each time her fingers pressed into my leg muscles, my head felt dizzy, followed by a refreshing sensation that consumed my nerves like a wave.

"Ugh, oof... ahh..."
"Feels good, right? How about it, is your hangover getting better?"
"It's... it's great..."

Catherine wasn't being arrogant for nothing.

It was several times more refreshing than the traditional Thai massage I once received in Laos. Just as she said, I could feel my hangover dissipating.

"How is it?"
"It's amaz—ING!"
"Hehe, told you so! Excuse me for a moment."

After finishing with my legs, the Saint now straddled my waist to begin massaging my upper body. This was even more effective than the lower body massage.

When her fingers pressed into my skin, muscles that had been tightly knotted melted away like a Starbucks dessert.

It felt like a precise, meticulous physical therapy. It seemed to relieve not just physical fatigue but mental exhaustion as well.

As a result, by the time Catherine Sissela finished her massage, my hangover had completely disappeared without a trace.

It was an incredibly effective hangover remedy.

"Ta-da, all done! Definitely effective, right?"

I nodded in response. My body felt much lighter, and my hangover was completely gone.

I was in perfect condition to handle work.

"Nnnnggghhh!!"

Stretching out felt absolutely heavenly. A refreshing sensation spread from my head to my toes through my veins.

"Thanks to you, I'm saved."

When I expressed my sincere gratitude to the Saint, she shrugged her shoulders and sniffed as if it were nothing.

"Now then, shall I receive my payment?"
"Payment?"
"Of course! Where in the world is anything free? Isn't that Executor Rubern Ailoy's life principle?"

I've been had. Has she reached the level of forced sales tactics now?

Is this really the same pushover Saint I used to know? Catherine Sissela is truly legendary.

"So what is it? I'm guessing cleaning, obviously."

I looked around the room, which by any objective standard was far from "organized."

However, the Saint's answer was completely unexpected.

"One hour."
"Excuse me?"
"I know you're busy—even the little novice nuns know that—but you can spare an hour, right?"

Catherine Sissela's amber eyes curved into arcs.

"Just hang out with me that long. I'm bored. I have to prepare for evening mass in an hour anyway."

In other words, she wanted to slack off together.

"...Well, I suppose that's fine."

I got up from the bed and naturally plopped down on the sofa across from her.

"What? Were you secretly hoping I'd suggest this?"
"Honestly, I'm a bit drowsy. The massage was too effective."
"You really are a hopeless executor."
"I don't think that's something the Saint who was rolling around in her nightgown with her belly exposed in her office should be saying."
"H-hey!!!"
"By the way, it looks like you've gained some weight since I last saw you. Well, if you've been like this the whole time since you arrived here, it would be strange if you hadn't gained—"
"YOU!!!"

Her predictable reaction made me chuckle.

A Saint boldly slacking off in broad daylight and an Executor groaning from a hangover after downing baijiu the night before.

To an outsider, we'd both look equally messed up.
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Catherine Sissela opened her eyes. The May sunshine streaming in was brighter than usual. Though she had regained consciousness, she pulled the blanket over her head and squirmed around.

People who start their day immediately after waking up are truly the most suspicious sort.

Lounging in bed for about 30 minutes was both a saint's privilege and an essential condition for a healthy and efficient daily routine.

Only after changing positions, flipping her pillow, and kicking off her blanket did Catherine Sissela finally manage to escape from her bed.

She was fully awake now.
The 30-minute cooldown period for rest was complete.

At last, she felt ready to start her day.

First, she cleaned herself thoroughly. Though she didn't particularly care about cleanliness while lounging around, she was still someone who diligently showered once a day.

After all, there was a clear distinction between relaxation time and when she needed to maintain her dignified appearance as a saint.

Moreover, the shower facilities at "Catherine Monastery" were far more advanced than those in Laterano, which was another bonus.

The Blue Magic Tower, built nearby to quickly supply opium poppies, a high-grade alchemy material.

After Rubern Ailoy personally negotiated and returned, state-of-the-art magical bathing facilities were installed that couldn't even be compared to those at Assisi Monastery.

It was the feature most praised by the monks as well.

*In Laterano, I had to spend over an hour filling a huge bathtub for each shower, and attendants would always come in to help, making me feel self-conscious.*

Even among people of the same gender, exposing bare skin was embarrassing. She often couldn't enjoy a leisurely bath because it made her nervous.

Compared to that, having a private bathroom in each room was a significant merit.

Of course, it couldn't be compared to Laterano's grand bathhouse, but if she could bathe alone, a smaller tub wasn't really an issue.

After thoroughly enjoying the warm, comfortable bath that enveloped her entire body, Catherine Sissela changed her clothes.

The highest quality holy garment, made with black fabric as a base and covered with red cloth.

She firmly tied the strings that secured the slit that ran from her thigh. Especially in areas with strong winds like Rupel Territory, one could never be too careful.

Particularly when she was with Rubern Ailoy, for some reason she always ended up in strange situations.

As if the God of Light was playing some trick of fate.

Just yesterday, and the time before that, the strong winds characteristic of hilly regions had loosened the strings of her holy garment, nearly exposing her underwear in front of Rubern.

She always had to be extremely careful here.

*Ugh, thinking about it makes me anxious again...*

After putting the final touches on her appearance, Catherine bit her lip firmly as she looked in the mirror. Honestly, Catherine herself knew that her figure wasn't bad at all.

Standing in front of the full-length mirror like this, the lines of her body were clearly visible even through her holy garment.

Because of this, she could more quickly notice the subtle discomfort when her body changed.

-By the way, you seem to have gained some weight since I last saw you. Well, if you've been like this the whole time since you arrived here, it would be strange if you didn't gain weight...

Absolutely! Absolutely not!

Catherine shook her head quickly to erase the voice that had been echoing in her ears since yesterday.

She had a constitution that didn't gain weight.

If anything, her diet had become much healthier and simpler since coming to Rupel.

When she was in Laterano, she had tasted all kinds of greasy meat dishes almost every day, but in Rupel Territory, all she ate were colorful vegetables.

Of course, there was that delicacy called chicken that couldn't be tasted even in the imperial capital, let alone Laterano.

But she only ate that three times a week.
Just one chicken per meal.

Compared to other meats like pork or beef, chicken was relatively smaller in volume, so she definitely wouldn't gain as much weight.

However.
However...!!

Once she became conscious of it, she couldn't help but worry!

Catherine unconsciously placed her hand on her side and carefully pinched the flesh.

Squish.
The weight she felt at her fingertips. The shock that ran through her made the life drain from Catherine's eyes.

"W-wait. This can't be right."

Wondering if she had grabbed too large an area, she pressed on her stomach, but as if mocking her, the bulging flesh at her sides visible through her holy garment made her dizzy.

"I've definitely been sitting too much lately. I used to move around a lot before..."

After a moment of despair, Catherine easily identified the culprit of this tragedy. There was no way her constitution could have changed so suddenly in just a few months.

Thinking about it, it had been quite a while since she had properly gone out after settling in the monastery.

This meant Rubern Ailoy's words were exactly right.

"This cannot stand!"

The saint immediately left her room. She needed to escape this hell of laziness.

However, even after leaving her room, there wasn't really anywhere suitable for exercise.

Even if the monastery had facilities where monks exercised, she couldn't visit areas officially divided by gender every day.

After contemplating, the saint realized she hadn't properly visited Vlad Village yet, so she passed through the monastery gates and headed toward the village.

Yes.
Instead of insisting on difficult exercises to lose weight, she could simply increase her activity level like before.

It wouldn't be a bad idea to familiarize herself with the villagers as the person in charge of the monastery, and to visit Abraham Vlad's Starlight Ark, which was about to officially open.

***

Catherine Monastery was located slightly away from the entrance of Vlad Village.

After all, it was a monastery. Though it didn't seek isolation from the outside world as much as Laterano's Assisi, they couldn't just let any outsider in.

As the village grew, the monastery would naturally become closer to the residential area.

The village itself wasn't very large. Even counting all the buildings, there were only enough to count on one's fingers.

It was still a developing village.

According to the lord, Rubern, he planned to make this place a cultural city that would lead the culture of Rupel and, by extension, the entire Bolivar Empire.

The current view of the village was modest compared to such a grand goal. However, she quite liked its appearance as a cozy and stable small community.

She was a typical minimalist who would choose simplicity over extravagance without a moment's hesitation.

"Oh? Saint! Are you coming from the monastery?"
"Wow, it's the Saint! The real Saint!"
"Do you remember me? I received a blessing prayer for my second child when you visited Rupel Territory last time!"
"Ahaha... H-hello everyone."

However, no matter how small the village was, Catherine Sissela was enough to attract people's attention as a saint.

The fact that she had completely lost her holy power, or that she had essentially stepped down from her position as a saint, had not yet reached the public.

It wasn't surprising that the whole village was stirred by the appearance of Laterano's saint.

Once the commotion started, given the small size of the village, everyone rushed out to see Catherine.

She finally managed to escape the encirclement only after giving blessings to each of the gathered people.

*Right... this was the real daily life of a saint.*

Catherine Sissela felt all her energy draining, even though she hadn't been away from the monastery for long.

For her, a learned extrovert, having to deal with countless handshake requests like this drained her soul.

It was only natural that she would seclude herself for days after handling external duties.

That side effect might have led to her current laziness.

Well, what could she do?
She was happiest when shut away in her room.

Just then, an irritating voice came from somewhere.

"Hmm, the Slothful Saint out for a morning village stroll? How peculiar."

Though she had lost her holy power, she hadn't lost the experience and senses she had built up as a saint.

She slightly furrowed her brow at the instinctive feeling of aversion and turned around.

Abraham Vlad, the owner of Starlight Ark and a Vampire Lord, was looking at her while holding a parasol.

"How are you walking around in the morning?"

It was a question tinged with subtle hostility, but Abraham pointed to his parasol cheerfully as if it didn't matter.

"A vampire of my caliber has resistance to sunlight. Would it make sense for a lord to be afraid of the sun and unable to go outside?"
"Well, I must say you're quite bold. That's more admirable."
"Of course. I move around regardless of day or night. Unlike a certain daughter of light."

This was clearly a jab at her. Catherine saw Abraham Vlad's lips curl up into a smirk and trembled with anger.

"Since fate has brought us together, I'll offer the saint a one-time VIP service. If you visit during our business hours, I'll sincerely welcome you."
"I don't need it!"
"Hmm? Well, I suppose for the famous Sleeping Saint of the Monastery, waking up in time might be difficult..."
"Ha ha, hahaha. Hahahaha!"

She had been willing to overlook one or two provocations, but was he mocking her because she no longer had holy power?

*If that's really what you want, I'll give it to you.*

Catherine Sissela firmly secured the holy ring on her finger, then...

"GOD BLOW!!!!!!!!!!"

She delivered a satisfying punch straight to Abraham Vlad's face.
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Vampire skin is tough. There's a reason why stakes and chisels are the weapons of choice against vampires.

Since ordinary weapons can't even cut through their skin, for people without holy power or anti-demon weapons, driving a massive stake through the heart was the only viable response.

But even vampires with such tough skin—even a Lord, considered the most powerful among them—would inevitably take damage from a punch infused with even a trace of holy power.

The Vampire Lord tumbled to the ground along with his parasol. The holy power punch was problematic, but the sudden exposure to spring sunlight was even more lethal.

"Argh!!"

A pale steam began rising from Abraham Vlad's entire body. He was getting burned in real time.

No matter how resistant he might be, direct sunlight still affected him adversely.

Especially the morning sun, when its power was intensifying.

Abraham desperately grabbed his parasol and directed genuine anger toward Catherine Sissela.

"What the hell are you doing, you damned saint!!!"
"Did you really think you could get away with irritating me like that?"
"Unlike Rubern Ailoy, you clearly can't take a joke. Despite your provocative outfit that looks like you're about to expose your backside, do you actually harbor some unnecessarily conservative notions?"

At this blatant sexual harassment, Catherine Sissela's reason snapped.

What? I walk around with my backside exposed? That's rich coming from a monster who used to wear nothing but a scrap of cloth to arouse human lust before devouring them.

"You still haven't come to your senses?"
"Stop. If you come any closer, I will respond in kind. Even if you are the woman of my dear friend Rubern Ailoy, I cannot tolerate disrespect toward me!!"
"Rubern Ailoy's woman!?"
"Ha, you pretend to be innocent, but did you think I wouldn't know your heart is filled with dark desires? No—I suppose I've made a mistake. If you've been subtly flaunting your lustful body all along, then I've trampled on a woman's courage."

Seeing the thoroughly flustered saint, Abraham Vlad quickly regained his composure and continued his psychological attack.

"N-no, that's not it...!!"
"If you still possessed holy power, my demon eyes' abilities wouldn't affect you, but you've lost your holy power. Denying your love seems like pointless defiance."
"Kyaaak!! Shut up! What are you even saying?!"

With each word the experienced vampire uttered, she desperately denied it.

Of course, her denials didn't mean she didn't see Rubern Ailoy as a potential romantic interest.

In fact, Saint Catherine Sissela could be said to have fallen for him.

After all, he had single-handedly thwarted Apostle McCallan's plot to devour Laterano, and had appeared at just the right moment to rescue her when she was captured and about to suffer a terrible fate.

In her childhood, she and her friends at the convent had passed around fairy tales featuring princes on white horses.

Even though she had completely given up on romantic feelings toward men when she formally embarked on the path of clergy, once her heart started racing, it showed no signs of calming down.

The way she would seek out Rubern Ailoy or call for him whenever she felt bored.
The way she would roll around in front of him, suggesting they play hooky.
The way she would share pointless stories and make mischievous jokes or pranks.

It was all because she enjoyed spending time with him.

But she was also afraid. The moment she fully acknowledged these feelings, she would no longer be able to serve as a clergy member devoted to the God of Light.

The vows of poverty, obedience, and chastity.

Breaking even one of these would mean abandoning her duties as a clergy member.

Returning to secular life.

She had trained her entire life to live as a saint. The Laterano Papal Office and the Church had become an inseparable part of Catherine Sissela's identity.

She couldn't abandon all the relationships she had built and her days as a saint—or more broadly, as clergy and nun—for feelings that had blossomed in a single day.

Moreover, Rubern Ailoy unofficially had a wife and daughter.

Sianne Erdian, the Snow Leopard Knights Commander, and Lucy.

She knew that Lucy was his adopted daughter rather than his biological one, and that his marriage to Sianne was arranged to properly raise her.

Nevertheless, a wife was a wife. The very fact that she, a saint, harbored feelings for the married Rubern Ailoy was certainly worthy of condemnation.

"Why consider it a sin? It's natural for a female to be attracted to a capable male."
"Will you seriously not shut up?!"
"Whoever seizes the prize becomes the owner."
"No, you devil!!"

That vampire is a harmful demon.

Just as Catherine prepared her stance to show off the Laterano-style holy combat techniques she had honed over the years—

"Oh my goodness, Commissioner! The saint and the vampire gentleman are fighting in broad daylight!"
"Where? Where are they?! ...Oh."

The situation was temporarily resolved by Rubern Ailoy's hasty arrival.

***

"Why are you provoking Abraham when he was perfectly fine?"
"Listen, Rubern! That bastard provoked me first!"
"A misunderstanding. I was merely playing a light joke on the saint, just as I do with you. My mistake was not realizing she lacked the flexibility to take a joke as a joke."
"Every word out of your mouth is a lie...!"
"Should a saint use such vulgar language? How undignified."

Caught between the two growling adversaries who had been dragged along, Rubern pressed his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes.

"Come on, that's enough."
"Let me go! I really won't let this slide!"
"Don't stop me, my friend. I must personally correct this arrogant saint's temperament."

Growling and barking from both sides.
Though he wasn't particularly trying to stop them, nor was he holding their sleeves to restrain them.

With voices blaring like surround speakers on either side, the black fox finally exploded.

"Do you two really want to have a battle of annihilation? We have plenty of construction materials left, and I could whip up a makeshift ring in a couple of hours."
"..."
"..."

The two fell ghostly silent at Rubern's not-so-veiled threat. He sighed deeply and placed his hands on the shoulders of both the vampire and the saint.

The saint flinched at the sudden physical contact, while the Vampire Lord subtly averted his gaze.

"Let's get along. Get along. It's all over now. You both agreed to live together."

In a way, both Catherine Sissela and Abraham Vlad were major victims of the incident in Laterano.

Instead of comforting each other, they were throwing punches in broad daylight.

"Now face each other."
"Uh, yes...?"
"Apologize to each other, both of you."
"I was merely an innocent victim of violence from this aggressive saint!"
"Apologize properly. Neither of you is blameless."

His genuinely cold voice straightened out both the Vampire Lord and the saint. As Rubern instructed, they faced each other and their lips began to move.

"S-sor..."
"S-s-sor..."
"I'm sorry. It seems I played too mischievous a prank. I imagine it upset you."
"I'm sorry too. I'm not usually the type to throw punches first... I guess I got a bit worked up."

Fortunately, they avoided the catastrophe of a second round starting with "You crazy bastard, you were wrong first!"

Just as Rubern was about to seal their permanent peace with a pinky promise—

Through the window, he caught sight of dust rising not far from the village.

Vlad Village was situated on relatively high ground among the hills.

This was intentionally designed from the planning stage, as being in a lower area could lead to significant damage during heavy rain or snow due to the hillside terrain.

As a result, the view was naturally wide open, making it very easy to survey the surroundings.

Easy enough to clearly see even minor dust clouds like the current one.

"What's that?"

Rubern moved past the two and approached the window. The eyebrows of the two who immediately followed him furrowed slightly.

"It's a carriage. Judging by how luxurious it appears, it's not an ordinary freight wagon. The emblem on the front is a white horse. A familiar family crest that I've seen somewhere."

With the superior vision typical of vampires, Abraham, who had somehow moved up behind them, quickly described the carriage.

A white horse.
It wasn't a symbol that came to mind easily. At least in the central and northern regions, no family used a "horse" as their symbol.

"Let's go out and see."

The three exchanged glances before heading outside together.

Abraham Vlad, being a vampire, naturally wouldn't know human family crests, and Catherine Sissela was also quite ignorant in such matters.

There were countless noble families, and knowing only the most essential ones was sufficient for performing her duties as a saint.

*A family displaying their crest must be at least a count-level noble house. What business would they have in this backwater village that's just starting development?*

Rubern Ailoy pondered as he watched the approaching dust cloud.

Judging by how fast and roughly they were driving the horses, they weren't leisurely travelers who happened upon this place.

The commissioner's face hardened with the inexplicable premonition that he was about to get entangled in yet another complicated affair.

Just before the madly galloping carriage fully slowed to a stop at Vlad Village's main gate—

Bang!

A boy who appeared to be about 15 years old tumbled out of the carriage.

"Young master! It's dangerous!"
"That's not what matters right now!"

The driver with a neat mustache stopped the horses in alarm, but the boy who had already jumped from the carriage rushed forward and grabbed Rubern Ailoy's hand.

"A-are you Viscount Rubern Ailoy?"
"Yes, I am."

As he nodded in confirmation, the boy broke into a bright smile.

"Thank goodness, really thank goodness! I made it in time...!"
"Excuse me, but may I ask who you are?"
"Ah! I-I've been rude. I was just so happy to see you. My name is Hakon Actius. I'm the second son of the Actius ducal family from the south."

Rubern could easily recall the name Actius. Yes, that family used the white horse as their emblem.

It was a small duchy in the south-central continent.

Once prosperous, it had lost influence in territorial competitions spanning two generations and was now reduced to the influence level of a local count's family.

*But why would the second son of a southern duchy come all the way here?*

Even though the boy had revealed his identity, Rubern's curiosity only intensified.

"What brings a young lord like yourself to this humble territory?"
"Lord Rubern Ailoy, I've heard you're quite adept at politics and territory management."

The boy, sweating profusely, rummaged through his pocket and handed Rubern a small ring.

Upon examining it, Rubern's eyes widened as he realized this was no ordinary accessory.

It was the Ring of Lord.
A seal symbolizing sovereign authority.

Now that he looked closer, the sword at the boy's waist was also an "Imperial Sword" bestowed by the Emperor of the Bolivar Empire.

The fact that the duke's second son, still just a boy, had brought such SSS-class items that would throw his entire family and territory into chaos if lost meant—

"My benefactor told me to seek you out when I was truly cornered."
"Could it be..."
"Please help me and my poor sister. I beg you."

It seemed he had somehow gotten entangled in a conflict between nobles.
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First, I needed to move to a different location. Even though it wasn't Actius himself but his second son, I couldn't just stand by when someone showed up carrying an imperial sword and a sovereign ring.

This was no ordinary matter. Even if I had to send him away, I should at least hear what he had to say first.

So I led Hakon Actius to the small prayer room in the Catherine Monastery.

It was a space created for the personal prayers of high-ranking clergy, but since the only people who could be called high-ranking clergy were the Saint herself and former Cardinal Horaeum, it was essentially abandoned.

In other words, it was the perfect place to have a confidential conversation.

"So what happened?"
"...My sister has been taken hostage. I barely managed to escape."

His first words were utterly shocking. A hostage? And a duke's daughter at that?

What kind of audacious fools would do such a thing? Even if the Actius Duchy was considered weak, it was still a duchy.

As a "vassal" who had been delegated governance rights by the Emperor of the Empire, if such information were to reach the capital, the Imperial Guard would surely be dispatched to blow those bastards' heads off.

Even notorious bandit groups might harass knights, but they wouldn't dare touch high-ranking nobles of count rank or above.

"But something seems off... If that were the case, he would have headed to the capital, not to Rupel. The capital should be closer from Actius."

What bothered me even more was that he had sought me out, someone with no connection to the Imperial family.

My brain began to work rapidly. Why had he come to Rupel, specifically to Vlad Village where I was, instead of the capital?

Given how unusual the situation was, it didn't take long for me to come up with a reasonable inference.

"Is it a title usurpation? Or a territory war?"
"...Both."

Hakon answered bitterly, surprised that I had guessed correctly.

"It involves not only officials from our territory but also the Porcius County that borders the Actius Duchy—to be precise, my maternal relatives."

It was a headache just hearing about it.

Noble society is never easy to navigate. Just look at that idiot from the Karahan Marquisate who received a lesson from me.

Show even the slightest weakness, and you'll be devoured. Especially if you think family ties will offer protection—that's a grave miscalculation.

Close relatives can more easily claim rights and have legitimate grounds to seize power.

"So your relatives are trying to take over the duchy?"
"...That would be bad enough, but the most problematic part is that the usurping forces include not only relatives but also two of my younger siblings."
"Wow."

I couldn't help but be genuinely impressed. What kind of dysfunctional family was this?

With each word from Hakon Actius, a new picture formed in my mind.

I honestly couldn't tell what situation the current Duke Actius was in, but given that the second son and eldest daughter were in such dire straits, it was highly likely that the duke was either dead or suffering from a serious illness.

If not, then he must be an extremely efficiency-oriented, meritocratic person who had declared "kill each other" despite there being no principle of primogeniture in their duchy.

It's not that surprising. As I've emphasized several times, my direct superior, Dionaos Rupel, is excessively abnormal.

In the noble society of the Bolivar Empire, where intrigue runs rampant, the weak cannot survive.

Moreover, it seems the third and fourth children formed an alliance and even brought in cousins from the neighboring county.

They must have judged that even if their share of the pie would be reduced by bringing in cousins, it was better than getting nothing at all.

That's not wrong.

In typical noble families, succession competitions are usually between the first and second children. The value of "years of experience" is not easily replaced.

By the time the third and fourth children seriously enter the fray, the competitive structure is often already established.

In such cases, the remaining children typically become knights or clergy, or serve as bureaucrats in the central government as quasi-nobles.

If not that, they might attach themselves to either the first or second child to get some scraps like a baronetcy or a fief.

But this time, it seems the third and fourth children not only joined forces but even brought in outside forces to take down both strong contenders.

It's certainly an unusual situation.

A delightful rebellion by the youngest siblings who weren't even considered in the equation. The second son must have been caught completely off guard to flee with just a coachman and a carriage.

"Please help me. I'll compensate you generously!"

Hakon cried out again with an extremely anxious face. Having become an outcast from his family overnight, he'd probably sell his soul to the devil if he could.

However, regardless of how pitiful his situation was, there was no reason for me to get involved in their private power struggle.

Is our territory involved? No.
Do I owe them anything? No.
Is there anything to gain that's worth indebting ourselves to the Actius Duchy? No.

Three strikes, you're out.

In fact, there's more to lose by getting involved. First of all, it's ridiculous for Rupel in the north to interfere in the affairs of territories in the south-central region.

It could easily be seen as meddling in internal affairs.

"Additionally, I still don't know what kind of person Hakon is. I can't make a judgment based on just one person's account."

He might be a weakling who fled helplessly without even trying to handle the situation himself after being betrayed.

If so, I have even less reason to take his side. Even Ibona, the hard-headed administrative director, wouldn't grab such an obviously rotten rope.

However, I was curious about the "benefactor" Hakon mentioned. Perhaps it was someone I knew.

"Please wait a moment. Before I offer help, there's one thing I need to clarify."
"What is it?"
"Who referred you to me? I mean your benefactor."
"Ah..."

He fumbled in his front pocket and pulled something out. As he unfolded the carefully folded note, a piece of cloth wrapped in the paper appeared.

A cloth with black embroidery on a red background.

I fell silent as a name immediately came to mind.

"Designer Valmark?"
"Y-you remember him!"

Hakon nodded with a brightened expression. A capable strategist of the Bolivar Empire who had worked with me on establishing operations and strategies during the Great Expedition, leading us to victory.

Unlike me, who was essentially a civilian except for Ailoy's surname, he was still active in service despite being nearly eighty years old.

He was a renowned tactician of the Bolivar Empire and a military advisor to the Emperor.

When the expedition was just being organized, I had received quite a lot of guidance from him regarding strategies.

He was essentially one of the mentors who enabled me to be known by the alias "Black Fox."

"Didn't he pass away from old age two years ago? I heard at the funeral that he had been staying in some territory, was that the Actius territory?"
"Lord Valmark's hometown was our Actius. He stayed in our territory until his death."
"Hmm..."

It's ambiguous.

I can't say I didn't benefit from him, but my relationship with Valmark wasn't close enough to justify interfering in another territory's affairs.

Moreover, this isn't Valmark himself, just an acquaintance. It's awkward to refuse, but accepting doesn't make economic sense either.

"I guess I'll have to hear more."

"So what exactly do you want me to help with? Do you want me to prevent your territory from falling into the hands of your siblings?"

I decided to throw out some bait.

His response would determine whether the boy before me was a desperate Nobita searching for Doraemon because he couldn't accept the sudden political change, or a "ruler" who was stepping back to regroup and prepare a counterattack.

After pondering my question briefly, Hakon slowly shook his head.

"No, while I would be greatly indebted if you did that... I have a duty as the second son of the Actius family to resolve this matter with my own hands."

His eyes were filled with determination. Though he was asking for help, he wasn't at all servile. His attitude was closer to that of a model student asking a teacher how to solve an extremely difficult problem rather than asking for the answer itself.

"I'm only asking for your help as an advisor. I don't intend to directly involve you in this situation. But even for just that, I'm willing to compensate you as much as you want."

Indeed, if he had been the kind of person old Valmark would personally refer to me from the beginning, his mindset was certainly proven.

Alright, you pass.
Unlike today's kids, you've got some romance in you.

Looking directly into Hakon's eyes across from me, I tapped my knee with my finger.

"Then let's start like this. As long as the imperial sword and sovereign ring are here, the title cannot be succeeded without retrieving these two items from you."

Whether it's a coup or a revolution, it's ultimately a race against time. How quickly you seize power and win over public opinion determines victory or defeat.

So there's no reason for us to be hasty. Even the eldest daughter who's supposedly being held hostage is probably just under house arrest at worst.

With the Imperial Inspectorate watching with sharp eyes, if they were to starve or torture a duke's daughter, it would only turn public opinion against them.

The probability of them acting without knowing this is 0%.

"Are you suggesting we buy time? But how? They've probably already sent a pursuit team from the duchy. Won't this just make your position more difficult?"
"What? Were you really planning to just get an answer and leave right away?"
"W-well, yes..."
"You have romance but surprisingly little practicality."

I'm not some wiki page where you can click and documents like "Succession Interference/Solutions" pop up.

Being anxious won't help anything get done.

"Even if a pursuit team comes, they won't be able to do anything. Right here where you are now, Prince Hakon, is a place where even the Imperial Crown Prince couldn't enter without permission."
"What do you mean?"
"This is the Catherine Monastery. Under the protection of Saint Catherine Sissela of Laterano and Honorary Apostle Rubern Ailoy, it's recognized as an autonomous territory of the Papal Office."

To enforce anything here, they would need permission from the Papal Office. And the person who grants such permission is completely on our side.

In other words, we can employ an infinite stalling meta.

Now, let the political tower defense begin.
Let's see them try to break through.
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Since ancient times, monasteries have maintained political neutrality due to their religious nature.

This made them both a final refuge for those who lost political battles and a tool for local nobles to purge their enemies.

Confining someone to a cloistered monastery meant permanently cutting them off from the outside world.

It's not easy to endure complete isolation from the outside world, even if people say otherwise.

Still, it's better than the brutal alternatives—being dragged away to die in prison or having your head chopped off. At least you get to "keep your life."

This is a fantasy world, after all. Unlike the modern era where capital punishment is legally prohibited, death sentences are handed out here as casually as meals.

Even if you were lucky enough to avoid execution, punishments like whipping or flogging could leave you disabled for life.

By comparison, monastery confinement—with your life and body intact—is clearly a more civilized and moderate approach.

For the victor, it's a way to show mercy while also managing their reputation.

Everyone fights viciously for the throne, but actually killing your own blood relative to usurp their position looks bad from every angle, doesn't it?

The aggressor always bears the risk of public scrutiny.

Unless they want the complete destruction of the territory, it's right for future rulers to minimize risks.

Conversely, this means that a competitor can deliver a significant blow to their opponent simply by seeking refuge in a monastery.

Unless the person seeking sanctuary has committed objectively heinous crimes like killing their own family, or causes continuous disruption within the monastery itself...

The Papal Office won't turn away a devotee who has joined a monastery just because they lost a battle for a title.

Of course, there are still plenty of ways to kill someone—sending assassins, bribing internal collaborators to poison them...

But if they were going to kill you that way, they could have easily done so without you entering a monastery.

Rather, accepting even a small risk can restrict your opponent's actions and increase your chances of counterattack. You need to survive first before you can do anything else.

No matter how good your strategy or secret plan might be, once you're dead, it's over.
The dead don't speak.

Hakon Actius nodded, understanding my meaning. Though from a declining noble family, he was still the second son of a proper ducal house.

At about 15 years old, he might seem young to me, but in noble society, he's treated as a quasi-adult.

If he couldn't understand even this much, his territory would probably be better off being usurped.

"I understand. You're saying I should bide my time."

"Lord Hakon, I've heard the general situation, but political circumstances are never easy to judge. At times like these, it's best not to act hastily but to observe."

"You sound like Master Valmark... It seems his high praise of you as a strategist wasn't exaggerated."

The more urgent the situation, the more indirect your approach should be.

Generally, this means don't be hasty and maintain composure, but if you examine the hidden meaning carefully, it's about formulating countermeasures while taking an indirect approach.

Not showing any action, just analyzing the opponent's strategy and developing a counter-strategy.

This is a principle for victory applicable to both physical and mental battlefields.

"But even if my safety is secured, what about my sister who's being held captive in the territory?"

"Don't worry about that either. Anyone with sense won't harm her."

The Imperial Sword and the Sovereign Ring were taken by the boy standing before me. Despite her succession rights as the eldest daughter, torturing the duke's daughter would be pointless if they couldn't lure Hakon out.

For a while, they'll likely treat the hostage well to use her as bait to coax her younger brother out of the monastery.

If the situation persists, their stance might change... but well, we can think about that when the time comes.

Let them fight their own territorial battles among themselves.
If any harm comes to our developing territory—especially my little Vlad Village, which will lead the empire's culture in the future—I'll block them immediately, duke's territory or not.

Since Catherine Sissela, the abbess, has essentially indicated her intention to be the strongest backing guaranteeing Hakon's safety...
The Papal Office will fully take on the tanking role.

With mountains of problems to deal with already, if complaints start coming in from the Actius Duchy too, even I wouldn't be able to maintain my composure.

Even for tanking, surely they're not foolish enough to attempt something reckless that would turn the entire Papal Office against them.

And so, Vlad Village gained an unexpected distinguished guest.

Whether the ducal house's boy who fled with the seal will be a mere rice-wasting nuisance or a golden goose remains to be seen.

***

Apart from the political incident involving the unexpected appearance of the Actius family's second son, the "Starlight Path"—my main reason for establishing Vlad Village—opened normally.

The first "Maid Café" attempted not just in Rupel Territory but in the entire Bolivar Empire.

Initially, I drew attention with 40 beautiful vampire maids and the empire's most handsome vampire owner.

Once the customer base was sufficiently established, this place would become a hub for all major and minor events unfolding in the northern region.

Yes.
It would become Rubern's Continental—by Rubern, for Rubern.

Using Ailoy's name to access the information guild only works a few times.

Despite their unparalleled information gathering capabilities and accessibility, they're ultimately merchants who will sell my information too if paid enough.

And you can never be 100% certain about that information.

This was evident when Continental in Laterano, which boasted a fairly large branch among nationwide offices, failed to properly respond to Apostle McCallen's plot.

Now that Rupel Marquisate has grown in stature, it's time to play in deeper waters.
And to play in those waters, we need our own channel for collecting information.

I didn't come up with the café idea just because I wanted to admire vampires in maid uniforms.

A shop like this suddenly appearing in the notoriously dull north? The concern shouldn't be lack of customers but how to handle the crowds.

However.
They say people shouldn't be too arrogant.

"Rubern, what's going on here? You were so confident, but we've had only three customers in three days."

"This can't be right. No, really? Don't lie!"

"After deducting raw materials and other expenses, there's nothing left in profits..."

I looked at the vampire in charge of accounting. This was undeniable reality.

It would be stranger to have anything left with just three customers. We barely avoided a deficit thanks to tips and other extras from the premium service and hospitality business.

I decided not to mention that those customers were die-hard fans who specifically followed us from Petaronto.
Mobilizing acquaintances is standard practice for early openings.

"Hmm... it's only been three days, so let's wait a bit. We need at least a month to see any meaningful indicators."

"It's too early to make definitive statements."

Abraham Vlad crossed his legs and responded while sipping artificial blood.

"Is it okay if there's no income?"

"It would be a problem if our finances were depleted, but they're not."

In a normal market structure, the factor market would circulate according to the law of supply and demand, but this situation has Rubern Ailoy's investment funds as its oxygen supply.

With various income sources, I can afford a month or two of deficit. Bold investment is one of the keys to success.

"Let's just work hard for now. Somehow things will work out if we keep at it."

Just then, there was a knock at the door. After I called for them to enter, a maid peeked in with a modest posture. She was one of the youngest vampires among the servers, second only to Jion.

"Um... Mr. Vlad, Mr. Ailoy."

"What is it?"

"We have guests. But... they seem to be looking for Rubern Ailoy."

Before I could rejoice at the news of customers arriving just before closing time, I felt a strange discomfort at hearing someone was specifically looking for me at Starlight Path.

"How many are there?"

"At-at least twelve..."

"Ha, so they're not customers then?"

I could easily guess. They seemed to be the pursuit team Hakon had mentioned.

Unlike Hakon who traveled alone, they moved as a group and probably arrived late after stopping by Petaronto.

"Stay here for a moment."

"Understood."

Leaving the internal conference room and entering the main hall, I was met with the gazes of armored men turning toward me in unison.
They clearly weren't people who had come to visit Starlight Path.

As I was trying to fully engage my brain to figure out how to resolve this situation smoothly...

"What?! Why are YOU here?!"

"??"

A woman with black hair similar to mine, falling just below her shoulders in a medium-length cut.
Above all, that distinctive whining voice.

"What the hell is going on here?"

"That's what I want to know! Chief Administrative Officer, Rubern Ailoy!"

The person who emerged from between the large men was my former workplace superior, Ibona.

The hard-headed administrative department head who used to meet her boyfriend during work hours and got backstabbed by Levia.
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It was a visitor I never imagined. Meeting someone I thought I'd never see again, and of all places, here.

An old acquaintance from long ago. But not a welcome one.

Every time those disgusting memories I thought I'd forgotten came flooding back in real time, I could physically feel my facial muscles rotting.

*But those attendants behind her aren't wearing Black Lion uniforms?*

The Imperial Black Lion Knights I knew were closer to being unlucky holy knights. If holy knights wore silver armor that absorbed light, the Black Lion Knights wore dark, matte armor made of black iron.

Apprentice knights who hadn't been recognized as official members sometimes wore such crude armor, but even so, this was too plain. The Imperial knights received generous allowances to maintain their dignity, after all.

That left only one possibility. Had she left the Black Lion Knights and joined another territory's order?

*Career-wise, it's not bad. She probably can't serve as a frontline knight due to her injury, but she definitely has name recognition.*

Name value matters just as much for knights as anyone else. No matter how skilled you are, without fame, you're just an unknown knight.

Especially in these peaceful times, the knightly orders in the central territories were transforming from fighting forces into ceremonial ones.

"So why are you here? Don't tell me you're involved in this too?"
"What nonsense are you talking about? That's what I want to ask you."

I played dumb first.
No matter which order Ibona belonged to now, I couldn't give her any leverage regarding Hakon Actius.

"Wait, did you all know? That Rubern Ailoy was here?"

Falling for my perfect acting, Ibona turned around and immediately started scolding her companions, demanding to know why they hadn't told her I was here.

One of the armored men, who looked somewhat experienced, finally stepped forward.

"We told you from the start, Lady Ibona. That we were going to meet Rupel's executor."
"This guy is Rupel's executor?"
"..."
"H-hey! What kind of expression is that to show your superior! Why are you looking at me like that?"

The man tried to answer but then closed his mouth and lowered his gaze. He'd given up trying to explain her ridiculous response.

You haven't changed at all, Ibona.
They say people don't change, and it's true. Even the subtle way her subordinates disrespected her was no different from the Black Lion Knights.

The last time I saw her, I felt a bit of sympathy, but seeing her holding her head high in a completely unfamiliar territory makes me want to teach her another lesson.

"Ibona."
"Oh, what, what...! What!"
"I thought you said you wouldn't even piss in the direction of Rupel Territory. So what face are you showing up with here?"
"Ugh..."

No, this is actually good.
If Ibona is the one dispatched to retrieve Hakon Actius, I can handle her however I want.

Despite appearances, I was the best Ibona-trainer in the Black Lion Knights. I'm confident in countering any of her complaints, and since she's no longer my superior, I can give her a taste of her own medicine unlike last time.

She's sticking her head in without realizing she's already in the palm of my hand?

This won't do. Time for some training.
I'll make her crawl back on all fours, crying.

I grabbed her shoulder firmly while she was hysterically berating her innocent subordinates.

"Hey, Ibona."
"Eek."

I whispered in her ear so others couldn't hear.

"Want me to remind you of that time? When you were almost like a prostitute in front of everyone, almo—"
"AAAAAAHHH! AAAH! AH!!"

Ibona started jumping up and down as if having a seizure the moment she heard my threat.

She desperately grabbed my hand and pulled me aside, shooting me a pitiful look begging for mercy.

"Okay! I get it, so please...! I came here because I had no choice!"
"What choice?"
"That... Hakon Actius..."
"Don't know him."
"I haven't even explained yet..."
"I haven't told your subordinates yet either."

Ibona immediately shut her mouth. That's right, this is the proper master-servant relationship. If you can't bite, you shouldn't bark.

Leaving my former workplace superior with her mouth clamped shut, I turned to address the gathered people.

"Where are you from?"
"Ah, please excuse our rudeness. We are the White Sand Knights from Count Procius's territory."

White Sand Knights. Never heard of them. Procius County was originally a subsidiary of Actius territory, so they might have created this new order after recently gaining independence from the duchy.

That would explain why they took Ibona.
For a newly established knightly order, a former administrative director of the Imperial Black Lion Knights would be a valuable asset.

"We've come to secure Hakon Actius, who has fled with the Imperial Sword bestowed by the Emperor and the sovereign's ring—the most precious treasures of the Actius Duchy."

They're not trying to hide anything.
Such a confident attitude, speaking as if they knew everything.

In cases like this, it's better to partially admit things than to deny everything. To maintain the upper hand in a conversation, you need to keep giving responses the other party doesn't expect.

"Yes, that's correct. But Hakon Actius is currently at Catherine Monastery in our territory."
"A monastery, you say?"
"Yes. Perhaps you should discuss the details there. I'm not involved at all."

The knight from the pursuit team was visibly flustered. He certainly understood what it meant for a noble's son to enter a monastery.

He glanced at his companions briefly before speaking again in a slightly firmer voice.

"This is clearly interference in internal affairs, Rubern Ailoy. Time is of the essence, so please return Hakon Actius immediately!"
"I really have nothing to do with this."
"Everyone knows that Rubern Ailoy is an exceptional strategist. They say you're skilled in politics and economics too. It's well known how you sank an entire central noble family that was getting too cocky while you were serving in the Imperial Black Lion Knights...!"

These bastards are suddenly bringing up past events?
That was purely self-defense, and I was just following orders from above.

It was a proving stage to secure a position in the Imperial Knights, and I couldn't go easy on them. When the other side suddenly pulled out a knife, there was no reason to coolly take the hit.

The Knights aren't swordsmen who consider scars on their back shameful. One stab and it's over, so why should I let them do it?

However, anyone who remembers that incident would know that my playing dumb is just a tactic to draw out better conditions, as demonstrated by several case studies.

Usually people would run away by now, but their persistence shows they came prepared.

Tsk, they've trained their hunting dogs well.

"Isn't this similar to what you did this time? Arranging for Hakon to enter a monastery where outside access is strictly prohibited!"
"My, my... I think you're seriously misunderstanding... Anyway, instead of standing around like this, why don't we continue our conversation in a more relaxed atmosphere?"

I clapped my hands.
Beautiful vampires dressed as maids emerged in a line from below ground.

The White Sand Knights had only two reactions to this breathtaking sight:

Either they stared at the vampires in a daze, or they suddenly harbored hostility toward them.

Well, it's probably their first time seeing this.
I'm the only person in the country who employs high-ranking magical beings as maids.

In other words, they've never experienced vampire maid service before.
And this is the essence of modern-style hospitality.

Can you weaklings withstand the hospitality of Kim Rubern Ailoy, who was praised as a talented intern in the sales department of a mid-sized company?

I signaled the head maid (aka the eldest vampire sister) with my eyes and assigned maids to the knights.

Their eyes wavered at the sensual figures faintly visible through the modest maid uniforms. It's always more enticing when things are subtly revealed rather than openly displayed.

"W-wait...! Is this that kind of place?! And to do this with vampires!"
"Not at all. This is just a restaurant. And these vampires are recognized by the Papal Office. They are residents of our territory and employees of the business I operate, so I ask that you treat them with respect."
"Good heavens."

Even the one who showed resistance until the end eventually sat down. He tried to hold out, but couldn't hide the subtle tremor in his voice.

Now, while receiving service from these skilled maids, I hope they'll leave a generous tip and give me some information about what's happening in Actius Duchy.

The only problem was the hard-headed Ibona left standing alone. She tried desperately to stop her knights from getting swept up in the atmosphere, but...

"Rubern Ailoy! What are you doing?! We came here strictly on official business! As deputy commander of the White Sand Knights, I cannot allow this kind of bribery—!"
"Do we have guests, Rubern?"
"Gasp."

Her mouth fell open and she froze at the sudden appearance of the final boss.

"Hmm? You must be another knight? Pleased to meet you. I am Abraham Vlad, owner of the Starlight Vault."
"I-I-I'm... Ibona, d-deputy commander of the W-White Sand Knights..."

The magic of a perfectly normal voice suddenly becoming stuttered. The 180-degree change in her attitude was astounding.

"But why are you standing? A deputy commander deserves appropriate treatment. Here, give this beautiful knight our best seat."
"Oh my... it's t-too early... I mean, not that I'm refusing..."

Right.
Ibona, this bastard was a severe case of fangirl, wasn't she?
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Well, there was a bit of a commotion for a moment~.

Even the knights who initially showed reluctance were gradually succumbing to the delicious coffee, desserts they'd never tasted before, and the formidable charm of the vampire maids.

Moreover, it was at least one-on-one.

Excluding the maids responsible for cooking and serving in the kitchen, each maid attended to one knight.

"After the last great expedition ended, I went to the islands in the Eastern Ocean, then received approval from the Papal Office and settled in this territory."
"I see..."
"When I was human, I always wanted a job where I could talk with people like this. I can't tell you how happy I am to have achieved that dream now."

First, one thing needed to be made clear. The Starlight Chest was not only an exotic establishment unique to the Rupel Territory but also a kind of information guild where intelligence from surrounding territories converged.

That's why I had already briefed the vampire maids who worked here.

I told them to carefully extract information using kindness, beauty, and elegance as weapons. Create intimacy with their targets and make them unwittingly reveal information.

In other words, those vampires were like the beautiful spies you see in movies.

Additionally, vampires possess a racial trait called "enchantment."

Just as carnivorous plants lure insects with sweet scents, vampires also make their targets unable to escape in order to obtain fresher, more delicious blood.

It's far inferior compared to the "hypnosis" of succubi, incubi, and other demon races, or the "nightmare" that directly invades the subconscious, but...

That's precisely why it was more effective against powerful individuals like knights.

Enchantment and affection were emotions that couldn't be artificially induced in someone's heart.

*Once you reach a certain level, such trivial techniques don't work anyway.*

Knights have basically awakened both mana and aura. They possess a certain resistance to mental attacks.

A vampire like Abraham Vlad could easily hypnotize knights of this caliber, but if someone less capable tried and failed, a battle could break out right here.

There was no reason to take that risk.

Besides, we had supplements that could maximize the enchantment pheromones emitted by the vampire maids. Now was the perfect time to use "that."

After checking on the maids who were busy attending to the knights, I went into the kitchen and called over a maid who was preparing additional drink orders.

"Are these for the knight sitting by the right wall and the one under the flag?"
"Yes, but..."
"Add a spoonful of the magic powder. Major shareholder's discretion."
"Understood."

She nodded, then dropped some white powder from deep inside the cupboard into the tea and mixed it as if nothing had happened.

The so-called magic powder.

With a name like that and being a white powder, it might look suspicious, but it's actually a "nerve relaxant" that I commissioned from the alchemist Compton.

Let me emphasize again that it's nothing dangerous. There might be a poppy field nearby, but not a single grain of poppy went into this!

It's simply magical powder that relieves bodily fatigue and induces drowsiness.

The effect would be doubled since they had ordered chamomile tea, which is already good for relaxation.

As expected, the two knights who tasted the tea gradually began to look more relaxed, and before long, they were attentively listening to the maids in front of them.

The operation was a great success.

Moreover, some of the maids had been apprentice knights or mercenaries in their previous lives.

This allowed them to build rapport with the knights much faster than expected.

"So you originally lived in the west?"
"Yes, I did. In a village called Iropis Garden."
"Iropis Garden, I've heard of it! Then... why did you become a vampire?"
"One of the mercenaries who joined the expedition with us was a precursor vampire. At dawn, while everyone was asleep, he tried to assault me, and as I resisted..."
"H-how terrible! What a scoundrel!"
"It's alright. Abraham Vlad took me in when I was wandering. Thanks to him, I've been able to meet a splendid knight like you across the years, so I'm satisfied."

The conversations that had initially been led by the vampires now evolved into proper "dialogues" with the knights asking questions.

However, not everyone was easily swayed. Some of the more experienced knights from the White Snake Knights still maintained their guard.

Whenever the vampires tried to coax even a little information out of them, they firmly blocked the attempt.

*There are always those types. The kind who won't easily open their hearts after just a couple hours of interaction.*

I gestured to the vampire maids who were glancing at me, indicating that it didn't matter.

The main target wasn't them anyway.
It was over here.

"So they suddenly ordered him to capture the second son? You should have seen the Count's face!"

In the VIP room connected to the main hall.

This was a special space where one could have a private audience with Abraham Vlad, not just the maids. Literally a service for "VIPs" of the Starlight Chest.

Normally it operated on a reservation basis, offered as a "benefit" only to those who spent a certain amount over a month.

But given the special circumstances, Abraham Vlad gladly invited Ibona in.

That vampire lord really has strange tastes.

Even though everything is completely transparent, he finds it amusing when people try to hide their emotions or feelings to deceive him.

As expected, someone who gropes breasts anywhere has mental issues. I should never become like that.

Anyway, Ibona was having a private audience with Abraham Vlad in the VIP room.

In less than a few minutes, she spilled everything about why the White Snake Knights visited Vlad Village and the series of events unfolding in the Actius Duchy.

*She's really thick-headed. No wonder she got her tail cut off. People should know how to keep secrets, and if there's something to be wary of, they should secure leverage as insurance, but she can't even think of that.*

Even from the perspective of senior members of the Black Lion Knights like Levia, there couldn't have been a better meat shield than Ibona.

At first, I felt sorry for her, but thinking about it, it was only natural.

"Oh? So the conclusion is that the fourth daughter has nothing to do with this?"
"The third son probably didn't think much of it either. Even if he was her uncle, it's ridiculous that he completely believed that promise."
"How unfortunate. In a moment's choice, he became a vicious demon who devoured his own family."

The details of the incident in the Actius territory were straightforward.

The previous head of the Actius family and lord of the duchy died of old age, arranging for his eldest daughter, Teresia Actius, to succeed him as soon as she came of age.

However, Count Prosius from the neighboring territory, coveting the now-vacant duchy, instigated the third son to rise in rebellion.

Of course, it didn't happen overnight. Anyway, the territory isn't that far from the capital, Constina.

A proper central noble.

Even as a count, if he's established in the central region, it's not difficult to swallow up a declining duchy.

When a perfectly healthy lord dies of old age and the succession isn't clearly established, the situation can be overturned at any time.

A typical and very realistic nobleman, I'd say.

*Such cases were actually quite common.*

Especially excluding the northern territories that serve as barriers against monsters from the north, the relatively peaceful western and southern territories experienced continued chaos for a while after the Great Expedition.

If lords led their elite forces on the expedition and either died honorably or returned defeated...

External forces that had been eyeing the opportunity would immediately pounce with their fangs bared.

The Actius Duchy wasn't the only one to suffer such a fate.

"Ah, wait...! What am I thinking? This isn't the time."

Having already spilled all the information she had, Ibona jumped up in surprise. Abraham Vlad, judging that there was no more information to be gained, let her go without resistance.

"It was a pleasure to spend time with you, Lady Ibona. I look forward to meeting you again."
"Hmm... hmm~, y-yes... I enjoyed it too, Lord Abraham Vlad."

Ibona left the VIP room with an affected air. As a bonus, she gave me a slight smile as if to say she hadn't expected such a nice place to exist.

In truth, I didn't care what Ibona thought.

What mattered was that she had just spilled all the information about the duchy with her own mouth, and I could now exert some influence over the duchy while hiding behind the monastery.

"Alright, alright! Well... everyone's tired, right? I think we've rested enough. Let's head back now."
"Vice-Captain, you haven't forgotten our mission, have you?"
"Of course not! They say he's at the monastery now, so let's go there first. You all know that monasteries are managed by the Papal Office."

Ibona turned her gaze to point at me, then shrugged and added:

"He might really have nothing to do with Rubern Ailoy. That man, despite appearances, is the type who goes to great lengths to avoid troublesome things."

Was I?
I don't think so.

That's just because I didn't want to deal with your crap.

I decided to let her misunderstand. There was no point in keeping her around as it would only give me a headache, and now that I'd squeezed all the information I could from her, it was time to discard her like chewed gum.

Of course, a few knights who had resisted till the end still looked at me with suspicious eyes.

But I waved them off politely, as if it was no big deal.

No need to reveal my true thoughts, right?

Hey, your vice-captain has quite the loose lips.

***

Despite leaving the Starlight Chest with such confidence, Ibona and the White Snake Knights...

Naturally, they returned without gaining anything significant from the monastery, which had been prepared for their visit.

At first, they caused a commotion with the welcoming priests, thinking it was just a monastery named after Saint Catherine, but the story goes that they immediately became docile when Catherine Sissela appeared. It was beyond laughable.

This was the power of a saint, symbolizing the massive force of religion.

Always fresh, always thrilling.

"I sent them away for now. I told them it wasn't a place for negotiations with the vice-captain of a newly formed knight order."
"Well done."
"Is that all the praise I get?"

Catherine Sissela pouted as she spoke.

"What, should I pat your head instead?"
"Not a bad idea."
"Excuse me?"
"Pat my head, quickly. It's a rare opportunity to touch a saint's head, you know? Who knows? The God of Light might bestow a blessing."

That's tempting.

I approached Catherine and gently stroked her black hair, whispering the wish I held in my heart.

*Once the Blue Cross Society matter is resolved, please let everything else proceed smoothly without any issues.*

I meant it sincerely.

Like Aladdin summoning the genie from the lamp, I stroked the saint's head and prayed to the God of Light.

*But the saint won't have to worry about baldness later. Her hair is very strong.*

It's soft and smooth. She must take special care of it, but the way her hair flows like silk is truly remarkable.

That's fortunate.

No matter how beautiful a saint might be, it would be quite difficult to look at if she became bald.

"Hmm, hmm... hmm? What is it? Something feels off."

Catherine Sissela, who had been quietly letting me pat her head, suddenly jerked her head up and glared at me.

"What's wrong?"
"I feel uncomfortable. You just had a strange thought, didn't you?"

This is why I dislike perceptive saints.

She may have lost her divine power, but that sharp intuition of hers seems to have grown even sharper since coming here.

"It's just your imagination, just your imagination."
"No, I really felt uncomfortable. What was it? It doesn't seem like a lewd thought..."
"You can tell that too?"
"Maybe? Want to try it? Though divine punishment might strike you."
"I'll pass!"

While we were exchanging such pointless banter as usual...

"Lord Rubern Ailoy, Saint Catherine Sissela, a guest has arrived from the Prosius County."
"Ah, yes. We'll be right there. Please show them in."
"As you instructed, I'll escort them to the small chapel."

Hearing the welcoming priest's voice from outside the door, Catherine and I simultaneously finished preparing to meet the guest.

A guest from Prosius County.

The master of the White Snake, Count Taloka Prosius, who had planned this entire situation, had arrived in Vlad Village.
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"Is that all?"
"...Yes."
"Damn it."

Count Procius bit his lip at Ibona's answer. Though he didn't directly express irritation or anger, his mere presence overwhelmed everyone in attendance.

Count Procius.
He was always mentioned when naming the most famous counts in the Bolivar Empire.

Starting from the lowest, most thankless position, he rose to become an official in the capital, earned the trust of the previous emperor, and climbed to the rank of count through his efforts alone.

In the process, he was the very man who crushed all political opponents who tried to block or hinder him.

Nobles who had been active in the central government long before Count Procius, and even dukes whose families were so powerful they considered the title of count as 'trivial,' all eventually knelt before him.

This wasn't simply a matter of luck or connections. It was his overwhelming political acumen that made even the most confident nobles shake their heads in defeat.

Through his foresight—almost like predicting the future—he objectively assessed situations and formulated optimal strategies to achieve the best results.

It was no wonder he was known in the capital as "the serpent's tongue."

Even after officially announcing his retirement from central politics, he still maintained his presence and influence in the capital and central government as a powerful noble.

Yet now, he had been rejected.
By a youthfully young saint, no less!

Her dismissive response only added to the insult.

"No matter if she's the Saint of Laterano, this is outrageous! We should file a complaint with the Papal Office immediately!"
"...Enough!"
"C-Count?"
"There's no need to risk antagonizing someone posing as a saint. Prepare the carriage immediately."

Despite his irritation, he needed to make a cool-headed judgment. What he feared wasn't the saint herself, but the millions of imperial followers standing behind her.

Though she publicly claimed to have no interest in power, the count knew how absurd that claim was.

The most powerful and terrifying aspect of being a saint was the ability to brand a perfectly normal person as a heretic and socially bury them forever.

A lion gives its all even when hunting a rabbit. Acting emotionally would only cause him to lose the prey already in his mouth.

*And I heard she's grown particularly close to Rubern Ailoy recently. Could this be related to the recent unrest in Laterano?*

In truth, beyond the saint, the person the count was most wary of was none other than Rubern Ailoy.

When he heard that Hakon Actius, the second son of Duke Actius, had fled to Rupel Territory with items needed for succession, Count Procius felt his vision darken for the first time.

It was like having ashes thrown into a perfectly cooked meal.

*The Black Fox...*

Not many people in the empire truly understood his value.

Those in the central government where Rubern had worked for years might have heard his name, but most didn't realize how dangerous this dark-haired man truly was.

How had the newly formed Black Lion Knights, with their poor reputation, been elevated to Imperial Knights over other elite orders?

It was all thanks to Rubern Ailoy's political machinations.

Those unaware of the truth might think the Black Lion Knights earned their position through brilliant military achievements during the Great Expedition, but they weren't the only ones who distinguished themselves.

The Red Dragon Knights who vanquished Draugr, the primordial undead known as the Death Demon King.

The Blue Mana Brotherhood Knights who defeated the Corrosion Demon King, the Giant King Slime.

Countless other knightly orders had returned from the expedition with honorable achievements.

While the Black Lion Knights certainly earned merits the imperial family couldn't ignore, the person who ultimately deserved the most credit was Rubern Ailoy, who was the Chief Administrative Officer at the time.

He recruited personnel who showed promise during the Great Expedition into the Black Lion Knights by offering bonuses, while simultaneously causing internal divisions that made other knightly orders fight among themselves.

Once the rival orders fell into chaos, it became incredibly easy to draw their confused members into the Black Lion Knights.

There was no need to extend formal recruitment offers. Just as no sailor wants to remain on a sinking ship, knights boarded the rescue vessel that arrived at the perfect moment without hesitation.

They never realized their actions were creating fatal holes that would ultimately sink the orders they had once belonged to.

After all, most knights, with few exceptions, tend to be rather simple-minded.

Having witnessed this entire process with his own eyes, Count Procius felt chilled to the bone by Rubern Ailoy's meticulous scheming.

"But Count, Dionaos Rupel is merely a newly appointed marquis who hasn't even made his debut in central politics—just a northern nobody. Shouldn't he and Rubern Ailoy be the ones visiting you, rather than you going to them?"
"Ha, on what grounds do you make such a claim?"

Count Procius snorted at his retainer's words.

Empty flattery without substance. These fools didn't even realize they themselves were the ignorant rabble who couldn't see what truly mattered.

*I'll need to clean house once all this is over.*

With that thought, he addressed his confused retainers.

"You fail to recognize Rubern Ailoy's true value."
"Even if he revitalized a failing territory through innovative methods, he's still just a former administrative officer, isn't he?"
"What a foolish response. Have you not considered why someone capable of developing a nearly dead territory to this extent in such a short time was 'merely' an administrative officer?"
"That's..."
"The Black Fox—in our Bolivar Empire, the fox symbolizes wisdom and cunning. There's a reason he earned such a nickname."

Fox pelts fetch high prices not only for their reddish fur and soft texture but also for their rarity.

For hunters, foxes are among the most difficult animals to catch.

The clever fox never leaves traces and knows how to hide. It never touches anything that seems dangerous and flees far away at the slightest suspicion.

When a hunter returns at noon expecting to find a healthy fox in his trap, he finds only a branch caught instead.

Rubern Ailoy was exactly that kind of man.

As Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Knights, he held a position no one could ignore yet one that freed him from certain responsibilities.

He was a fearsome man who controlled the Imperial Knights as he pleased while posing as a middle manager.

"Consider why His Highness the Crown Prince has been keeping an eye on Marquis Rubern."

The changes that occurred immediately after he left the knights and departed for Rupel Territory were dramatic.

A northern territory on the outskirts of the capital had become a rising power comparable to the Hebron Duchy, one of the three great duchies.

The seemingly invincible Black Lion Knights had their teeth and claws pulled out, now only waiting for the day they would fall from their throne.

Every circumstance proved that Rubern Ailoy was not an opponent to be taken lightly, yet these fools were blinded by empty titles and reputation.

It was truly lamentable.

"How many times have I told you not to let your guard down? It's your worst habit."

Perhaps this was all part of a plan to secure the imperial throne for the crown prince. Rubern might have anticipated that Count Procius had contacted the second prince and preemptively reached out to Teresia Actius and Hakon Actius to counter this move.

"What should we do then? We're on the verge of annexing the Actius Duchy—it would be disastrous to fail now."
"I have no intention of letting things go according to the marquis's wishes. Since I'm at a disadvantage, I'll need to present a negotiation table filled with tempting offers."

Negotiation—not submission or begging.

That was the only way to maintain an equal relationship and hold onto some control.

Trying to maintain a half-hearted pride or play games with a high-level player like Rubern Ailoy would only result in a more thorough defeat.

"May I ask what conditions you plan to offer first?"

The count answered the retainer who bowed his head respectfully.

"Conditions they cannot refuse."

From the moment he first heard that Hakon Actius had gone to Rupel Territory—specifically to Rubern Ailoy—for help, the count had been certain things wouldn't go as planned.

As a politician and strategist, he couldn't send mediocre retainers to deal with a man who sparked his competitive spirit.

"That condition is—"

***

"I will establish the second campus of the Pharos Imperial Academy—the pride of our territory and the future of the empire—here in Marquis Rupel's domain, in Vlad Village."
"..."

I stared directly into Count Procius's eyes as he spoke matter-of-factly. It was 100% genuine sincerity without any attempt to test me.

"Of course, I will also grant you, Rubern Ailoy, the authority to appoint the dean of the second campus."

The Imperial Academy plus dean appointment rights?

*Wow, that's quite the offer.*

It seemed Count Procius had come prepared for battle.
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Is there anyone in the Bolivar Empire who doesn't know about the Pharos Imperial Academy?

A repository of all knowledge and an academy for educating the empire's young prodigies.

Although it was technically a private school operated by Count Procius and other nobles, its status was so prestigious that it bore the title "Imperial" in its name.

From imperial princesses to commoners with terrifying abilities.

It was a place where talents from various fields gathered, serving as the transnational, trans-racial educational institution that typically appears in fantasy works.

Just as everyone in South Korea knows about Seoul National University, it's certain that no one in the Bolivar Empire is unaware of the Pharos Imperial Academy.

If someone asks about the future of the empire, show them Pharos.

A place of such prestige and achievement that merely being admitted can reverse one's fortunes—a space for challenge and ambition.

Of course, it's still a place where people live, and with all manner of talented individuals, golden spoons, and even imperial heirs gathering there, conflicts and power struggles are inevitable.

Nevertheless, the significance of the Pharos Imperial Academy to the territory where it's located is immense.

Even in Korea, aren't there many cases where a few universities sustain the entire local economy?

That's why local governments are so desperate to attract universities, and why they fight tooth and nail to prevent closures or relocations of existing ones.

Even in modern times, schools—especially universities, the closest equivalent to academies—hold such meaning for local residents.

In a medieval fantasy world where every piece of infrastructure is crucial for regional development, their value is beyond measure.

"You've accurately identified what I want."

Indeed, he's worthy of being called a serpent's tongue. Even though I clearly have the upper hand, he's trying to shift the flow of the conversation in his favor from the very beginning by making an aggressive move.

He was clearly a formidable opponent.

Incomparably more so than that idiot acting lord of Karahan who had attempted to usurp my title.

But I'm not some greenhorn who would pant and chase after such bait.

Rather, since the other party has come to engage in a proper negotiation, we should be able to have a more substantial conversation.

"The Imperial Academy..."
"Lord Rubern Ailoy would surely understand its value. I detest this beating around the bush. We are politicians, not merchants, are we not? This is the maximum condition I can offer."
"However, I have much to say about that. Does Count Procius truly believe I incited Hakon Actius to cause this trouble?"
"...What do you mean?"
"With my hand on my heart, Hakon Actius taking refuge at the Catherine Monastery was entirely the will of Saint Catherine Sissela."

I'll try using Catherine's name first.

To be fair, it's not exactly a lie.

It's not like I could decide on my own to send someone to the monastery; that's entirely at the discretion of Catherine Sissela, the abbess.

However, Count Procius twitched his eyebrow as if my statement wasn't even worth a laugh.

"That's an amusing joke, Lord. Do you take me for a blind man? I've already obtained information about the relationship between you and the Saint."
"*Gulp*"

Listen here.
When you say it like that, it sounds like the Saint and I have some kind of extremely secular and unwholesome relationship.

And now the person sitting next to me has turned bright red all the way to her ears, making the atmosphere even more awkward.

Don't react as if we've been caught in an affair!

"Even if the Saint truly made the decision independently, from the moment both you and the Saint appeared at this negotiation table together, you've denied that assumption yourselves."

He's sharp, very sharp.
If I were truly just a third party, there would be no reason for me to be at the negotiation table in the first place.

"Then I'd like to ask your opinion. What's your reason for going this far? Don't tell me you're also after the Actius territory?"
"I have not the slightest intention of that."

I drew a firm line. There was no need to provoke Count Procius here.

"Then is it simply compassion? Compassion for Teresia Actius, who must lose her duchy to me, her relative? Rubern, a person of your caliber wouldn't help someone without reason. Do you have some special relationship with Duchess Teresia Actius?"
"Why must everything be a 'special relationship'..."

One shouldn't speak so carelessly. If Petra or Sianne Erdian had heard that, I would have been tormented by both of them for days.

But Saint, why are you making that betrayed expression?

If you keep showing such innocent reactions, Count Procius will start to suspect our relationship.

"S-so about Hakon Actius?!"
"No, please. Refrain from such speculation."
"I'm glad if that's not the case."
"Anyway, there is no relationship. I had no particular connection to the Actius territory."
"Then why on earth are you protecting that boy Hakon?!"

Count Procius, who had maintained his composure until now, raised his voice, apparently irritated that I was just exchanging banter with Catherine.

He raised his voice momentarily, then immediately swallowed his breath and apologized.

"...I apologize. I just want you to understand how urgent my situation is."
"I understand. It must feel like someone's throwing ashes on your cooked rice. But to be absolutely clear, I originally intended to send Lord Hakon back to his territory."
"Are you serious?"
"If he hadn't mentioned the name of my mentor, Lord Valmark."

Designer Valmark.
Upon hearing that name, Count Procius pressed his forehead with one hand, as if thinking, "So that's how it is."

"That old man grabs my ankle even after he's gone to rest."

In life, Valmark must have been in clear opposition to the Count. I think they were somewhat rivals.

Both Valmark and the Count were bureaucratic nobles who mainly operated in the central government.

The Valmark I remember was an old man full of ambition, so the probability that he clashed with Count Procius in some form is high.

"So you're clinging to an old connection that doesn't even exist anymore? Going so far as to interfere in another territory's affairs."

The Count, realizing that I had no intention of handing over Hakon Actius, began to take a more aggressive stance than before.

"In any case, wouldn't my reputation be damaged? Lord Valmark may be resting in peace, but people who remember him are still watching me from all corners of the empire."

There's such a thing as the duty of a disciple.

Especially with someone like Valmark, who left a widespread social reputation, if word got out that I had abandoned his last remaining request, my favorability with those around me would plummet.

In truth, a second campus of the Imperial Academy?

It's a tempting condition, but it could also potentially be a poisoned chalice.

I don't even know which campus would be relocated, and there's a possibility they might install a dean I appoint as a mere figurehead or puppet.

That's how politics works.

Like a monkey's paw, if you hastily believe promises and enter into contracts, they might be fulfilled in completely unexpected and twisted ways.

"And the backing is too painful. I might not be able to digest it."

Hosting a campus requires an enormous amount of capital. Even though Count Procius currently serves as the chairman of the Pharos Imperial Academy, I don't think he can bear all that capital.

If it's not simply bait he's thrown out, there must be a background reason why he designated our Vlad Village as the "second campus site."

I couldn't give a hasty answer unless he disclosed that.

"Well then, let's get to the main point."
"The main point?"
"As you said, I don't like beating around the bush either. But I also don't intend to betray my duty as a disciple."

Count Procius's eyes narrowed. A look of wariness, wondering what trick I was trying to pull now.

"What's your reason for trying to swallow the Actius territory at all costs?"
"Do I need to answer that? You're merely the lord of this territory, not an imperial inspector."
"You've offered the hosting rights for the Pharos Imperial Academy's second campus. Frankly, bringing such a condition that can't be bought even for a thousand gold pieces seems excessive for the Actius Duchy."

Let's think about this carefully.
The Pharos Imperial Academy isn't an option to be casually mentioned.

Even if he intended to bait me, it's not suitable as bait. That's why I was surprised.

The Pharos Imperial Academy is a private school. Therefore, this academy provides a solid foundation for Count Procius's current political power.

In fact, it's practically because of the academy that Count Procius can walk around with his head held high.

And he's offering to hand over something so important to me?
He must know who I am.

Honestly, if he really handed it over under those conditions, I was confident I could remodel the second campus to surpass the first campus.

In other words, I would become the most powerful dean of the academy. Something like that.

The reason for offering such generous terms, even at the risk of putting his hand in the mouth of an alligator that might bite, is one thing:

"He must think there's imperial intervention."

I intended to exploit this point cunningly.

Despite the seemingly peaceful appearance of the Bolivar Empire, its interior is a terrible abyss filled with all kinds of court intrigue and conspiracy.

Especially now, as the current emperor's retirement is becoming more and more visible, power struggles within the imperial family are intensifying.

It's no better than the Papal State—if anything, it's worse.

In the case of Count Procius, as he aims to return to the central government, he likely has connections with princes other than the crown prince, who is actively checking the central government and major nobles.

But what if I suddenly put the crown prince card in his hand?

"Unfortunately, there is no imperial intervention, but that's actually fortunate."
"What do you mean?"
"Count Procius, sponsor me instead of that Actius Duchy. This is your golden opportunity to grab a direct connection to Crown Prince Conrad van Karl."

Choose between putting the Actius territory in debt and the Pharos Imperial Academy?

Why should I have to choose?
I can have both.
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"This is a golden opportunity for you to secure a direct connection to Crown Prince Conrad van Karl."

When he heard those confident words, Count Taloka Prosius felt as if he'd been struck on the back of the head with a hammer.

What the hell is this guy thinking?

Setting aside the claim that the imperial family wasn't involved, was he actually selling the crown prince's name? As a count, he couldn't even imagine such a thing.

The imperial family is the imperial family. As stated in imperial law, the dignity of the imperial family is absolute. Especially when it comes to Crown Prince Conrad, who is considered the leading candidate to seize the next imperial throne.

*They were known to be close, but close enough to invite me into their faction?*

This was a serious matter.
Since ancient times, distributing too much power to subjects has weakened imperial authority. Politics is like walking through deep darkness where you can't see even an inch ahead.

Those you believed were loyal companions might, when you look back, be smiling while preparing to stab you in the back.

"Are you testing me right now?"

Prosius responded with a sharp voice. It was a reply to a proposal he could hardly comprehend.

"Aren't you the one testing me, Count? When you simply say you want to relocate the campus, what kind of campus do you intend to move? Are you planning to isolate the unpopular White Magic Department and other impractical faculties, or are you planning to use the appointment rights for the dean as bait to have professors and students directly check the dean, essentially rendering him powerless? I have no information."

How bold. Rubern Ailoy expressed his opinion calmly yet firmly. There was no sign of wavering or readable emotion.

Indeed, the Black Fox.

The count genuinely thought so. This man knows how to enchant people. Perhaps that's why the crown prince has been keeping him hidden.

After all, the sharpest sword should be kept concealed until the decisive moment when it needs to be drawn.

"Haah..."

He let out a deep sigh. Just when he thought he had finally secured the duchy, an unexpected obstacle had appeared in his path.

Still, it seemed necessary to at least hear what he had to say. After all, it wasn't often one got the chance to meet privately with someone like Rubern Ailoy.

"Viscount Rubern, what do you want from me, and what can you offer?"

The chief administrator in question—no, Rupel's famous executor—appeared to contemplate for a moment before looking directly into Count Prosius's eyes and answering.

"First, the normalization of the Actius territory. Withdraw from acquiring the duchy. It's not a good idea."
"So it's about the Actius territory after all?"
"No, Count. Swallowing the duchy will actually be poison for you."
"I don't understand. What on earth are you talking about?"

This was persuasion without any basis. It was merely an action to interfere with his acquisition of the duchy. Given his fundamental bias, it was impossible not to view it through colored lenses.

Rubern continued with a slight smile.

"I know what you're preparing for. You want to stand on the winner's side in the imperial succession competition that will happen within the next few years."
"You know well."

Count Prosius, while possessing considerable authority and status as a central noble, was still just a "count" after all.

Even though a central count might wield more actual power than provincial dukes or marquises, it was true that he was still outranked when compared to nobles of higher titles.

There were only two ways to raise his rank.

Either control more territory, or gain the emperor's trust to secure more authority.

Like the Rupel territory, which was naturally elevated from a county to a marquisate after absorbing the Karahan Marquisate.

His obsession with the Actius territory stemmed from the fact that the former option was the only one left for the count.

The count had not voluntarily retired.
He had been urged to retire.

The central position, the officials who assist the emperor and lead the empire, could not always remain clean. To be frank, even the Black Fox smiling in front of him now probably hadn't always lived honestly as an administrative officer of the Imperial Knights.

He had seen and heard things himself.

But the filth on one's back always catches up. While one cannot rise without getting dirty, that same dirt prevents one from climbing higher.

Count Prosius had been forced to "retire" when it was discovered that during his time as an imperial archivist, he had accepted bribes from a southern archduke to falsify imperial records, and was caught by the Inspectorate.

Of course, it wasn't something he had wanted to do. He had merely been covering for the then-powerful head archivist.

It was a trace of his struggle to rise from being just a baron—barely even nobility—in his younger days.

What reason would a southern archduke have to specifically target someone who was merely an archivist?

But corruption was corruption. Since he had been involved in various other matters afterward, the Inspectorate's urging him to retire over something that happened more than decades ago was almost a courtesy.

They were telling him to leave of his own accord.
A recommended resignation.

Especially since the head of the Inspectorate who exposed his corruption was the same head archivist who had also engaged in corruption.

Perhaps it was just cutting off the tail.

However, if he had resisted or tried to escalate the matter, they would have brought up other crimes, and instead of retiring honorably, the count would have faced a miserable end rotting in prison for the rest of his life.

Count Taloka Prosius had to leave Constina, the capital, with a smile on his face.

Since then.
Count Prosius had devoted all his efforts to building his own power base.

The reason the head of the Inspectorate could cut him off so easily was because his influence was too weak.

Realizing that merely being loyal to the emperor would only lead to being used and discarded, the count became a "serpent's tongue" filled with deadly venom.

The Pharos Imperial Academy, a prestigious educational institution attracting next-generation talents from across the country, was also a result of those efforts.

Had those efforts finally paid off?

Count Prosius happened to meet the current Second Prince Luart van Karl.

He gladly took the hand of the count who had retreated to the outskirts, and the count received another chance.

This time, an opportunity to climb all the way to the dragon's head rather than its tail, and avoid being cut off.

"That line is dangerous."
"What makes you say that? If you're simply trying to check Prince Luart, you should stop. Even for someone like you, your power is too weak right now."
"I appreciate your concern, but I have no intention whatsoever of checking the Second Prince. I just hope Count Prosius doesn't make a foolish choice."

Though his expression didn't change, his tone was clearly aggressive. The count flinched at that sharply honed remark, then narrowed his eyes as he looked at Rubern.

"Are you insulting me? Is this some pathetic threat?"
"Not at all. Think about it carefully. Why do you think the Second Prince took your hand?"
"Well, that's..."

The count was suddenly at a loss for words. He recalled a moment when he had once met privately with Prince Luart and had tried to gauge his intentions.

"Why Count Taloka, you ask?"
"Well... because you're a capable former central official. Plus, as the chairman of the Pharos Imperial Academy, it's a natural investment for the future of the empire."

But there was no sincerity felt in the Second Prince's words.

At the time, he thought it was because royalty rarely gave their hearts easily, but in reality, capable former central officials were abundant in the capital.

There was no reason for Luart to specifically choose him. Except for one thing: the Pharos Imperial Academy.

"The Imperial Academy is your lifeline. Did you intend to keep holding onto the academy?"
"Not exactly, but..."
"That's the problem. How can you so easily let go of your lifeline? As soon as Prince Luart gets his hands on the academy, he'll cast Count Taloka aside."

A chilling sensation ran down his spine. It wasn't an unreasonable suggestion. Once one becomes a central official, they cannot hold other positions concurrently.

Taloka had expected to receive at least the rank of head of the Inspectorate or higher, but that was just an expectation.

In reality, with uncertainty about whether Prince Luart would even win, he couldn't stake everything on expectations.

"Besides, you've already spent quite some time building your position. Why haven't you considered that after your death, the Prosius county might become the second Actius duchy?"

Seeing the flicker of unease in his opponent's eyes, Rubern Ailoy sensed victory and began to press his advantage like a storm.

"Moreover, it's strange. The Second Prince's main policy is to embrace provincial nobles rather than central ones. He's been recruiting powerful figures who are relatively sidelined, instead of the central figures who mostly belong to the Crown Prince's faction. If such a Second Prince ascends to the throne, can you really be confident that the territory of Count Taloka Prosius, who was a former central noble, will be safe?"

Being discarded after being used was a surprisingly common occurrence. So common that those who experienced it now calmly accepted their fate and spent the rest of their lives buried in some provincial area.

Having already experienced it once, he couldn't be certain it wouldn't happen again.

In the end, no matter how experienced he was, Count Taloka Prosius was still held back by the issue of "bloodline."

"But there's no other way! Either way, I'll be devoured!"
"That may be true, but couldn't you take out a few insurance policies?"
"Insurance?"

Taloka Prosius was now completely captivated by Rubern Ailoy. Unable to take his eyes off the young executor, he licked his parched lips.

"Take my hand. The Crown Prince will gladly use you."
"..."
"Oh, and while we're at it, I'd like the Pharos Imperial Academy to be hosted here in the Rupel territory. In exchange, I'll give up all rights, including the authority to appoint the dean."
"Wait, if you give that up, aren't you essentially just giving away the territory? There's nothing beneficial for you in this..."
"Not at all."

Rubern Ailoy's dark eyes flashed, as if he had been waiting for this moment.

"Won't the friendship between the Prosius county and the Rupel marquisate remain? I guarantee we'll make excellent political partners. Marquis Dionaos Rupel never forgets a favor."

The count raised his head to look at Rubern at those words. Beyond the flickering light in his eyes, a black fox was clearly smiling at him.

"Of course, Crown Prince Conrad van Karl, who is Marquis Dionaos Rupel's patron and my 'friend' Rubern Ailoy's close associate, would agree."

He had already taken a seat at the table.

In a corner of his mind, the distrust of the Second Prince that he had been trying to hide began to surface.

Once a wave starts to stir, it rarely subsides easily.

"Damn it."

Count Taloka Prosius muttered as if sighing. Despite all his preparations, it seemed he too had been enchanted by the rumored Black Fox.
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"Well, yes, let's say everything you've said is correct. Having one or two insurance policies is much more beneficial for someone in my position."

A deal is made when both parties can give each other what they want.

I already knew that Rubern Ailoy was genuinely interested in developing the Rupel Territory, and that's precisely why he brought the rights to host the second campus of the Paros Imperial Academy as a bargaining chip.

Just hosting an academy greatly stimulates the local economy. Even if, as Rubern pointed out, it's merely a shell of a building filled with unpopular departments!

This way, Rubern gets an Imperial Academy within his territory, and Count Taloka Prosius receives political stability.

It's literally insurance. Even if he gets backstabbed someday, at least he won't be left completely exposed.

"But I can't abandon Prince Luar either. Do you understand what I mean?"
"Of course. Switching factions after establishing yourself comes with considerable risk."

Commerce and politics may seem similar at first glance, but they differ in many significant ways. There's a clear difference in how profits and losses are calculated.

A merchant who moves solely based on profit calculations might be called cold-blooded or money-obsessed, but never foolish. Rather, they're praised as wise and excellent merchants.

But in politics, one cannot simply calculate immediate gains and losses.

If commerce is a short-term game, politics is a long-term one.

Actions taken simply because good conditions were offered can often become nooses that tighten around one's own neck years later.

Rubern's proposal was certainly sweet, and there was no reason to refuse it.

But betraying the Second Prince to side with the Crown Prince was a different matter entirely.

One had to prepare for the possibility of becoming not a "snake" but a "bat," falling from both factions.

"I'm glad you understand. Then again, a man of Viscount Rubern Ailoy's caliber would certainly grasp such matters."

Count Taloka Prosius once again revised his assessment of Rubern Ailoy.

He was far more dangerous and intelligent than his public reputation suggested.

Unlike most young people these days, he was both clever and cunning. He effortlessly identified people's weaknesses and carefully exploited those cracks.

The name Ailoy is skilled not only in carving out hearts but also in piercing through people's minds.

"However, I'd like to seek one more piece of advice."
"Please, speak freely."
"As you know, once something is set in motion, it cannot be undone. I encouraged the second son of the Actius Duchy to exercise his rights as a legitimate successor and imprisoned the eldest daughter, Teresia. Even if I back down now, that fact won't disappear."

Let's say he spits out the duchy he had already put in his mouth, as Rubern suggested.

What would happen to the duchy's officials who had declared their support for him and to Jenas Actius, the second son?

If the territory were normalized, they would certainly face purges. Their feelings toward the Prosius County would not be positive either.

Since he had tried to swallow the entire territory, the aftermath would be extremely complicated. Including the public criticism that would naturally follow.

"If I can't resolve this issue, I must proceed with my plan to devour the Actius Duchy. Continuing forward is easier and more profitable for me than backing out."
"That's right. I can't simply tell you to give up the duchy. That would be irresponsible advice, even as your business partner."

With the addition of the word "business partner," Taloka somehow felt his inner trust growing rapidly.

"Do you have a solution, then?"

The black fox paused briefly as if pondering the question, then smiled slyly as if a brilliant idea had occurred to him.

"We should make Hakon Actius, who is currently staying in our territory, the new master of the Actius Duchy instead of Teresia Actius."

Of course, this was also a method that Taloka Prosius had never anticipated.

***

"Why didn't you participate in the competition? From what I heard, you were the first person the Count approached."

Before Count Prosius suddenly invaded the territory, I had asked Hakon Actius many questions about the duchess's eldest daughter, the heir to the duchy.

Thinking about it, Hakon Actius also qualifies to be the ruler responsible for the duchy.

The second child after the eldest sister. In some territories, it's impossible for women to inherit land, so it would be much more common and natural for the eldest son, Hakon, to become the new duke rather than the ambiguous second son.

And his answer was:

"Even among siblings, there is proper order. Being responsible for the Actius territory, which I love, is an honorable duty, but there is a clear succession order."

It was a very admirable answer, showing his commitment to his duty as a younger brother. Is this why Valmark favored him? That old man always had a keen eye for people.

"But my sister... wasn't very pleased."
"About becoming the ruler?"
"My eldest sister has always been more interested in magic than ruling. Since childhood, she would wander through our territory's forests, communing with spirits."
"A spirit mage...?"

I gained another important piece of information.

A spirit mage? Unless you're an elf like Regius from our Snow Leopard Knights, communion with spirits is impossible except for a tiny minority with natural talent.

"However, my father disapproved of her so much that... he almost burned down the forest where the spirits lived."

Ah, I see.

It seems the previous Duke Actius had quite a poor character. Burning down a perfectly good forest just because his daughter played with spirits?

No wonder.

No matter how generous the conditions offered by Count Prosius, the territory's officials wouldn't have surrendered so easily.

If he treated his own flesh and blood this way, it's obvious how he must have treated other officials and subordinate nobles.

"That's why my sister gave me our family's imperial sword and crest. She said she might just hand them over if she kept them herself."

This was the backstory to the incident in the Actius family.

The previous ruler's chosen successor, his eldest daughter, didn't want to become the ruler.

The eldest son, who did want to rule, was doing his utmost to uphold his duty to his sister and protect the family from the Count.

What a tragic situation.

If at least one of them had been more decisive, Count Prosius probably wouldn't have been able to target the duchy so easily.

In times like these, someone needs to give them a push.

"Lord Hakon Actius."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to become the rightful master of the duchy?"
"W-what are you saying?"

Hakon Actius showed an extremely surprised reaction. Understandably so—he was stuck here trying to hand the duchy over to his sister Teresia, and suddenly I was suggesting he take the position himself.

"Would Lady Teresia truly be happy? Do you think the Actius Duchy would be better off with your sister as its ruler?"

Anyone perceptive would understand. The duchy was already declining.

No matter how much central nobility, former imperial officials, and political power through the Paros Imperial Academy they had, they had become weak enough to be forcibly merged by Taloka Prosius, who was merely a "count."

And in such a territory, Teresia Actius, who had neither vision nor motivation as a ruler, would sit on the throne?

They might avoid this merger with my help, but it wouldn't take long for the duchy to fall apart.

"If you truly care for Lady Teresia Actius as family and love the Actius Duchy... you must make a decision, Lord Hakon."

Making the best choice is always important. The world is full of contradictions anyway.

The only way for the Actius Duchy to survive without being absorbed by the county is for Hakon Actius—who has vision, motivation, and overflowing affection for his family—to become the next duke.

"I-I'm not fit to be a ruler..."
"If you don't want to lose your territory to Count Prosius. If you want to bring a smile back to your sister who has shut herself away in unhappiness. If you dream of being a ruler who can lead the duchy to another golden age..."

With each word I spoke, a subtle excitement and expectation began to glimmer in the young man's eyes.

"I will help make that dream come true."

The promise I made to the hesitant young prospective ruler was finally realized today through the meeting with the Count.

I successfully put both Count Prosius, who now holds the Paros Imperial Academy, and Hakon Actius, the prospective duke who will hold the Actius Duchy connected to the central government, in my debt.

Ch.224 - Buying: Fallen Estate. Never Used (4)
"Sincerely, are you saying you're giving up?"
"To be precise, I'm giving you an opportunity, Hakon Actius. Despite having a mediocre father, you at least played the role of a ruler's child properly."

It was an insult to the former Duke of the territory and Hakon's father, but at the same time, it was something Count Taloka Procius could say because he was of the Actius ducal bloodline.

Moreover, just as I expected, the previous Duke Actius must not have been a particularly good father or ruler, as Hakon lowered his gaze in silence rather than responding with anger.

"When was the last time officials received their salaries properly? Do you remember when the regular banquets needed to unite the nobles within the territory were last held normally?"

It seems the Actius Duchy was in far worse shape than I thought.

My goodness, the more we dig, the worse it gets.

The Count, who initially appeared to be a vile villain trying to seize the territory in the ruler's absence, increasingly began to look like a dark hero who finally drew his sword for the suffering vassals of the territory.

Or wait, is that actually the case?

As far as I know, Dionaos Rupel tightened his own belt to ensure officials received their salaries regularly and managed his vassals well even when his territory was struggling.

The duchy is clearly in an indefensible state.

"I don't remember."
"You see, your territory has been deteriorating like this. If you think I'm the only one eyeing the duchy, you're sorely mistaken. There are more than four territories bordering the duchy—do you really think not a single one of them has been salivating over it?"

Hakon bit his lip bitterly. It was all the more miserable because he couldn't refute it.

"Hakon, a ruler must love their territory more than anyone else. Even if it means casting aside their own flesh and blood to better cultivate the land. That is what makes a true ruler."

The serpent's tongue.

That's what people called Count Taloka Procius, with fear and contempt.

But he didn't seem like someone who deserved only scorn.

"Lord Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes, Young Master Hakon."
"Is this truly the right path?"
"At least from my perspective, it is."

The duke's eldest son closed his eyes thoughtfully, then looked directly at Count Procius and spoke.

"If my sister Teresia formally renounces her claim to the duchy, I will gladly accept it."

Hakon added finally:

"That is my conviction."

***

After the agreement between Hakon Actius and Taloka Procius was reached, the game of thrones that had been playing out in the Actius Duchy was quickly resolved.

It wasn't a difficult matter.

Count Procius immediately released the detained Duchess Teresia, and she sent a letter formally delegating all her authority to her eldest brother, Hakon Actius.

Since Hakon Actius already possessed the Imperial Sword and the Sovereign Ring necessary for succession, the inauguration ceremony for the new young Duke of Actius was held in none other than our Vlad Village.

Of course, when Dionaos Rupel and his vassals heard the news, they came running, thinking I had caused another incident.

"Marquis, you've arrived. Commander Sianne is here too."
"Commissioner, explain immediately what's going on here."
"What on earth are you doing here?!"

They're certainly quick-tempered.

I explained the whole situation to them. They probably already knew through correspondence that Hakon Actius had taken refuge at the monastery.

But it's natural they'd be surprised by the sudden announcement of a ducal inauguration ceremony.

After hearing the full story in the VIP room of the Stellar Path, Dionaos Rupel clutched his cheeks with both hands and let out what sounded like a wail.

"Do you realize what you've done?"
"Of course I do."
"This is interference in internal affairs!! And involving a duchy that borders the central region!! This isn't something you can resolve on your own!"

Although Dionaos Rupel usually tolerated most of my outlandish actions, even he seemed to think I had crossed a line this time.

He had always been a man of impressive stature and charisma.

It was just hidden behind his kindness and gentle temperament. Dionaos Rupel was truly one of the stalwarts responsible for a section of the rugged north.

As he expressed genuine anger, I felt my senses sharpen and my blood flow quicken.

It was an instinctive physical response—a natural reaction when sensing a threat from someone.

"Not once have I regretted accepting you, Rubern Ailoy, as an administrative officer of the knighthood and a member of our vassalage! Not simply because you've proven yourself through results, but because I felt your sincere desire for the development of our territory!"

The Marquis slammed his fist on the table. Even Commander Sianne Valeos sitting beside him flinched, showing fear at his imposing presence.

"But this... this... is not right...!"

I felt the need to calm him down a bit. I understood why the Marquis was so angry.

A territory's affairs should be settled within that territory. Especially when it comes to political matters rather than financial ones!

That had been Dionaos Rupel's conviction since his days as a count.

We had discussed this several times over beer.

A territory is the livelihood of its people. No matter how good one's intentions, allowing a third party to arbitrarily shape or damage that livelihood was unacceptable.

In Hakon Actius's case, since he had taken refuge at Catherine Monastery, which was outside Dionaos Rupel's jurisdiction, there was nothing he could do.

The problem was that Hakon Actius was holding his investiture ceremony in "Rupel Marquisate."

This would easily lead people to believe that the Actius Duchy and Rupel Marquisate were connected by some sort of "relationship."

And in truth, they weren't entirely unrelated.

It was a fact that Hakon Actius had stayed at a monastery established in Rupel territory, so there would be no way to deny rumors that Hakon had been persuaded to push Teresia off the throne.

Since rumors are uncontrollable, the Marquis probably considered this spilled milk.

"Answer me, Rubern Ailoy!"
"First, I apologize, Marquis Rupel. I had to act quickly."
"For what?"
"To lay the groundwork for a better future."

Ironically, I'm a very spontaneous person. But I don't live life without a plan. I may flexibly adjust the details as I go, but I always have the overall trajectory mapped out.

Since the moment I promised to make the Snow Leopard Knights the number one order in the north, I've been seriously contemplating how to achieve that.

The first step was to expand and strengthen the knighthood.

A knighthood with only five members—this wasn't even enough to fulfill the most basic duty of managing dungeons within the territory.

While C or D-rank dungeons could be managed by the regular army, B-rank and above required at least squire-level personnel.

And finally, the five knights became ten, and now we've successfully grown into a proper mid-sized knighthood of about 40 members, including squires.

The elite training has gone well too. With plans to further expand the knighthood soon, size is no longer holding the Snow Leopard Knights back.

However, the second issue was problematic.

No matter how large and powerful a knighthood becomes, it's useless if the "territory" it exists to serve is weak.

Unlike a standing army, a knighthood is essentially the lord's private military force. There have been cases where perfectly functional knighthoods were disbanded when the central government intervened.

The Actius territory is a prime example. Despite being a duchy, it had no knighthood.

It had naturally disbanded as the territory declined.

Additionally, the current Emperor's strong desire to prevent powerful knighthoods in central territories close to the capital played a significant role.

In other words:
Growing a knighthood is entirely possible through individual effort and territorial resources.

But maintaining that knighthood depends on how "useful" the central government considers it to be.

"Soon, the struggle for imperial power will become visible. As I mentioned in my previous letter, Count Procius's attempt to take over the Actius territory stems from the same reason."
"...I know."

The Marquis responded in a more measured voice. Since his previous meeting with the Crown Prince, Rupel has been maintaining correspondence and building rapport.

He has already stepped into the bloody fight revolving around imperial power.

"Similarly, when I first tried to establish the Stellar Path here, didn't I say it was all to build a political foundation for Rupel territory?"
"You did."
"The time is drawing near. Soon, the central region will be in turmoil. It might be even more chaotic than what happened at the Papal Office."

The Blue Cross Society is a definite threat to Rupel territory. However, they cannot destroy the territory in one fell swoop.

Just a small outlying village.
Perhaps a mid-sized city if they cause more trouble.

Moreover, the response was clear. If the Blue Cross Society appears and starts causing trouble? The answer is simple. Wipe them all out.

If all the main forces of Blaukrohitz, including the First Order, attacked the territory, it would certainly be a difficult battle, but we wouldn't be defeated one-sidedly.

However, if someone other than the Crown Prince takes the imperial throne, then things truly become irreversible.

A tremendous purge would follow.

It might not involve extreme measures like executions, but Rupel territory, which has just gotten on track and caught the wave of prosperity, would stumble before going much further.

Throughout imperial history, territories and the lives of people associated with them have been ruined simply for supporting the wrong side.

"Marquis, you must acknowledge it now. Rupel territory is no longer what it once was. The days of huddling together and enjoying modest parties with a handful of townspeople are over."

I'm not trying to mislead him. Dionaos Rupel is undoubtedly an excellent benevolent ruler and a strong warrior.

But sometimes reality moves quickly.

"Rupel Marquisate is now the second most famous territory in the north after Hebron Duchy. Not only the capital city of Petaronto but also other cities and villages are constantly visited by merchants and travelers."

Cosmetics, potions, and Rupel's specialty products are immensely popular throughout the north and the capital.

The LuCiH Association has partnered with Fisher-Pepper and the merchant group of Marco Firenze to establish its first branch in the southern empire.

If the first branch succeeds, they'll immediately expand to the east and west. They're even positively considering opening branches in neighboring countries like the Nirvana Magic Kingdom.

And what about the achievements of the Snow Leopard Knights?

Elimination of two members of Blaukrohitz's Second Order.
Elimination of one member of Blaukrohitz's Third Order.

They defeated the drake species "Worm" under their control, as well as the resurrected Dragon Knight and the true Dragon at the Dragon's Resting Place.

And that's not all. They actively intervened in the unrest at the Papal Office, bringing peace to Laterano.

All knights who participated were awarded honorary Holy Knight positions by the Papal Office.

The small, peripheral northern territory of Rupel is no more.

The rising sun of the north.
A phoenix that hatched and was born in less than a year.

I stood up, bowed respectfully to Dionaos Rupel, and said:

"Marquis, I promised to become Duke Hakon Actius's patron. At the same time, I brought Count Procius to the negotiating table and made contact with a major figure from the Second Prince's faction, who should be our top priority for vigilance."
"So what you're saying is—"
"There's no kindness without a price. I intend to buy the Actius duchy—no, the Actius ducal territory itself."

Based solely on "money" and "trust."

I'm buying it.
A fallen territory that has never been in anyone's hands before.

Ch.225 - Buying: Fallen Estate. Never Used (5)
Hakon Actius became the ruler of the Actius Duchy. Given the ongoing turmoil within the duchy, the coronation was a small, simple ceremony with only essential personnel in attendance.

From the beginning, Marquis Dionaos Rupel, myself, and the Rupel Territory were merely bystanders and third parties caught between the conflict of the two territories.

After the coronation, everyone departed to their respective territories to handle the accumulated issues.

Of course, several matters were already discussed at the Starlight Vault, the pride and identity of our Vlad Village.

First, a portion of the eastern region of Actius Duchy bordering Procius County would be granted autonomous status and governance would be delegated to the second son, Jenas Actius.

The newly enthroned Duke Hakon Actius set quite generous terms. Just as he had coolly given up his succession for the sake of his older sister, despite having every opportunity to claim the territory, he now offered his younger brother—who had led the rebellion—a new chance.

"How badly must he have wanted to rule to do such a thing? My father wished to give everything to the firstborn, but I have no intention of being so greedy."

Indeed, Jenas Actius was merely a figurehead; Count Taloka was the one pulling all the strings behind the scenes.

It must have weighed on his conscience to punish him too severely.

Thus, as Hakon ascended to the position of Duke, Jenas Actius was granted the title of Baron, becoming the lord of Jenas Barony.

"Still, he's too young and inexperienced to manage the entire duchy. It's important that he first takes charge of a barony to develop his abilities."

Though he's only about three years younger than Hakon Actius, who is merely 18 years old.

Well, a 15-year-old duke would have been too much. Even the baronial title was probably the maximum that could be granted to a direct bloodline of the ducal family.

Additionally, secondly:

Hakon Actius opened the duchy's treasury to pay all the overdue salaries to personnel who hadn't been paid, and promised adequate compensation.

The surest way to infuriate people isn't by verbally attacking them out of nowhere, hurling unspeakable insults, or leaving sentences unfinished—it's by not paying them for their work.

Just look at the Imo Military Rebellion in late Joseon period; it occurred because proper wages weren't paid, and what little was allocated was embezzled.

Similar issues had arisen in Actius Territory, so it was necessary to quickly pacify the officials' hearts to normalize administration.

Furthermore, he decided to pardon all officials who had supported Count Procius and Jenas.

"In the end, it was just a mistake. Though it didn't end well, weren't they people who had worked hard for the duchy until now?"

He even permitted free transfers to Jenas Barony. Once people leave, their hearts aren't easily won back, they say.

*He truly has the qualities of a wise ruler.*

The Hakon Actius I've known until now was like an uncut gem. This incident will likely serve as a catalyst for his talents, which had been suppressed in the name of family love, to blossom.

Though it's uncertain when that will happen, Hakon Actius will never forget today's help.

And for a while, Rupel agreed to continue assisting with the reconstruction of the duchy.

We would dispatch administrative personnel who were relatively available, along with several apprentice knights to manage the dungeons that had been neglected.

Of course, in exchange, we secured mining rights to one gold ore mine produced in Actius Territory and collection rights for mana crystals, a special natural magical resource mainly found in the northern part of the territory.

We intend to provide a thorough and perfect territory repair service.

You have to give to receive, after all.

Even for a newly appointed, greenhorn duke, it's proper manners to respect certain boundaries.

With this, the conflict surrounding Actius Territory that I was inadvertently dragged into has been concluded.

As a bonus, we were able to firmly imprint Starbucks, Vlad Village's landmark, in the minds of the nobles and high-ranking officials of Actius and Procius territories.

"But Vlad Manager, what's going on here? Where are all the noble ladies you were supposed to charm, and why are you seducing our female knights instead?"
"Are you asking me that?"
"Seduced? No! Not at all! Vlad is innocent! I'm the one trying to seduce him!"
"Irpin, please..."

I shook my head as I looked at the female knight from the Snow Leopard Knights who was practically clinging to Abraham Vlad.

Perhaps he had some sort of charm bonus that only worked on female knights? Irpin wasn't the only one who had fallen for Abraham Vlad.

Even among the squires, Abraham's outstanding appearance and gentlemanly manners were well-known.

According to Sianne, they were competing to be dispatched to my territory—Vlad Village.

Well, I can understand Irpin and our squires. They're fellow territory residents who went through the Laterano incident together, so I can acknowledge this much privilege.

But what about you?

"Hey! Did you pay for this yourself?"

I felt dizzy looking at the black-haired female knight shouting from the opposite side.

Ibona, get out if you don't want to die.

"Let's calm down for a moment. Could the White Sand's vice-captain wait just a little longer? My time is almost up, and I'll come meet you right away."
"Ah, aah... Vlad, you're really so kind."
"Excuse me! Vice-Captain, you should honestly respect the order! How many minutes have been wasted!"
"Don't worry about that either. Irpin, I'll set aside that much time for you separately."
"Ah, ugh... it's troublesome when you charge in so directly... Please give me a little time."

This is truly maddening.

Seeing both women with heart-shaped pupils swooning over Abraham Vlad...

The future of the Empire's female knights looked very bleak.

Perhaps I had brought a tiger cub into my territory? It would be a disaster if all the female knights became infatuated with Vlad.

Is this what they call a religious victory or something?

"Irpin, that's enough. Come inside. We have lots of work to do—how long do you plan to stay here?"

Just as I was seriously worrying about the future of the knighthood, the VIP room's curtain opened and a blonde knight commander appeared.

Irpin immediately tensed up, pushed away Abraham Vlad's arm, and stood up.

"C-Commander!"
"And please maintain the dignity expected of a senior knight of the Snow Leopard Knights. Soon we'll have not only squires but other knights joining us. It's not appropriate to be so desperate over a man."

Sianne, is she a god?

I couldn't help but be moved as I looked at the magnificent light before my eyes.

With Sianne's appearance, Irpin awkwardly left the Starlight Vault, and Ibona, the vice-captain of the White Sand Knights, sheepishly averted her gaze.

Tsk.
Nothing has changed at all.

Still, thanks to Sianne, we were able to prevent Starbucks from turning into a penthouse. Messy romantic dramas are not permitted in our Rupel Territory.

"Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes, Commander."
"Everything's wrapped up now. The construction of the Catherine Monastery is almost complete, and the knights will be withdrawing soon."
"You've worked hard."

Although there wasn't any conflict per se, it was natural for the knights to accompany Marquis Dionaos Rupel when he traveled here.

They also conducted the regular subjugation of the B-rank dungeon near Vlad Village.

I had wanted to enter a dungeon after so long, but I couldn't due to numerous tasks that needed handling, like the Pharos Academy matter and the cooperation with Actius Territory.

"How was the dungeon subjugation?"
"It was just a B-rank dungeon. Only a few ogres, that's all. From B-rank upward, agile beast-types are more threatening than the bulky ones anyway."
"That's true."

I left the VIP room with Sianne. No matter what, we shouldn't interfere with their business. After all, Ibona is the first Gold member of the Starlight Vault.

Of course, with her leading the way, other members were also steadily reaching Gold status.

This conflict between Actius and Procius territories had drawn significant attention, bringing us considerable benefits.

From the Pharos Imperial Academy to mining rights—this deal was truly one where we gained everything without losing anything.

"So is Commander Sianne returning as well? Has Lucy grown a lot?"
"Lucy... is the same. She's still growing, and recently she's become quite adept at handling the holy sword, so she's been dispatched to manage the Cursed Temple dungeon in Hebron Duchy."

I rubbed my nose contentedly at her maternal words. Is this the joy of raising a child? Seeing her grow day by day makes me feel good.

"But I won't be going back."
"Pardon?"
"Did you know? I'm on vacation for a week starting today. I decided to use all my regular vacation days that I couldn't take before."

Sianne's sapphire eyes curved into a smile.

"You mean, regular vacation?"
"Surprisingly, Petra allowed it."
"..."

I closed my mouth. Sianne Valeos was already interlocking her fingers with mine.

"Well, you said you finished all your work earlier, right? From now on, invest in me. I still have those 24 hours you promised me."

The blonde knight commander smiled as she said this.

"Right, darling?"
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"Hm, hmm..."

A thin moan escaped through her tightly closed lips. In the chamber where the Knight Commander stayed, Sianne Erdian lay on the large bed, her fingers lightly brushing against her intimate place.

The only light source was a small candle hanging on the wall. In its soft glow illuminating the room, her bare skin glistened without a single thread covering it.

"Ah..."

Having tossed aside even her usual nightclothes, Sianne squeezed her eyes shut as she wriggled her fingers.

When her long, extended finger touched the protruding nub, an electric sensation shot through her mind.

Found it. It was here.

Sianne surrendered herself to instinct while suppressing the moans that threatened to escape, afraid someone might hear.

This was her first time doing this of her own volition.

Just a few months ago, she never would have dreamed she'd be doing such things alone, unable to resist her rising desires.

Rubern Ailoy—that man was the problem.

He had left such marks on her body that she could never return to how she was before.

"Mmh... ah..."

Squish. Her neatly manicured fingers pushed into the pinkish crevice. At the same time, her other hand grasped her large breast, kneading it slowly.

Behind her closed eyes, she imagined the face of a man with hair as dark as the shadows before her.

It had been weeks since she'd properly seen him. More than two months since they'd had a proper conversation.

Both Rubern and Sianne had been too busy cleaning up the major incident at the Laterano Papal State.

As a result, they hadn't even had time for dinner together, let alone intimacy.

Naturally, her desire only continued to build as time passed.

Sianne had tried to endure, but today she finally crumbled.

"Rubern, mmh... ah... you stupid... man..."

Sianne recalled the man who had embraced her tightly. Her husband who had mounted her, kissed her with slightly downcast eyes and heated breath.

"Mmh... ngh—!"

Her initially cautious touch gradually quickened. Squish—Sianne's body trembled at the lewd sound that made her dizzy just hearing it.

"Hah, mmh... mmh, Rubern... ah."

As if the man were right in front of her, she desperately called his name with a melting voice.

Administrative Officer and Executor of the Knights.
Viscount of Rupel Territory.
Honorary Apostle of Laterano.
Black Fox.

The man had many titles, but the one the woman most cherished and desired was just one:

Sianne Erdian's husband.

Though their relationship began as a mere contract, he was still her husband. And Lucy, their adopted daughter who resembled both of them, was growing up well.

Besides, if she thought about it, hadn't he already touched her?

For Sianne, Rubern Ailoy was the first man she had ever lain with and would be the last.

Before she knew it, her feelings had grown that much.

But.

Despite that, they hadn't properly progressed. Especially whenever Petra, that fox-like administrative officer, would cling to his arm and press against his chest, Sianne would be overcome with an inexplicable sense of defeat.

She wasn't the type who was good at such things to begin with.

Until now, she had been so focused on saving the knights and fulfilling her father's wishes that she hadn't even thought about men.

That was why she had naturally grown distant from other noble ladies.

While others strolled through gardens in beautiful dresses, Sianne Erdian wore drab training clothes and swung her sword.

But after Rubern Ailoy had cleared away all those obstacles...

"Mmh, ngh, haa... haaa..."

Little by little—no, she had now completely awakened to her sexuality.

Sianne continued to stimulate the crevice with her fingers. Though she had only just properly started, the area was already wet.

"Mmh, ngh, ah, ngh... mmh?!"

Her toes curled at the sensation that seemed to pierce her spine, and as her intimate pink gap opened, the fluid that sprayed out soaked the bed sheet.

"Haa, haa... mmh..."

Sticky liquid stretched between her fingers. It flowed down her contracted buttocks, dripping onto the white cloth.

One climax. It was her first experience reaching it through self-pleasure alone, but something was lacking.

Despite being in a warm, cozy bed and bedroom, she felt cold and empty.

Left alone on the bed, Sianne felt somewhat miserable as she looked at her reflection in the mirror.

She missed Rubern.
She wanted to be in his arms, to share body heat, to collapse together and meet each other's gaze.

She wanted to play silly pranks, feel his gentle touch caressing her body, and mix their breaths.

She wanted to kiss him. To indulge in the sensation until her mind went blank as his tongue entered her mouth, to pull his hand and whisper words of love in his ear.

'Why should I be the one to give way?'

Sianne had never obtained anything until now. Neither honor nor wealth—she had never fought for anything.

Before being a Knight Commander, she was a woman. The reason she had rejected several marriage meetings wasn't because she disliked the candidates.

She was simply afraid. Afraid that if she let go of this desire, if she rashly allowed herself to feel happiness, she would truly reach a point of no return.

So she gave up.

She chose training over happiness.
She chose Rupel Territory over being Sianne Erdian.

And now, for the first time, a man had come to her. Someone she didn't want to allow to anyone else, someone she wanted to claim entirely for herself.

What did some old connection matter? So what if someone else liked him first? That wasn't reason enough for her to give up on Rubern.

Tears that had gathered in her eyes rolled down her cheeks.

"Tomorrow, I'll go see him..."

A heart that has grown will never shrink. Having faced her true feelings, the blonde Knight Commander would not stop.

Rubern Ailoy.

My hero, my precious husband.
Because I love you more than anyone.

I cannot lose you to someone else.

***

"Remember when Lucy cut through the Death Knight, armor and all, with the Holy Sword?"
"She's definitely the bloodline of the Gold Dragon and Dragon Knight."
"I heard the Holy Knight Division is seriously considering recruiting her. Pope Baulos said he'd give Lucy at least the position of Holy Knight Commander."
"She's still a bit young for that, so we can think about it next year."

We walked slowly through Vlad Village, chatting. It was still a small village under development, but that made it all the more charming.

Sianne had mentioned it reminded her of the village on the outskirts of the territory where her whole family lived when she was young.

Honestly, I didn't feel bad about it.

It felt like I had become a real lord in charge of a territory, not just someone with a noble title.

I was personally experiencing why Dionaos Rupel had such affection for Petaronto.

"But when are you really coming back? Lucy misses her dad a lot."
"I should be heading back soon. The Pharos Empire Academy matter will take some time, but I was planning to return shortly."
"I suppose... the knight expansion is right around the corner."

The expansion of the Snow Leopard Knights had already been approved by Marquis Rupel.

After absorbing the Karahan Marquisate, the territory had become quite large, making it too difficult to manage security and dungeons with the existing knights.

Befitting Rupel's growing reputation, they had posted notices in the capital and major cities of neighboring territories, and dozens of applications had come in within days.

After the last major expedition, while territories were implementing large-scale military reductions and the central government was squeezing nearby knights to strengthen imperial authority, many knights had become unemployed.

Territories like Rupel that were accepting knight applicants were rare these days.

"I heard there are even former Imperial Knights among the applicants."
"Black Lions?"
"Yes, that's right. And there's also a magic knight who came from the Kingdom of Nirvana..."
"Hmm, that doesn't sound bad."

If we select skilled individuals for the expansion, the already rising reputation of the Snow Leopard Knights will only increase further.

As we continued chatting about various things, we eventually arrived at the mansion where I was temporarily staying.

To be precise, it wasn't a mansion but a two-story house.

Still, as the space of someone who was technically a lord, it was distinctly different from other buildings in the village, like Abraham Vlad's Starbucks.

"You can unpack your things here. There's plenty of space anyway. Oh, just in case, I've prepared separate spaces for Lucy and Commander Sianne—mmph?!"

After entering the house with Sianne and as I was about to show her around the interior...

Sianne, who had been quietly following me, suddenly embraced me and kissed me without warning.

"Mmh, mmph..."
"Hm, phew."

Hot breath invaded my mouth. After a moment of surprise at her aggressive approach, I followed her movement, intertwining our tongues.

"Rubern..."
"Sianne."
"I missed you. Really."

As she briefly pulled away and looked at me with loving eyes...

I carefully locked the door of the house.

Ch.227 - Buying. Rubern Ailoy. The Long-postponed (2)
We stumbled into the bedroom, kissing frantically.

I always thought she was beautiful. I had from the first time we met.

Even back then, despite my blonde-phobia caused by that crazy Levia, I couldn't honestly say my first impression of Sianne was bad.

She was like a flower blooming on a cliff edge. A flower that stubbornly raised its head to face the sun despite the relentless waves crashing around it.

With eyes that rippled like clear seawater and skin like white jade, befitting someone from the northern region.

From the very beginning, I was certain she must have broken many hearts in the capital.

She'd been hidden away in this backwater territory, but if she'd just dipped her toes into high society, she would have received countless marriage proposals.

It wasn't just her appearance that I admired.

Ibona and Levia were also objectively beautiful—even I, who despised them both, had to admit that.

But Sianne's character was so excellent that comparing her to those two would be disrespectful.

She had worked tirelessly to save her fallen family and crumbling territory. Even when results weren't good, she never gave up, serving faithfully as Dionaos Rupel's knight commander.

That alone showed the clear difference.

She calmly walked a path few could travel. A leader who never lost hope and guided everyone toward a better future.

That's why Sianne Erdian was both respected and loved by the citizens of Petaronto. Everyone cherished and trusted her.

If I weren't who I am now—if I had been born and raised as an ordinary citizen of Petaronto—I surely would have fallen head over heels for Knight Commander Sianne Erdian.

And yet.
Now she was in my arms.

Her cheeks flushed visibly as her blue eyes sparkled. As if she'd been waiting only for this moment, she poked out her pink tongue between her lips, urging me to kiss her.

She was so captivating that I couldn't help but erase all the thoughts lingering in my mind.

I held her tightly in my arms. I could feel the sensation of her soft, substantial weight pressing against my chest.

I turned my head slightly to kiss her lips, and without either of us taking the lead, we closed our eyes and focused on the sensation of the moment.

A subtle floral scent tickled my nose. It was the same scent of her skin that I had smelled that night.

After our lingering kiss ended, I opened my eyes to find Sianne speaking in a trembling voice.

"I missed you so much, Rubern. I was so lonely. I hated that after saying what you did, you left again to find more work."
"Sianne..."
"You set my body and heart on fire, then spent all your time flirting with pretty women."

That was a misunderstanding. If anything, I was the one being manipulated—I never did those things because I wanted to.

But as I fumbled awkwardly in response to Sianne's unexpectedly bold confession, she took my hand and placed it on her chest.

"Now finish what you started. Rubern Ailoy, do what you do best."

Yes.
I had to admit it now.

I saw her as a woman too. Sometimes when trying to fall asleep, Sianne's face would float before my eyes.

How could I not fall for this woman who constantly yearned for love?

"Sianne, I'm... honestly a bit cautious."
"What do you mean?"
"I worry that my vessel is too small to contain someone as beautiful as you. I'm afraid I might lose you, someone I love and cherish, just like the past I've tried so hard to forget."
"Rubern..."

It wasn't that I'd never been in love before. I too had once loved someone so passionately that I would have gladly given my life for them.

But that love was trampled miserably. By a dark mage, in a way so horrific that even recalling the brief memory made it hard to breathe.

I gave that fucking dark mage an end several times more painful than what she had suffered.

But that didn't quell the boiling sorrow, hatred, and anger. Rather, the more I dwelled on those memories, the more my mind and heart deteriorated.

All I could do was take up the burden she should have carried. That's how I became the last heir of Ailoy. To carry on her will and name.

That's why, even after leading the Great Expedition to victory, I couldn't easily give my heart to anyone.

Petra, Sianne.
I deliberately ignored their persistent affections for this reason.

For fear it might happen again like before.

For fear that those I love and cherish might leave my side in ways I couldn't bear to imagine.

"You fool. You idiot. Who told you to shoulder such burdens alone? Consideration is good, but sometimes I want you to rely on me too."

Sianne Erdian responded to my sincere words with a tearful voice. I pulled her into my arms again and slowly stroked her hair.

With a snap of my fingers, all the lights illuminating the room dimmed at once.

It was a special magical tool I had brought in. A device that adjusted the light source according to specific signals.

With the lamp light flickering gently in the background, just bright enough to see...

I slowly undressed Sianne. The knight commander's clothes flowed down along her streamlined, curved body.

Though it wasn't my first time seeing her, everything from her embarrassed expression to her fidgeting toes was beautiful and tempting.

Such a woman had gathered her courage to express her feelings this way. Despite my fears, it was no longer possible to turn away from those emotions.

I grabbed Sianne's wrist and pulled her onto the bed.

Thinking about it, Sianne had always been the one to approach me first. Even last time in the Karahan Marquisate, wasn't I the one who ended up being pounced on?

This time, I wanted to respond to her purely of my own will.

"I like you too, Sianne."

Whispering those words I had been unable to utter into her now-heated ear, I laid the naked knight commander down on the bed.

***

"Mmph, hyaah—!?"

It was adorable. The reflexive moans that escaped whenever I bit her ear. The subtle trembling I felt through our touching skin stirred the senses of Rubern Ailoy the man.

I gently kneaded Sianne's substantial breasts while my other hand slowly traced the curves of her body.

When my fingers finally reached her secret valley, just lightly stroking upward produced splashing sounds from the clear fluid.

She was already thoroughly wet.

At this rate, further foreplay seemed unnecessary.

Sianne was covering her face with both arms, breathing heavily with excitement. Her chest rose and fell slowly with each breath, captivating my gaze.

But today I wanted to see something different. After a moment's consideration, I flipped Sianne over.

"Ru-Rubern...?"

She turned her head slightly to look at me while lying face down. This position revealed Sianne's figure that had been partially hidden by her breasts.

Her back, toned from consistent training, the muscle lines extending straight to her buttocks. If the Valkyries from Norse mythology existed, they would surely look like this.

A perfect body that showcased health and fitness while maintaining all the right curves in all the right places.

Just looking at it made my blood flow faster.

Moreover, her buttocks were as impressive as her breasts. Was this what they called a "childbearing figure"?

The smooth curves flowing down like an amphora made me unconsciously swallow hard.

"Ru-Rubern? Your, your gaze is... quite... lewd..."
"My gaze? No, I think Sianne is the lewd one here."
"Mmm..."

I meant it. She was erotic. Sensual. A woman who could be described with every seductive adjective without it seeming out of place.

Unable to hold back, I pounced on Sianne.

"Kyaah?!"

As I thrust into her waist without warning, Sianne lifted her head and screamed. Perhaps because she was already so relaxed, the insertion itself was incredibly smooth.

Sianne turned her head toward me, startled by the sudden attack. Her face reflected a mixture of emotions.

Surprise, fear, pleasure, happiness, and embarrassment.

Those rich emotions stimulated my senses even more. My manhood, which I thought had already reached its limit, swelled again.

"Ungh?! Hek, heuk, th-this... i-inside... it's getting... b-bigger...!"

It was difficult to move back and forth. Partly because this position from behind was new to her, but also because Sianne's inner walls gripped my member tightly as if refusing to let go.

I pressed my body against her curved back and grabbed her enormous breasts with both hands.

The satisfying weight that filled me no matter how many times I touched them.

I flicked the protruding tips with my fingers, then pulled them in time with my thrusts.

"Mmph, ungh!?"

Her immediate reaction.

I kissed Sianne, who was looking at me with half-lidded eyes.

"Heu, hoo... mmph... l-like a beast... ungh..."

After our frantic kissing ended, I lifted Sianne's body. From lying face down, she now sat straddling my knees.

"Ehh, mmm... mmmng, chup."

Her tongue wrapped around my finger as if sucking on my manhood. As I continued to toy with her breasts and thrust upward, her body trembled.

It was truly a scene I would never forget for the rest of my life.
An obscenely erotic sight.

Ch.228 - Kicked It Without Knowing It Was A Bomb (1)
I woke up slowly as the morning sunlight streamed in brightly.

As I habitually tried to sit up, I felt a tingling sensation in my arm and looked to the side.

"Mmm..."

The knight commander, completely naked, was lying with her head on my arm.

I was startled for a moment, but then remembered what had happened last night and sighed.

Right, we'd already crossed that line a while ago...

We must have been at it from late afternoon until evening. My last memory was of us both collapsing into exhausted sleep after pushing each other to our limits.

Worried I might wake her, I carefully extracted my arm.

I gazed at Sianne's peacefully sleeping face. Her complexion was flawless. Even in the real world, she would put most celebrities to shame with her beauty.

I had held such a woman in my arms. We had shared our body heat and kissed countless times.

And now she was sleeping deeply beside me, completely vulnerable and without a stitch of clothing.

I honestly wondered if I deserved such happiness.

As I quietly watched her...

"Mmmngh."

Sianne made a soft groaning sound and lifted her eyelids. Sapphire eyes appeared beneath her long eyelashes.

"Darling...?"
"Did you sleep well, Commander?"
"There you go again... You promised to call me by my name when we're alone."
"Hmm, I did, didn't I?"

I vaguely remembered something like that. Well, even if we were a fake couple, after what we'd done last night, sticking to formal titles would be strange.

Sianne smiled sweetly and pulled me into a tight embrace. The warmth of her skin spread throughout my body.

The knight commander snuggled into my arms like a spoiled child. There was no trace of her usual dignified, responsible demeanor.

Not that I was complaining.

This was actually more to my taste. While I occasionally got dominated by bulldozers like Petra, I've never been particularly fond of femdoms.

"Aren't you going to get up? It's morning."
"I'm on vacation starting today..."

Sianne whined cutely, drawing out her words. It seemed her affectionate side had grown considerably since confessing her feelings.

I gave my impossibly lovable wife a light kiss and offered my arm as a pillow again.

Morning had arrived.
But it seemed neither of us was ready to leave the bed anytime soon.

***

The week-long vacation with Sianne was genuinely enjoyable. It felt exactly like the newlywed life I had always dreamed of.

"Sianne, are you a good cook too?"
"Of course I am. I've been living alone without you all this time."
"That's unexpected..."

Every morning I started my day with a hearty meal prepared by Sianne, and when I returned home, she would greet me at the door, and I'd pull her into an embrace as we entered the house.

Since Vlad Village had few residents and our mansion was in an undeveloped area with almost no foot traffic.

No one paid attention to whatever we did inside the mansion.

Except for the vassals and people living in the capital Petaronto, very few knew that Sianne and I were a fake couple.

Besides, what's wrong with a married couple having a little fun in their own home?

Well, except for one person.

"You two have been quite the scandal lately."
"Did you see us again?"
"As I've said before, I wasn't watching intentionally. Consider it a habit of being a vampire lord."
"Yeah, right."

Abraham Vlad snickered with a mischievous voice.

"A harmonious marriage is certainly something to celebrate. But don't get too absorbed. Your body won't survive if you do."
"I know. I already told Sianne we should exercise some restraint."

But tomorrow would be the end of our vacation and we'd have to return. Surely the last night would be fine?

"Hmm, you seem to be under some misapprehension. I'm not just talking about that blonde knight commander."
"..."
"You need to work on your awareness."
"P-Petra is in the capital, right? She couldn't possibly know about all this."

The image of my brown-haired junior with dead eyes flashed through my mind. According to Sianne, this vacation had been rushed through using the knight commander's authority because going through official channels would have meant Petra refusing to process it.

Given Petra's personality as I knew it, she was probably grinding her teeth in anger.

"Damn it, I should return to Petaronto a bit later."

This was a nightmare. I might actually be squeezed dry without a drop left and die from overexertion.

I still had so many things I wanted to do, and I hadn't even properly involved myself in central politics yet.

What could be more meaningless than dying from too much sex?

"That administrator who's desperate for action is one issue, but... I wonder if they're really the only ones."
"Come on, stop it. You're giving me goosebumps."
"Honestly, at this point, I'm not sure if it's a blessing or a curse. Human society is incredibly complex. Perhaps you should consider placing marks of submission on your women? That way, those who enter your harem wouldn't rashly—"

That wasn't even worth responding to.

Shut up.
I don't know where he keeps getting these hardcore concepts from when such sites don't even exist here.

Talking about mind control tags and slave tags like that.

Judging by my observation, that vampire's head is full of filth.

May the Inquisition smite that filth soon.

Despite Abraham Vlad's nonsense, the Starlight Path had been steadily improving after its sluggish start.

After our recent entanglement with the Actius and Procius territories, the nobles from those regions had naturally become regular customers.

They might have initially been lured in by the maids, but later they became addicted to the high-quality coffee and desserts exclusively available at our Starlight Path.

Not only that, but the upper class enjoyed gathering in small groups for meaningful conversations.

Both Actius and Procius territories were about a 6-hour one-way journey from Rupel.

The fact that they would make that journey and stay overnight spoke volumes about their sincerity.

As a result, word spread quickly that influential people gathered in Vlad Village.

Naturally, merchants attracted by the scent of money and commoners seeking new opportunities continued to expand Vlad Village.

Everything was proceeding according to my grand plan.

"So when are you returning to the capital?"
"The Catherine Monastery is almost complete, so I should go back soon. As the executor of the knight order, I can't just focus on my territory."

Winter had passed, and spring was approaching.

Even that spring was about to give way to the sweltering season, and it was time for the knight order to achieve another growth spurt.

Despite their impressive achievements, the Snow Leopard Knights' recognition was not very high compared to the Rupel Territory.

When people heard "Snow Leopard Knights," they would often give a confused look as if asking, "What's that, you weirdo?"

Only when I clarified that it was the knight order of Rupel Territory would they suddenly become alarmed and start bowing respectfully.

The reason was simple.

The existing knight personnel were ridiculously insufficient for Rupel's scale.

To be honest, in terms of recognition and economic power, Rupel Territory could rival the Hebron Duchy, currently the top in the north.

Not only did we maintain a close relationship with the merchant Marco Firenze, but we also put the Papal State in our debt through recent events.

Count Dionaos Rupel's trust and love for his territory's people had somewhat impressed the crown prince. Without me saying anything, Crown Prince Conrad van Karl already considered Count Rupel as part of his faction.

The problem was that such a territory's knight order had only about a dozen formal knights.

Even counting all the squires, they didn't reach fifty.

"Still, thanks to the territory's reputation, I hear quite a few capable people have applied recently."
"Expansion... Come to think of it, spring is almost here."
"The weather has noticeably warmed up."
"Yes. But warmer weather isn't necessarily all good."
"Huh? What do you mean?"

It was a completely unexpected and contextless statement.

"When winter passes and spring comes, all sorts of pests and beasts that were dormant begin to stir."

Abraham Vlad, who had been spouting nonsense until just now, suddenly changed his tone and flashed his crimson eyes.

"It won't be pleasant, Black Fox. Your windpipe won't be cut so easily, but you should be careful."

It was a meaningful statement.
Perhaps he was referring to the upcoming imperial power struggle?

But I didn't dig deeper.

Even though we currently maintained a friendly relationship, relying too much on Abraham Vlad's mystic eye was dangerous.

There's a huge difference between simply considering his opinion and being captivated by it to the point of abandoning one's own judgment.

And judging by his manner of speaking, he probably wouldn't give me a straight answer even if I asked.

"Well, I should be going now."
"Again, I suggest being careful with your lower body activities, my friend."
"Go to hell."

I responded to his useless chatter by casually raising my middle finger.

Then I left Starbucks.

It didn't take long for me to directly understand what Abraham Vlad had been trying to tell me.

"I am Orca Paluzad, Section Chief of the Third Division of the Bolivar Empire's Imperial Inspection Department."
"Why is the Imperial Inspection Department here?"
"Rubern Ailoy, Viscount and Executor of Rupel Territory. An emergency recall order has been issued for you."

Emergency recall order.
My head throbbed as soon as I heard those words.

I sighed deeply and spoke.

"...Please give me just two hours. I'll pack my things and depart."
"This is an imperial order, so don't think of doing anything foolish."
"Of course I understand."

So it's finally come to this.

Ch.229 - Kicked It Without Knowing It Was A Bomb (2)
The carriage rattled and shook.

Inside the swaying vehicle, only silence prevailed.

The Inquisition.
The Bolivar Empire was a highly systematized centralized state.

One might question how it could be called centralized when there were nobles scattered everywhere, but that would only reveal ignorance about the empire's vast territory.

There were numerous territories at least the size of the Korean peninsula, and those were merely counties or marquisates. Powerful domains like the Hebron Duchy were almost as large as Manchuria or the Far Eastern part of Siberia.

Of course, 80% of that land was uninhabitable, but even accounting for that, the size of a duchy was absurdly large.

No matter how centralized the government might be, the emperor's reach could hardly extend to such distant places.

Therefore, the lords were merely vassals and servants of the emperor, delegated with limited governance rights over their regions.

Strictly speaking, they couldn't even be considered the true owners.

If they fell out of the emperor's favor, they would likely be stripped of whatever territories they had.

Just look at what happened to the Actius Duchy or Proscius County—the central government prevented them from maintaining their own knightly orders as a means of control.

No matter how skilled knights might be, they would be swept away like a pile of leaves before the might of the central army's hundreds of thousands of troops.

The current emperor found even that insufficient and imposed various restrictions.

The Rupel Territory, geographically adjacent to the capital, might have caught the emperor's eye if it had been located a bit more centrally.

The rapid development of the Rupel Territory and its knightly order was possible thanks to these geographical factors.

It was officially a northern territory and would serve as a buffer zone between the capital Constina if the Hebron Duchy ever fell.

Currently, it's almost impossible to imagine the Hebron Duchy falling, but from the emperor's perspective, having an extra buffer zone couldn't hurt.

Anyway.

Given these circumstances, among the empire's numerous administrative departments, the "Imperial Inquisition" was feared by local lords and officials alike.

From the beginning, if a local organization defied a central one, it was over. Even the weakest central department could strip a duchy bare.

That's why someone like Count Taloka Proscius was desperately trying to regain a foothold in central politics.

No matter how cunning a local noble or lord might be, it was practically proven that they couldn't stand against the central government.

When there was already a vague difference in authority between a count closer to the center and a duke stuck in the outskirts.

It's not strange that counts or marquises, several ranks lower, would harbor ambitions toward the center.

But there were those who even the central organizations—capable of swallowing local organizations like strawberries on cream cake—trembled before.

That was the Imperial Inquisition traveling with me now. Known as the emperor's sword, they possessed the greatest power after the Treasury, which managed the imperial and state finances.

Actually, thinking about it, they might even be above the Treasury. After all, they could investigate the Treasury too if needed.

*In reality, they're essentially the emperor's direct bodyguards and intelligence agency.*

In other words, even seasoned officials would be cautious around a newly appointed junior member making courtesy calls—that's how powerful they were.

And such people had personally come to my territory to fetch me, citing "imperial order" and "urgent recall"—reasons impossible to refuse.

This definitely didn't smell good, even as a figure of speech.

"Marquis Rubern Ailoy."
"Yes, Director."
"We've known each other for quite some time, but this is the first time we're conversing like this, isn't it?"
"Indeed."

The position of Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Knights often involves dealings with the Inquisition. Primarily because both roles involve more paperwork than fieldwork.

And since the Knights also maintained their own investigation team, there were many occasions for cooperation with the Inquisition.

It's no coincidence that the crown prince offered me a position in the Inquisition after leaving the Knights.

"You probably already know why you've been summoned."
"Yes, and I can roughly guess who issued the order."
"Oh?"
"It would be the Second Prince, Luart van Karl, wouldn't it?"

Interestingly, an "imperial order" doesn't always come from the current Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl.

His direct descendants, Conrad van Karl and Luart van Karl, as members of the imperial family and potential heirs to the throne, also possessed such authority.

"You're as shrewd as rumored. Or perhaps you know you have something to be concerned about?"
"How could I not?"

Orka Paluzad, Director of the Inquisition's Third Division, chuckled at my response, which implied the question was obvious.

"Indeed, how presumptuous of me. A friend of the crown prince would hardly be deaf or blind."
"What's going to happen to me now?"
"Well, I was merely dispatched on orders. However... since you're clearly under the crown prince's protection, nothing too serious should happen."

The conclusion was clear.

Second Prince Luart van Karl genuinely found me irritating.

*I did draw some aggro. It couldn't have gone completely unnoticed.*

The Second Prince must have had some stake in Count Proscius's planned annexation of the Actius Duchy.

From a prince's perspective, it was a no-loss situation.

If the annexation succeeded, one of his supporters would grow stronger.

Even if it failed, Luart would merely be disappointed but face no real consequences.

But suddenly, a northern territory intervened. It appeared out of nowhere, throwing sand in their rice, and even went so far as to persuade Count Proscius.

Of course, he probably doesn't know the full extent of the persuasion.

My negotiation with Count Proscius took place entirely in a Starbucks VIP room.

However, given that Hakon Actius was cornered before being installed as the new duke, it wouldn't be difficult to deduce that I had meddled in the situation.

*It's ultimately about keeping me in check. The time must be very close. Has the emperor's health deteriorated recently?*

If I were the Second Prince, I'd find it extremely irritating too.

A friend of the crown prince and former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights. One of the key figures who led the Great Expedition to victory.

It would be embarrassing to claim all the credit for myself, but that's how I'm known to the imperial family and central powers.

Already a concern due to my alignment with the crown prince.

A man who voluntarily left for the provinces suddenly revitalizes a dying county, gradually extends his influence back to the capital.

And now he's interfering in the internal affairs of a territory adjacent to the center?

*Looking at it this way, it seems they've actually been slow to move against me...*

Though I knew what I was doing when I committed to it.
The Second Prince must be quite irritated.

"Even the Black Fox feels nervous before the guillotine, it seems?"

The Third Division Director said with a casual laugh. This person is saying something dangerous. The only one who could be dignified before a guillotine is some pirate king somewhere who's obtained the One Piece.

Even if the empire's great-great-grandmother empress came back, she'd be tap-dancing to avoid the guillotine.

But if I actually said this out loud, I'd undoubtedly be thrown onto the guillotine the moment we reached the capital.

So I responded with a practiced, amiable smile.

"Who wouldn't fear death? Especially when it involves someone who might sit on the imperial throne."
"...Yes, it's about time for that to be decided."
"Has the Emperor's health deteriorated significantly?"

Instead of answering, Inquisition Third Division Director Orka Paluzad nodded with somber eyes.

"His time has come. He was the hero of the century who placed the Bolivar Empire back on solid ground."
"Who do you think it will be, Director Paluzad?"
"Are you asking for my personal opinion?"
"There's no institution more deeply entangled in imperial politics than the Inquisition. Why pretend otherwise now?"

Orka Paluzad's eyebrow twitched. Though I'd hit the mark, his attitude suggested he had no obligation to answer.

Considering we could have been colleagues, I know the reality of the Inquisition all too well.

That's not why I declined the position.

The moment you join the Inquisition, life becomes quite tiresome for everyone from the director down to the lowest clerk.

Of course, you can amass wealth and honor. It's not for nothing that people say you'd be a fool to join the Inquisition and not own at least a two-story mansion in the capital.

"...Actually."

Though it seemed he wouldn't provide any answer, Orka Paluzad closed his eyes thoughtfully, then finally spoke with difficulty.

"I volunteered to come to the Rupel Territory personally."
"What do you mean by that?"

Orka Paluzad crossed his arms, looked at me, and added:

"I'm the only one in the Inquisition who supports the crown prince."

Ch.230 - Kicked It Without Knowing It Was A Bomb (3)
The Inspectorate has switched sides?

I couldn't believe my ears when Orca Paluzad said those words. This was more serious than anything else I'd heard so far.

I'm not talking about political neutrality here.

Even if they're the Emperor's sword, the members aren't without emotions and thoughts. This isn't some imperial dark age where people are brainwashed and used as consumables.

I've heard there used to be such brainwashed units in the past.

But they naturally faded into history as more people emerged to check the Emperor's power, including the Papal Office.

They discovered it was far more effective to stabilize the Emperor's authority with a massive army motivated by clear rewards of money and honor, rather than operating a small elite force.

In fact, keeping such units around in this era would only invite attacks from predators watching from the sidelines.

That's the kind of position the Emperor of the Empire holds.

A position where you must guard your seat without letting your guard down for even a second.

It's only because institutions like the Inspectorate and the Treasury Department hold firm that the burden is somewhat manageable.

But now the Inspectorate has sided with the Second Prince? This wasn't good at all.

Yes, as I mentioned earlier, they too have their own thoughts and opinions. As the Emperor's death approaches, as Orca suggested, the Inspectorate members are also feeling the heat.

They're essentially this fantasy world's prosecution organization. No matter how powerful they are, they ultimately serve at the Emperor's feet.

Just as a change in administration leads to the replacement of the Prosecutor General and those beneath them, things aren't much different here.

Naturally, who becomes the next Emperor is an important matter for them too. Of course, some will try to secure higher positions or maintain their current ones.

But the Inspectorate had never officially supported any candidate until now?

The competition between the First and Second Princes isn't new.

It was constantly mentioned in the original story, and the Crown Prince took the vanguard in the Great Expedition precisely to solidify his own support base.

Of course, having been appointed Crown Prince, Conrad van Karl is currently closest to the throne.

But the line of succession could change at any moment.

"If the Inspectorate officially starts backing the Second Prince, it's only a matter of time before things flip."

This was an emergency.

I couldn't just be playing SimCity in some remote corner of the territory.

Seeing my obvious dismay, Orca tried to calm me down.

"No, Rubern Ailoy. The situation isn't as serious as you're thinking. If the Inspectorate had completely switched sides, I wouldn't have been able to volunteer for the mission to bring you in."
"So you're saying only some have defected?"

When I asked, Orca thought for a moment before reluctantly speaking.

"...It's a bit more complicated than that."
"??"
"As you know, what the Inspectorate values most is His Majesty the Emperor's will. Before his decisions, they must set aside their own beliefs and opinions."

His Majesty the Emperor.
The moment that title left Orca Paluzad's lips.

I realized things had gone terribly wrong.

"His Majesty is considering changing the Crown Prince position."

***

It took only about six hours to travel from Rupel Territory to Constina, the imperial capital. This was largely thanks to the Iron Road that had been completed a few months ago.

Plus, with the imperial emblem on our carriage, we could pass through security checkpoints and guard posts without any inspection.

And the first place I headed upon arriving in the capital after so long was...

"Wow, it's been a really long time."

The detention center in the basement of the Inspectorate building. Cold floor, moldy smell that seemed to pollute your lungs with each breath, and the clanking sound of iron bars rattling in the wind.

Fortunately, being a detention center rather than a formal prison, sunlight could enter, and while the sound of the wind was somewhat noisy, no actual cold air came in.

Spring was approaching too.

I leaned against the detention cell wall, which felt cold at first but soon became refreshingly cool.

Then I slowly mulled over the conversation we'd had in the carriage.

-First, keep quiet as a mouse. Even within the Inspectorate, there are various opinions about His Majesty's decision.

The Inspectorate hadn't sided with the Second Prince.

The Emperor's inclination had simply shifted toward the Second Prince.

That explains the Inspectorate's movements, as well as their ambiguous reaction during the tragedy at the Papal Office.

The cardinals backed by the Second Prince had joined the McKellen faction.

He had completely lost the political competition with the Crown Prince and had severed his involvement with the Papal Office.

However, regardless of the facts.
With the Emperor making his move, this wasn't something to take lightly.

All sorts of questions kept coming one after another.

The relationship between the Crown Prince and the Emperor wasn't bad. The current Emperor was born with a warrior's spirit.

The Bolivar Empire, constantly harassed by the Nirvana Magic Kingdom and the Carlton Knight Order that had recently nested in the south, entered its second golden age because the current Emperor's conquest succeeded.

Similarly, the Crown Prince joined the Great Expedition to be recognized as a warrior and war hero like his father.

In fact, with the success of the Great Expedition, the Crown Prince's position within the imperial palace rose dramatically.

And the Emperor himself was very proud of this.

But now suddenly favoring the Second Prince?

"Did Crown Prince Conrad do something recently to upset him?"

A lot has happened lately. The Papal Office situation, and the intensifying conflicts between territories.

The Emperor might have become displeased with the Crown Prince during all this.

He's already an old man on his last legs, his mind might be wandering, and he might have suddenly taken a disliking to the Crown Prince.

-Crown Prince Conrad van Karl will try to get you out, but I think you'll have to stay here for a few days.
-Well... that's not difficult. I've been stuck here for two weeks before. The question is what I'm charged with. What am I in for?
-It's currently under investigation. I can't tell you in advance, even if you are the person in question.
-The Inspectorate is as strict as ever.

Still, I can guess a few things. Honestly, I know better than anyone that I'm not innocent.

It was almost like alchemy.

A few drops of black ink swirling on thin paper turning into heavy chunks of gold.

However, I never employed such methods when the imperial family was directly involved, and I never selected poor quality items at auctions organized by the knight order itself.

I've considered the potential penalties and countermeasures if caught, so even if they press the issue, it won't be a major blow.

It's all just a charade anyway.

What idiot actually believes they can truly hide from the Inspectorate's eyes when committing corruption?

How not to offend the Inspectorate.
How to get away with just a few days of detention or a fine.

It's only natural to prepare and think about such things in advance.

Though if it's an internal report from within the "Imperial Black Lion Knights" rather than an Inspectorate investigation, things might get a bit complicated.

"But I've taken out solid insurance."

I'm someone who always operates assuming the worst-case scenario. A person should have at least a Plan C, right?

"Well, let's see how things turn out."

I muttered as I stretched out my legs on the cot.

I've ensured that while I might abandon the Black Lion Knights, they could never dare abandon me.

***

The Imperial Black Lion Knights had been in a chaotic atmosphere recently. No wonder, as employees from the Imperial Inspectorate had been coming in and out of the knight headquarters almost daily.

"What's been going on since last week?"
"I don't know. They say they're looking for records of an administrative officer who retired from the knights last year."
"Why are they looking for someone who retired last year now?"
"If I knew that, would I be telling you like this?"

This had been going on for a week now. Even knights who initially didn't think much of it were now feeling uneasy and couldn't concentrate properly on their training.

Of course, the Inspectorate's visits weren't the only reason they couldn't focus on training.

"Hey, you bastards, what are you doing here!?"
"Ah, this... Training Captain Audegus ordered us to clean up the training ground."
"Ugh, are you still listening to those idiots? Hey, aren't you knights? As knights, shouldn't you listen to me, the Chief of Staff, first?"
"We're sorry, Chief of Staff Cain Icarus."
"If you like the Training Captain so much, fuck, go back to being training knights. These guys have no sense. In my day, if you didn't do things just right, you'd get your head bashed in first..."
"We're sorry."

Chief of Staff Cain Icarus.

He was already notorious for his old-fashioned ways and bad habits, but recently it had gotten even worse.

He was competing with Training Captain Audegus for the next Deputy Commander position.

The problem was that instead of just competing with each other, they were making life miserable for the knights caught in between.

He seemed to take it as a personal affront when his subordinate knights followed Audegus's orders, and this wasn't the first time he'd thrown such a fit.

But what could they do?
This place was strictly hierarchical.

The two innocent knights who were just doing their job had to bow their heads repeatedly and apologize until Cain turned around and left.

Their only small acts of rebellion were raising their middle fingers or shaking their fists at the Chief of Staff's retreating back.

"Damn it all..."
"Should I just resign too? I heard Balagh from the 2nd Knight Division, who resigned recently, got accepted into The Wolves of Hebron Duchy and is living the good life."
"The knight order is really fucked up... I wish my mandatory service period would end soon..."

The knights muttered in hollow, dry voices.

They no longer possessed pride, honor, ambition for higher positions, or loyalty to the Empire.

The Imperial Black Lion Knights had been rotten to the core for a long time now.

Ch.231 - Kicked It Without Knowing It Was A Bomb (4)
After spending a night in the detention center, I was escorted to the interrogation room by members of the Inspectorate. It was a small room with just two candles providing the only light.

The space felt suffocatingly cramped, barely fitting a desk and two chairs. The structure was clearly designed to psychologically pressure people.

I sat down and looked at the investigator with his rigid expression.

"So have the charges been decided yet?"
"You would know much better, Sir Rubern Ailoy. Or should I call you Honorary Saint now?"
"Sir is sufficient."

People like this—dry and unreadable—are much harder to deal with than those who resort to informal speech or harsh swearing. Especially for someone like me who prefers to gauge the other person's intentions before making a move.

"The confirmed embezzled amount is approximately 3,800 gold coins. That's 13 platinum coins. And if we include non-currency items like gold, paintings, statues, rare artifacts, and various accessories, that figure increases exponentially."

The investigator handed me several sheets of paper. They were the transaction ledgers of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Well, they found those.

I'd heard that Petra had shredded documents related to me when she came over, but given how disorganized everything was, it seems some things remained undiscovered.

*Actually, it's not even 3,800 gold coins.*

If everything were added up, it would probably easily exceed 10,000 gold coins.

I'm certainly not an upright person. If I hadn't intended to take advantage, would I have stayed there getting mistreated by people all the time?

The "Imperial" modifier was divine.
And I was invincible.

The higher-ups of the knights, with their heads full of muscle, shit, and useless delusions, gave me excessive authority under the pretext that I "did good work."

As Chief Administrator, I handled the knights' personnel system, contracts with external and subcontracted companies, staff allocation, bonus rate adjustments, new business initiatives, and so on.

Wealth naturally accumulated in the process.

The salary from the knights wasn't bad, honestly, but it was far from enough to make it on my own in the capital, so I exploited every possible loophole.

Of course, I added a spoonful of fairness(?) and a spoonful of conscience to ensure there wouldn't be any problems.

It's not that I dislike the knights—I dislike incompetent higher-ups like Levia, Ibona, and Kain.

I actually felt a sense of kinship with the knights who, like me, were pushed around by superiors who were incompetent yet occupied positions.

At the very least, I wouldn't mess with the equipment those knights used.

That would be military procurement fraud, which is treated more seriously than ordinary embezzlement or breach of trust.

Besides, the knights weren't just sitting at headquarters—they were going around dangerous places like dungeons. What if someone got hurt or died because of my corruption?

I might not be honorable, but I shouldn't be shameless.

I also hardly played any tricks with projects going up to the Imperial Family through the knights.

It's like a chalice containing poison that kills instantly just by drinking it—you shouldn't even look at it.

In other words, that ledger was full of elements I could easily avoid. Those contracts weren't even in my name but in the names of my superiors.

"Investigator, there seems to be some misunderstanding."
"A misunderstanding, you say?"

The investigator's caterpillar-thick eyebrows twitched.

"Look at the ledger carefully. I'm listed as the authorizer, but the final approver is Commander Levia, isn't it?"
"..."

The investigator answered with silence, staring at me intently. It felt like he was thinking, "What nonsense is this?"

Of course, the investigator had already realized my statement was a lie. If the evidence were that straightforward, he wouldn't have brought it before me in the first place.

But what's important isn't whether this is true or not. The point is that it's not a move that would allow him to declare checkmate in this game.

"You seem doubtful."
"In my time as an investigator, I've met many people like you, Sir Rubern. First, you try to evade, not realizing that it only tightens the noose around your neck."
"If you wish, I can provide evidence. Definitive proof that the transactions in that ledger were genuine."
"Huh?"

For the first time, the investigator showed signs of being shaken.

"And regarding the paintings you mentioned, they're displayed in my residence. I purchased them purely for exhibition purposes, not to secure illegal funds."

That's actually a lie.

What's at home are forgeries created by magic, and the real ones were sold on the black market in the Nirvana Magic Kingdom, with the money hidden in Pirhak's hideout.

But the Imperial Inspectorate has no way to prove that. Central is a place where tax evasion, embezzlement, and bribery happen more commonly than eating.

When even the Emperor and his closest aides openly commit such acts, there's no law established against improper solicitation and concealment of illegal profits.

If someone were to propose such a law, even the Emperor himself would fall within its scope. Of course, they could add clauses exempting the Emperor, but that would be too pathetic.

Perhaps the investigator before me has already taken his fill of bribes.

Especially since the Inspectorate is full of people trying to curry favor, given its power.

"The same goes for gold and precious metals. I don't have any gold bars stored separately. Of course not. They never came into my possession in the first place."

In the end, life is about audacity. There's no basis to punish me with that level of evidence.

I'm not some helpless fool—I'm firmly holding onto the golden lifeline of the Crown Prince, doubled and tripled.

If that ledger were real evidence that could definitively catch tax evasion and bribery, or if the scale were not just 3,800 but approaching 10,000, it would be a different story.

The problematic evidence can be easily fabricated by anyone, and documents to avoid such investigations are already prepared.

There's absolutely no reason for me to cower first.

"So this is how you're going to play it? ...You're underestimating the Inspectorate too much. Or are you counting on the backing of the Papal Office? Even His Highness the Crown Prince has ordered a thorough investigation into this matter."
"Hmm, is that so? Well then, go ahead and investigate. Everyone in the Empire, even children, knows how capable the Inspectorate is."
"Ha, are you provoking me now? You of all people should know that the Papal Office is no longer what it used to be. Being uncooperative like this won't do you any good."

Does he think I'm using the Pope as a shield?
I continued speaking to the investigator, who was now openly showing hostility.

"I'm sorry, but I already know how the Inspectorate approaches things. If I cooperate straightforwardly, you'll somehow turn me into a criminal deserving death. Isn't that right?"
"I'm warning you for the last time. Mind your words, Sir Rubern."

Once disturbed, the water's surface continues to ripple.

The moment the investigator's face contorted after taking the bait, I slammed my palm on the desk, completely changing the atmosphere.

"And that's not what's important. I have something to ask you."
"What kind of attitude is this...!"
"Investigator, how many years have you been in service?"
"What does that have to do with investigating you?"
"Just answer the question. How many years?"

I looked straight into the investigator's eyes. His gaze was burning as if he might draw the sword at his waist and charge at any moment.

It was threatening, but I didn't back down. I've been through thick and thin too. I'm long past the point of trembling before an investigator and begging for leniency.

"...Seven years."
"That's quite a while. Since this is the first interrogation, you're probably not a senior investigator or investigation director. You're pushing so hard just to catch a case, aren't you?"

The investigator couldn't answer.

What are you hesitating for?
Do you think I've only survived in the central government for a day or two?

If the world allocated positions based on individual ability, idiots like Ibona and Kain wouldn't hold important positions in the Imperial Knights.

I'll make an exception for Levia since her combat prowess is exceptional.

The scar on his face was probably the result of his desperate struggle to climb higher.

I decided to raise the stakes on that desperation.

Even if it had dulled over time, even dying embers can blaze gloriously when given fresh oxygen.

"But you already know, don't you? If you had proper evidence, you wouldn't be this agitated or trying to pressure me so forcefully. No matter how much you try to build this up, it would only result in a fine or imprisonment for less than a year. Is that even worth counting as an achievement?"

This was another reason why I refused the Inspectorate.

The Inspectorate is an organization where performance takes absolute priority.

No matter how good your evaluations are or how hard you work, if your visible results aren't good, it's all for nothing, like this unfortunate investigator.

And in such a situation, you can't just go after anyone. There's a huge difference between the authority you're given and the authority you can actually use.

You might be able to discipline someone who walks around fearlessly like they don't know tigers are dangerous.

But it's not easy to touch high-profile individuals. Even though the Inspectorate can raid the Treasury Department, that's only possible for those who possess power comparable to the Treasury.

I was confident I could perform well, but I had no desire to climb to that position while overcoming the surrounding pressure.

All that stress, and probably doing even dirtier work than at the Black Lion Knights.

The Black Lion Knights might have had some jerks, but none of them crossed the line of chivalry. It was like saying, "The kid's good at heart."

But the Inspectorate isn't like that.

With great power comes great responsibility. Who takes responsibility for the numerous collateral damages that occur from inspecting someone?

I'm not thick-skinned enough to just close my eyes and pretend not to know.

"Instead of small fry like me—a slippery eel who can wiggle out of situations, with backing disproportionate to what I have, someone who could give you serious indigestion if you tried to swallow me—"

As always, like valley waters that flow gently before suddenly surging, I continued:

"Wouldn't it be more satisfying to roast a top-grade ingredient that's substantial in size, full of vulnerabilities, and oozes juicy goodness no matter where you bite?"
"...What are you talking about?"

As the investigator's attitude considerably softened, he asked.

I was finally convinced that I could achieve the long-planned aspiration.

"The Imperial Black Lion Knights. I'll help you chew them up, gold teeth and all."

Here's a fresh whistleblower at your service.

The most basic strategy of striking where least expected is to divert attention.

Ch.232 - Kicked It Without Knowing It Was A Bomb (5)
Living a good life wasn't my mistake.
The knights demanded even my life.
Now I'll live only for my desires and revenge.

—Or at least, that's not what I'm declaring.

*I'm not really burning with that much desire for revenge. I didn't particularly live a good life, and the knights never demanded I give up my life or told me what to do.*

But shit is still shit, right?

I'm not planning to exterminate three generations of anyone remotely involved like some Chinese revenge story.

But I do intend to teach proper lessons to bastards like Levia and Kain.

People don't change, and thinking they'll back down just because I take a step back is foolish.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

At the very least, I need to pay them back for what I suffered to feel satisfied.

Oh look, it's Hammurabi again.
Historically the greatest, the GOAT.

Truth is, I've been planning to mess with the Imperial Black Lion Knights for a while now. Ever since I slapped Levia's cheek and left the knights.

As soon as I was appointed as administrator of the Snow Leopard Knights, I managed the territory's specialties and dungeons.

But the first thing I did was contact the Hebron Duchy to reclaim the dungeon management rights that the Black Lion Knights had been mishandling.

The A-rank dungeons—the Cursed Temple and Uleid Swamp—are among those that still bring in steady income.

But if that was all I planned to do, I wouldn't have started in the first place.

Afterward, I continued sabotaging the Black Lion Knights through Petra, and when the heat died down, I brought her to our territory.

That was more Petra's decision... though I was planning to bring her over eventually anyway.

Like clothes getting wet in a drizzle, I gradually eroded the Black Lion Knights' administrative power.

I intercepted their deals by connecting with the central merchant guild.

I reduced their political influence by forming alliances with neighboring territories.

I placed every obstacle I could within my means.

It might have been a petty and underhanded revenge, but at the time, there was no other option.

No matter how pathetic they were, the gap between an established Imperial knight order and a newly reviving one was overwhelming.

However, there was a point when I stopped harassing the Black Lion Knights.

That was after Petra's official withdrawal.

Rise and fall exists in everything.

Whether it's a vast empire or a tiny village with barely a dozen residents. After a golden age naturally comes decline and dark ages.

It's the law of nature. Just as humans gradually age, countries, groups, and organizations also age.

It's inevitable, like climbing stairs one step at a time.

Problems they knew about but deliberately ignored have now festered completely, and what they thought would be fine has become irreparable.

The Black Lion Knights will collapse soon.

If they're going to fall anyway, it wouldn't be bad to see them off on their final journey, since I helped build that order.

"Hasn't there been a lot of controversy surrounding the Black Lion Knights recently? I understand that neither His Imperial Majesty nor the Crown Prince view them favorably."
"They're Imperial in name only, but in reality, they're a shoddy knight order."

The investigator nodded in agreement.

I recall that after I left, their administrative system completely broke down, and inspection department personnel were urgently deployed. By then, those who needed to know already knew.

"Corruption and bribery aside, the biggest issue still remains."

I smiled at the focused investigator as I delivered the final blow I'd been saving.

"Embezzlement of public funds and forgery of official documents."

Levia Irtarte and other key members of the knight order had falsified expedition records, reported them to the imperial court, and received support funds and compensation for expeditions.

"The high-ranking officials of the knight order dared to covet the imperial treasury and His Imperial Majesty's possessions."

***

When playing hardcore RPGs, there are certain mechanics that developers create that you should absolutely never challenge.

For example, a giant monster that only takes 1 damage no matter what weapon you use, or a boss that appears suddenly in certain areas and spams instant-death attacks.

But these don't just exist in games. Similar things exist in reality too.

Namely, the current Emperor of the Bolivar Empire, Laibetua Iros van Karl.

He who sits on the imperial throne sits atop the continent.

This saying is so common throughout the continent, including neighboring countries, that it shows just how powerful the Emperor's position is.

Of course, there were times when the Papal Office nearly caught up in power, and times when emerging nations rebelled against the established power and caused headaches.

But in the end, the Bolivar Empire and its Emperor invariably emerged victorious.

There's a reason I've always been wary and averted my gaze from matters related to the Emperor and the imperial family.

While there are certainly some with the guts to touch imperial possessions, there's absolutely no need to take such risks.

Even the joke about exterminating three generations is something the Emperor could easily accomplish. In fact, during the empire's dark ages, some emperors recorded as tyrants carried out massacres without restraint.

Even though Laibetua is certainly not that kind of degenerate...

Now that he's aged, his judgment has declined, and unfavorable rumors circulate within the imperial palace, unnecessarily stirring things up could truly lead to disaster.

*If it weren't for being caught up in the political process between the Crown Prince and the Second Prince, and instead was a random summons from the Emperor, I would have fled without looking back.*

And now to reveal that the Black Lion Knights have been dipping into the treasury?

The Emperor, who already viewed the knight order unfavorably, won't sit idle after hearing they've crossed the line.

Commander Levia should first worry about whether her head will remain attached.

While it might not feel great to see a former comrade who had some minor achievements in the original story and once fought alongside me suffer such a fate...

If it bothers you, then you shouldn't have done such things.

I clearly told you not to do it back then, didn't I? The consequences of ignoring that are your responsibility.

However, I didn't expose the knight order's shame purely out of vengeance.

"It seems the Black Lion Knights have completely chosen their side. Not just Chief of Staff Kain, but even Levia has sided with the Second Prince."

Crown Prince Conrad van Karl said with a bitter voice. Before moving to the interrogation room, I had a brief opportunity to meet him.

Although I was currently a suspect and living in detention, I wasn't restrained in any other way.

Even the inspection department couldn't defy the Crown Prince's will.

"Is that so?"
"My policies are generally similar to my father's. If they had performed well after dismissing you, whom I favor, in such a manner, I wouldn't say anything."

Every era of peace has its appropriate appearance.

Although the Blue Cross Society has been making some noise, most people on the continent, including imperial citizens, are still enjoying the greatest prosperity since the Great Expedition.

Naturally, the importance of knights has decreased, and the social status of knight orders is understandably lower than before.

When there are no powerful enemies, there's no reason to maintain hundreds or thousands of knights.

Even in modern times, major military reductions naturally occur after large wars or international tensions ease.

It's more beneficial to invest that money in domestic affairs.

"I told them several times before I left. Forcing expeditions would only result in losses with no gains."
"Commander Levia didn't think so. Wasn't that the trigger that definitively separated you two?"

To be precise, it was the explosion of ill feelings that had been accumulating before that.

But I can't deny it was the trigger.

"But in my opinion, Luar doesn't seem interested in maintaining the Black Lion Knights either."
"What? Is that so?"
"Just two years ago, didn't the imperial court get turned upside down when that child formed his own knight order? Father let it slide at the time, but it could have been interpreted as an attempted coup."
"Yes... I remember that happened."

Second Prince Luar van Karl isn't stupid. He's royalty and is evaluated as having much more talent in pure martial arts and magic than Conrad.

The problem is that compared to Conrad, he lacks the ability to discern situations and is somewhat moody and hot-tempered.

If Conrad gives the impression of a commander-in-chief, Luar is more like a war hero.

The difference between someone who sees the entire forest and someone who only sees the tree right in front of them is quite stark from a third-party perspective.

"When the Emperor already has his own carefully nurtured knight order, do you think he'll keep a toothless and clawless tiger in its place?"

I shook my head.

If it were a solid knight order worthy of its history, tradition, and reputation, that would be different.

But now the Black Lion Knights have fallen to the level of stray cats eating food from cat ladies.

When they're already struggling, isn't it natural to make his own knight order the new imperial one?

*But knowing this, they still sided with the Second Prince? Are they hoping for a less catastrophic outcome?*

It's not entirely impossible.

By aligning themselves this way, even if the Black Lion Knights can't continue to exist, the current high-ranking officials might secure positions in the new imperial knight order.

It's the regular knights who'll end up like dogs that chased chickens.

A very selfish and dishonorable choice. If they didn't even anticipate this, that would be even more pathetic.

"Anyway, Rubern, I trust you'll handle this definitively. There's a reason I've remained quiet even as the Black Lion Knights cross the line."
"Even Your Highness will be shocked. The scale is that large."

After that brief interview with the Crown Prince, I entered the interrogation room.

The result?
Success, of course.

The investigator with the distinctive scar took the bait I offered without question.

And immediately took preemptive action.

Still in detention, it didn't take long for me to hear that a search and seizure operation had begun against the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

Meanwhile, the food here in the capital is delicious.

Hey, chef.
You really know how to stir-fry that pork, don't you?

Ch.233 - How To Ruin The Imperial Knights (1)
Levia Irtarte had been feeling depressed and lethargic lately.

A war hero who beheaded Melpomede the Black Dragon, the most vicious Demon King of the Great Expedition, and the only Dragon Slayer.

She had reached the pinnacle of Imperial knighthood.

Everyone called her the "Golden Lion" with praise and respect, as the tiger who had cut off the dragon's breath.

Yet even the Golden Lion couldn't escape the dilemma currently sweeping through the entire knighthood.

"It's not like you're doing anything anyway, right? How can anyone trust a knighthood where administration and everything else collapsed the moment Rubern Ailoy left?"
"Is, is that our fault? It was that damned black-haired administrator who arbitrarily retired from the knighthood...!!"
"What kind of organization depends entirely on that damned black-haired administrator for its operations?"

The new year had dawned, but only bad news kept coming for the Black Lion Knights.

The budget allocated for this year was a prime example. A budget cut by more than three times compared to the previous year. At this rate, they could barely maintain the knighthood, let alone mount an expedition.

After the initial shock, she visited the Finance Department wondering if there had been a mistake, only to receive that response.

She tried to negotiate somehow, but the director of the Finance Department merely sneered and mocked her.

"It's quite a spectacle. A knighthood that would have collapsed long ago without Rubern Ailoy. Haven't you been too intoxicated with past glory?"

Those coldly uttered words pierced deep into Levia Irtarte's heart.

At first, she denied it.

But the humiliating words she suffered at the Finance Department made her angry.

How dare they insult her like this when she had protected the Empire and humanity from armies of massive monsters?

No matter how times had changed, it was incomprehensible to Levia. Not all monsters had gone extinct, and there was always the risk of dungeons harboring powerful monsters appearing somewhere—Dungeon Breaks that couldn't be prevented in advance.

But then came compromise.

Monsters hadn't gone extinct. But it was also true that they weren't a major threat to the capital. Knight orders that had sprung up in various territories after the Great Expedition were already handling the primary response, and only monsters in the southeastern and northern parts of the Empire were considered real threats.

The importance of the Imperial Black Lion Knights as a central knighthood had inevitably diminished.

Similarly, since Dungeon Breaks couldn't be prevented, this wasn't sufficient reason to maintain the Black Lion Knights.

After failing to persuade anyone and exhausting herself...

She had now entered a complete state of depression.

"Sigh... what did I do wrong..."

It wasn't that Levia hadn't thought about it. Despite everyone's opposition, she had repeatedly prepared expeditions, often pushing too hard, out of concern for another possible great monster outbreak.

Monsters were like weeds—unless you pulled them out by the roots, they would spread and grow everywhere as if nothing had happened.

Wasn't the primary cause of the last Great Expedition that the Empire, which should have actively checked monster forces and controlled their numbers, had been caught up in conflicts with neighboring countries and failed to pay attention?

In that near-abandonment and indifference, thirty-five Demon Kings—which normally appeared once every few years at most—had emerged.

Monsters that had been secretly building their strength swept through the southern Empire en masse, leading to one of the greatest crises since the founding of the Empire—no, in the history of the continent.

Levia was convinced that another massive monster expansion would occur in the not-too-distant future.

During the Great Expedition, although the expeditionary forces led by the Empire had achieved an overwhelming victory, they hadn't completely ended the war with the monsters.

The Golden Lion Levia hadn't survived the Great Expedition through strength alone. She possessed a sixth sense—an ability bordering on precognition when it came to battle.

However, it was a sense that even Levia herself found difficult to explain, and there was no need to mention it when her strength was already renowned worldwide.

Now, though, she regretted not having asserted it more clearly.

No.
Perhaps if she had at least told that man the truth.

If her pride, now as crumpled as it could be, had allowed her to take a step back and have an honest conversation with him.

If she had not been so self-absorbed, had acknowledged Rubern Ailoy's abilities, and maintained a smooth relationship!

The Black Lion Knights wouldn't have been so broken.

Commander Levia Irtarte had to admit it. It was a moment when the scales covering her eyes, hidden by petty pride, were finally beginning to fall.

She had done something terrible.

They had once been comrades who fought back-to-back. Though they had bickered a bit then, their relationship hadn't deteriorated this badly.

"In the end... the cause of all this... is me..."

A belated realization.
But it was too late—far too late.

Rubern Ailoy's value had risen too high, while her position had fallen to an embarrassingly low level.

Unlike some others, Levia wasn't thick-headed. She had long noticed what situation she was in.

Coming from humble origins, she had simply been too enchanted by the sweet illusion provided by her status as the Golden Lion and Knight Commander to face reality.

The victory of the Great Expedition wasn't her achievement alone but belonged to everyone who was there. Yet she had completely forgotten that fact and lived in arrogance.

She had enjoyed luxury and pleasure, failing to judge what was important. Despite sensing the crisis, she had been captivated by the groundless confidence that she could solve everything by herself.

When she came to her senses, the honorable Commander of the Black Lion Knights, the Sword Saint, Golden Lion Levia was no longer there.

All that remained was a foolish, shabby woman curled up on her bed.

But there was still enough room to turn the situation around.

From what she'd heard, Rubern Ailoy had been summoned by the Inspectorate, which meant he was currently in the capital.

Perhaps if she went to him now and offered help, she could ask for the restoration of the knighthood in return.

If she, who had never bowed to anyone except the Emperor of the Empire, sincerely apologized, Rubern Ailoy would surely respond to her proposal.

That man.
Despite appearances, he was surprisingly soft-hearted when it came to emotions.

Levia felt as if she had found an escape route from the long, deep cave she had been trapped in.

Quickly deciding to act before it was too late, she put on her Black Lion Knight Commander uniform and was about to leave her house when—

"I am Yuta Reinhardt, Deputy Director of the Imperial Inspectorate. Levia Irtarte, Commander of the Black Lion Knights. I am placing you under urgent arrest on charges of embezzlement of public funds, false accusations, and forgery of orders."
"W-what?!"
"Under Imperial law, you may claim innocence, but from this moment, all your positions are temporarily suspended, and your person is remanded to our Inspectorate. We will take you to the detention center first."

Two sturdy men in Inspectorate uniforms approached and grabbed Levia with rough hands.

When she instinctively tried to release her aura, feeling threatened, the men calmly placed special bracelets on both her arms.

Immediately, the mana that had been about to explode rapidly dispersed into the air. As if her entire body was being bound by a massive barrier, Levia felt her mana rapidly dissipating.

"Mana-sealing restraints...! Kyaak?!"

Captured by the Inspectorate staff as soon as her mana was neutralized, she was helplessly thrown to the ground.

The black commander's uniform she had carefully put on became completely soiled with dirt.

"This kind of resistance will only negatively affect your future sentencing. This isn't the first or second time, so restrain yourself, Levia."
"Yuta Reinhardt! Take these off! What are you all doing?! I... I am the Empire's Golden Lion, Commander of the Black Lion Knights!!"
"Be quiet. As I said earlier, all your positions are temporarily suspended. Whether they will be restored will be determined after the investigation. Until then, you are nothing."

A voice devoid of emotion. Levia felt her mind going blank.

"Also, if you continue to cause a disturbance, additional restraints including a gag may be unavoidable depending on the situation. I don't think you want to enter the Imperial Palace looking like that as a commander of the Imperial Knights."

Threatened by Deputy Director Yuta Reinhardt, Levia Irtarte boarded the Inspectorate's carriage with her mouth firmly shut.

Unlike the commander's personal carriage she usually used, with its soft leather and cotton interior...

This transport carriage was rough, hard, and cold, broken here and there with not a single part intact.

Pushed in with rough hands and rolling on the floor of the carriage, she finally realized that today, she had completely fallen from grace.

It was already too late to turn back.
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The news of the arrest of Levia Irtarte, the commander of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, quickly spread throughout the entire order.

The already uneasy atmosphere plunged into chaos with the commander's arrest.

"Could this split the entire order?"
"I heard the Inspection Department came to investigate the administrator, so why was our commander arrested?"
"...Could she be charged with treason?"

In the midst of uncertainty, rumors spread like wildfire. Gossip naturally becomes more complicated and exaggerated as it travels.

What began as simple suspicion grew into a massive tsunami engulfing the order.

The senior officers, who were trying to assess the situation just like the confused knights, had completely fallen into panic.

In these times when competition between the two princes for the imperial succession was intensifying, the commander's arrest by the Inspection Department was essentially a death sentence for the Black Lion Knights. The organization was already creaking even without any incidents.

Levia's arrest not only marked her personal downfall but also confirmed the assessment that the era of the Imperial Black Lion Knights had completely ended.

The skilled knight-level personnel had already left the order long ago. In this emergency situation, even the administrators handling urgent administrative work were mostly newcomers with less than two years of experience.

To make matters worse, a third-year administrator who had just shed the "rookie" label was the most senior, occupying the position of "Chief Administrator."

The administrative state and talent pool of the Black Lion Knights was predictably dismal.

Objectively speaking, the Black Lion Knights wasn't even a slowly sinking ship.

The bow and sails still gleamed brilliantly, but up close, it was already a "ghost ship" with only the bow remaining above water after sinking.

The Black Lion had finally tumbled from the great rock. Despite trying to raise its aging body, it ultimately collapsed to the ground.

Without even managing one mighty roar.
And so it awaited its end.

***

However, not everyone in the Black Lion Knights was in disarray. In times like these, conspirators typically thrive.

Cain Icarus, the Chief of Staff of the Black Lion Knights, was one such person.

At fifty-six, he was too old to continue as a knight. Though he was quite fit compared to others his age thanks to consistent training, there was no way to stop his declining physical strength as the years passed.

From the beginning, knights who maintained active-duty level skills despite their age were extremely rare, even among once-famous knights and warriors.

Experience couldn't be ignored, but gradually one would start losing in terms of physical strength.

Eventually, acknowledging that their abilities couldn't match even half of their prime, retirement was the typical path for knights.

Just a few weeks ago, Cain Icarus himself had lost in a sparring match against an administrator.

Even though the administrator in question had experience as a formal knight candidate in another order, it was still an indelible wound for Cain.

*Just last year, I defeated that Rubern Ailoy without much difficulty...!!*

Cain had consistently won against Rubern, a hero of the great expedition and someone whose dagger skills were close to those of active knights.

Yet he had lost to an administrator with former knight candidate experience who couldn't even touch the hem of Rubern Ailoy's skills.

When he dropped his sword and rolled ungracefully on the floor, he truly felt like jumping off a cliff.

Thus, Cain Icarus realized that his once-brilliant life was also fading with each passing day.

The reason he competed with the Training Commander for the vacant Vice Commander position was because only by attaining at least the Vice Commander position could he maintain some semblance of dignity.

Chief of Staff was a position within the order. Currently, Cain held no title or honorific from the empire.

But from Vice Commander up, one was treated as an imperial "baron" and an official retainer of the emperor.

It was something he absolutely needed to secure for a more prosperous retirement and later life.

But now, the Vice Commander position wasn't the issue.

Levia Irtarte had been arrested. By the Inspection Department, no less!

*It seems the embezzlement cases that were overlooked have finally caught up to her. At this rate, there's no one more suitable for the commander position than me.*

To be honest, Commander Levia Irtarte didn't have much real authority.

The loyalty of newly assigned knights was divided between the Education Department and the Personnel Department, which were responsible for overall training and promotions.

This was natural. Why would someone wag their tail for people from other departments?

Even for knights of the Black Lion who once swept through expeditions, in peaceful times, those who consistently provide food are the most respected.

So, setting aside the Education and Personnel Departments, what could Commander Levia do in other areas?

Nothing.

The administration and operation of the order were completely controlled by the Administrative Department.

This was a long-standing tradition since Rubern Ailoy's time.

Levia, having no particular expertise in administration, didn't take any measures to check or reinforce it, essentially leaving it unattended.

When Rubern Ailoy left that system as it was, the Administrative Department of the Black Lion Knights naturally became a fragile department that could be paralyzed by the slightest shock.

How could one reform and predict the future to mitigate shocks without someone to lead proactively?

That would be impossible unless one was a person of Petra Bastian's caliber, the former head of the Administrative Department. And even she was only capable because she had been by Rubern Ailoy's side for a long time.

Therefore, if the commander had any authority at all, it would be in planning or strategy formulation.

But even that was practically impossible as Cain himself had a tight grip on the entire department.

"Commander, I'm sorry, but it's realistically impossible."
"Commander, I think we need to reconsider."
"Regarding what you mentioned, we'll work out the details, so please don't worry too much."

Without her overwhelming combat prowess, she had nothing particularly outstanding. With his snake-like attitude, Cain Icarus gradually turned the Strategy and Tactics Planning Department into his own limbs without Commander Levia noticing.

It wasn't difficult.

Deceiving a novice who relied solely on swordsmanship was as easy as eating cold porridge for the experienced Cain.

However, when Rubern Ailoy was around, he had preemptively blocked such movements and used Levia and Ibona to keep Cain in check.

*What a foolish woman. I knew this would happen from the moment the Black Fox left.*

Cain didn't dislike Rubern that much. He was someone who thoroughly knew his place.

Considering his abilities and connections, he could have easily taken the Administrative Department Head position that Ibona held, or even further, Cain's own position as Chief of Staff, or even the Vice Commander position.

But Rubern chose to stay in his current position rather than climb higher.

It was truly a wise decision.

Yet, he still managed to get his share while using Levia as a figurehead.

It was the same even now.

No matter how much Levia Irtarte struggled, the ultimate victor would be Rubern Ailoy.

Moreover, from Cain's perspective, someone who took on the troublesome task of overseeing actual operations was just a convenience.

A literal carriage driver.

A coachman who elevated the order's status without Cain having to do anything.

"It seems Levia's arrest and Rubern's summons are deeply connected..."

Cain stroked his beard with a pleased smile. Despite appearances, he was the Chief of Staff. He prided himself on his ability to read situations and set up plans, no less than Rubern.

"Knowing that Black Fox, he would have already found an escape route. Levia will be helplessly caught. She'll be gone for at least a few years."

Given her contributions, she wouldn't face extreme punishments like execution or life imprisonment. At most, she'd be confined, forced to return all her accumulated wealth, and stripped of her honor.

Who in the imperial court didn't know that Levia Irtarte was just a figurehead who talked too much?

She'd probably serve between 5 to 7 years.

By that time, the Black Lion Knights would have faded into history, and he would have moved on to better places, free from constraints.

"Good."

Cain Icarus muttered as he rose from his seat.

With Commander Levia's position now vacant, the command of the Black Lion Knights bypassed the empty Vice Commander position and fell to him, the third in line.

He hadn't expected to seize it this way, but well, he had the position now.

"I should go see Prince Luar."

Though it was only temporary, the competition for imperial power was intensifying day by day, with the political climate changing rapidly.

He couldn't miss this opportunity.
It was his only chance to deliver the Imperial Black Lion Knights intact to the Second Prince with his own hands.
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"I said we'd see each other soon, but I didn't expect it would be in the Imperial Inspection Department's detention center."
"I didn't know that either."

I shrugged at my old friend from the knights who was looking at me with an incredulous expression.

Who would want to be imprisoned? Originally, I wasn't planning to overturn the Imperial Black Lion Knights right now.

With the Blue Cross Society issue and Vlad Village—my small territory that was gradually expanding to the size of a city—along with various other problems, the timing wasn't ideal.

However.
The imperial succession race intensified much faster than expected, forcing me to act out of desperation.

The first strike wins.
If I had just waited and watched, I might have ended up stabbed by a hidden knife.

"You're really something else. The Imperial Knights couldn't contain you from the beginning."

Rateon shook his head as if I was hopeless.

Rateon Superhalten.

He's the captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights and served as a chicken judge at the last Rupel cooking competition.

During my time there, he was a drinking buddy I'd go out with for beers after work.

Our personalities matched surprisingly well, making him one of the few connections I could rely on in the Black Lion Knights, along with Petra.

In terms of skill alone, he could easily take the 1st Division captain position, but he stayed in the 3rd Division to avoid the heavy workload that would come with leading the 1st Division.

After all, being at the forefront means more pressure and public attention.

"So what are you going to do now? You should be getting out of there soon too."
"Is that something the person responsible for sinking the ship should be saying?"
"It was already sinking anyway. I just made one more big hole."
"Fair enough."

Look at that cheerful, carefree attitude despite having destroyed his own workplace. He's already entered full enjoyment mode.

Those who know are not as good as those who like; those who like are not as good as those who enjoy.

Truly a YOLO attitude befitting Rateon, the shining light of the Black Lion who lives for today.

"I'm thinking of traveling for a while."
"Traveling?"
"I've been settled in one place for too long. I should explore other places. Seeing you made me realize that to live an interesting life, I need to leave the capital."

His eyes sparkled like stars.
This guy is serious, isn't he?

"First, I plan to tour the south, then move to the Nirvana Magic Kingdom. If possible, I'd also like to visit the Fairy Nation in the northeastern Great Forest."
"Not bad. You have been in the capital for too long."

What I gained in Rupel Territory wasn't just recognition from those around me and a title.

It was experiences money couldn't buy.

I revived a dying knight order and territory, and didn't stop there—I turned it into one of the hottest territories in the north.

And most importantly.
The precious relationships I formed while living away from the center were what mattered most.

From the lord, Dionaos Rupel, to the residents of Petaronto and many other territory residents.

People I never would have met if I hadn't left the center.

I smiled with relief and decided to support my friend's new challenge.

"Good thinking. You're still young."
"Who knows, I might bring back a wife from my travels."
"Hey, that's too much. Wherever you are, I'll come running when you send the wedding invitation."
"I might marry an elf, you know?"
"You crazy bastard."

Ah, that's a bit much.

Elves, famous for their longevity, are beautiful, but from a human perspective, they have a fatal disqualification.

Rateon is 27 years old this year.

Knights and minor nobles often take young women as wives for healthier children, or sometimes widowed noblewomen who hold titles.

So socially, ages 18 to 40 are generally acceptable.

However, in elven society, 18 to 40 is equivalent to not even 10 years old in human terms.

And an elf of marriageable age is about 200 in human years.

Either you'd be an irredeemable pedophile to elves, or you'd be dating a woman with an "excessively" old age by human standards.

*But honestly, if you're just looking at appearance, I can understand.*

They're a race that seems to have all the world's most beautiful men and women, with cheat-like abilities in looks and magic.

If age doesn't matter, there's no better bride than these naturally gentle and relaxed beings.

And you could live in places with good air and clean water.

"Before you leave, do me one favor."
"A favor?"
"It'll probably take some time before I'm released. I'm living relatively comfortably in detention, but getting completely out of this wretched place will only happen if the trial proceeds quickly or after Prince Conrad ascends to the throne."

Since it's such a sensitive matter, both the Inspection Department investigating the case and the court issuing the verdict are hesitant to make hasty decisions.

As I'm already classified as one of the Crown Prince's closest confidants and representatives of his faction within the palace.

The Second Prince's opposition will be fierce too.
If the Crown Prince happens to lose the succession race, everyone who helped release me would be purged along with me.

"So what's the favor? I'm willing to help you escape if that's what you want."

Always making inappropriate jokes, this guy.

"Just bring me two daggers and a key that only opens my room."
"...? Isn't that basically asking me to help you escape?"
"It's different. I just want to be able to respond minimally in case of the worst scenario."

To be frank.
I'm essentially a shrimp caught between whales right now.

No matter how skilled I am, I can't compare to the power of those who will become the next emperor.

Right now, both the Crown Prince and Second Prince are watching each other cautiously, but.
When they're truly facing the throne, there's no guarantee my back won't be stabbed.

Eliminating me, the Crown Prince's closest aide who's somewhat orchestrating the current situation, would be enough to damage the opposing faction.

"I've struggled to survive this far. It would be too unfair to die caught up in political strife."

Rateon nodded in understanding after hearing my explanation.

"Blood has always flowed whenever the empire changes emperors. They'll be more concerned about you, who has the Crown Prince's trust, than a low-ranking knight like me."
"That's what friends are for. If they touch me, I'll take the Second Prince's head with me before I go."
"You crazy bastard."

This time Rateon responded with a disgusted voice.

His reaction wasn't great, but he was a man who always kept his promises.

Two days after my meeting with Rateon.

I received two daggers and a master key to the Inspection Department's detention center, discreetly passed along with my meal.

It seems getting a master key was easier than getting just the key to my cell.

*At least now I won't be "suicided."*

I carefully placed these "emergency" items in a hidden space behind the wall.

Traces of a previous prisoner who had attempted to escape and failed.

I couldn't know what happened to the previous occupant, but thanks to them, I could at least hide a contingency plan for the worst-case scenario.

Now I can take a comfortable nap.

After all, having daggers at my bedside helps me sleep better.

***

"Prince Luard van Carl, I am Kain Icarus, Chief of Staff of the Black Lion Knights."
"Come in."
"Ahem, hmm."

The old knight carefully opened the door and entered the prince's room. Though he had been allied with the Second Prince for quite some time, this was his first private audience.

He had heard that in the past, the room had been so cluttered with furniture and odds and ends that it was difficult to clean.

Perhaps all the unnecessary furniture had been removed since the succession race began in earnest.

To challenge for the position of Emperor responsible for the empire, an occasional stern image change might be necessary.

"My dear Lord Kain Icarus. What brings you to request this unexpected private audience?"

Luard van Carl, the Second Prince of the Empire, sat in his chair looking at him.

Though they weren't physically far apart, Kain somehow felt the distance between himself and the prince was quite considerable.

An attitude as if he predicted everything.

Despite Kain being decades older in terms of pure age difference, he felt completely exposed, as if he were sitting in the palm of Luard's hand.

Was it the intimidation that came from the prince's position?

But it wasn't exactly a good feeling.
Chief of Staff Kain Icarus slightly furrowed his brow, suppressing his unpleasant emotions.

He had to acknowledge it.

He was here to negotiate, not to indulge in petty pride.

"As I mentioned before, the command of the Black Lion Knights has completely transferred to me. You must have already heard about Commander Levia."
"Yes, quite a major embezzlement case. Even for a knight commander and war hero favored by my father and brother, it seems difficult to escape."

The Emperor's treasury, no less.

Of course, Kain already knew that Levia Irtarte wasn't the one who embezzled those public funds, but.

Once the Inspection Department had bitten down, someone needed to take responsibility.

That's what the commander position is for, after all.

"So I will be acting with full authority over the knights for a while. With the court's verdict being at minimum imprisonment, I can say I am effectively in charge."

As if he hadn't been before.
But unlike then, now he had been given "real" authority.

It's the perfect timing to negotiate.

"Even for you, Second Prince, replacing the existing knights would be quite troublesome. So how about specially recruiting Your Highness's knights as members of our Black Lion Knights?"
"Ah, you've come with a rational proposal, Chief Kain."

A response worthy of the quick-witted Second Prince.

The Black Lion Knights now only had chaff left. There were more than enough reasons to dismiss and replace the existing personnel.

Even if Prince Luard became an absolute monarch, it would naturally take time and resources to make the previous Emperor's policies and forces his own.

In that respect, if the knights could continue to exist on the condition that the existing Second Prince's knights were copied directly into the key positions of the Imperial Black Lion Knights?

It was clear that Kain Icarus would at least get the vice commander position.

Isn't that the most efficient and easiest way?

"Hmm... my knights into the Imperial Black Lion Knights?"
"Yes, that's right. Uprooting the most recognized military force in the empire would cause many troublesome and difficult issues."
"I agree, Lord Kain. However..."

The Second Prince rose from his seat. He approached Kain with slow steps and added:

"That's something I can do perfectly well without Lord Kain."
"What? What do you mean..."
"Look at yourself now. You didn't come here purely out of goodwill. If you liked me that much, you should have just brought yourself to me instead of presenting conditions."

His tone grew chillingly cold.

When Kain Icarus sensed something was wrong and tried to draw the sword at his waist—

Shwack—thunk!

"Kuhak!?"

It was after a long tongue that emerged from the prince's mouth had pierced straight through Kain Icarus's heart.

"Beasts leave their hides when they die."
"W-what is this?"
"Humans also leave their skin when they die."
"Kugh, urgh..."

Spewing bright red blood, Kain Icarus collapsed to the floor.

Prince Luard van Carl sneered at the old knight who had been killed instantly and added:

"Now rest. I only need your body anyway."
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Rubern Ailoy's urgent summons to the capital.

The aftermath of the Imperial Black Lion Knights' scandal showed no signs of dying down.

With Commander Levia Irtarte's arrest, all duties of the Black Lion Knights naturally came to a halt.

The knights, whose positions were already precarious, seemed to view this as an opportunity to escape a sinking ship, as they began submitting resignations one after another.

The knightly order was collapsing with remarkable speed, making the "Imperial" title seem meaningless.

However, the public's reaction to the Black Lion Knights' downfall wasn't particularly surprised.

"I saw this coming. Their financial indicators were a mess. If not for the 'Imperial' title, they would have been insolvent long ago."

Capital impairment.

Simply put, it meant the gradual depletion of the initial funds invested when establishing the order.

An Imperial knightly order isn't established for free. Even just founding the organization required investment from numerous merchants and the Imperial family itself.

Though the Black Lion Knights existed before the expedition, they were merely a mid-sized knightly order that received Imperial recognition due to the special circumstances of the "Great Expedition"—

They were closer to a legitimate mercenary group.

Once such a mercenary group earned the "Imperial" title, they received new investments on top of their existing funds.

This became the foundation—the "capital"—of the Black Lion Knights.

Therefore, the Black Lion Knights had an obligation to generate revenue through expeditions and dungeon management throughout the Empire, distributing a certain amount to investor guilds and the Imperial family.

However.
The current financial state of the Black Lion Knights meant they couldn't even recover this "basic capital."

Due to continued failures and naturally accumulating debt, it would be impossible to recover the invested funds even if they liquidated the order.

Economically, it was essentially a terminal diagnosis.

This was why, despite the intensifying imperial succession competition, neither the Emperor, Crown Prince, nor Second Prince had tried to definitively bring the Black Lion Knights to their side.

They knew the Black Lion Knights were a leaking vessel—taking them on prematurely would only drain their own funds.

"Imperial? Even when Rubern Ailoy was there, they barely covered their capital impairment. I understand that during his time as Chief Administrator, he frequently clashed with the Commander over expedition policies."
"Are you saying that the numerous annual expeditions were actually reduced by Rubern Ailoy?"
"The Chief Administrator was brilliant at handling affairs. When I met him privately, I tried several times to convince him to join our Treasury Department, but he firmly refused."

Members of Imperial institutions, including the Treasury Department, accepted the situation as if they had expected it all along.

From the beginning, though the Black Lion Knights carried the "Imperial" title, they were essentially closer to being contractors for Imperial institutions.

The knightly order wasn't in a position to question Imperial organizations.

Both sides functioned as thoroughly independent forces, except for their shared role as the Emperor's instruments.

However, even for a mere contractor, it was easy to hear about their internal chaos.

Typically, merchant guilds doing business with the Imperial Black Lion Knights also had contracts with other Imperial institutions.

Naturally, these merchants provided quality information about the current situation of the knightly order.

Of course, even without the merchants' information network, the Black Lion Knights' terrible state had been obvious for quite some time.

It wasn't just Imperial officials who reacted this way.

The merchants who informed the officials about the Black Lion Knights' situation, as well as the self-employed craftsmen who supplied weapons and potions to the order, felt the same.

"The quality of iron they requested kept getting lower. I knew it right away! These bastards are definitely embezzling!"
"What? They did that to you too, armor master? They asked us to change our supply from low-grade recovery potions to mid-grade ones."
"They're doomed. To think they'd embezzle even from armor and potions, the most crucial elements for survival."

The foundation of war and combat is the knights' safety.

A broken sword can be replaced, but a knight who dies cannot be brought back.

This wasn't just a one-time occurrence.

Knightly orders that neglect their knights' safety and fill their own pockets are always destined to fall.

Even though an era of peace had arrived, only about four years had passed since the Great Expedition.

Every craftsman, without exception, had predicted the inevitable downfall of the Black Lion Knights.

Broken financial statements.
A leadership without talent or measures to urgently recover.
Knights leaving like an ebbing tide.

Even a child ignorant of the world could see that the complete destruction of the Black Lion Knights was approaching, but...

"...Are you saying the Second Prince has declared support for the Black Lion Knights?"
"Yes, I persuaded him well. His Highness said he would protect our Imperial knightly order from the schemes of that damned Rubern Ailoy."

When Chief of Staff Kain Icarus, who had been passive about revitalizing the organization, took the position of Acting Commander, the situation entered a completely new phase.

"These are knights from the Blue Eagle Order. Knights personally trained and guided by the Second Prince."
"Ah...! Pleased to meet you."
"His Highness has instructed that they be deployed immediately to fill the void in the order. Also, all administrative, financial, and tactical planning reports should go through me."
"I'll inform the department heads under my command."
"You're working hard. I believe you'll do well, Personnel Director."

Kain Icarus, as if he had been waiting for this moment, began implementing major reforms in the knightly order.

Usually, he was just an old man who wandered around the training grounds bossing other knights around, but the Personnel Director couldn't help being shocked by the Chief of Staff's complete transformation after becoming Acting Commander.

His half-bent back straightened completely, and the inferiority complex and worry in his expression quickly transformed into confidence.

"Is he really the same person?"

The Personnel Director muttered in disbelief as he watched Kain Icarus leave the Personnel Department with an imposing presence.

***

"Are you saying the Black Lion Knights are reviving?"
"That's what I've heard. Thanks to this, the Inspection Department has completely concluded that Commander Levia Irtarte was the cause of the Black Lion Knights' corruption."

That's not right.
It can't be.

The Black Lion Knights' deterioration wasn't just Levia's problem. There were many complex issues at play.

The Black Lion Knights were hollow.

Though they achieved great merit in the Great Expedition, this was limited to them as a "knightly order."

The Great Expedition wasn't accomplished by a few Imperial knightly orders. It involved Nirvana Kingdom's magitech engineers and mages from scattered magic towers.

Nameless wandering knights and priests, the Adventurer's Guild, mercenary groups.

Elven scouts who willingly emerged from the Great Forest to add strength to the human forces, and dwarf craftsmen who contributed despite exposure to sunlight.

The Laterano Autonomous Region, which dispatched priests, holy knights, and inquisitors amounting to half of all priests registered with the Papal Office.

And above all.

Numerous tacticians and strategists, including myself and Designer Valmark.

The great adventurer Pirhak.
The Void Mage Bernard.
The century's great heroes, including Balduinus, the Last Crusader.

It was the result of all these legendary figures coming together.

Levia Irtarte, as one of these heroes, received the title of Golden Lion and could ascend to the position of "Commander of the Black Lion Knights."

In other words.
The Black Lion Knights weren't anything special.

They were simply the knightly order that showed the most outstanding results, and in the process of honoring that achievement, they were established as an Imperial knightly order beyond their merit.

"Levia wasn't the only one embezzling. No, if it were that woman, she probably wouldn't have embezzled with her own hands."

She either didn't know what was happening, or she knew and overlooked it.

A mindset of "let sleeping dogs lie."

While it could be considered a crime for someone in her position of responsibility to be foolish and ignorant, there were certainly mitigating circumstances.

Even I, burning with revenge against Levia, thought her sentence should be at most about 5 years of confinement.

"Besides, that woman was a figurehead. I watched from right beside her—she had no real authority. If she had even a shred of actual power, I wouldn't have been able to manipulate the Black Lion Knights so easily."

If Ibona was thick-headed, Levia was an idiot.

At least the thick-headed one would be cautious sometimes, but our idiot Levia lacked even that awareness.

She didn't understand the weight of her position.
She didn't know why she needed to protect her authority.

Even when her subordinates gradually pushed boundaries, as long as it wasn't "visible" disrespect like personal insults, she just stupidly took it.

This is why I actively checked the other executives, including Chief of Staff Kain Icarus.

It was obvious that if I let them do as they pleased, the knightly order would be irreparably damaged.

*And that's exactly what happened after I left.*

"And you're saying Kain Icarus is saving the knightly order? Anyone who has ever been part of the order knows that old man is a senile elder living on borrowed time."

He's a man who, rather than retiring gracefully, reveals more of his ugliness by insisting on staying.

Is the expedition's failure really Levia's fault?

Especially regarding strategy, tactics, and expedition direction, Chief of Staff Kain Icarus's opinions were reflected more than Commander Levia's.

Kain Icarus was not free from responsibility for the continued expedition failures.

"The Chief of Staff is incompetent. I can only think that the Second Prince is quickly working toward normalization by borrowing Kain Icarus's mouth and hands."
"...Indeed, that's a reasonable point. I don't know since when, but my brother has suddenly begun to excel in administrative processing and organizational management."

Crown Prince Conrad van Karl nodded in agreement with my opinion.

As I said, it hasn't even been a few years since the Second Prince emerged as a strong rival to the Crown Prince in the imperial succession competition.

"Then what do you plan to do now? Your plan was to bring down the Black Lion Knights."
"Yes, but even if the Black Lion Knights revive, they won't pose a significant threat to Your Highness."
"Is that so?"

Yes, Your Highness.

The Black Lion Knights aren't an organization that can be normalized with emergency surgery. There are too many bad connections entangled with them.

In a way, the Second Prince might be digging his own grave.

"However, I've heard that recently, the Second Prince has been actively recruiting minor nobles like provincial counts, not just central nobles."
"The Emperor's position isn't secured by just taking care of the center."
"The Second Prince is probably aiming for the rise of emerging forces. Then, Your Highness should focus more on maintaining existing forces to check him."

When provincial counts act up, those most annoyed are the dukes above them.

Especially the Three Dukes, who enjoy unprecedented honor and power, will undoubtedly lend their strength to the Crown Prince.

"Then I should start with Harald Hebron, the Duke you have close ties with."
"That would be advisable."

This is what good connections are all about.

Since I have quite an intimate relationship with Lady Lilia Hebron, if the Crown Prince becomes Emperor, I can provide even more help to her, who will become the next Duchess.

Crown Prince Conrad left the detention center, very satisfied with my proposal.

Somehow, at this point, it seems like this place has become a secret meeting spot with the Crown Prince rather than just a detention center, but what can I do?
The Crown Prince and I were now one and the same.
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Crown Prince Conrad van Karl sent letters to the three dukes, commonly known as the "Three Dukes," on the advice of Rubern Ailoy.

Within days, the Crown Prince received their replies.

Conrad carefully broke the seals on the letters, read their contents, and nodded with satisfaction.

All three dukes had pledged to support him in the upcoming imperial succession competition.

Rubern had been right after all.

Except for Duke Harald Hebron, a military noble only concerned with northern defense, the other two dukes were extremely wary of the recently emerging powers.

Though they had been watching from the sidelines between the Second Prince and Crown Prince, as soon as the Second Prince showed signs of restructuring the balance between nobles...

They immediately declared their support for the Crown Prince.

Eternal power doesn't exist. Everything has its season to bloom and wither.

Most people refuse to accept this and try to either extend their time or crush new sprouts just beginning to emerge.

*Though it may seem greedy and foolish... that's precisely why they're lending me their strength.*

The Crown Prince neatly folded the letters and stored them in a drawer inside his desk.

I suppose I've put out the immediate fire. Now I can finally catch my breath.

Conrad closed his eyes and murmured his brother's name.

"Luard, you've become quite skilled while we've been apart. You used to be just an ordinary brother."

The Bolivar Empire has no principle of primogeniture. This was true for the previous emperor who was the third son of his family, and for the emperor before him who came from a branch family.

It had solidified as a kind of imperial tradition.

Following that tradition, he had worked desperately to secure the position of Crown Prince.

He had constantly proven himself, even participating in the Great Expedition.

Until then, his brother Luard hadn't shown any particular talent, so he thought the imperial succession wouldn't be overturned.

"Does this mean you've grown as much as I have?"

He didn't resent him.

Rather, just as the life of constantly trying to prove himself had made the current Crown Prince who he was...

Conrad thought that the rapidly rising presence of his brother, Second Prince Luard van Karl, would serve as an opportunity for him to grow once more as the Empire's Emperor.

However, he had no way of knowing why his brother Luard van Karl had first allied with emerging powers rather than the Three Dukes.

If it had been him, he would have chosen to poach or utilize existing personnel rather than creating new forces.

This was completely unpredictable behavior, leaving Crown Prince Conrad helpless against it.

"He always showed a talent for strategy. But Father pointed out several times that his vision was narrow and he was stubborn. Perhaps he's strengthened those areas while I wasn't looking."

He certainly hadn't responded properly.

As a result, he had lost many potential allies.

Had his brother been studying and anticipating his political strategies during the time he was away from the capital pursuing academics?

Well, things had become interesting.

It was more stimulating this way than simply rising to power without any opposition.

Having gone through several tests himself, Conrad had also become an ambitious man who constantly pursued competition and achievement.

His brother's struggles and schemes felt more like entertainment than something to resent.

Besides, though his brother might not know it, Crown Prince Conrad van Karl had no intention of driving away those who had supported his brother.

After all, they too had fought hard to serve his brother to the end and place him on the imperial throne.

For the Crown Prince, who had a thoroughly meritocratic mindset, they weren't traitors who had hindered his ascension but rather potential loyal subjects who could be utilized for the empire.

In a way, it was a competition in good faith.

A competition for a better future.
A competition to advance toward a more powerful empire.

This was because Conrad van Karl himself had confidence bordering on certainty that he would become Emperor.

But it didn't take long for what he had considered an insignificant competition for imperial power to transform into an event that would determine the empire's survival.

***

Whoooosh.
The sound of refreshing rain pouring down could be heard.

Though there was a window connecting to the outside, the rain and wind didn't reach into the detention cell, which had special magic cast on it.

After all, I was the former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Knights and currently a vassal of Rupel Territory, a northern marquisate.

Not to mention that it had already been revealed that I was someone the Crown Prince had met with privately multiple times.

Even the Inspectorate, which held the greatest power under the Emperor, had to be mindful of me.

Thanks to that, I was moved to the best cell in the detention center, with the temperature magically maintained at a comfortable level, and three good meals a day.

Yesterday they even served pork steak.
Perhaps because I'd been complaining so much about wanting pork dishes.

Moreover, after slipping a few gold coins to some of the guards, they completely took my side.

They even safely delivered the "contraband" I had received from Rateon last time.

They seemed to understand that political struggles inevitably involve bloodshed, so when I told them it was something I received from "His Highness the Crown Prince" for self-defense, they complied without question.

Money and power truly are the best.

They took three months' worth of salary as payment for turning a blind eye, so it wasn't a bad deal for them either.

It should be about time for one of those guards to arrive.

I was sitting in my cell waiting for the bribed guard. Being imprisoned was boring to death, so I would chat with the guards to pass the time.

Occasionally, investigators from the Inspectorate would come and say something, but even they didn't particularly mind us having conversations.

Or perhaps they decided it wasn't worth stirring things up.

Either way, I felt somewhat respected. For now, I was just a suspect, so I was presumed innocent.

*But why isn't he coming?*

The detention center was managed in shifts, so he should be at most ten minutes late.

It felt like more than 30 minutes had passed, making me wonder if something had happened, when...

"Ugh, I'm soaked to the bone."

A man who looked like a drowned rat appeared from the far end of the corridor. It was "Rav," one of the guards I had bribed.

"You're completely drenched?"
"Yes, it's raining cats and dogs out there, as if the sky has a hole in it. The roads were blocked too, so I had to take a detour, which is why I'm late."
"Ah, I see."

Rav took off his dripping guard robe and hung it on a chair.

"Oh right, I picked up some gossip that Master Rubern might find interesting."

He approached me with a grin. Gossip, huh. I hope it's something genuinely interesting.

"There's a rumor going around that there have been quite a few absences in the imperial palace lately."
"Absences?"
"Yes, many servants and guards have been complaining of stomach pains. As a result, there are many absentees, making things difficult in various ways."

Food poisoning, perhaps?
Spring was ending and summer approaching, so it was certainly possible.

Though this world had better hygiene concepts than the typical medieval fantasy, food poisoning outbreaks still happened even in modern times.

The situation here wasn't better—if anything, it was worse.

"...I'll have to be careful about what I eat."
"Getting sick in detention would be the most unfair thing. Master, you might be able to bring in medicine without much difficulty, but health comes first, yes."
"Are you now concerned about my health too? You've become too friendly with a suspect imprisoned in a detention center."
"Ahahah!"

Rav burst into hearty laughter at my joking response.

"Well, everyone knows that Master Rubern Ailoy isn't the kind of villain who deserves to be locked up in a place like this. Just look at our warden and how much he's skimming off the top."

People are the same everywhere.

It's not just the Black Lion Knights who have complaints—the same goes for the Inspectorate and the Correctional Bureau.

Crash! Clang!

While we were chatting about various things...

A sudden loud noise made both Rav and me turn our heads.

Quickly figuring out what had happened, Rav slapped his forehead and said:

"Damn it, looks like the rookie's messed up again."
"A rookie?"
"Yes, he was assigned to the Correctional Bureau just last week and is still in training. He's unnecessarily clumsy..."

That's how all rookies are.

When I nodded in understanding, Rav sighed deeply and got up from his seat.

"I'll go educate him a bit."
"You're not going to beat him, are you?"
"Come on, that's a harsh thing to say! What era do you think we're in? That would cause big trouble!"
"Take your time. I've got plenty of shift time left, and I'm stuck here for a while anyway."
"Rest well, Master."

Guard Rav left with a hearty laugh.

However, several minutes passed, and Rav didn't return.

Moreover, there was a subtle scent of blood mixing with the smell of rain, and the detention center was eerily quiet.

"Rav? Is anyone there?"

Sensing that something was going wrong, I carefully took out the hidden dagger and key.

Cautiously opening the cell door to avoid being suspected of attempting to escape, I stepped outside.

"...He escaped?"
"As expected of the Black Fox. This has become troublesome."

Voices suddenly came from the far end of the corridor.

"But this is the end."

The candle flames flickering precariously on the wall all went out at once.
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Three men. Dressed in robes, armed with a one-handed sword, an axe, and a crossbow. Two vanguards and one rear support.

Judging by how they held their weapons and their infiltration route, they were somewhat trained.

As soon as I spotted the three, I immediately drew my dagger. Though I had blocked all light sources, I was just as accustomed to the darkness as they were.

*So Prince Luard has finally crossed the line.*

It wasn't entirely unexpected. I had been consistently advising the Crown Prince and meticulously analyzing the Second Prince's strategies to propose countermeasures.

I had just figured out Second Prince Luard van Karl's plan to check the power of the three dukes by forming alliances with minor regional powers.

Furthermore, he aimed to gain support from more nobles in the imperial succession battle.

The Second Prince's strategy was to divide the existing noble factions.

Duke Harald Hebron had never been interested in central politics, so that was one thing.

As for the other two dukes, their spheres of influence geographically overlapped, causing them to check each other.

Unless the Crown Prince approached them first as a unifying force, they would never ally with each other.

The same applied to the Crown Prince.

The three dukes, the central nobility, and the imperial family had always kept each other in check.

If the imperial side humbled itself first, it could gain support, but at a cost.

However, the Crown Prince had recognized this and positioned himself as a mediator between the three ducal factions, encouraging them to join forces.

No matter how well the Second Prince had secured the middle ground between the provinces and the capital, he couldn't easily gain the upper hand now.

I had effectively sabotaged the Second Prince's plans, so it wasn't surprising that the enraged man would resort to this. This is why one should always prepare for the worst.

"Who's coming first?"

I widened my stance and adjusted my dagger. Since they were clearly sent by the imperial faction, they were cautiously measuring the distance rather than rushing in recklessly.

The crossbow fired first.

Twang! The arrow shot forward. Fast but predictable. If timed right, it wasn't difficult to anticipate.

I twisted my body slightly to avoid its trajectory. Simultaneously, two men charged forward.

The one armed with the shorter one-handed axe took the lead. Not a bad coordination.

In such confined spaces, swinging a longsword carelessly would restrict one's movements.

However, that only works against those unfamiliar with ambushes like this.

Clang!!

The axe blade and my knife screamed as they collided head-on. While blocking the attack, I used the dagger in my other hand to sever the man's wrist.

Splash! Red blood spurted out as the one-handed axe rolled helplessly on the floor.

"Arghhhh!"
"You bastard—!"

In situations like this, you can't give them room to breathe. I immediately rushed forward, diving toward the swordsman.

Through the robe, I could vaguely see eyes mixed with bewilderment and fear.

"Kuh...! Ugh, ack..."

After twisting the dagger I had plunged into his neck, blood poured down along the silver blade. The warm liquid ran down my skin.

They might have calculated their reach, but they should have thoroughly checked who they were up against. If they had used daggers like proper assassins instead of longswords, it might have been different.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

Just when I thought I had dealt with two of them, the man with the severed wrist charged at me again, screaming loudly.

*What a pointless struggle.*

Swoosh! The fierce axe blade cut through the darkness without a single moonbeam. It was a foolish move. If he wanted to target me, he shouldn't have blindly swung his axe.

I turned the body I was holding to block the axe.

A human shield made from their comrade. The surprised attacker desperately tried to change his trajectory, but his center of gravity was already off.

The sharp axe accurately tore through his fellow assassin's shoulder.

The human body has quite good stopping power. While the axe blade was caught in bone and muscle, I lightly threw my dagger, embedding it in the man's forehead.

Thud.

The two men collapsed lifelessly to the floor.

The crossbowman, who had been stupidly watching the situation, finally realized he was screwed and began firing arrows wildly.

Swoosh! The sharp sound of wind brushed past my ear, but that was all.

The last dagger I threw literally pierced his throat with precision. A clean finish.

All clear.

I looked at the fallen bodies while shaking off the blood splattered on my hands.

*Their coordination wasn't bad, but their skills were mediocre. Well, hiring professional assassins would have been too risky.*

They seemed to have some assassination experience but didn't appear to have received specialized training from a dedicated circle.

They probably assumed I would be locked up in prison. Did they send some low-quality thugs from the Adventurer's Guild? Or perhaps they were unfortunate moths trying to curry favor with the Second Prince.

To know the meaning behind the name Ailoy and still send only this many...

Even if they thought I was disarmed, it's a bit insulting.

*I'll make them deeply regret underestimating me.*

This is actually good.

Since the Second Prince crossed the line first, I can take his life as promised.

Oh, of course, politically speaking, not physically.

An assassination attempt in the middle of the capital. Though he wouldn't have sent people who could be easily traced back to him, it's obvious who ordered it.

They attacked a detention center under the Inspectorate's jurisdiction, and the victim was me, Rubern Ailoy, the Crown Prince's closest aide.

The list of suspects narrows down immediately.

Moreover, given the circumstances, they must have dealt with all the guards here too. It's strange that no jailers or guards have come despite all this commotion.

*Rab must have been caught up in this too.*

The noise I heard earlier during our conversation must have been their doing. The fate of the unfortunate guard who went to check the situation is predictable.

I said a prayer for my friend who had been my companion for a while, then checked the belongings of the corpses.

I don't think the Second Prince would be stupid enough to send assassins with clues leading back to him.

But just in case.

*The weapons and clothing were purchased from ordinary weapon shops. Tracking would be impossible.*

No accessories on their bodies either. All three assassins had unremarkable appearances, making them difficult to track unless they were residents of the capital.

*Nothing after all...*

Just as I was about to give up the initial search and report the situation to the Inspectorate—

"Wait."

A tattoo on the back of the neck of the assassin who had carried the longsword. His medium-length hair had almost made me miss it.

This might reveal who ordered this or which organization they belonged to.

In this world, tattoos were consistently used to indicate one's affiliation with an organization.

Even I, carrying the name of the ancient assassin family Ailoy, had such a mark on my heel—

"Huh?"

But as soon as I saw the tattoo in question, what came out was an incredibly stupid sound.

A cross inked in blue. Looking at that unmistakable mark, my mind went blank instantly.

"Shit, is this...?"

I stared blankly at the tattoo. This was the Blue Cross Society. The emblem of Blaukreutz members.

I hurriedly checked the other bodies, but only the one with the longsword had the tattoo.

That wasn't unusual. I had conducted several raids against Blaukreutz. Not all members of the Blue Cross Society had tattoos.

"Did they think it wouldn't be noticed on the back of the neck? Or did they not even anticipate failure?"

This was a fatal mistake. It endangered not only the Second Prince's political life but his actual life as well.

*No, no... this isn't right. There's more to it.*

My mind began racing.

The fact that the Blue Cross Society was involved in the imperial succession was shocking but not strange.

These were the same people who caused chaos even in the Laterano Autonomous Region. They had deceived apostles and cardinals, making priests and nuns under their command into sacrifices and test subjects.

By the same logic, there's no guarantee they wouldn't jump into the imperial succession battle.

In fact, it might be easier than taking over the Papal State. If they could infiltrate an organization like the Inquisition, which specialized in hunting black mages...

In the imperial center, with its complex political relationships, they could move much more secretly and effectively than in the Papal State.

But that's precisely why it was more suspicious.

When it would be much easier to hide, why reveal their hand already? And by attacking me in the detention center?

It didn't add up.
They weren't targeting both the Crown Prince and me, just me alone.

Moreover, these people knew better than anyone what I had been doing.

I had crushed the Blue Cross Society's plot near the Rupel Territory, saved the Karahan Marquisate from the influence of black mages, and even turned their imminent takeover of the Papal State into nothing.

And they tried to kill me with such mediocre assassins?

"There are only two plausible explanations."

One is that the Blue Cross Society is so incompetent that they were blinded by the fact that I was imprisoned and didn't prepare thoroughly.

"...Or they don't mind me knowing."

The moment that thought occurred to me, chills ran down my spine.

Doesn't everything fit too perfectly when compared to all the atrocities Blaukreutz had committed so far?

The Emperor's suddenly deteriorating health.
The Marquis of Karahan's suddenly deteriorating health.

The imperial family in turmoil over succession.
The Papal State in turmoil over succession.

The Blue Cross Society naturally infiltrating as the Imperial Knights weakened.
The Blue Cross Society naturally infiltrating as the Count's knights weakened.

"These bastards. This wasn't planned overnight. I couldn't figure out what their goal was all this time...!"

Everything the Blue Cross Society had done so far was pointing toward a single arrow.

Through experiments in the Rupel Territory, they increased their forces and power.
Through their machinations in the Karahan Marquisate, they tested their political influence.

And finally, they infiltrated the Papal State, proving their approach was effective and correct.

So what's next?

[He who sits on the imperial throne shall sit upon the continent.]

I mulled over this proverb used throughout the empire.

The fact that they attacked me now means that the Blue Cross Society's goal is almost achieved.

"I need to go to the imperial palace immediately."

I jumped without hesitation toward the wide-open window. I had already planned escape routes for emergencies.

Though this route was riskier than others, I didn't have the luxury to worry about that.

"Damn it...!"

Blaukreutz, who had been driven to the brink of annihilation during the Great Expedition.

Those persistent cockroaches that kept crawling back—their first and final target was ultimately...

The Empire itself.
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The distance from the detention center to the imperial palace wasn't far. After all, the Crown Prince's palace was merely an annex of the Emperor's residence.

*Second Prince working with the Blue Cross Society? Or could the Second Prince himself be part of the Blue Cross Society? I can't rule that out.*

I raced through the pitch-black night without moonlight. Even as I scaled walls and jumped over fences, my mind kept working.

*Whatever the case, the Second Prince and the Blue Cross Society are connected. The Blue Cross Society is targeting the Empire. If their plan started with my attack, their first target would be the imperial palace.*

Hasn't it always been this way?

Like predators hiding in darkness, they lurk in the shadows before pouncing at the critical moment to tear out their prey's throat.

*The Imperial Guard won't function properly. The Imperial Black Lion Knights... damn it, I'll have to put that aside for now.*

In a situation like this, I'd welcome help from anyone, but wasn't I the one who had decisively cut off what little breath remained in the knights' order?

*If I'd known the Blue Cross Society was involved, I would have held back a little.*

But I couldn't undo what was already done. Instead of regretting the past, I needed to predict and counter the Blue Cross Society's next move.

Like I did in Rupel, in Karahan, in Laterano.

After passing through the imperial palace, I finally reached the Crown Prince's residence and immediately rushed into his chamber.

Along the way, I didn't forget to grab a sword displayed with an empty suit of armor to at least have some kind of weapon.

Sincerely praying I wasn't too late, I flung open the Crown Prince's door.

"Your Highness! Are you alright?!"
"...Rubern Ailoy?"

Crown Prince Conrad van Karl, who appeared to have just been preparing for bed in comfortable attire, looked at me with surprise.

"What brings you here in the middle of the night? Did you escape from prison? And that on your body... surely not."

The Crown Prince was safe. My legs gave out, and I collapsed where I stood.

He immediately came to support me, then firmly locked the door.

Seeing my condition, he must have easily deduced that something was terribly wrong.

"Luard, has my brother truly crossed the line?"
"It's far worse than that."
"What do you mean...?"
"The Blue Cross Society. It appears Prince Luard van Karl has allied with Blaucrohitz."

There was no time for subtlety. The Crown Prince's expression immediately turned cold upon hearing this.

"Say that again."
"It's exactly as I said. The Blue Cross Society is involved. Three assassins attacked the detention center, and I saw the Blue Cross Society's tattoo on one of them."
"...Could it have been just a coincidence? A simple tattoo?"
"No, it couldn't."
"Damn it all."

Conrad van Karl bit his lip hard. I understood his disbelief—or rather, his unwillingness to believe.

This was beyond our worst fears. With the Blue Cross Society involved, this was no longer a simple game of thrones.

It had become a life-or-death struggle for the Empire's very existence.

"I must contact the Inspectorate immediately. I'll declare an emergency to the Imperial Guard. The Capital Defense Force must also prepare quickly...!"

The Crown Prince hurried to his room and began changing clothes.

He too realized that with the Blue Cross Society openly showing itself, chaos in the capital was only a matter of time.

The question was whether we could trust the Central Army.

Like the holy knights of Laterano, not everyone would be loyal to or corrupted by the Blue Cross Society. But considering what happened at the Papal Office, it was likely that most forces had already turned.

If we rashly trusted and summoned the Central Army, and they turned out to be spies loyal to the Blue Cross Society, we'd be in even greater danger.

We'd be keeping our deadliest enemies close.

In such situations, it was best to mobilize third-party forces that hadn't been infiltrated by the Blue Cross Society.

"Your Highness Conrad, we can't trust the Imperial Guard or the Inspectorate. It would be better to contact the Capital Defense Force, specifically the Felix Legion stationed at the outermost perimeter."

Defending the outskirts of the Bolivar Empire's capital meant they were the elite frontline troops who would be the first to encounter enemies.

Their abilities were beyond question, and their commander, General Colossus, was a true soldier loyal to the Empire rather than to individuals.

Just the fact that the Blue Cross Society was trying to disgrace the imperial family would be enough for him to mobilize his entire force and rush to our aid.

"...Rubern, you truly never cease to amaze me, even in situations like this."

The Crown Prince hesitated briefly, then nodded with determination.

"Fortunately, the Crown Prince's palace has a communication artifact that can contact the legion headquarters. We can send an emergency request for support to the Felix Legion from there."
"Let's go immediately."

The Crown Prince had already donned his full armor. Gleaming with brilliant gold befitting his noble imperial birth.

It was enchanted with all manner of protective magic, making it impervious to ordinary attacks.

A cheat-level item that could only be penetrated by knights who had reached the pinnacle of aura manifestation.

Since the Crown Prince himself was evaluated as having skills comparable to the captain of the Black Lion Knights, he was quite a formidable ally.

Unlike in Laterano, where I had to handle everything alone, this felt reassuringly solid.

With that, the Crown Prince and I headed to the communication tower at the top of his palace.

"This is my first time going alone."
"We can't trust anyone guarding the Crown Prince's palace right now, so we'll have to wait for the legion to arrive from the outskirts."
"I understand. I was merely noting how unusual this is."

Though called a communication tower, it was essentially a place for operating beacons and messenger birds, as well as a space created to allow limited contact with the legion headquarters on the capital's outskirts through "mana crystals."

These mana crystals were installed with the help of nearby magic towers after the Great Expedition for more efficient command within the city walls.

This was during the time when the current Emperor Laibetua was still in his prime.

A military masterpiece created by carefully calculating the effective distance between the imperial palace and the headquarters at the capital's outskirts.

"I never thought I'd be using this for such a purpose."

The Crown Prince placed his hand on a human-face-sized crystal floating in the air and murmured.

Unlike modern times, there were no dedicated communication personnel because this technology could only be used by officially recognized imperial successors—the Emperor and Crown Prince.

However.

"Is it supposed to be this unresponsive? This is Crown Prince Conrad van Karl. Legion headquarters, respond!"

No matter how many times he called, the crystal remained motionless.

The Crown Prince continued to infuse mana into the crystal, but the light that appeared inside quickly faded.

This had never happened before.

I knew that due to the Emperor's emphasis on thorough preparedness, they conducted communication drills with the mana crystals at least once a month.

That left only one answer.

"The crystal is broken?"
"Damn it all to hell."

I clenched my fist in frustration.

Had they prepared even for this contingency? Such meticulous strategy was terrifying.

"The imperial palace... is currently isolated."

What the Second Prince wanted was to hold the Empire in his hands.

The fact that he had mobilized the Blue Cross Society's forces meant that all preparations were essentially complete.

This was effectively a coup d'état.

And the basics of a coup involve cutting off all transportation and communication to minimize intervention from other forces.

That alone dramatically increases the chances of success.

The success of a coup depends on recruiting key government personnel while simultaneously creating confusion among opposing forces to disband them, or at least paralyze them effectively.

This had been proven throughout history in my previous life.

Someone capable of partnering with the Blue Cross Society to overthrow a nation would certainly have thought this through.

The dead of night.
The Blue Cross Society and the Second Prince's forces beginning their operation.
Paralyzed communications.
Untrustworthy allies.

Even one of these factors would be enough to give anyone a headache, but facing all of them at once made my mind reel, despite my experience.

*Can we trust the Captain of the Guard? No, we can't. Then the heads of the Inspectorate or Treasury and other central imperial officials are equally untrustworthy.*

This was very similar to what happened in the Laterano Autonomous Region.

A coup orchestrated by someone deeply involved in an organization inevitably creates constraints on action, even if the plan is quickly identified.

Think.
Think about who can be trusted and who cannot.

I stared at the pitch-black imperial palace, desperately racking my brain.

And ironically, the most reliable person who came to mind was—

"Levia Irtarte."

The commander of the Imperial Black Lion Knights and the only Dragon Slayer who had beheaded the black dragon Melpomede.

She might be rude, somewhat lacking, and have a terrible personality obsessed with her own excellence.

But despite all that, she was the first person who came to mind as someone I could absolutely trust.
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Before carrying out a coup, there's one crucial prerequisite that must be fulfilled before recruiting key figures: gathering all personnel necessary for national administration, including the head of state, in one place.

This allows for quickly paralyzing the administration and seizing power. In this respect, the "Imperial Palace," where most government institutions are concentrated, was extremely vulnerable to a coup.

Of course, since the Imperial Palace wasn't just one or two buildings, even the Second Prince couldn't easily take control of the entire complex. That's why he had completely blocked the "communication network" to prevent outside intervention and alliances with loyalist forces within the palace.

With the magic crystals neutralized, the only communication methods left were messengers or signal fires. However, Ruaar, who had already disabled crystal communications, wouldn't have left the most traditional and reliable communication method—signal fires—unaddressed.

The Crown Prince's residence didn't have its own signal fire system, and even if we somehow reached a watchtower with signal fires, the troops stationed there couldn't be trusted. In the worst case, it would be like sticking our heads directly into a tiger's mouth.

"We'll have to form small strike teams to create confusion among enemy forces while gathering external troops as quickly as possible," I said to Crown Prince Conrad, whose expression was extremely tense.

We were at a disadvantage compared to the Second Prince in every aspect, but once dawn broke and outside forces began to join us, the situation could be reversed. Ruaar probably knew this too, which is why he launched his attack at this hour.

Yesterday's sunrise was at 5:41 AM. Even accounting for weather conditions, if we could hold out until 6 AM, our chances of victory would increase exponentially.

"Small strike teams..."
"Do you have any troops specifically assigned to you?"

Conrad thought for a moment, then nodded.

"There are those who served directly under me during the Great Expedition. They're among the few I can trust. Should be about a battalion's worth."
"Not bad. Where are they stationed?"
"The Third Guard Barracks."

I quickly developed operational objectives, calculating distances between facilities, tactical priorities, and countermeasures against potential threats.

"Good. First priority is the detention center where Levia is being held."

The detention center raid was already compromised. Since I was the target and my successful escape was now known, they probably wouldn't concentrate their forces there anymore.

*Perhaps they identified Levia's threat potential early on and actively supported my opinion at times.*

If most Inspectorate personnel had already defected to the Second Prince, as Inspection Chief Orca Paluzad who personally escorted me from Rupel to the capital had said, then my accusation against Levia must have seemed like a gift from heaven.

Levia Irtarte was certainly a variable worth considering. Though politically insignificant, she could potentially disrupt their plans to neutralize the Imperial Knights.

*No wonder the Inspectorate's response was suspiciously quick.*

I was foolish not to notice their change in allegiance. I thought they were just rushing to build their credentials, never imagining such a cunning plan was in motion.

"Conrad, do you happen to know the Chief of Inspection Division 3 personally?"
"I've met him a few times. I heard he volunteered to escort you."
"We might be able to get his help, assuming he's safe."

The Inspectorate wielded even stronger authority than modern prosecutors. Naturally, each division had its own combat forces, so joining with the Division 3 Chief would secure additional personnel.

In any case, our immediate focus had to be on how quickly we could gather maximum forces and precisely strike the coup forces.

Any misstep could lead to division among the confused regular forces, potentially triggering a civil war in the heart of the imperial capital.

That had to be prevented at all costs.

The Empire's political situation was already unstable due to recent succession struggles. If civil war broke out in the capital, the nobility would have every reason to rise up as well.

A civil war starting in the capital would quickly spread throughout the Empire. Neighboring countries and rebel forces, who had been keeping their heads down under the Empire's shadow, would certainly seize this opportunity.

An outcome where neither side wins and the Empire collapses—from the Blue Cross Society's perspective, the complete destruction of the Empire would be quite satisfactory.

So once again, everything depended on me.

I was the only one who had made first contact with the "Crown Prince"—the key to reversing the situation—and identified the Second Prince's coup plans.

As someone who had always carried heavy burdens, I felt little emotion about it now.

"Are you ready?" I asked, drawing the longsword from my waist.

"...Of course," the Crown Prince answered, standing up and steeling his resolve despite his nervousness.

***

Levia Irtarte awoke to loud noises. Instead of the comfortable bed in her mansion, she found herself on a hard, cold floor.

A space with walls that smelled of blood and darkness so complete that even moonlight couldn't penetrate.

As always, Levia was overwhelmed by a profound sense of helplessness upon waking.

Hadn't she fallen from the pinnacle of the Empire, from Commander of the Imperial Knights to prisoner status overnight?

Though technically not yet a "prisoner" as her investigation wasn't complete, the Inspectorate investigators who barked at her and the faint mocking laughter of the guards were enough to strip even the Golden Lion of her confidence.

No, she was already a prisoner.

The sentence didn't matter.

Nobody came looking for her; nobody needed her anymore.

Colleagues whom she had trusted and treated well had seemingly been waiting for this moment to pour out false testimonies and slander against her.

Betrayal, anger, contempt.

But the helplessness, regret, and despair that followed thoroughly crushed Levia Irtarte.

There was nothing she could do.

She had met an even more miserable end than Rubern Ailoy, whom she had rejected, or Ibona, with whom she could at least have meaningless conversations.

She had lived her entire life praising herself as a hero, the true Golden Lion who had led the Empire into a second Golden Age.

But it didn't take long to acknowledge that she had actually been nothing more than a spoiled child acting on her own whims.

Just as tears were about to well up in her eyes from the overwhelming shame, her dormant sixth sense finally awakened.

It was like a sudden electric shock.

As Levia bolted upright, the unmistakable scent of blood pierced her nostrils. The noise coming from not far away immediately painted a chaotic battlefield of clashing metal in her mind.

This was no ordinary situation.

With her naturally exceptional senses, she realized that everything happening in the building right now marked the beginning of the "crisis" she had vaguely anticipated.

"Urrrgh, hnngh!!"

Crack! Snap!

It wasn't that she couldn't resist before. Levia's strength wasn't limited to her aura.

Rather, it was because Levia Irtarte herself was strong that her aura was also overwhelmingly powerful.

The chains binding her arms broke, and the handcuff hinges bent.

Blood began flowing rapidly through her veins. Though she had no weapons or armor, vitality was being restored to her body.

In just seconds, Levia freed herself from all the restraints designed to limit her aura and mana, opened her aura, and began smashing the iron bars with her bare hands.

And finally, after bending the bars and escaping outside...

"We'll arrive soon, Your Highness!"
"Didn't you say there wouldn't be many stationed troops at the detention center? Our position must have been detected already!"
"That's why we need to secure our target quickly and get out!"
"Damn it, at this rate, the palace has completely fallen into his hands..."

She heard a familiar voice.

She moved toward the source as if entranced, just like when she first encountered him in a pitch-black dungeon after losing all her gathered companions.

In the middle of the corridor, a black-haired man covered in bloodstains looked at her with a slightly surprised expression.

The Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.

Seeing the return of the man who had been more loyal than anyone else, Levia felt an explosion of accumulated regret.

"Ru, bern...?"

She had resented him fiercely, but simultaneously regretted her actions deeply. As emotions welled up, she approached with open arms.

"Rubern Ailo—aaagh!?"

Smack!
The stinging impact sent her tumbling backward.

What?
What just happened?

She looked back and forth between her throbbing leg and the man before her with an uncomprehending expression.

She had been hit.
And hit properly at that.

Without even thinking to cover her barely clothed body, Levia Irtarte sat sprawled on the floor, staring blankly at Rubern.

"Geez, you scared me! Of course I'd be startled if you jump out like that! What are you doing?"
"Eh...?"
"Wait, did you escape on your own? Breaking all those restraints? You're not actually a gorilla, are you?"

The sudden violence and cold derision were developments Levia Irtarte had never anticipated.
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The moment I finished explaining the situation as we left the detention center, Levia burst out in anger.

Fortunately, her language skills hadn't deteriorated, so she quickly grasped the current situation from my brief explanation.

The problem was that she didn't just understand—she was ready to explode.

"How dare they set fire to our sacred empire! Let them face me if they dare! I'll show them exactly who the captain of the Imperial Black Lion Knights is!"

"Hey, Miss Lev. Stop talking nonsense and pick a weapon already."

"A-Alright..."

Levia, who used to always ignore orders and act on her own, was now completely under my control.

Last time when I slapped her, she went berserk, but now she was obediently taking both a beating and insults.

If she had been half this compliant before, I wouldn't have left the knights.

"But is it true that the Second Prince is actually attempting rebellion?"

Inspector Orka Palugid, the head of the third division, spoke in a tone of disbelief.

It was fitting for someone who had not only come all the way to Rupel to fetch me but had also clearly declared his support for the Crown Prince.

As soon as Orka realized the situation was dire, he quickly mobilized troops from his division and had been holding out in the Inquisition building.

However, they were helplessly outnumbered.

Just as their last line of defense was about to be breached by troops of unknown origin, we managed to rescue them with our timely arrival.

A true hero, indeed.

Ah, the thrill of being the Black Fox.

"By the way, can I really use these? Weren't they confiscated items?"

"They're weapons that were being smuggled in through unofficial channels. We can't exactly raid the imperial armory right now."

"That's true."

Dawn was still far off.

Though our situation was much better than when it was just the Crown Prince and me, we were still woefully unprepared to make any hasty moves.

Thankfully, with the third division head's arrival, we were at least able to send out messengers.

Our target was the Felix Legion, which guarded the capital's frontlines.

With a letter bearing the Crown Prince's seal, I knew Commander Collos would come rushing to blow the rebels' heads off.

"So our next destination is the Third Imperial Guard Barracks?"

"Yes, and we're taking a deliberately complicated route. As you experienced when you were attacked, Third Division Head, there's a high probability that place is also under attack by the Second Prince's forces."

"We should move quickly then."

"But there's one thing that bothers me."

"What is it?"

The third division head paused while gathering weapons, then continued.

"The identity of the troops that attacked us. They didn't seem like ordinary mercenaries or Blue Cross Society forces."

He was right.

The people who attacked the Inquisition building weren't even troops from other divisions supporting the Second Prince.

Perhaps it was inevitable.

This was essentially a coup taking place within the imperial palace.

No matter how many people the Second Prince had recruited, he would have needed to bring in outside forces for his uprising.

Even if they supported the Second Prince, this wasn't a legitimate way to take power.

There would certainly be internal resistance, and if there were any whistleblowers, Prince Ruaar would be headed straight for the executioner's block, royal succession dispute or not.

Therefore, bringing in "external supporting forces" wasn't an option for Ruaar—it was a necessity.

But as the division head pointed out, the problem was that these individuals were far too skilled to be mere Blue Cross Society members or mercenaries.

*Their equipment was all top-tier. While that level of mercenary might be capable of penetrating the palace's defenses and surveillance, they didn't look like mercenaries at all.*

Moreover, this was the Inquisition.

The emperor's direct intelligence agency, ready for combat if necessary. Even a low-ranking investigator had the basic specs of a decent knight.

There were very few who could fight such knights on equal terms, let alone force them to bleed.

"Are you suggesting... that Ruaar might have mobilized elite troops from another country?"

"It's just a possibility, Your Highness."

"...We can't rule it out."

The Nirvana Magic Kingdom, the Hatus Underground Nation, and others.

Though they maintained friendly relations on the surface, their true intentions remained unknown.

Especially Nirvana, which had considered war with the empire over territorial claims until just before the Great Expedition.

If their forces were involved, we had more to worry about than the Blue Cross Society.

Even the infamous Blaukrohitz, unless they were high-ranking members like Second Order or Third Order, were just a bunch of misfits.

The real threat from the Blue Cross Society wasn't their black mages, but the undead and monsters they controlled, or the curse magic they cast through powerful incantations.

*But there were no monsters in sight. No curses or undead either. It's not easy for Blue Cross Society members to overpower Inquisition personnel in pure physical combat.*

So it must be special forces from another country, as Orka suggested.

The worst-case scenario.

But Crown Prince Conrad van Karl seemed to think differently.

"No matter how foolish my brother is, he wouldn't bring in foreigners."

"But if he's already allied with the Blue Cross Society, what's stopping him from allying with foreign powers?"

"I think the Blue Cross Society and foreign nations are different. He might compromise with the Blue Cross Society to seize power, but bringing in foreign nations? That would be driving the empire to ruin!"

He wasn't wrong.
Though at this point, after bringing in the Blue Cross Society, nothing would surprise me.

Unless Second Prince Ruaar wanted to destroy the empire rather than sit on the throne, bringing in foreign forces would be incredibly stupid.

He couldn't possibly think those nations wouldn't take advantage of the empire's weakness.

"Well..."

"It's just speculation, Your Highness. But regardless of who these forces are, the fact remains that Second Prince Ruaar has committed treason."

"I also want to prioritize successfully suppressing the Second Prince's plot."

We can always find out who the attackers are once we capture the ringleader, Second Prince Ruaar van Karl.

Right now, instead of worrying about such details, we need to move quickly and effectively stop the rebellion.

After a moment of thought, the Crown Prince nodded in agreement.

"Very well, let's head to the barracks then."

"If I'm not mistaken, it's a military facility northwest of here?"

"Correct."

"Levia, did you hear that? Time for you to shine again."

"Y-Yes, sir! I'll serve you to the best of my ability!!!"

Levia, now thoroughly disciplined, shouted as she lifted a massive greatsword.

At least her skills are reliable. Now that I have her firmly on a leash, she's like a pet shotgun.

However, the Third Imperial Guard Barracks...

"What's going on here?"

It was completely empty.

***

===============================

EMERGENCY DEPLOYMENT ORDER

By direct command of Emperor Laivetuah Iros van Karl of the Bolivar Empire. By imperial decree, disclosure of this document is strictly prohibited.

To: Imperial Guard Barracks #3, #6, and #8.

Urgent request for assistance from Hebron Duchy. The Northern Wall has fallen. The duchy's capital is under attack by a massive monster invasion.

Due to the severity and urgency of the situation, commanders of the receiving barracks are ordered to quickly mobilize their forces and depart at 0400 hours today to support the duchy.

To prevent public panic, the departure ceremony is to be omitted, and reports to major imperial institutions including the Inquisition are also to be omitted.

Commander Heikon of the 3rd Barracks is appointed as temporary commander of the first relief force.

Begin preparations for departure immediately upon receiving this order.

The Great Emperor Laivetuah Iros van Karl.

===============================

My hands trembled as I held the letter. What was this supposed to mean? I couldn't believe what I was seeing.

The Northern Wall had fallen? Hebron Duchy's capital was under attack?

My mind went blank for a moment. Just reading the words made me feel sick.

I'd heard for a long time that monster attacks from the north had been increasing.

I'd been exchanging letters regularly with Lady Lilia Hebron, and she had replied just a few days ago.

The reason she had returned to the duchy from her stay in Rupel Territory was because of the suddenly increased monster attacks.

I was worried, honestly.

Lady Lilia Hebron was a strong woman. In terms of strength, she was certainly not inferior to Levia or Commander Sianne standing before me.

But the wall falling was something else entirely.

It was exactly as it sounded.
Why did Hebron Duchy hold the title of one of the Three Duchies?

Because it served as the shield protecting the north, where powerful monsters far beyond comparison to those in dungeons slumbered.

The Bolivar Empire empowered the Hebron ducal family by giving them the duty to protect the north.

In nice terms, they were guardians; in reality, they were meat shields.

Yet despite such treatment, Hebron Duchy had managed to prosper thanks to the "Northern Wall" that separated the duchy from the cursed snow plains teeming with countless monsters.

A wall that had never fallen throughout history.

Even when kingdoms fell, republics collapsed, and empires split, it had stubbornly stood its ground.

But now that wall had fallen.
This was no longer just Hebron Duchy's problem.

And if, as the order stated, Masaret, the capital of Hebron Duchy, was under attack, then the frontline defense had completely collapsed.

"Good heavens."

Division Head Orka sighed, and the Crown Prince's expression darkened. Even Levia understood what the fall of the Northern Wall meant.

"...Destruction that throws everything into flames."

The blonde knight murmured, biting her lip.

"So it really begins today."
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"Hoo."

I let out a deep breath. Quickly clearing the confusion swirling in my head, I focus only on my current situation.

Yes, calm down.

At this point, I couldn't trust any information. This could all be Ruard's scheme.

*The entire Imperial Guard couldn't have turned. This is probably just bluffing to minimize the remaining forces.*

Moreover, with their connection to the Blue Cross Society now confirmed, I couldn't rule out the possibility that they had deliberately attacked the Hebron Duchy and were now spreading misinformation.

That's as far as it goes.
If I fall for it now, I'll be caught up in their pace.

*Surely someone seeking power wouldn't attack a duchy and summon hordes of monsters to drive the empire to ruin.*

So at this point, the scenario of Ruard bringing in foreign troops is cut.

If news spread that monsters were invading beyond the Hebron Duchy, other nations maintaining awkward relations with the empire since the Great Expedition would be forced to provide support.

The best-case scenario would be that all of this is bluffing.

The Hebron Duchy was briefly attacked but successfully repelled the monster forces.

And the guard forces, realizing the orders from the capital were forged, would quickly return.

If only I could just shout "let's keep going like this" and be done with it.

But my happy circuit was completely shattered when the messenger I had sent earlier arrived at the 3rd garrison.

"Oh, Manager Orka... B-big trouble... Hoo, hoo!!"
"Hey, calm down and speak. Has something happened outside the palace?"
"N-no. There's no problem outside the palace!!"
"Then why didn't you bring any support troops?"
"Support troops... couldn't be mobilized! I barely made it to the garrison where the Felix Legion is stationed, but the entire post was empty!"

At the messenger's words, everyone exchanged glances almost simultaneously. It was the same situation as the 3rd garrison.

"Not just the Felix Legion. Other legions were also hurriedly preparing to march. They said they received orders from His Majesty the Emperor..."

Breathing heavily, he pulled out a piece of paper from his chest. Familiar content, familiar handwriting, and the clearly visible imperial seal of the "Emperor."

"This is..."
"We can't dismiss it as a complete lie anymore. Perhaps the Blue Cross Society is merely using my brother."

The Crown Prince spoke with a hardened voice. I couldn't deny it.

Of course, the situation was different from Laterano, where Apostle McCallan was just an executive of the Blue Cross Society.

Considering what the Blue Cross Society had done so far, Conrad's words seemed more credible.

"Then perhaps we should move to His Majesty's quarters? If the Emperor were to be assassinated in this situation..."

Manager Orka Paluzad of the 3rd Division shuddered as if he couldn't bear to imagine such a thing.

"I didn't visit Father first because I trusted the Imperial Guard forces. Especially the troops of the 1st garrison responsible for close security are formidable."
"But now that the situation has changed..."
"Yes, going to Father is the priority."

I also thought securing the Emperor's safety was the top priority. If the Blue Cross Society's attack had begun in earnest, the Second Prince Ruard would already be dead, and they would certainly try to assassinate the Emperor to throw the empire into complete chaos.

"It's been about two hours since the attack on the detention center where I was held. We're not too late yet."

As I was about to lead the group quickly toward the palace, Levia Irtarte stepped forward.

"Wait, Rubern."
"Hmm?"
"Something's off."

She grabbed my arm, stopping me.

"The entire central army stationed outside the palace is preparing to march? No matter how urgent the situation, that's not normal. Especially if the Felix Legion was the first to march."
"Why do you think so?"

At any other time, I might have dismissed it as nonsense, but in this situation, I needed to hear what Levia had to say.

She had an uncannily good intuition.

"If the northern wall has fallen, it's as significant as the Great Expedition. The Imperial Black Lion Knights should have been notified about this. Instead of mobilizing the Imperial Guard, the knights should have moved first."

It was a reasonable point.

After all, the Black Lion Knights' role was closer to that of a "mobile strike force" or "rapid response unit."

But such logic could be refuted by the recent incompetence of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

The reason for not deploying them was simple.

What if the Emperor had judged them untrustworthy?

However, Levia continued undeterred by my lukewarm response.

"No matter how messed up our knights are, we're talking about the northern wall falling! There's no one else to turn to, so they should be used at least now!"
"You have a point. In fact, after your dismissal, wasn't the order being restored under Tactical Officer Icarus Cain's control?"
"Urgh..."

Levia groaned at the Crown Prince's words that hit the mark.

At least she seemed to know when to be embarrassed.

"A-and His Majesty would have been preparing to march too. The palace couldn't be this quiet!"
"...!"
"If an attack happened at this timing, shouldn't the palace be in an uproar?"

It felt like being hit on the head with a hammer. Because that was exactly right.

I carefully examined the contents of the letter.

The Imperial Guard had departed at dawn today.

Upon hearing that the northern wall had fallen, the imperial order was issued—plenty of time for the palace to formulate a response.

The very fact that we were standing here like this made no sense.

By now, officials should have been summoned, and everyone from the Crown Prince to the lowest Inspectorate employees should have been shocked by this unprecedented news.

*The excuse of not wanting to cause panic among the citizens has its limits. Are they saying not even high officials or the Crown Prince, who was a key figure in the Great Expedition, received any notification?*

I turned to look at the Inspectorate's 3rd Division Manager. He too seemed unable to fully comprehend the current situation.

"Manager Orka, did you notice anything suspicious during the day?"
"Unfortunately not. That's why I'm so surprised. How could the Second Prince act so quickly and secretly, even for someone of his status?"

The uneasiness lurking in a corner of my mind began to surface.

The deal between the Second Prince and the Blue Cross Society.
The attack by unidentified forces.
The wall's collapse and the Hebron Duchy.
The Imperial Guard's secret departure at dawn.

And now the central army just beginning to mobilize?

There seemed to be a connection, yet everything felt disjointed.

No.
The first button was misaligned from the start.

The true mastermind behind what's happening before our eyes isn't the Second Prince.

To be precise, even if the Second Prince is involved, the real villain is someone else.

"Crown Prince Conrad van Karl."
"Speak."
"How long has Emperor Laibetua been in seclusion due to health issues?"
"Hmm... probably since two years ago. He still showed his face frequently then, but from a year ago, it became difficult to see him."
"And when did Prince Ruard leave on his journey to see the world?"
"After Father went into seclusion. And he returned around the same time, if I remember correctly."
"Son of a..."

The missing puzzle pieces began to fall into place.

I'm not just talking about the current situation.

All the questions surrounding the Bolivar Empire's imperial family were finally revealing their true nature.

"Rubern! Speak! What have you realized?!"
"Do you remember our conversation before? About why I was dispatched to Laterano?"
"The cardinal's assassination?"
"Yes."

It was just a few months ago. I still vividly remember that conversation.

-Every month, there are incidents, big and small, involving the Blue Cross Society. This can't be dismissed as mere coincidence.

-Moreover, isn't the Papal Curia's response peculiar? Outwardly, they say it's to prevent priests and believers from being agitated before the papal election, but with heretics running rampant like this, it's enough to declare a holy war.

That was when I became convinced something was happening in Laterano.

After all, the Papal Curia had shown a lukewarm response even when discussing a figure as significant as Samuel One Crowley.

But the Papal Curia wasn't the only one showing a lukewarm response.

"Manager Orka, you were in the Inspectorate then too. Have you received any special reports about the Blue Cross Society recently, or any directives from above?"
"...Yes, I have. They said they were just remnants, so there was no need to commit many troops. It was around the time discussions about the next imperial succession were starting, and they judged that the imperial family didn't want unnecessary noise."

He lightly stroked his chin. My suspicion was gradually turning into a certainty I didn't want to acknowledge.

"Even after Laterano, the imperial family's attitude remained unchanged?"
"Yes. I raised concerns several times, but that was all I could do. Of course, seeing your achievements, I realized the Inspectorate didn't need to step in."
"Unfortunately, I wasn't the imperial family's joker card or a troubleshooter arranged by His Majesty. Perhaps Conrad, but not me."

If what I'm thinking is true.

It means we're all being played in the palm of one person's hand.

"Please don't be shocked and listen carefully. We're about to break free from our illusion. The true mastermind is..."
"C-Crown Prince! We have trouble!"
"What is it?"

The investigator we had posted as a lookout in the tower came running down with a pale face.

"Heavily armed forces are gathering from all directions!! Imperial Guard, they're Imperial Guard troops!"
"Reinforcements? Or have they sided with Ruard?"
"Th-they don't appear to be either..."

The investigator couldn't finish his sentence.

A booming voice came from outside the garrison.

"Crown Prince Conrad van Karl and those traitors, surrender peacefully! All rebellious activities have been suppressed, and this poses a great threat to the empire!!"
"...? Rubern, can you understand what they're saying?"
"If there's no response, we'll deal with you severely under military law! I am Farkas, the Guard Captain, here on His Majesty's orders!"

The Crown Prince's face filled with shock. Quickly grasping the situation, Levia drew her greatsword and surrounded herself with aura.

"Everything was set up from the beginning. From the moment I was urgently summoned to the capital."

Grind.
My teeth grind with mounting frustration.

"Your Highness, this was never Prince Ruard's coup. It's the doing of the current Emperor, Laibetua Iros van Karl."
"W-what...?!"
"Now all the puzzle pieces fit. The reason why the assassins sent to kill me were of that caliber. Why the capital remained quiet despite the unprecedented crisis of the wall falling."

Throughout history, the best way to purge opposition is to charge them with treason.

But when the power holder's influence isn't strong enough, or when strong resistance from the opposition is expected...

They would create a minor conflict like this, and while everyone is in confusion, accomplish what they want.

Adding absurd charges like "national treason" or "revolutionary conspiracy" on top.

Like the Prussian Coup that fell into Hitler's trap and brought down the Weimar Republic, or the "Night of the Long Knives" that crushed the anti-Nazi elements in the Sturmabteilung and the German Defense Force!

"Prepare to enter! The traitors can be killed, but Rubern Ailoy and His Highness the Crown Prince must be captured alive!"
"What... what on earth... what are you doing, Father!!!"

Crown Prince Conrad van Karl, who had been trying to maintain his composure, was now completely shattered.

But this was when we needed to keep our wits about us. I grabbed the Crown Prince's shoulders and looked straight into his trembling eyes.

"Crown Prince, no... Conrad."

It had been a while since I spoke to him informally. During the expedition, when we could have died any day, we always spoke casually.

But after the expedition ended, both Conrad and I returned to our proper places.

"You can't break down here. Remember the Great Expedition. What did you say then? That you would create a country where everyone is happy and prosperous."
"But, but... Father..."
"Answer me! Who are you?"

I shook his shoulders vigorously and shouted. Only then did life begin to return to Conrad's eyes.

"I am... I am the Crown Prince of the Empire."
"That's right. You are the only heir to the imperial family, recognized by the very Emperor who's now trying to kill you."

Whether the Emperor orchestrated everything.
Whether the Blue Cross Society was controlling the Emperor from behind.

Or perhaps there never was an Emperor, and those Blue Cross Society bastards wearing his skin have finally made their move.

The fact remains that there is only one person who can take responsibility for this empire now.

"The empire is yours, Conrad."
"Rubern Ailoy, you don't mean...!!"
"Yes, Manager. That's exactly what I mean."

Rather than becoming a fake traitor.
I'll become a real one and overturn the entire game.

"Conrad, let's go usurp the throne."
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When exactly did the Empire fall into the clutches of the Blue Cross Society?

It's been only five years since the end of that grueling Great Expedition.

During that time, the Empire and the Papal State had been continuously tracking down the remnants of the Blue Cross Society, and as a result, the dark mages were scattered with seemingly no chance of resurgence.

Yet when I came to my senses, they had already infected not only the Papal State but the Imperial Palace as well?

My stomach churned. Anger welled up inside me—not at the Blue Cross Society's atrocities, but at my past self who complacently thought they would be eradicated without intervention.

What? They had little significance in the original story?

Those bastards I had neglected for such a trivial reason had not only revived but devoured the Imperial family.

No, there was no excuse I could make. Hadn't I known since before the Great Expedition that the original storyline had already gone awry?

Yet despite knowing this...
Despite having been deceived by the Blue Cross Society more than once...

My failure to remain vigilant was clearly my mistake.

BOOM!!

"Urgh!! Your Highness! At least you must escape!!"

The investigators desperately blocking the doors of the Third Garrison rolled across the floor with each shockwave from outside.

"We'll handle this. Escape with Administrator Rubern!"

They had hastily barricaded the doors leading to the garrison, but the Imperial Guard was using siege equipment to forcibly break through.

The guards would likely burst in here at any moment.

However, having already been branded a usurper, I had no intention whatsoever of being captured so easily.

This was just the beginning.

I tore off the necklace I had been wearing around my neck. Its fragments scattered messily across the floor.

"Everyone gather around me."

The fragments that seemed to be scattering glimmered as if swaying in the wind, then slowly rotated to form a circular platform around me.

A portable magic circle.

"Is that a teleportation circle!?"
"A close friend of mine happens to be quite the expert in this field."

I flashed a grin at the utterly bewildered Section Chief.

It was woefully insufficient to cover the entire garrison, but if I reduced the transfer distance, I could teleport about twenty people at once.

"Fixed coordinates, 115, 323, 552, 927."

BOOM! CRASH!!

The other investigators, judging they could no longer hold out, hurriedly gathered around me.

KABOOM!!!

"Enter, enter now!!!"

Just as the Imperial Guard, their eyes bloodshot as if ready to annihilate all traitors, burst into the garrison.

"There they are!"
"A-a magic circle!?"
"Idiots. Chase your own tails all you want."

Bernard's magic circle flashed, creating a portal to dimensional space.

***

FLASH!!
As the blinding light that filled my vision dispersed, what appeared was the interior of the Imperial Black Lion Knights headquarters.

To be precise.
The space that was once my office.

"This is..."
"The Black Lion Knights headquarters. This was the only coordinate that immediately came to mind."

It was thanks to having memorized it repeatedly for quick returns whenever I traveled with Bernard.

"If you had something like this, couldn't you have used it earlier?!"
"This was an artifact I truly wanted to save until the very end. Accessories capable of containing spatial magic are extremely difficult to find."

I had wanted to save it until the last moment if possible.

Since the Blue Cross Society was directly involved, if I could just discover the coordinates of their headquarters, I was confident I could wreak havoc.

But now, Bernard's artifact was hardly the most important thing.

"I believe everyone now understands the situation we're facing."

The Empire stands in an unprecedented crisis.

It's impossible to tell who is ally and who is enemy.

From the Imperial family to the Capital Defense Corps, all are dancing in the palm of the Blue Cross Society.

"Therefore, from now on, I will take command. Does anyone object?"

I decided to declare it outright. Dragging things out would only waste precious time.

"...As if anyone would. The 'Black Fox' himself has reappeared before us."
"I'm counting on you, my dear friend."
"I-I'll trust the Administrator! I've decided not to have any more regrets!"

Once these three agreed, the rest had no choice but to follow.

Already branded as traitors with their own necks—not to mention their innocent families—at risk of slaughter, how could mere low-ranking investigators possibly object?

"Very well. I'll now explain the operation. Our ultimate goal is the Imperial Palace, specifically 'Caesar Palace' where His Majesty resides."
"So you've truly become a usurper now."
"To be precise, I'm rescuing His Majesty the Emperor, who is merely being used."

It happened in the Karahan Marquisate, and again at the Papal State. Once more, they're trying to use the Emperor as a hostage to manipulate the political situation as they please.

"But our forces are far from sufficient. Even the allies I had expected to mobilize have all headed north."

Whether the reports are true or false remains uncertain, but the fact that troops have been deployed is certain.

This means that any military or security forces remaining in the capital are 100% enemies. If I hastily mobilize them using the Crown Prince's authority, I'll only end up revealing our position as before.

So the remaining option is—

"I'll divide everyone except myself, His Highness, and Commander Levia into five teams."

If we can't trust forces inside the palace, we'll gather forces from outside.

If we can't trust any forces in the capital, we'll bring in forces from outside the capital.

"Each team will establish contact with the Continental Information Guild, the Papal State, Rupel Territory and Actius Duchy, and finally the free city of San Mariano under Marco Firenche."
"...!"

Continental is primarily a neutral organization.

Of course, being the Blue Cross Society, they might have neutralized it first, but it's unlikely that a branch in the heart of the Empire's capital would fall so easily.

"Continental's secondary evacuation point is at a tailor shop on 28th Avenue in the capital. Go to the store called 'The Queen's Man' and show this gold coin—they'll guide you."

By making contact with the Information Guild, we'll gather intelligence about what's happening in the north and the capital, while simultaneously alerting them to the emergency situation to encourage Continental's direct intervention.

If the Blue Cross Society's attack has begun, we can probably mobilize Continental's forces and weapons without much persuasion.

Each guild member is an excellent informant who knows every corner of the capital intimately, which would give us a significant advantage when infiltrating the palace.

"Next is the Papal State. You need to find Cardinal Bodur Antioch, the cardinal of the Bolivar Empire in charge of the capital Constina and its affiliated islands."

Normally, an ordinary diocese would have at most three or four rotating holy knights as armed personnel.

But this is Constina.
The center of the largest nation on the continent.

They should be able to mobilize at least one company of holy knights and inquisitors.

"Take this rosary."

I handed a small wooden cross from my pocket to the investigator who had been unexpectedly appointed as the leader of the second team.

"It's the emblem of an Honorary Apostle. Explain the situation to the Cardinal and tell him that Honorary Apostle Rubern Ailoy has formally requested the mobilization of holy knights."

Laterano had recently been devastated by the Blue Cross Society.

The priests and holy knights dispatched as diocesan leaders in external territories rather than the autonomous region are mostly sharpening their swords with vengeance against the Blue Cross Society.

If they realize that the tragedy of the autonomous region is being repeated in the heart of the capital, they will certainly join us with eyes blazing.

"As for Rupel Territory, I need not explain. Relay the situation to Count Dionaos Rupel and the Snow Leopard Knights, and bring reinforcements."

It was a great fortune that Rupel Territory wasn't too far from the capital. If they rode at full speed, they could bring reinforcements by tomorrow evening at the latest.

*The Iron Road is rolling like a snowball.*

Since they would necessarily pass through the Barony of Kirten and the free city of Montelgo, they might also secure cooperation from the Baron and his civilian knight corps.

"And... I have a debt with the Actius Duchy. If you explain the situation and mention my name, they will likely dispatch reinforcements in alliance with the nearby Procius County."
"Understood. We'll depart immediately!"
"Finally, the San Mariano Firenche Foundation should be able to provide military supplies and relief goods in case of emergency."
"Ohhh...!"
"Please contact them through the San Mariano Imperial Central Branch on 31st Avenue."

In the worst-case scenario, we must prepare for civil war.

Even if emergency reinforcements arrive, if the other side decides to hunker down for a siege, we'll be the ones starving to death.

If we can bring in the merchant Marco Firenche with his overwhelming logistical capabilities, it would be far more reassuring than simply increasing combat forces.

"Well then..."

Looking at everyone who had received their missions and steeled their resolve, I said:

"Stay alive, and let's meet again."
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After receiving Rubern Ailoy's message, the investigators quickly dispersed throughout the capital. The imperial capital was vast—it would take more than half a day to walk from one end to the other.

Since the Imperial Black Lion Knights weren't stationed at the imperial palace due to their nature as a knightly order, they were able to move quickly without interference after escaping the pursuit of the imperial guards.

Continental Empire Headquarters Emergency Shelter.
28th Avenue, Queen's Man.

"How many did we lose?"
"I'm not sure. Most scattered in different directions, making it difficult to get an accurate count."
"Damn it! I told you these bastards were definitely plotting something behind our backs!"

The Continental Empire Headquarters responsible for the Bolivar Empire was in complete chaos.

They were a self-proclaimed information guild. As such, they maintained a close cooperative relationship with the imperial court while preserving political neutrality—a stance information guilds must always maintain.

But yesterday evening, they were suddenly attacked by a shadow organization under the imperial court.

It was an unprecedented situation—imperial forces attacking a guild.

The headquarters director quickly contacted Continental's Council of Elders after assessing the gravity of the situation, but all communication channels had already been disabled.

As a result, over a hundred Continental headquarters personnel were scattered. Even after evacuating to the primary shelter, they were surrounded by imperial troops who had preemptively positioned themselves there.

Many guild members had likely perished.

The Continental headquarters director gritted his teeth in frustration. The locations of secondary shelters and beyond were only known to executive-level personnel for security reasons.

Essentially, Continental's imperial headquarters had been annihilated overnight.

"Was it something so sensitive that the entire Continental had to be made an enemy?"
"...It was probably Emperor Laibetua's direct order. It might be connected to the emergency developments from Hebron Duchy that arrived the day before yesterday."

The imperial court had been in political turmoil over the succession to the throne.

In such an already tense atmosphere, this situation made it impossible to gather proper intelligence, even for an information guild.

"For now, we take whoever's left. Is the Archive still intact?"
"Yes, fortunately it's safe."
"Well, that's one ray of hope in this misfortune."

The Archive.
It was a special artifact that could permanently store collected information.

Even if headquarters was destroyed, as long as the Archive existed, all the information Continental had gathered over the years would be safe.

"From now on, we establish a withdrawal plan. Whatever is happening in the empire, it's beyond our ability to resolve alone."

Their lives were already hanging by a thread.

Whatever the imperial court was after, it would be better to take a step back and reconsider—

"Director, we have a... visitor from outside."
"What did you say?"

The director's expression twisted at the unexpected mention of a "visitor." A visitor in the dead of night? Nothing could be more suspicious.

Like any branch, the secondary shelter was disguised as an ordinary tailor shop.

It would be understandable during the day, but who would visit at this hour?

"You idiot! Anyone would find that suspicious!"
"Director, please step back. We'll buy you some time."
"No, that's not it! I'm sure you'll understand when you see them...! They said they were sent by the Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy."

The subordinate, terrified by the director's murderous glare, hastily presented a gold coin.

A special gold coin.
A unique currency that could only be used by those with formal contracts with Continental.

And Rubern?
What was the Black Fox, who was supposedly detained by the Inspectorate, doing here?

"The situation is urgent, Director."
"Ah! Just wait, I'll—!"

Barely comprehending the situation, the director drew his sword upon seeing uniformed men descending the stairs.

They were investigators from the Imperial Inspectorate.

"Damn it! This is too quick! How did you find the location of the secondary shelter?!"
"We don't have time for pointless arguments! We're here with a message from Crown Prince Conrad and Rubern Ailoy!"
"That's right. We're in the same boat as you."

The investigators hurriedly produced a hastily written letter and showed it to the director.

And its contents...

Were shocking enough to astonish even the director of an information guild that claimed to collect all the world's information.

"It appears Emperor Laibetua and Second Prince Luar have either been brainwashed by or are in collusion with the Blue Cross Society."

***

"Is this truly the reality...?"

Imperial Capital Constina Archdiocese.
St. Marita Cathedral.

Cardinal Bodur Antioch, the cathedral custodian, imperial archdiocese head, and cardinal of the Bolivar Empire, let out a deep sigh.

An imperial investigator had suddenly visited while he was preparing for dawn mass.

Cardinal Bodur instinctively sensed something was amiss, and his intuition proved correct.

"Blaukrohitz. How far have these vicious heretics, who twist sacred symbols to their will, spread their roots!"
"Even the Imperial Inspectorate failed to notice. No, they didn't 'fail' to notice—they 'chose' not to notice. To think the imperial court itself has been infiltrated by the Blue Cross Society..."
"They've even insulted the Papal See. I emphasized countless times that we should have cut off their influence early."

With eyes full of concern and worry, the cardinal collapsed weakly into his chair.

"Rubern Ailoy, the administrative—no, Honorary Apostle—has formally requested the mobilization of the holy knights."
"Holy knights alone won't be enough. I'll send a letter to the Laterano Autonomous Region immediately."

As Rubern Ailoy had predicted, the Laterano Autonomous Region was currently burning with vengeance against the Blue Cross Society.

And now the entire empire was at risk of being swallowed by the Blue Cross Society.

If Rubern, the Honorary Apostle who had resolved the unrest in Laterano, requested the mobilization of holy knights...

The Laterano Autonomous Region and the newly elected Pope Paulos would gladly declare a holy war.

"But all magical communication channels have been disabled."
"...Heh. Don't worry about that. We have our own methods."

Just as knights have knowledge only knights possess, and mages have knowledge only mages possess...

Clergy who have devoted themselves to the Light also have "powers" that only they know and can use.

"Auxiliary Bishop Laotel, call the bell ringer."
"Yes."

The bell ringer.
By ringing the bell hanging above the cathedral, they could urgently send news to the Laterano Autonomous Region.

Even the declaration of a holy war could be requested by ringing the bell seven times, which would catch the Blue Cross Society off guard despite their efforts to block communications.

But things were never that simple.

BOOM!!

The cathedral shook with a sudden explosion. Priests came running in panic.

"Cardinal! The bell tower has been damaged!! Powerful magic!"
"Armed forces are approaching from all directions! Imperial Guards and combat mages!"

I see.
Of course they wouldn't leave us alone.

From the moment they received reports that Rubern Ailoy and the Crown Prince had escaped safely, the imperial court's actions were predetermined.

Further cutting off communications and annihilating or taking control of forces that might ally with them.

Given that they knew about Rubern Ailoy's other identity as an "Honorary Apostle," there was zero chance they would leave the cathedral untouched.

"Mobilize the holy knights. Combat priests and inquisitors as well."

In the face of crisis, Cardinal Bodur gave orders with a voice much stronger than before.

"Your Eminence, though our forces are few, we will help to the best of our ability."
"You are truly loyal subjects who love the empire."

Stand firm in tribulation. This is the protection of the Light.

March boldly toward darkness, for Light is my strength and life; evil shall surely fall, and upon it I shall establish those whom I love.

The cardinal rose from his seat with flashing eyes, contemplating the scripture that was to be the theme of today's mass.

"DEUS VULT (God wills it)."

As he uttered these words like a chant, a holy barrier that could repel any magic spread out from the cathedral.

"This is a sacred cathedral. Never tolerate those possessed by evil!"
"Amina!"

For those who follow the Light.
The time for vengeance had finally come.

***

Contact with Continental complete.
The cathedral is under siege while repairing the bell tower.

It will take more time to establish contact with Rupel Territory, Actius Duchy, and San Mariano.

We hadn't planned to receive verbal communications from groups other than Continental and the Papal See anyway.

Current location: Imperial Black Lion Knights Headquarters.

But we couldn't just sit around here doing nothing.

"Rubern, I've finished preparations."

Levia Irtarte, wearing Black Lion armor, approaches with a nod.

Yes, a knight truly looks the part in armor.

Now even our silly Levia looks like a proper knight.

Similarly, I'm not wearing my usual comfortable clothes, but the administrative officer's light armor I used during my time with the Black Lion Knights.

"But where are we going?"
"I told you, the most important thing is to strike the most vulnerable area with an elite small force."

The imperial court is probably distracted suppressing the resistance from Continental and the Papal See.

In that case, our objective was to restore communications during that time.

The advantage of being the attacker is that you can choose when and where to strike.

"Our target is the central magic tower. They wouldn't have damaged each communication magic crystal, so we need to resupply mana to the crystals there."

Once communications are restored, our available options will expand significantly.

We'll be able to contact Rupel, Actius Duchy, and the Marco Firenze Trading Company much faster.

"Let's go now."

I left the office, tucking three imperial forge daggers I used during the Great Expedition into my waist.

It was time to fight in earnest.

Against the empire.
Against my life as Rubern Ailoy.

And above all else.

For the future of those I love.

Ch.245 - Never Mess With Rubern Ailoy (3)
# Imperial Central Magic Tower

The Imperial Central Magic Tower.

A tower that every mage born in the Bolivar Empire dreams of joining at least once.

Of course, it couldn't compare to the neighboring "Nirvana Magic Kingdom," where the entire nation promoted magic and related industries.

Nevertheless, no one would dispute that the Imperial Central Magic Tower was the headquarters of imperial magic.

A vast communication network connected throughout the capital via mana crystals.

Powerful destructive spells that could annihilate an entire city once activated, while leaving behind "anti-mana"—the aftermath of twisted magical energy—contaminating whole regions.

Even steel carriages powered by mana being test-operated in the southern empire.

They had taken projects rejected by the Nirvana Magic Kingdom due to budget or safety concerns and implemented them one by one.

With one of the empire's greatest strengths—vast territory and overwhelming capital—they were achieving what others couldn't.

For mages, the Bolivar Empire was a land of opportunity.

"But in cases like this, it's often all show and no substance," I said, disrupting the flow of the alarm magic formation inside the tower.

"You're putting that magic formation destruction technique to good use, I see?"
"You're the one who taught it to me, Conrad."
"Well, you have no talent for magic, so you'd better be good at things like this."
"Excuse me, but Ailoy Vision includes plenty of content about high-level magic too."

Magic cast by mages is difficult to stop or block.

However, with fixed magic formations like these—ones embedded in buildings or specific locations—they can be easily disabled if you know the "method."

Though I've heard that in Nirvana recently, they've been incorporating counter-measures against such tampering.

But the Bolivar Imperial Court, which only recently began investing—and even then only in large-scale projects that could move imperial capital—wouldn't have bothered with such minor details.

*And who in their right mind would think of infiltrating the Imperial Central Magic Tower anyway?*

Any ordinary person would have their head displayed in the marketplace before they could even disable a magic formation, hunted down by the imperial guards.

"That takes care of the alarm formation."
"Great, so now we can raise hell?"

Levia asked with an excited face, her armor clanking. What a battle-crazed woman.

She reminds me of that muscle-head in our knight order. Though at least that idiot doesn't do stupid things in his position as commander.

"Tsk. Wait."
"Hmph."
"Come to think of it, didn't I tell you to stay put from the beginning?"
"W-well, that's..."
"Tsk, you're in trouble."
"Y-yes... I'll be good..."

This really was like raising a pet.

Two wives and a golden retriever as a large dog.

Not bad, perhaps?

But that was separate from Levia causing trouble now.

Despite appearances, she was my "game changer" hidden card.

With her inhuman brute strength, she could probably crush the entire imperial palace, but then we'd fail to find the root of the corruption, just like with the Papal State.

Unless we eliminated that root.

The Blue Cross Society would surely crawl back into the world and shatter peace once more.

Just as they did during the Great Expedition and now.
Even more thoroughly and viciously.

*I must stop them.*

The head of the imperial guard had ordered that the crown prince and I be captured alive.

They probably planned to charge us with treason and all other crimes, then place the puppet second prince on the throne.

In other words, even if captured, we wouldn't die immediately.

After I'd gone to such lengths to build my reputation, killing a current honorary apostle and the crown prince simultaneously would cause public opinion to explode in an already chaotic situation.

They might torture us, but our survival would be guaranteed.

That's why Levia needed to be deployed at the most optimal time, place, and manner.

"The only mages left in the tower now are mediocre ones who can't properly operate tracking magic. Levia, you shouldn't waste your time on small fry—you need to take down the truly strong ones later."

And please stop looking for small fry.

As a commander, shouldn't you act like one? Your habit of hunting weaklings for achievements makes you look just like that old man Cain.

"Hmm! I-if that's the case!"

In the past, she would have thrown a fit insisting she could handle anything.

But my shock therapy seemed to have worked, as she immediately lowered her tail.

Or maybe not?

Judging by her subtly annoyed expression, perhaps I preserved her pride by telling her she should take down "strong opponents."

I emphasized once more for the benefit of our idiot commander whose chest was so flat it seemed to have affected her brain:

"Remember clearly. No matter what happens, you absolutely must not come out until I give the signal."

Like a large dog, Levia nodded her head vigorously.

"Until then, wait exactly where I told you."

After giving Levia my final instructions,

"Ready, Con?"
"Of course, Lu."

The crown prince and I entered the interior of the magic tower.

***

When facing mages, the most important thing was momentum.

This is no joke.

The three essential elements for casting magic are internal mana, external mana, and appropriate incantations or magic formations.

Only when these three elements combine can magic be used.

That's why combat mages were generally very effective on large battlefields. Such environments made it easier to stabilize mana and implement more precise and complex magical formulas.

In other words,

The moment you force them into close combat, a mage's concentration inevitably falters.

Swoosh!

A sharp sword strike cuts through space, severing the arm of an unfortunate mage in its path.

"Aaaaargh!!"
"I am the empire's crown prince, Conrad von Karl! How dare you lay hands on imperial safety, foolish conjurers!"
"Those who know the law, stand down. I guarantee not only your lives but also your honor after all this is over."

At a certain level of mastery, one could handle powerful magic even with unstable incantations or external mana.

But as I expected, the personnel remaining in the tower were all either novices or research-focused mages lacking improvisational skills.

And such mages, once you seize the initiative,

Could be subdued quickly by instilling powerful fear while offering appropriate compensation.

In some ways, they were even more calculating than merchants.

I approached the mage who was clutching his severed arm and whimpering after rashly charging at us.

Using the power of the Honorary Apostle bestowed upon me by the late Pope Sprout before his death, I reattached the severed arm and added:

"Are there any truly loyal to the imperial family here? Haven't you all entered the Central Magic Tower with grand dreams, only to end up cleaning up after the imperial combat mages?"

Silence. No answer came.

In truth, no confirmation was needed. Having seen so much poor discipline during my time as Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Knights,

I knew the Central Magic Tower had practices just as corrupt as the Imperial Knights. As with any extremely closed society, stagnation and rot were inevitable.

"How long will you continue living under their oppression? As the former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights, I can declare with certainty that among those who proudly call themselves combat mages, none truly deserve that title!!"

After the Great Expedition, there was a reform in the empire's Central Magic Tower.

During that process, most genuine combat mages who had distinguished themselves in the Great Expedition either returned to the Nirvana Magic Kingdom or left the Central Tower to establish their own magic towers.

Having gained the fame and capital to run their own towers or research institutes, no fool would continue relying on the imperial court.

As far as I knew,
Among the imperial combat mages, fewer than ten could compare to those who had been active during the Great Expedition.

"H-he's right... How long are we going to keep cleaning up after those bastards? They hog all the opportunities for achievement!"
"I'm a mage, not the imperial family's dog! Those damn dogs who'd lick up even the crumbs falling from the imperial table."

A single ripple.

Throw a small stone into a stagnant pool, and as the water splashes, those not yet corrupted reveal themselves on the surface.

"We're dead either way—here or for treason! I have so much research left to do; I can't die meaninglessly."
"I can't die before shoving a fireball down Research Director Lemford's throat!"

Agitation soon turned to anger.
And anger became the source of action.

The crown prince and I became like the Pied Piper, leading a group of mages toward the center of the tower.

Restoring communications wasn't difficult either.

These mages operated the mana communication system, maintained it, and were the ones who had cut communications during this incident.

"I'll inject mana now."

As soon as the operations manager reactivated the magic formation,

The massive crystal located in the center began spinning and emitting bright light. The communication network had been restored.

"Your Highness."
"Mm."

Conrad exchanged a brief glance with me.

Then he grabbed the crystal's transmitter and proclaimed in a clear, deliberate voice:

"This is the Imperial Central Magic Tower. I am Crown Prince Conrad von Karl of the empire. The imperial court has completely fallen due to an attack by the Blue Cross Society."

"In accordance with imperial law, I, the only legitimate heir, hereby declare a state of national emergency. Lords of adjacent territories, bring your vassals and troops and march to the capital!"

The message was transmitted precisely.

It would certainly have reached not only the surrounding territories but also nearby stationed forces.

With this declaration, the troops under the emperor's command had suddenly become the worst kind of bastards—collaborators with the Blue Cross Society.

The Blue Cross Society idiots probably wanted to resolve the situation as quietly and cleanly as possible—

Not a chance.

Strike first to win, you bastards.
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"...Your Majesty, communication with the Central Magic Tower has been restored."

Several men wearing black masks rushed in and knelt as they spoke.

Not just simple masks, but attire that wrapped their entire bodies in black fabric.

Black had traditionally been the symbol of the imperial family, but these men bore no identifying elements of any affiliation.

The Shadow Corps.

If the Imperial Guard and the Imperial Knights served as shields for the Bolivar Empire's emperor and royal family in the light...

Then the Shadow Corps was the black blade used in the shadows—where problems couldn't be solved in the open, where all manner of filth inevitably splattered.

They served loyally from unseen places.
They sacrificed themselves for the imperial family from unseen places.

That's why they had no names, no affiliations, and were not to be remembered by anyone.

"It appears the Macedonia Legion and Atiotarox Legion stationed nearby have received the transmission, and dispatches questioning the authenticity of the communication are arriving one after another from central lords and nobles in the vicinity."

As they reported the current situation clearly and plainly, Prince Luart van Carl II, seated on the throne, let out a sigh mixed with lamentation.

"Indeed, they're not so easily dealt with."

It was a sincere remark.

Conrad van Carl and Rubern Ailoy. He had never once underestimated either of them.

The key figures who had led an impossible expedition to victory.

It was surprising enough that the once frail crown prince had grown so much, but the one who had caught his attention even more than the crown prince was none other than Rubern Ailoy.

*I heard Ailoy brought in an outsider, but I didn't know he'd be this insane.*

The Ailoy family, renowned as master assassins among those in the know. Naturally, Luart, a member of the imperial family, was well aware of that name.

That's why he neutralized them first.

Since Crown Prince Conrad was watching with bloodshot eyes, he couldn't simply kill them, but he had succeeded in placing significant restrictions on their actions.

At the same time, he didn't forget to eliminate the unstable elements that had to be removed before ascending to the imperial throne.

The troublesome Papal Office had been rendered incapacitated thanks to the Blue Cross Society's rampage.

Of course, it would have been better if he could have held them in his palm, but Luart was quite satisfied with this outcome.

And what about the three dukes?

Those who had been merely watching until the situation developed this far had been startled when he supported neighboring nobles with whom he maintained a curious competitive relationship, and hadn't they quickly sided with the crown prince?

But they still didn't know. That they had been playing on a board already set up for them.

Anything that stagnates will rot.

Even an empire boasting a history of hundreds, nearly a thousand years, couldn't escape this fate.

That's why Luart had been preparing for years to perform surgery to cut out the rotten parts.

The moment he ascended to the imperial throne "once again," the empire's political situation would undergo a massive transformation.

Just as he had done decades ago!

But Rubern Ailoy and the crown prince were once again throwing ashes on his nearly cooked rice.

"Perhaps I should have just killed him. Was it too much to try to tame a fox?"

Luart rested his chin on his hand and shifted his gaze.

Where his gaze fell, there stood people like puppets without consciousness. All of them had once occupied key positions in the empire.

Among them was the former chief of staff and current acting commander of the knights, who had been reforming the Black Lion Knights with a suddenly changed attitude.

The chancellor—the elderly man who had managed all the empire's funds as the chief financial officer.

The head of the Inspectorate, the greedy man who had wielded the emperor's sharpest sword, the Inspectorate, as if it were his own.

All of them merely stared straight ahead with hollow eyes, like mannequins whose souls had been removed.

"Do you lords think so too?"

Naturally, no answer came.

They were merely Luart's chess pieces. How could inanimate chess pieces speak?

Luart stared blankly at the pieces for a while, then muttered to himself, asking and answering his own questions.

"Ah, that's right. Rubern will be of great help in leading the country in the future. Besides, I agree it would be a waste to freely kill a talent who's even an honorary saint."

It was quite a bizarre scene, but the lined-up Shadow Corps members maintained their silence.

After all, it wasn't the first time they had witnessed such a sight.

"And I quite like that fox too, even as I say this. It would be better to postpone skinning him for a bit."
"...Ah, don't worry about that. Haven't we already swept through the north? In other words, we're holding both sides hostage."
"Haha! Yes, this is why powerful knights are difficult to handle. In the newly born empire, I'll dissolve all knight orders except the Imperial Knights."

Only after muttering to himself for a while did the Second Prince slowly rise from the imperial throne.

As Luart twisted his body grotesquely while standing up, several Shadow Corps members gulped nervously.

"Well then, now it's my turn to act."
"The hunting preparations have already been completed, Your Majesty."
"When a black fox is wagging its tail, asking me to catch it, I should oblige. For the sake of resolving this situation, I must keep my son—no, my brother—no, my son and the fox alive."

Luart van Carl's eyes flashed.

Without a doubt, they were the eyes of the ruler of the continent, the Emperor of the Bolivar Empire—eyes that could sacrifice anything for his power and goals.

***

In war, there are attackers and defenders. And depending on each position, there are advantages and disadvantages.

The advantage of the attacker is being able to freely choose the timing and location of the attack.

They can appear from behind, from the side, or apply pressure from all directions.

They can raid at dawn, break through head-on during the day.

They can force bleeding with small guerrilla forces on a moonless night, or conduct unexpected mobile warfare on a rainy day.

This puts considerable pressure on the defender, forcing them not to concentrate their forces or strengthen defenses in just one place.

They inevitably have to distribute resources efficiently.

However, if they fail to distribute efficiently, the defense will break, and ultimately lead to the collapse of the entire front.

Just like now, when they failed to defend the important Magic Tower because they were busy suppressing simultaneous incidents.

Conversely, defenders have the advantage of setting their own stage.

While attackers have the advantage of determining when and where to attack, defenders can use this to their advantage by thoroughly drawing attackers into traps they've prepared.

Just as it's generally estimated that attackers need three times the forces to overwhelm defenders in a siege.

If you can make them attack a well-designed location.

After nullifying all the attacker's advantages, it's not difficult to shatter their forces when their capabilities decline.

"R-Rubern, Administrator! It's just as you said! The Imperial Guard stationed at the palace is advancing toward the Magic Tower."
"They'll have formed a circular encirclement. They've probably mobilized battle mages too, to avoid being caught by spatial magic a second time."
"Truly, they're setting up a last stand."
"We have no choice."

I exchanged glances with the crown prince as I spoke. Normally, the standard procedure would be to escape the Magic Tower after broadcasting.

No matter how defensible the Magic Tower's structure might be.

Staying put without proper defensive forces was close to a suicidal act premised on annihilation.

But I was confident that neither Second Prince Luart nor Emperor Laibetua would harm the two of us.

That was why we hadn't left the Magic Tower.

We needed "clear evidence" of all this current situation.

"Th-then what should we do? We're just researchers, so we won't be much use in a real battle..."
"As I said, there's no reason for you all to—"

A chilling sensation suddenly swept through the space. Instinctively, I drew my dagger and threw it.

Clang!

A flying dagger from the darkness collided with my knife and fell to the floor.

An ambush coming at an entirely unexpected moment.

"H-hieek...!?"
"As expected of an Ailoy. Your skills remain intact even without walking the path of shadows."

As I stepped forward to shield the terrified mage who had fallen back, a group of masked figures appeared from the darkness.

"The Empire's Shadow."
"It's been a while, Black Fox."

The Ailoy name had been associated with them for generations, but at least for me, they were bastards as hateful as the Blue Cross Society.

"You still haven't broken your bad habit of doing things you can't take responsibility for?"
"And you still can't tell the difference between shit and soybean paste."

I took up a stance and threw out a joke.
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# The Butcher's Shadow

The members of the Shadow Unit always referred to each other not by name, but as the shadow of something.

From the beginning, it was an organization that thoroughly concealed identities.

While the Inspectorate represented the Empire's intelligence agency, the Shadow Unit existed solely for the imperial family—by the imperial family, for the imperial family.

Because they had to handle all manner of dirty work, paradoxically, their public identities were guaranteed protection.

Born and raised in a carpenter's home, still working as a carpenter? The Carpenter's Shadow.

Once a guard who caught the Emperor's eye and joined the Shadow Unit? The Guard's Shadow.

A coachman traveling between the Imperial Capital and the Nirvana Magic Kingdom? The Coachman's Shadow.

Referring to one another by occupation rather than name.

That alone was enough to conceal their secret identities as "shadows."

Among them, the Butcher's Shadow was the commander who led this Shadow Unit.

Having served as a shadow under Laivetua Iros van Karl for twenty years, countless people had met their end by his hand.

From the jester who spread slander about the Emperor in the marketplace and the beggar who agreed with him.

The Emperor's distant relatives.
Provincial nobles boasting powerful private armies.
Promising generals.

Even the great archmage of a neighboring country and the remaining royalty of a now-fallen nation.

Sometimes within the Empire.
Sometimes beyond its borders.

He silently continued his assassinations.

He was not a butcher who slaughtered animals to sell their meat, but one who hunted people to sell his reputation.

No one could stand against the Butcher's Shadow.

Even knights who had reached the pinnacle of aura mastery were helpless against his dagger striking from the darkness.

Mages wrapped in layers of defensive magic were no exception.

He would hide in a room for days, waiting for the perfect moment, finally plunging his blade into their heart when they fell into deep sleep.

The darkest shadow.

That was what the Laivetua Emperor called him, showing respect for his remarkable achievements and skills.

The Butcher's Shadow quite liked that title. The darkest shadow among shadows.

If one cannot become the brightest light in the world,
Is it not so bad to become the darkest darkness?

But while the Butcher's Shadow could become the darkest shadow,

He could never become the darkest darkness.

Because the Ailoy family stood firm in the Bolivar Empire.

Assassins of assassins.

Just as shadows punished those who defied imperial law and will, the Ailoys punished those who abandoned the principles of assassination.

They accepted commissions from the imperial family but were not imperial subjects.

They were darkness, but they also possessed dignity.

They did not kill indiscriminately. They were not moved by money or honor.

Only by conviction.

They moved with the conviction to "clean up" those who had willingly abandoned their value as humans.

That's why they were respected in the darkness more than anyone else and became objects of fear.

But the Butcher's Shadow could not accept this fact.

How many people had he killed, yet others received respect simply for bearing the name "Ailoy"?

They were all the same—butchers with blood-stained hands—so by what right did they impose their convictions?

So the Butcher's Shadow broke the imperial unwritten rule for the first time in his life: never get personally involved with the Ailoys.

"You are dangerous, child. The Butcher's Shadow, was it?"

The result was a crushing defeat.

Despite his meticulously prepared ambush, it was he who ended up with a slashed eye and a dagger in his wrist.

"Your eyes are filled with madness. The darkest shadow among shadows... I'm sure you have your circumstances, but do not cross that line."

"And you charge too directly. Excessively honest. That might work against those inexperienced with assassination, but it's a weakness against fellow assassins. Work on that."

Rubern Ailoy's master, Kidna Ailoy, left after saying those words.

Leaving him with a scar that would never fade and the terror of death.

That was already ten years ago.

The great expedition where heroes from across the continent united to fight against the demonic armies had come and gone.

Even in the era of peace that finally arrived, the Butcher's Shadow never forgot that name.

Someday, he would stain his hands with Ailoy blood.

He would trample the darkest darkness that others revered and claim that position completely for himself.

Every night, he gritted his teeth and swung his blade.

And today, finally.
It was time for his wish to be fulfilled.

***

"Kugh... keurk..."

Splash, thud.

Red blood sprayed across my face. Still not a particularly pleasant sensation.

But somehow this face looked familiar.
Was he the Butcher's Shadow or something?

He was supposedly one of the stronger shadows, but his habit of charging recklessly remained unchanged.

His patterns were so easy to read. No improvement even after years of not seeing him.

I pulled my dagger from his precisely pierced carotid artery and, gripping it in reverse, blocked another attack coming from behind.

Grrr, clang! I tilted the blade to deflect the impact.

"Die!"
"Fuck off."

I drove my fist into the jaw of the one who fearlessly charged from behind.

Wobble—as his body staggered, I didn't miss the moment and grabbed his neck, snapping it.

Another shadow collapsed onto the already blood-soaked butcher.

"Huff... huff..."

Having taken down two men in an instant, the shadows surrounding us hesitantly backed away.

Their black attire made them look like floating eyes in the darkness.

Despite everything, their fear was evident, which I found quite amusing.

"What's wrong? Scared? Come on, you bastards! Bring it!"

To be honest,
Dealing with fellow assassins is much easier than facing knights or demonic beasts.

Assassination techniques are just the basics.

Most of what I learned through hellish training in my family was how to face other assassins as an assassin.

"Kuh, uaaah!"

Three of them charged with battle cries.

Eleven o'clock, three o'clock.
And one hiding behind the three o'clock position, approaching via detour.

I accelerated my steps toward the eleven o'clock direction.

Confusion flashed across his face, not expecting me to charge directly at him.

He quickly drew his dagger to counter.

Clang! A single collision.

Though surprised, his eyes twitched as if I had foolishly walked into their encirclement.

But hilariously, the encirclement they formed wasn't a "real encirclement."

They were assassins to begin with. Specialists in solo operations.

Coordination with others often restricts assassination methods, so most assassins are specialized in one-on-one combat.

In other words,
Their coordination was even worse than I'd imagined.

The two approaching from the other directions almost simultaneously changed course and rushed at me.

I threw my dagger at the leg of the one in front.

"Argh!?"

The one with a dagger in his calf screamed and fell, getting tangled with his colleague behind him. Two shadows rolling on the ground.

"You idiots, what are you doing!"

The shadow blocking me cursed, but it was already too late.

Without hesitation, I leaped in and slashed both their necks simultaneously.

Splurt!
The hands of the two assassins went limp as blood fountained from their wounds.

"Y-you! Son of a—!"
"Don't overdo the cursing. Makes you look weak."
"Kuh, kuhuh..."

The last shadow, blinded by rage, completely exposed his defense.

I finished him with a clean throw.

I pulled out the dagger still embedded in a calf and shook off the sticky blood.

"Next."

In assassination, the most important thing isn't technique or preparation, but atmosphere.

Having slaughtered five shadows as soon as the battle began, the remaining shadows were completely overwhelmed.

And it wasn't just me alone.

Crown Prince Conrad stood beside me, keeping in check the shadows trying to attack from blind spots.

If my guess was correct, they could never kill the Crown Prince and me.

Not because the shadows didn't want to, but because the Laivetua Emperor would have ordered otherwise.

They needed to find a "sacrifice" who would absorb all the controversy happening in the capital and gloriously face execution.

A corpse couldn't be used as a sacrifice.

Moreover, if they hastily displayed corpses, on top of the communication the Crown Prince had just sent, the entire nation might fall into civil war.

The Blue Cross Society had already caused trouble with the Papal Office.

Without proper explanation, they would certainly make enemies of the Papal Office.

They would suffer under the Inquisition for months at minimum, and at worst, the Papal Office might declare another crusade.

That's probably not an outcome either the Emperor or the Blue Cross Society would want.

But for that reason, asking assassins to capture rather than kill?

Naturally, they couldn't use 100% of their strength.

They would hesitate for a split second, and even when presented with an opportunity to drive a blade into a neck, they would aim for other parts instead.

In assassination, hesitation means death.

As the last heir of Ailoy, I should at least teach that lesson to these clueless shadows.

"An Ailoy is always an Ailoy. Never disappointing. Or is this because you're the Black Fox rather than an Ailoy?"

As I finished and readied my stance again,

Another figure appeared among the shadows who had stepped back. A voice I'd heard somewhere before.

The Crown Prince, who had just cut down another shadow beside me, widened his eyes.

I finally sneered at the man who had revealed himself.

"So you've finally shown yourself."
"Your boldness remains unchanged, Fox."
"Why don't you try explaining yourself properly?"

Luar van Karl.
Once the Empire's Second Prince, but now someone whose identity was unknown.

"You Blue Cross Society bastards."

He was the mastermind behind this entire situation.
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"Haha..., hahahahaha!!"

Luard van Karl suddenly burst into laughter. He was clearly out of his mind. Perhaps he was having a manic episode or had gone completely insane.

Conrad, who had been watching him, stepped forward with a pained expression.

"Luard."
"Ah, Conrad. My proud flesh and blood."
"What on earth did you do all this for? Was this entirely your own will?"

Though anyone could see this wasn't the Second Prince they once knew, the Crown Prince still seemed desperate to believe his brother was alive somewhere inside.

He wanted to believe his brother hadn't done this willingly, but had fallen victim to the Blue Cross Society's wicked manipulation.

He wanted to believe his brother's true personality was merely suppressed temporarily.

Even when I said all of this was the doing of Emperor Laibetua, with the Blue Cross Society behind it, but ultimately orchestrated by the Imperial Family...

The Crown Prince agreed that the Blue Cross Society had taken control of the Imperial Family, but he continued to insist it couldn't have been his brother's or the Emperor's will.

It wasn't impossible.
In fact, this was the more rational conclusion.

The Emperor's health had already deteriorated. The Blue Cross Society, which had been operating even within the Papal Office, had countless ways to infiltrate, assassinate the Emperor, or turn him into a puppet.

After assassinating the Emperor, they could manipulate the Second Prince to usurp the throne.

They could frame the Crown Prince and me for treason to draw all the aggro, and conveniently eliminate the troublesome local nobility at the same time.

If successful, the Blue Cross Society would hold the fate of the Empire—no, the entire continent—in their hands.

However, Luard's response was enough to crush any remaining hope.

"Unfortunately, Crown Prince. I understand your wish, but the brother you knew is gone."
"...What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. Luard is dead. Or don't you understand yet? I had held some small hope for you."

Luard spread his arms and added:

"Do you still see me as that weak brother of yours?"
"It can't be."
"I am the Emperor of the Empire. Father to you and father to Luard van Karl. I am Laibetua Iros van Karl."
"Fa...ther...?"

The Crown Prince's pupils trembled.
He ground his teeth and pointed his longsword at Luard.

"Silence! How dare you desecrate the Imperial Family with that filthy demonic energy!! I'll slaughter all of you and feed you to crows and wild dogs, you damned black magicians!"

Continued denial.
But unlike the Crown Prince, I could now be certain.

The Blue Cross Society.
They weren't desecrating the Imperial Family.

Rather, the Imperial Family was using them.

"Conrad, calm down for a moment. I've figured it all out."

I lightly patted my agitated friend's shoulder, then approached Luard—no, Emperor Laibetua wearing his skin.

"May I ask you a few questions, Your Majesty?"
"...Black Fox, do you believe my words?"
"How could I forget? Throughout the Empire, no, the entire continent, only Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl could have such eyes. Neither the Blue Cross Society nor Prince Luard could possibly imitate them."

Four years ago.
I recalled when I had an audience with the Emperor after successfully leading the Great Expedition.

-So you are the Black Fox. I've heard much about you.
-It is an honor to meet you, Your Imperial Majesty.

Even then, the Emperor had an aging body. He still had the face of a powerful warrior and conqueror.

But the wrinkles and fading vitality of his skin clearly showed the passage of time.

However, those eyes.

Those eyes filled with the strong determination to eliminate anything harmful to the Empire with his own hands.

That gaze, bordering on madness, suggesting he would do anything for the Empire.

They were unmistakably the eyes of Laibetua Iros van Karl, the conqueror of illegitimate birth who had led the declining Empire into a second golden age.

"My eyes... is it."

Was he satisfied with my answer?

He hesitated briefly, then looked at me with a slight smile.

"Indeed, it would be a waste to simply kill you. Very well, ask your questions."
"What happened to the Blue Cross Society? Samuel One Crowley..."
"The First Order of the Blue Cross Society, Samuel One Crowley. Do you truly believe our Empire couldn't locate his whereabouts?"

His voice sounded amused.

Yes, it had seemed strange.

No matter how underground the Blue Cross Society was, it seemed unlikely the Empire would fail to track them when they were operating so openly.

"We found the Blue Cross Society's hideout long ago. Yes, even before some fool started wandering around Rupel."

He must be referring to the one who resurrected the Dragon Knight Orgius.

"But it seemed wasteful to simply send the Blue Cross Society to the guillotine. Black magic, that powerful force—if the Empire could fully possess it."

Luard snapped his fingers, and black flames rose above them. Unholy. As soon as the flames appeared, a revolting smell filled the air.

Despite everything, I was still an honorary saint. My blessed body reacted instinctively.

"Neither Nirvana, nor the dwarves of Hatus, nor the elves in the west who might turn their arrows on us at any moment, nor those meddling religious types would be a match for us."
"So... you used the Blue Cross Society?"
"Why wouldn't I?"

By this point, Crown Prince Conrad had already lost his will to fight. Clang, thud! His sword fell to the floor.

I glanced at the confused Crown Prince, then continued my questioning with mixed emotions.

"Then one more thing... is what happened in the Hebron Duchy true?"
"Ah, yes. I expected that question first, actually."

The Emperor closed his eyes slightly as he answered.

"Yes, the Hebron Duchy has fallen."
"...!!"
"Harald Hebron was a loyal servant. But with the Blue Cross Society and black magic already in my hands, there was no need to maintain the northern wall any longer."

The most frightening aspect of the Blue Cross Society was their ability to control magical beasts.

Black magic was disturbing enough, but what always troubled me most was the magical beasts they commanded.

"Why would you go that far?!"
"I will use this opportunity to completely reorganize the local powers. The position of lord is no longer necessary. Everything will flow to the Emperor, and the Emperor will control it all. And—"

Thinking too much about the Empire.
Too obsessed with uncertainty about the future.

The Emperor, who had now completely abandoned human principles, reached his hand toward me.

"You know the reason better than anyone."
"...Damn it."
"It was to capture you, Black Fox."

***

Laibetua knew. He was the mastermind behind this entire scheme.

Rubern Ailoy, who held a dominant position in Rupel. He couldn't help but be wary.

Just as Rubern had seen through the Emperor's nature by his eyes, the Emperor too had completely understood Rubern through his gaze.

A reliable ally when on your side, but a troublesome opponent when crossed.

He had known all along that Rubern couldn't be recruited. After all, he was well aware of the tragedy that had befallen the Ailoy family.

Unlike those with nothing but dung for brains, or those who moved solely out of blind loyalty to him.

Rubern Ailoy couldn't be kept by his side through ordinary means.

So he took the Rupel Marquisate hostage.

Since Rubern controlled the magical beasts positioned beyond the northern wall.

By attacking the Hebron Duchy with an army of magical beasts, the adjacent Rupel Marquisate wouldn't be able to move its forces rashly.

He preemptively blocked all possibilities before Rubern could act.
Even if Rubern found a way around these obstacles, by taking the Rupel Marquisate itself hostage...

Rubern Ailoy would be unable to move.

That was the Emperor's masterstroke.
And it had worked perfectly.

Look at that expression of despair and fear.

Laibetua Iros van Karl gazed at the fox who had finally broken upon learning that the Hebron Duchy had fallen and the Rupel Marquisate was being held hostage.

The fact that he was muttering something showed he had completely lost his mind.

Now he had no escape route.
This was the perfect time to offer the carrot.

"Don't worry. I have no intention of touching the Rupel Marquisate. That is, if you, Rubern Ailoy, promise to become my faithful dog."

The script was perfect.

Rebellion in the capital. The Crown Prince, blinded by ambition for the throne, goes so far as to assassinate the Emperor, but is suppressed by the Second Prince Luard.

The Crown Prince is beheaded, and his closest aide Rubern is held accountable for the crime.

But for his loyalty until now, the newly crowned Emperor Luard shows mercy.

By binding him to the Imperial Family.
By keeping him at his side.

The Rupel Marquisate, facing an army of magical beasts at its doorstep.
And the people who had settled there.

The people Rubern cared about would function as a leash around the fox's neck.

Thus, Rubern Ailoy would be tamed, not as a fox but as the Imperial Family's faithful dog.

A slave who kills his own will and lives solely for the Empire and the Imperial Family.

"Honor and wealth? Those will naturally follow. Beautiful women? I'll let you have anyone you want in your bed if that's what you desire."

The Emperor spoke with a voice full of confidence. Checkmate. He was saying Rubern had only one choice.

"The Rupel Marquisate? I can easily give you that position. I'll dismiss Dionaos Rupel and make it the territory and family name of Rubern Ailoy. It's nothing."

However.
Mutter, mutter, mutter.

Rubern Ailoy was still mumbling something under his breath.

Had he broken down, unable to bear the harsh truth?

"...The Rupel Marquisate can defend itself to some extent, so I need to solve the biggest problem first..."
"What are you muttering about so urgently? You're not even listening to the Emperor."
"There's enough time, enough leeway. No, if the person responsible is the Emperor right in front of me, then the Marquisate is safe for now..."
"Rubern, I am showing you mercy! Your life is in my hands! Face the situation properly!!"

Finally, the Emperor lost patience and roared.

Rubern Ailoy, who had been hanging his head, looked up and shouted in a thunderous voice:

"Levia! Wipe out all these bastards!!!"
"I've been waiting for those words!!!"

CRASH!!
As the ceiling of the magic tower shattered.

"Die, you filthy black magicians!"

Brilliant golden sword strikes filled the space.
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Brilliant light poured down from above. A flash so bright one could hardly look up.

The reason Levia Irtarte was known as the Golden Lion wasn't simply because her hair resembled gold.

Levia's aura was a golden radiance that had swallowed the brilliant sun.

With a single swing of her sword, she could obliterate most magical beasts without a trace, and even cut through the magical energy manifested by high-ranking magical beasts—truly the ultimate destructive power.

It wasn't for nothing that I chose to accompany Levia Irtarte on the great expedition, despite knowing full well her difficult personality.

"Levia, don't think about the consequences—just slash them all!"
"KYAAHOOOO!!!"

Levia's eyes rolled wildly as she began rampaging like a large dog finally let out for a walk.

KWANG! KWAAANG!!

Someone once said that before overwhelming force, any strategy becomes useless.

Even the shadows, who were skilled assassins, could barely dodge her slashes—slashes that would dismember anyone they touched.

Only the Emperor was momentarily able to block Levia's sword strikes by releasing magical energy.

"You bitch...!!"

But even that seemed to be a struggle.

There was a reason she held the position of Captain of the Imperial Black Lion Knights.

The power of the only Dragon Slayer who had disposed of Melpomede the Black Dragon, the most terrible demon king, was not something to be taken lightly.

"If you were going to dispose of me, you should have killed me first!"
"You speak beyond your station!"

However, Laivetua hadn't just been working behind the scenes.

Although Samuel One Crowley had been executed during the subjugation, that didn't mean his essence of black magic had disappeared.

Laivetua had absorbed Crowley's knowledge through other Blue Cross Society executives who had promised to cooperate with him.

And once again, he awakened his hidden talent.

-Y-Your Majesty... I tell you, Your Majesty has overwhelming talent for black magic.

How had Samuel One Crowley been able to rise to become the First Order of the Blue Cross Society?
It was because no one could match his overwhelming talent.

While the executive-level Second Order and Third Order positions cycled through generations,

The position of First Order, the head of Blaukreutz, remained solid even after years had passed.

This was Samuel's legacy.

Emperor Laivetua easily mastered magical formulas that no black magician could aspire to, formulas they couldn't interpret even when seeing them directly.

The black magicians who swore loyalty to him came to see another possibility in the empire's emperor.

Now the empire was the Blue Cross Society.
And its emperor was the new First Order and Samuel One Crowley.

KEEEEENG!
With a sound like space being torn apart, Levia's straight sword strike twisted.

As if space itself had been distorted, the trajectory of the strike suddenly changed, cutting through two innocent shadows.

"Kheuk...!!"
"W-what? Just now?"

Levia Irtarte couldn't believe what she had just seen.

Space being distorted? Even the continent's supreme space magicians shouldn't be able to warp spacetime to deflect a sword strike.

"Eek...!!"

Levia launched another strike. This time, she firmly gripped her greatsword with both hands and straightened her back.

Unlike her previous wild swings.

A proper—
Textbook overhead slash.

That was the kind of knight Levia Irtarte was.

Rather than using fancy techniques or flashy swordsmanship, she could overwhelm everything with proper form and sincere strikes.

A knight with true "talent."

"Interesting magic. Let's see if it's stronger than the Black Dragon!!"

The greatsword rose into the air.
Gently closing her eyes, she focused all her senses on the tip of the sword—that single point.

She erased all thoughts. Even her instinctive physical senses were gathered at the sword's tip.

After all, Rubern was holding the line behind her now.

Once she had treated him carelessly without knowing better, but now he was the most comfortable, reliable, and trustworthy administrator.

With a comrade she could entrust her back to, there was no need to worry about anything else.

Lion Flash.
True Cutting.

Light erupting from the sword filled the space of the magic tower.

A release of enormous energy. An overwhelming sight that made even the shadows, who had faced and slaughtered countless powerful beings, instinctively cower.

But the Emperor did not retreat. Instead, he brought his palms together with a sneer.

The gesture looked almost like he was praying toward the brilliantly shining light.

But the ominous flames rising from his fingers were desecrating the light.

KEEEENG, WOOOOO.
The wail of the abyss.

Along with a sound that made one feel sick just hearing it, Levia's light-enveloped sword strike was deflected into another dimension and disappeared.

The air that instantly swallowed the sword strike mixed with magical energy, creating a massive vortex.

Golden hair fluttered in the storm that had risen.

Even her sincere strike was useless.

Levia stood still, staring directly at the space that rippled like a mirage.

"Grrrr..."

Like a beast, a growling sound escaped between her tightly closed lips. She was on guard.

She possessed senses incomparable to anyone else.

If the first attack was merely to gauge the distance, the second was a strike with her true heart behind it.

Her fighting spirit, which had been at its peak, began to subside in the face of this ominous power that even her strike couldn't penetrate.

"Levia, that's enough. It looks like we shouldn't attack anymore right now."

Rubern Ailoy, who had stepped back to watch her performance, approached her like a skilled animal trainer and placed his hand on her shoulder.

The Golden Lion nodded in agreement.

"That thing absorbs attacks."
"It certainly looks that way."

A method that absorbs impact and redirects it back as an attack. It wasn't just difficult—it was extraordinarily difficult.

Reversal black magic was something only those who had reached the pinnacle among the Second Order could manifest.

If even Levia's attack, hailed as the empire's strongest, couldn't overwhelm the reversal formula,

There was currently no way to subdue Laivetua.

"Yes, Golden Lion Levia. You're overwhelmingly strong, just as I've heard. The empire's future is indeed bright."
"Shut up! I don't associate with anyone even slightly connected to black magic!"
"...Worms. You're truly arrogant for deigning to engage with me."

The Emperor's expression twisted at her blatant disrespect. It wasn't an attitude one should show to the pinnacle of the empire.

No matter how strong Golden Lion Levia might be, she couldn't stand against him, who had reached the extreme of black magic.

What could they possibly do right now? Besides staring blankly or hurling insults about black magicians, what could they do?

Vermin.

"I have no interest in the empire's security. Now that an era of peace has arrived, there are naturally plenty of wolf-like bastards ready to tear apart the empire's land."

He was a person bearing a noble burden. The empire's future and the safety of its citizens. Eternal prosperity and endless development.

"Among such people, could anyone but me lead the empire? Conrad, answer me!!"
"Shut up, you bastard."

Rubern's ice-cold voice cut off the Emperor's angry tirade.

"Y-you!!"
"What do you know? How hard Conrad, your son and the empire's crown prince, worked to gain your recognition!"

Rubern Ailoy sees people. That means he sees their inner selves.

He might like money, enjoy recognition, and occasionally commit illegal acts.

Nevertheless, if there was one thing he never made exceptions for, it was acknowledging people.

He uses those with ability but dishonesty. He abandons those without ability who are only dishonest.

And those with ability who are truly worthy of trust and following, he never betrays no matter what happens.

That was why Rubern Ailoy truly considered the crown prince his friend.

Conrad was the man most suitable to take responsibility for the empire's future that the Emperor spoke of.

"Don't wrap yourself in fine-sounding sophistry about serving the empire. You're just an old man in the back room, indulging in ugly greed in the face of death."

A single statement that precisely stabbed the heart.

Direct words that pierced the Emperor's pride and essence.

The Second Prince's face twisted grotesquely.

As the empire's emperor, he had never felt such deep anger and humiliation.

The energy was enough to make even the magicians fleeing in the back tremble and wet themselves, but Rubern and Levia didn't step back an inch.

Instead, Rubern stared even more directly at the Emperor and declared:

"Today, I will kill you and make Conrad emperor. Under my friend's rule, the empire will enter another golden age."
"You damn fox!"

The Emperor clenched his fist. Black flames spread from his fingertips, instantly enveloping his body.

"To throw away even the final mercy I bestowed upon you. How foolish and stubborn!"

It was the embodiment of ominousness. Black smoke flickering in human form.

The air flow completely stopped, and a massive vibration began to shake the magic tower. The outer walls couldn't withstand the raging magical energy.

"T-this is...!!"
"The whole building is collapsing!"
"Even defensive magic can't protect us! Run, everyone run!!!"

The screams of magicians came from behind. Then Laivetua's voice, which could no longer be called human, filled the chamber.

"I'll kill you as painfully as possible. I'll break all your arms and legs, hang you in front of the empire's guillotine, and torture and kill everyone you care about. Watch helplessly. Regret your current decision to the bone!!!!"

There was no chance of winning. Everything was proceeding according to Laivetua's scenario.

If they failed to capture the Black Fox, he could simply kill him.

The Golden Lion who didn't know her place, the crown prince still lying down unable to grasp the situation, the useless magicians, and the shadows dulled by their pride in being shadow troops.

He could just bury them all with this tower and make them disappear.

"This is the end."

There was no way to counterattack. The capital was in chaos, so they couldn't expect reinforcements.

What on earth did they believe in to struggle like that?

Perhaps the Black Fox's reputation was just a rumor, and he had misjudged the person.

As a trace of doubt appeared in the Emperor's mind, Rubern Ailoy lightly flicked his finger and looked at the Emperor.

"It should be about time for them to arrive."
"?"

No sooner had he spoken than—

KWAAANG!!!

With a massive explosion, the walls of the magic tower crumbled.

"Krein... Drog Meyz Sivaas...!!"

Not a language created through black magic or some other power, but an ancient language derived from the nobility they possessed.

Flames that seemed capable of burning everything instantly drove away the black mist.

"What the hell is going on here?!"

Simultaneously, a blue-haired man jumped down with an astonished expression.

The great adventurer Pirhak.
And his wife, the Fire Dragon Percerscaron, had arrived in the capital.

Everyone has a good plan.
Until they get hit by a dragon.
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While I was locked up in the Inspectorate's detention cell, I wasn't exactly idle.

Beyond just advising the Crown Prince, I had been diligently preparing for the worst-case scenario.

Though I couldn't freely leave the cell, I could write as many letters as I wanted, and I could bring in external items as long as they didn't significantly violate regulations.

Naturally, I exchanged several letters with my old friend Pirhak.

"Things don't look good in the Imperial Palace lately. It seems the Second Prince is planning something."

Of course, at that time, I didn't know that the Blue Cross Society was involved in the imperial power struggle.

Nor did I know that the Second Prince was actually Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl who had taken over his son's body through black magic.

Following my request to prepare for "any possible situation," two individuals—

Or more precisely, one human and one dragon had left their nest in the eastern volcano and were standing by nearby.

This was also the will of Percerscaron, the fire dragon with transcendent senses.

She seemed to think that something unpleasant was about to happen in the capital, Constina, though she didn't know exactly what.

As expected of a dragon.
Her intuition is incredible.

"Your prediction was right, honey! But I didn't expect it to be the Emperor!"

Pirhak drew his sword as he spoke, but his words didn't reach their target.

The dragon's breath, said to be able to melt even adamantium, a legendary ore.

The magical energy that initially seemed completely overwhelmed was gradually pushing back against the burning breath.

*Damn it. So he wasn't just sitting around in the palace.*

He's strong. Objectively speaking, his strength far exceeds normal standards.

"A dragon... from the eastern volcano...! For such an exalted being to personally come to the Imperial Palace...!! I'm so humbled I don't know where to put myself...!!"

A clear voice rang out from within the violently swirling flames.

We failed to overwhelm him in one go.

He must have taken some damage, unlike with Levia's attack, but even with a dragon, our firepower is insufficient?

Percerscaron, realizing her breath was inadequate, stopped the dragon language she had been continuously pouring out.

An ominous shadow slowly emerged from the massive flames.

"I'm surprised. Truly surprised. As expected of a dragon. That was an attack worthy of a being closest to the gods."

Laibetua's fully revealed appearance was even more horrific than I had imagined.

The Second Prince's skin had completely burned away, but some remaining flesh was entangled with massive darkness, creating something both bizarre and grotesque.

And the Emperor's main body appeared to be made of thin, black, thread-like substances that writhed like worms.

"Ugh, what is that?"
"...Worms? No, perhaps it's just highly concentrated magical energy itself."

I've seen something similar before.

At the Papal Office, priests and holy knights infected by sacred worms looked exactly like this.

But while back then it was the appearance of worms covering human skin, now Laibetua's body seemed like the skin itself was alive and moving like worms.

Whether it was highly concentrated magical energy,
Or a newly established magical life form following blood-sucking worms and sacred worms.

The fact remains that it was a disgusting and terrifying sight that made my stomach turn just by looking at it.

"Emperor who rules the continent, what on earth are you doing?!"
"Beings like you don't understand. How finite and fragile human life is."

The Emperor answered, spreading both arms. Percerscaron stepped back, startled by the intense magical energy.

"The Empire cannot be eternal. No, not just our Empire. All nations throughout history have crumbled away."

"Throughout my life, I've pondered the reason. Looking at my gradually weakening body, I concluded that it's because outstanding rulers cannot overcome death."

"In the end, an empire is ruled by one person. If I, who directly raised a falling empire and led it to another golden age, transcend death, the Empire will enjoy eternal prosperity!!"

Laibetua's exclamation was full of conviction.

But no one present was sincerely moved.

Of course not.
That was an absolutely idiotic sophistry.

Everything that shines brightly must eventually fade.

And on the ruins of a fading era, that will is inherited and developed by others.

Moving toward a future even better than before.

That was the path we had all walked until now.
Even Laibetua, who was spouting such nonsense, had once walked this path.

"You don't understand that things have value because they are finite. Humans... humans are beautiful precisely because of that. Is there any other species that has achieved so much development and civilization in their limited time?!"

Percerscaron roared in anger.

"You have no right to arbitrarily determine others' futures, Emperor. The one threatening the nation's fate by twisting providence and law is none other than you!"
"Silence, dragon!! This is not your concern!"

Powerful magical energy emanating from Laibetua's entire body struck her.

She already had a massive body.

If it had been an ordinary attack, it would have simply bounced off, but Laibetua's attack, having reached the pinnacle of magical energy, was lethal enough to penetrate the dragon's skin.

"Kugh?!"
"Honey!!"

She had sensed the danger and immediately deployed defensive magic, but the attack she couldn't fully block grazed her wing.

With a sizzling sound, the part that had directly contacted the magical energy crumbled like ashes scattered from a fire.

"You fucking bastard!! Who do you think you're touching?!"

As an enraged Pirhak tried to charge at Laibetua, I barely managed to stop him.

"Don't stop me, Rubern. Even if it's you, this is—!"
"Don't get excited. Remember when we fought the Demon King? This level of magical energy isn't something you can handle alone."

I had to modify the grand strategy.

The best-case scenario would have been to settle things immediately with the appearance of Percerscaron, who was practically a strategic weapon.

If even her power was insufficient, there was only one option left.

"Raid."

I gripped my dagger firmly, staring directly at the fluctuating mass of magical energy.

"Laibetua Iros van Karl. As the last successor of the Ailoy family and the Grand Strategist of the last expedition, I hereby designate you as the 'Empire's Demon King.'"

Look at that immense magical energy.

Leading black magicians and controlling monsters beyond the northern wall—what else could he be but a Demon King?

I immediately tore off the clothes covering my arm.

Without hesitation, I stabbed my dagger into the "magic circle" engraved on my shoulder.

"By the authority of the Grand Strategist, I issue an order for the expedition force to assemble, Bernard!"

***

Rubern Ailoy never prepares just one strategy.

This was a habit that predated not only the Great Expedition but even his training as a member of the Ailoy family.

To survive in back alleys where no one could protect you and everyone was a potential enemy.

In such situations, even five contingency plans might not be enough.

So Rubern kept almost every conceivable scenario in his mind. He constantly observed his surroundings, assessed situations, and pulled out the optimal pre-prepared scenario.

That was Rubern Ailoy's ultimate skill.

Even on battlefields where the most meticulous strategies could be reduced to scraps by countless variables that emerged in an instant.

Rubern Ailoy always made the best choices.

He identified scattered variables in advance and predicted the outcomes they would produce.

Based on that, he formulated alternative strategies and flexibly adjusted them according to the situation.

It was an ability almost akin to future prediction.

This was why Rubern Ailoy, despite being just an administrative officer of an "unknown" knightly order, became a hero who, along with Levia, formed one of the pillars of the Great Expedition.

It was also why even the Designer Valmark, a strategist of historic caliber, clicked his tongue in admiration.

The Black Fox.
Grand Strategist Rubern.

A genius strategist who guided all situations according to his predictions from behind the scenes of the battlefield, where no one paid attention.

"Whether it's the Emperor or the Second Prince, the worst-case scenario remains unchanged."
"You, you bastard...!!"

The dagger pierced precisely through my shoulder. I activated the blood magic circle at the cost of sacrificing my right arm.

Red blood dripped down my arm and seeped into the cracks between the brick floor.

It would take about 10 minutes for the spatial magician Bernard, the maximum force I could mobilize after Percerscaron, to notice the signal and act.

If we could hold out until then, we could subjugate the opponent even if he was the Emperor and the worst Demon King.

"What have you done... Rubern Ailoy!"
"Do you know Bernard?"
"W-what?"
"I have quite a few friends, you see."

When Laibetua, noticing something was happening, asked in a confused voice.

I personally responded by extending my middle finger.

"I've called some scary guys."
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Bernard opened his eyes atop a massive magic circle.

In the southwestern part of the continent.
His private laboratory in the Larva Ecological Zone—considered one of the most dangerous areas alongside the Northern Wall, home to countless magical beasts.

As the mage essentially responsible for the ecological zone, he had been investigating the correlation between the increasingly aggressive behavior of magical beasts.

"Magic energy fluctuations of this magnitude haven't been observed in nearly five years."

A situation that even a mage exploring cosmic concepts like space and time couldn't easily conclude.

"Except during the Great Expedition, that is."

He muttered while staring at results he could hardly believe despite seeing them with his own eyes.

Just yesterday, he had subdued a horde of magical beasts that had broken through the defensive barriers.

This wasn't just a problem in the Larva Ecological Zone. Similar phenomena had been consistently reported beyond the walls of the Hebron Duchy.

Though there were no observable signs of a Demon Lord's birth, what calamity was about to befall the continent once again?

Like distant ocean waves beginning to swell just before a massive tsunami strikes.

A dark shadow was once again falling over the continent.

"That fellow is in the capital now, wasn't he?"

Rubern Ailoy.

He might already understand everything about this situation.

Someone who served as Chief Strategist during the Great Expedition and later earned the Crown Prince's trust, successfully building his own power base separate from his administrative position—such a person would know more than most.

Just as Bernard was thinking he should visit the capital to consult with him—

A sensation pierced through Bernard's consciousness with a sharp jolt.

Knowing what this sensation meant, Bernard could only stand dumbfounded.

"...Rubern?"

The "summoning" seal he had inscribed on Rubern's body during the Great Expedition.

It was a method he had personally devised to ensure minimal survival chances on that desperate, horrific battlefield where not even the next few minutes could be predicted.

A simple transmission spell that would immediately relay coordinates to him the moment the seal's circuit was physically damaged.

Bernard felt chills run down his spine at the sensation he had completely forgotten, believing it would never be used again.

"Fixed coordinates, 115, 323, 662, 811. The Imperial Palace of the Bolivar Empire..."

This wasn't a simple summoning spell.

The activation conditions were far from ordinary.

The damaged circuit meant that Rubern's right arm, where the seal was inscribed, had suffered a serious injury.

However, the magic wouldn't activate from a mere injury.

Since Rubern Ailoy was an assassin before being an administrator, minor wounds on his right arm were not uncommon.

That's why Rubern and Bernard had set a "special keyword" as the incantation for the magic circle that only they would recognize.

As if unable to believe what he was experiencing, Bernard muttered the problematic incantation.

"The existence of a Demon Lord, and the gathering of the expedition force."

Rubern already possessed a teleportation artifact. He could handle emergency situations without using the seal.

Yet he had used the seal.

This meant that even after using the teleportation artifact, he couldn't resolve the situation.

The Rubern Ailoy he knew wouldn't use it carelessly, knowing its significance. Though slippery and occasionally irritating enough to make Bernard want to punch him...

Nevertheless, Bernard considered him a true friend and someone he trusted.

The moment these thoughts crossed his mind,
Bernard wasted no more time.

He donned a mage's robe prepared for combat.

Research materials he had spent years compiling lay scattered across the floor.

Bernard paid them no mind as he headed toward the massive apparatus installed on the roof of his laboratory.

The Celestial Instrument.
Automatically calculating coordinates by tracking starlight and sunlight—the pinnacle achievement of Bernard as a spatial mage.

"May starlight whisper and guide through darkness."

As soon as he recited the incantation, the massive sphere at the center began rotating rapidly. Mana crystals marking the positions of different stars glowed white, projecting constellations onto the ground.

"So it has finally come."

A voice filled with fear and concern.
Yet the trembling at the tip of his tongue also contained the excitement of a young mage who occasionally reminisced about faded past glories.

Flash!
After completing seven rotations, the Celestial Instrument burst with white light, and Bernard's body was instantly enveloped in radiance.

Beyond the horizon he gazed at lastly,
A brilliant dawn was breaking.

***

The light that extended from the Larva Ecological Zone pierced through the continent's sky, scattering in all directions. Among the places it reached was the Laterano Autonomous Region.

"Lord Balduinus! Urgent message from the diocese overseeing the capital Constina! The Imperial Family has allied with Blaukrohitz, and Honorary Apostle Rubern Ailoy has urgently requested support...!"
"I know."

The priest who had rushed frantically into the room stopped abruptly.

The Red Templar.
The Last Crusader Balduinus.

Though aged, the unrusted body of the templar was surrounded by pure white light.

"Finally, I can avenge Laterano."
"Sir Templar!?!"
"Tell His Holiness the Pope and the Red Templar Order that I have gone ahead."

Balduinus said this as he picked up his sword.

And instantly vanished from before the priest's eyes.

Such peculiar light reached not only the Laterano Papal See.

In the western continent, the Nirvana Magic Kingdom bordering the Great Elven Forest.
Specifically, the top floor of the "Tower of Trials" where the royal court's chief mage resided.

And the underground kingdom of Hatus where even sunlight doesn't reach.
The vast Gilead Plains with their wide horizons.
The archipelago in the eastern continent, and an abandoned fortress nestled in high mountains.
A fallen duchy, and a gravedigger's hut guarding a cemetery.

Six years ago.
Those who fought together that day on the plains silently picked up their weapons and welcomed the starlight as soon as they encountered the flash.

It was the return of heroes.

***

The magic seal was activated.

Light spread across the scattered droplets of blood on the floor, filling the tower's space.

The Emperor realized something quite unpleasant was unfolding before his eyes.

No, anyone would have noticed.

The pure white light was driving away the magical energy.
That ominous power that had devoured even a dragon's breath was retreating as if shunning the light.

"You bastard, Ailoy!!"

With a roar that shook the broken tower, massive magical energy was fired. Black lightning twisting and rushing forward.

But Rubern didn't move a single step. Because reliable comrades from a bygone era stood with him.

"Hup!!"
"Where do you think?!"

Levia's sword and Pirhak's blade struck simultaneously. Swords wrapped in aura resonated, deflecting the magical energy's trajectory.

CRASH, CLANG!!
GRRRK!

The magical energy, having lost its path, pierced through the tower floor.

"Yol Toor Shul...!!"

Percerscaron wasn't idle either. Exquisite flames crafted from the blood and voice of a noble being thousands of years old.

A damaged wing was merely a minor injury. Such a wound couldn't quell the fire dragon's rage.

WHOOSH!

Flames that could burn even the moisture in the air. The shadows standing around the Emperor withered under the overwhelming blaze.

Masters of assassination they might be, but before a dragon, they were mere mortals.

They weren't permitted to remain in the dragon's domain.

"I admit it... thinking I could bring you here was clearly my mistake...! Rubern Ailoy!!"

Laibetua released all the magical energy he had accumulated. Blocking Percerscaron's attack alone was beyond his capacity. With Pirhak and Levia's support added, he judged he couldn't absorb any more impact.

He had been a coveted talent. Even now, standing against him proved that point.

The appearance of a fire dragon plus the gathering of heroes.

Since when had he prepared such a move?
From when he was imprisoned? Or from when he first left the Black Lion Knights?

That's why he had become the biggest obstacle.

To avoid repeating the mistake at the Papal See, this time he personally came rather than sending someone else.
Yet the situation was still deteriorating.

From now on, he would use his full power.
Even at the cost of destroying the capital he had built, he would clear away these nuisances.

The capital could be rebuilt anyway. If he won here, he could raise a mere city like this in an instant.

"Liber Regis!"

The Emperor's magical energy exploded, neutralizing all attacks coming from all directions. All the impacts he had absorbed until now were reversed and surged toward them.

The defensive barrier they hastily deployed was shattered along with its formula by the storm of magical energy.

Just as Percerscaron, judging they couldn't block it, was about to wrap her massive body around the group—

"Deus Volt!! A holy war has been declared here!!"

With a resounding shout, a red cross made of divine power rose before their eyes.

"Nice shot, old man!"
"Looks like a battle was in full swing, I hope we didn't interfere."

Voices heard through the rising smoke.

Rubern smiled at the silhouettes of people who didn't retreat even when facing the violently fluctuating magical energy.

"I said I'd activate it as quickly as possible, was I a bit late?"
"No, you arrived just in time."
"It's been a while, my precious comrades."

The Great Adventurer Pirhak.
Golden Lion Levia.
Void Bernard.
The Last Crusader Balduinus.
Gatekeeper Irkana.
Beast King Fenrir.
Immortal Kate.

And others who had left significant marks in the continent's history.

Finally,
The Black Fox Rubern Ailoy.

The legendary history from six years ago.
The protagonists of the Battle of Rechanberg Plains had now gathered at the Imperial Palace of the Bolivar Empire.
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Laibetua bit his lip. He wasn't sure if it was actually his lip he was biting, but the rising feeling of anger was unmistakably clear.

Powerful individuals who had been watching from across the continent had all gathered in one place.

The spatial magician Bernard.
He had planned to deal with him beforehand, knowing it would become quite troublesome once he got involved.

A magic that could summon heroes from all regions in an instant.

Had he prepared such an outrageous move?

But Emperor Laibetua couldn't back down either. He couldn't accept defeat here.

As if proving that everything he had said until now was nothing but hollow sophistry.

Laibetua fully revealed his ambition—the complete destruction of the capital, followed by taking the entire continent into his grasp.

This land must exist solely for him.

For Laibetua, who had completely abandoned humanity and righteousness, the option of being exiled from the throne and leaving the empire was no longer in his mind.

The prophetic last words of Samuel One Crowley—that if one gazes long into the abyss while obsessed with power, the abyss will also gaze back at the emperor.

Now they had finally come true.

He had truly become worthy of being called the Demon King of the Empire.

"Huu..."

Laibetua exhaled deeply. His body was already completely consumed by demonic energy. It could no longer even be called breath.

Indeed.
What did it matter if heroes had gathered?

In the end, he would be the victor standing on this ground.

No, this was actually better.

Those irritating individuals had gathered in one place, so once he devoured them, the continent would soon fall into his hands.

"Kraaaaa!!!"
"He's moving!"
"Go ahead and struggle, Emperor of the Empire!"

The emperor roared and released demonic energy. Bernard, Balduinus, and the other frontliners immediately sprang forward to form a defensive line.

But the demonic energy wasn't targeting the heroes.

"Respond to the call of the First Order."

The words he uttered like a chant.
His voice, corrupted by demonic energy, soon turned into mist and seeped into the air.

Just as Rubern had prepared a trump card, Laibetua also had a hidden move.

Kiiiiing!!

The massive crystal hanging on the half-collapsed magic tower was instantly contaminated with purple light.

The magical crystal connecting the imperial communication network.

Using the normally functioning magic tower device as a catalyst, he began spreading his demonic energy throughout the capital.

"This bastard is pulling tricks until the end!"
"He's coming! Prepare the assault team!"

The heroes who noticed the anomaly immediately rushed toward Laibetua, but...

Drrrrrr.
Kwaaang!!

"Kyaaaak!!!"

Their attention was soon stolen by a massive form that appeared, destroying a building of the imperial palace not far away.

A creature that appeared with ground-shaking vibrations.

It was a worm, also known as an earth dragon, a type of lesser dragon.

The fact that such a being had emerged in the middle of the capital was already a problem, but what was worse was its size.

"What kind of worm is that big..."

The overwhelming size was apparent even at a glance. It looked capable of easily destroying solid fortress walls with just a twist of its body.

"It's not just the worm!"

The exclamation came from Irkana, the Chief Archmage of the Nirvana Magic Kingdom and the Gatekeeper.

Rubern Ailoy and his companions could vaguely see various magical beasts appearing beyond the earth dragon.

Of course, the mobilization of simple magical beasts was within the expected range.

But Percerscaron's face hardened when she saw the massive creature spreading its wings and rising from behind the imperial palace.

"That's..."

The strong resonance of her own kind.

The worst magical beast that denied nobility and insulted both name and honor.

"Bone... Dragon!!"
"The Demon King of the Empire, you say? Very well, then let us face each other."

Why hadn't the emperor purged the existing Blue Cross Society after gaining everything?

It would only lead to trouble, and with Emperor Laibetua's abilities, he could have created a new underground organization with just the black magicians who followed him.

The answer to that question was the magical beasts that began to appear throughout the capital.

From the executives of the Blue Cross Society to the lowest ranks.

Terrible monsters created solely for loyalty to Laibetua, the new First Order,

For the glory that would be given to them when the operation began,

And for the screams of the imperial citizens that would spread.

It didn't take long for the imperial capital, which was about to greet a morning no different from any other,

To be stained red with the blood of innocent people.

***

I couldn't help but be dumbfounded.

The massive army of magical beasts that instantly covered the capital.

From the moment I realized the imperial family had colluded with the Blue Cross Society, I had predicted they would mobilize magical beasts.

The empire boasts a history of nearly a thousand years. While the throne has changed hands, the capital Constina that supports the empire remains solid.

As such, there are many hidden spaces and places that were abandoned and forgotten during the city's expansion.

A fairly large slum had formed on the outskirts, and sophisticated magical waterworks were also in place to supply water to the city.

Naturally, such places tend to be poorly managed, and gaps in security are inevitable.

It's the perfect nesting ground for black magicians like the Blue Cross Society, criminals, and all sorts of lunatics.

So I thought they might be raising magical beasts or committing inhumane acts in those underground spaces.

But I never imagined a worm as big as the central magic tower, let alone a bone dragon.

"We must... kill... that thing!!"
"Honey!!? Damn it!!"

Percerscaron, who faced the bone dragon, spread her wings and soared into the sky.

A definite insult toward dragons.

Unless it was a special case like the black dragon Melpomede, who was called a demon king despite being a dragon, harming or desecrating the remains of one's own kind...

Was as good as touching a dragon's reverse scale.

With the situation turning like this, unrest began to spread even among the gathered heroes.

The still-threatening emperor and the magical beasts ravaging the capital. What should be prioritized? How should the forces be distributed?

The existing forces of the capital, including the central army, had already left, so if they captured the emperor and dealt with the magical beasts, what about the imperial citizens who would be sacrificed in the meantime?

Confusion compounded upon confusion.
Just as the confidence and composure they had regained was about to be shaken again.

Smack!
I slapped my face with all my might.

It never gets old. After all, these are old comrades I called in knowing it would be the worst situation.

In the Lechenberg Plains, in the Valley of Death, in the Dead Volcano Forest, the situation in the Earthly Purgatory was more complex, not less.

If I could defeat the demon king and his army in those tragedies, what's stopping me from doing the same in the imperial capital?

Then now we need to divide our forces a bit.

And the protagonist of that detachment is...
None other than Crown Prince Conrad van Karl.

"Conrad."

I looked at the crown prince, who was still struggling in despair.

Lifeless eyes, he who had always been full of confidence and never lost his humor, was still lying helplessly on the ground.

"Now is the time to act as the imperial crown prince. Go down to the ground, lead the remaining forces, and repel the magical beasts."

It's not like there are no forces left. The imperial guards surrounding this magic tower, for one.

They weren't corrupted by demonic energy. They were just following the emperor's orders.

Who would have thought the emperor would choose the path of the First Order of the Blue Cross Society and become a demon king?

In this desperate situation, Conrad's status as crown prince could be a very good justification for rallying and commanding them.

"The empire needs you."

I said that as I helped the crown prince to his feet. His drooping head lifted.

"Rubern..."
"Leave this to us and protect the imperial citizens. You were the one who said you'd take responsibility for the empire."

The throne is already empty.

The Emperor of the Empire, Laibetua Iros van Karl, whom he respected, is dead, and only the Demon King of the Empire remains here, calling for eternal destruction.

The emperor's seat should not be left vacant for long. In times of crisis, the qualities of a leader shine even more.

"Heroes have their ways, and administrators have theirs. You know that."

Conrad hesitated for a moment, then picked up the sword he had dropped.

Standing on legs that had been trembling weakly, he looked at the burning imperial capital.

There are people who waver but don't break.

And the Imperial Crown Prince Conrad I knew was just such a person.

"...Thank you, Rubern."
"Don't mention it."
"Let's talk after everything is over."
"As we always have."

With a light farewell, Crown Prince Conrad leaped down from the magic tower without hesitation.

"Heila, Kaltus, White Cliff Shaman! Please follow him! Your strength is desperately needed!"

But I couldn't just send the crown prince alone.

Our opponent is Demon King Laibetua.

The place that needs masters of combat against multiple opponents is not here but right in the middle of that capital.

"If the fox says so, then it must be done, right?"
"Even a demon king is boring if it's just one."
"You remembered my name well? I'm touched!"

The heroes who immediately understood my meaning quickly left the scene.

The appropriate and efficient allocation of human resources is also a very important factor that determines success or failure in tactics and strategy.

Now those remaining in the magic tower...

Were talents optimized solely for subjugating the Demon King of the Empire.

"As expected of Lord Black Fox, your charisma remains unchanged despite the years!"
"At best, he's just all talk."
"Still grumbling. You like it the most behind the scenes. Haven't you fixed that habit yet?"
"W-what are you saying? Shut up!"

I stepped forward, looking at the heroes who were chatting even in this situation.

Step by step.

With each step I took, it felt like the demonic energy permeating the space was holding back my feet.

A presence so intimidating that just looking at it made my body instinctively shrink.

But it was more than enough to finish things here. If I were to back down from this much, I would have buried my head in the ground long ago.

Tap tap tap tap tap!!

I accelerated my steps. The demonic energy could no longer hold back my stride. I didn't care even as the sharply honed demonic energy grazed my skin.

The sensation of blood flowing from my right hand.
Adding strength to my left hand holding the dagger.

"The Black Fox you want is right here!!!"

I leaped toward Laibetua.
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Heroes chased after Rubern Ailoy who had dashed to the front. Despite his arm being in tatters from activating the barrier, he pressed forward toward the Demon King—truly the same Black Fox from six years ago.

"Good at rushing ahead while you can't even take care of yourself properly!"

Altaika grumbled as she cast her magic. The released mana completely healed Rubern's injuries as if they had never existed.

Her refined healing arts instantly mended torn wounds and reconnected severed blood vessels. She was a mage once praised as the "Witch of Life" during the Great War, capable of casting high-level recovery magic as easily as snapping her fingers.

Seeing this, Beast King Fenrir growled and said, "Leave him be! If we don't do this, they'll steal all the cool scenes!!"

"Fenrir, I thought you might have matured a bit since becoming king of the beastkin..."

"Kuhahaha! I've been waiting for this day for so long!"

The Ruler of the Plains. The hero of the beastkin who stood at the apex of all beast races and put an end to their long civil war.

With claws sharp enough to easily slice through steel, he quickly overtook Rubern Ailoy and charged ahead.

Though everyone seemed to be moving chaotically and independently, Rubern instinctively realized the heroes were forming a formation around him.

There was no need to drag this out. Against the Demon King, wasting time was poison. Learning patterns wasn't exclusive to the expedition—the Demon King could do the same. Once a being that transcended humanity—no, transcended the essence of life itself—read their patterns, the chances of successful subjugation would plummet.

No matter how great a hero might be, as long as they remained human, they would eventually reach their limits.

That fact hadn't changed from six years ago until now.

Therefore, Rubern's duty as chief strategist and the Black Fox was clear.

Maintain the formation and issue flexible commands as the situation demanded. He was the only one who could control the gathered heroes here.

The distance to the Demon King narrowed. Powerful demonic energy shot threateningly from the black, rippling fog.

Beast King Fenrir, naturally at the vanguard, cleared away several streams of demonic energy, but he couldn't deflect all attacks.

However, with others joining in, it would be possible.

Using Beast King Fenrir as the spearhead to pierce through the Demon King.

The battlefield image formed fragmentarily in Rubern Ailoy's mind.

"Lord Balduinus! Follow behind Fenrir!"
"I know that without you telling me!"
"Firhark, target the left flank! Focus on ranged attacks for now!"

Balduinus immediately followed. The demonic energy that flowed past was neutralized and disappeared against the holy power emitted by the experienced holy knight.

The Last Crusader.

Balduinus earned this name because his very existence was comparable to the crusaders of the old Papal State, now gone.

A life spent wandering with his holy knights and defeating monsters without settling down.

For the old man, Laibetua's demonic energy wasn't something to fear—just a slightly thicker, heavier, and more irritating attack.

"Such petty tricks...!!"

Laibetua's cry transformed into an alien power. Even Fenrir halted his charge and stepped back from the pressure crushing the entire space.

"Huh, what the hell?"
"Get behind me, Fenrir!!"

After that cry of desperation, the holy knight grabbed the Beast King by the scruff of his neck and pulled him back.

Just as Bernard, who had been waiting, activated a defensive technique using space itself as a barrier.

A lightning bolt made of demonic energy struck exactly where Fenrir had been standing moments before.

CRASH!! BOOM!!

"Damn it... what kind of power...!"

Space magic. A magic that had reached the realm of gods, no less formidable than the Demon King himself.

Yet Laibetua's demonic energy continued to pound Bernard's barrier, even tearing through the separated space!

Was this being before them simply one who had been corrupted by demonic energy and dedicated themselves to becoming a Demon King?

No. This was not the Demon King they had fought until now, but the very concept of demonic energy itself.

Rubern had to reassess Emperor Laibetua once again.

They couldn't approach this the same way as the Great Expedition.

While the sacrifices of those who fought with their lives on the line helped humanity overcome their initial devastating defeats and achieve victory in the last Great Expedition...

The decisive factor was the division among the monster armies and the Demon Kings leading them.

Most monsters, with few exceptions, aren't naturally inclined to band together.

Unless they're a species with high intelligence or based on humans, like Abraham Vlad and his vampire harem.

They never united under a single leader.

This was partly because the Demon Kings were all similarly powerful.

In their primitive society where strength was truth, there was no leader strong enough to trample everyone else and rise above.

As a result, they naturally preferred moving individually or in small groups of the same species rather than uniting.

The expedition had precisely understood this point and succeeded in defeating them one by one.

But the current situation was very different from then.

*This is terrifying.*

No further description was needed. This was a power more formidable than any Demon King they had faced before.

The power hidden beneath the shadow of the brilliant Imperial Emperor had fully bloomed and wouldn't even allow the expedition to approach.

Of course, while Bernard and other mages desperately deployed defensive barriers, the others weren't just standing around watching.

Heroes each had weapons and combat styles befitting their fame.

If Fenrir and Balduinus were frontliners strong in close-quarters combat,

There were also those specialized in ranged combat using bows and magic.

Firhark drew out the divine bow Failnote. One of the legendary weapons he had collected while traveling the continent as an adventurer.

A bow with truly unfair performance, capable of firing unlimited high-density mana arrows with just a light infusion of mana.

Not just Firhark. A battle mage who had completely mastered each elemental magic. A shrine maiden who had contracted directly with a forgotten god and received their power.

Even in the storm of raging demonic energy, they found gaps and forced their way through.

BANG! BOOM! SCREECH!!!

The space that had contained nothing but ominous black darkness was now painted with mana of all colors. Literal "bombardment" that even a dragon couldn't withstand.

The heroes' counterattack, breaking through the concentrated fog, struck Laibetua directly. A painful scream followed, as if vomited out.

"Kuheo...!"
"We hit!"
"Now's our chance, press on!"

The Demon King's demonic energy storm weakened, clearly having taken damage.

The vanguards, who until now could only watch without daring to approach, didn't miss this momentary opening.

An encirclement deployed in an instant. Before Laibetua could recover the scattered demonic energy, attacks from heroes poured in from almost every direction.

The Golden Lion's slash cut through the ground, and a holy sword imbued with sacred power sliced through the darkness.

Fiercely burning flames, ice spears the size of houses, sharply honed wind, and lightning striking down from the sky.

A rain of arrows imbued with the mysteries of elves and fairies who served the World Tree, and seven magic bullets said to never miss.

The heroes' strikes, all targeting a single being—Imperial Demon King Laibetua Iros van Karl.

Overwhelming firepower that could annihilate anyone engulfed the central magic tower.

Even the ground, barely holding up against the Demon King's power, was about to collapse from the impact when everything changed.

"......"

Laibetua said nothing. He merely stomped his foot once. And space flipped.

Literally. Space flipped over. The heroes were thrown into confusion by the suddenly reversed vision and the sensation of their lower bodies floating up.

Legs that had surely been touching the ground were now flying through the air.

"Kugh!?"

If Bernard hadn't noticed the anomaly and instantly expended all his mana to restrict the spatial distortion, they would have been banished to some unknown realm.

While he managed to block the spatial distortion...

The massive gravitational pressure that followed was something even the greatest mages couldn't easily resist.

CRASH! CLANG!!
The heroes tumbled ungracefully to the floor.

If left like this, they would die pathetically without a chance to respond.

Realizing this, Balduinus manifested the red cross that had withstood the Demon King's demonic energy once more.

"Hnngh!!"

The Papal State.
The symbol of the old holy knight who had sworn to devote his life to the light rose up.

Thanks to this, they could escape the crushing force that had been squeezing their organs.

But...
Grrrr, drrrrr.
Crack.

Balduinus realized that cracks were slowly forming in the cross amid the ear-splitting noise.

He couldn't hold out much longer.

The cross was a physical barrier created based on his holy power.

Balduinus's face contorted in pain as the demonic energy greedily devoured his holy power and desecrated the cross.

"As expected of the heroes of the expedition."

Looking at the heroes who had collapsed in an instant,
The Imperial Demon King opened his mouth.
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"As expected of the expedition's main characters."

The attack just now was extremely dangerous.

To be honest, if there had been even slightly fewer souls of imperial citizens sacrificed for the ritual, they would have collapsed under the coordinated attack just now.

But that was the end of it.

Though he failed to banish them to a void filled with demonic energy or crush them with pressure.

Laibetua sensed that his recent attack had inflicted considerable damage on the expedition party.

Look.

Even the living legend of a holy knight was kneeling, and the troublesome space mage had collapsed on the ground, coughing blood.

Though Rubern Ailoy and the others were still standing, what difference did that make?

Besides, they had more to worry about than just him.

Soon, the black mages of the Blue Cross Society lurking throughout the capital would begin to move.

Laibetua had been the First Order of the Blue Cross Society for three years now.

He completely took over the organization in one year and rose as the new Samuel One Crowley.

For the next two years, he alternated between his duties as emperor and First Order, and for the past year, he had completely secluded himself to focus solely on the ritual.

What had he been doing all this time?

Naturally, he had been wary of the expedition's key figures, building up his strength and making plans to overcome them even if they discovered his plot.

One of those plans was to use the capital itself as a sacrifice.

About 168,000 people resided in the capital. Even if only a tenth of them died, he could harvest 16,000 souls.

This was why he had released powerful monsters and allowed black mages to run rampant.

Laibetua's time was essentially just beginning.

"Are you already tired? Heroes, where has all that vigor from earlier gone?"
"GRAAAAAAH!!"

Provoked by these words, Fenrir roared and charged forward.

Fierce and savage.

Regardless of who his opponent was, he would charge in without hesitation—that was the nature of one so strong.

His spirit and tenacity were worthy of the name Beast King, but that only applied to opponents of the same "caliber."

Laibetua snorted and reached out his hand, pulling at space as if drawing it toward him.

"!?"

The distance between Fenrir and Laibetua closed instantly. It wasn't Fenrir's intention. He was pulled in like a magnet.

"GYAACK!!"

The massive beast-man was grabbed by the hair and slammed into the ground. He desperately resisted the pressure crushing his body, but it was futile.

Crack.
The sturdy beast-man's skeleton was crushed with terrifying ease.

"Kuh, kuhh..."
"Now die."

Just as Laibetua was about to finish off the merely aggressive Fenrir.

"I won't... let you...!!"

Flash!

Aura condensed to its limit exploded, emitting a bright light. Levia Irtarte. Was she charging in despite the crushing pressure?

She swung a greatsword as large as herself. Though she merely swung her sword, the action itself transformed into a lethal strike.

"Tch."

Laibetua clicked his tongue and tossed Fenrir aside.

As demonic energy from the ground twisted like threads and rippled, the Golden Lion's strike was instantly erased.

As if she had never attacked in the first place.

***

"I-impossible... he's gotten even stronger than before? KYAAH!?"

Barely having time to be stunned by the unbelievable sight, the emperor flicked his finger, causing the air to explode and sending Levia crashing backward.

"Levia!!"
"Cough, k-kuh... ugh..."

I rushed to check her condition. Though there didn't appear to be any major injuries, it was by no means a good situation.

The armor of the Black Lion Knights' Commander, forged by the Empire's greatest blacksmith—armor that could even withstand a dragon's breath—had a deep dent in its center.

The metal, unable to withstand the shockwave, had caved inward.

He truly intended to kill Levia. And in reality, without the armor, her body would have burst apart, killing her instantly.

"..."

I bit my lip hard.

From the expedition party's perspective, facing all this was enough to feel fear.

We were already wounded once. Just when we thought we had him cornered, he now confronted us with even greater power.

He showed no signs of fatigue. No pain, no suffering, no fear.

The mass of swirling black demonic energy, with an unreadable expression, was powerful enough to break even the heroes' spirits.

"We only have one chance now."

Laibetua was strengthening his power as time passed. Perhaps he had laid an absorption magic circle connecting to the entire capital.

As the First Order, he likely had many Black Cross Society black mages stationed throughout the capital.

They were clearly amplifying Laibetua's demonic energy by harming citizens and causing terror amid the chaos.

Moreover, our main forces—Bernard and Fenrir—were essentially incapacitated, and Levia would suffer a fatal wound if she allowed even one more strike.

Balduinus couldn't join the front line as he was busy holding back the increasing pressure.

Essentially, the two vanguards we had planned to use as our spearhead had evaporated.

The worst possible situation.

But it was too early to give up. Not everyone was incapacitated.

'I can still move.'

If there's no vanguard.
I'll become the vanguard.

As always, this wasn't the time to be picky.

However, I couldn't use Lethal Poison. It was merely a method to accelerate blood flow to the brink of death to enhance reaction speed.

Just standing up felt like something was weighing down on my shoulders—what good would increasing my reaction speed do?

This was the situation even with Balduinus's holy barrier in effect.

The trick of amplifying abilities using Lethal Poison would be immediately detected by Laibetua.

Even if I risked my life, I should bet on the option with a higher chance of success.

That left only one method.

"Everyone, follow my lead just once!!"

The ranged damage dealers who could still project powerful firepower were fine.

Rather than rushing into close combat without a plan, attacking from a distance seemed much more effective.

But simply pouring firepower wouldn't be enough to defeat the demon king.

To defeat him, we needed to destroy his essence.

And that essence was located at the very center of that swirling demonic energy.

All monsters were like that. The demon king was no different.

Even the black dragon Melpomede could only be defeated by beheading it and burning the source of corruption contained in its reverse scale.

The same was true for the Demon King of Oblivion, Eldritch Pantheon.
And for the Demon King of Death, the Primordial Undead Draugr.

The Imperial Demon King, Laibetua Iros van Karl, would be no different.

I closed my eyes.

In the dark cavity like an abyss, I visualized my current appearance.

Torn right sleeve, high-quality leather armor hardened through tanning.

In my left hand, a dagger of the Imperial Guard. On my feet, the boots I had custom-made when I first joined the Black Lion Knights.

And my name—

Rubern Ailoy.

Former Chief Administrative Officer of the Imperial Black Lion Knights and Black Fox, Chief Strategist of the Great Expedition.

Currently the Executor of Rupel Territory and an Imperial Viscount.

In a contract marriage with Sianne Valeos, with an adopted daughter, Lucy Valeos, a hybrid of Dragon Knight and Gold Dragon.

With Petra Bastian as a close junior, a close friend of Princess Lilia of Hebron Duchy.

And an honorary apostle of the Laterano Autonomous Region, entangled in various ways with Saint Catherine Sissela.

I establish my identity and prepare a trigger to return to in case things go wrong.

After completing all preparations.

"This is our last chance. We have no time or opportunities left. Lord Balduinus's holy barrier will soon break. So..."

I ordered the final strike.

"Gather all your mana, every last bit, and pour it all out."
"Rubern, you can't mean..."
"We need to finish this quickly so you can go see your wife. You're worried sick, aren't you?"

I pass by Firhark, who's looking at me with trembling eyes. I make eye contact with each of the other heroes, nodding in response.

"I believe in you again, Black Fox."
"Just like back then."

They had no doubts. I don't know why these heroes trust me so much.

Still.
Whatever you receive, you should return.

As much as they believe in me.
I believe in myself.

And I believe in my comrades more than anyone.

I take heavy steps forward. Strangely, no sound comes from them.

Like when I used to hide in shadows in the back alleys of old.

I dissolve my existence into the air and space.

Not my family's teachings, but the first and last extreme technique I created myself.

Rubern Ailoy Original.
Rabbit Hunt.

It was time to disappear from the world for a moment.

***

Eight layers of magic circles form above Laibetua's head. Powerful mana, like the fuse of a bomb, draws a straight line and plunges directly into Laibetua.

KWAAANG!!

A heavy impact. "Volcanic Eruption," a destruction spell known for its exceptional power.

One layer of the tightly woven wall of demonic energy peels away.

But the demon king didn't care.

No matter how many bombardments they fired, they could never reach his domain now.

This was absolute strength.

Laibetua laughed with joy. Though he no longer had what could be called an expression, the emotion of joy still remained.

If he had still been inhabiting a human body, he would have been a corpse reeking of gunpowder by now.

But he was standing perfectly fine. Even at this very moment!

Dozens of magic circles unfold in succession. Another barrage from the great heroes of the century.

Laibetua, already captivated by his own strength, didn't even bother to block the attacks.

Perhaps judging it to be their final strike as they claimed, firepower much stronger than before poured down continuously.

But not a single attack could pierce Laibetua's essence.

How weak. How feeble.

Even those who stood at the pinnacle of humanity were mere insects before him.

Laibetua, as if bored, shook his mist-like body and said:

"Let's end this amusing game here, and I'll make you all sacrifices for even greater power."

He had gained this much power just by devouring notable figures.

What about heroes?

Perhaps he could transcend beyond merely ruling the continent, reaching even the realm of the gods worshipped by the religious folk of the Papal State.

Not just managing the empire with his own hands, but holding the continent, the world, the vast seas and high skies in his grasp!

Wouldn't that make him a god?

Laibetua held back his laughter and deflected all the incoming spells.

"Today, I will reach that sky."

Just as he was about to utter those words, confident they would come true.

"Got you."

The whisper of a familiar voice brushed against Laibetua's senses.

When he regained his awareness, what entered his vision were black eyes that had somehow appeared right before him.

Slash.
Before he could do anything.

A dagger pierced the center of the demonic energy, shattering its core into pieces.

"There is no place for you here anymore."

Like an executioner pronouncing a death sentence on a prisoner.

"What..."

With Rubern's gaze flashing with killing intent as his last sight, Laibetua scattered into the air and disappeared.

The last words of one who abandoned being human...
Weren't even worth listening to.
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The ash-like remnants of the magical fusion that had threatened to engulf the world scattered into dust.

Clang! The dagger that had finished off the Demon King fell weakly to the floor, and Rubern Ailoy collapsed to the ground alongside it.

"Administrator!!"
"Rubern! Are you alright!?"
"I'm... fine. No problem. I'm not injured."

When Levia Irtarte and Pirhak rushed over to support Rubern, he answered with a trembling voice.

He had simply let his tension go. After all, he never really believed they would succeed.

"What was that just now...? I didn't even notice you approaching the Emperor?"
"That's what finishing moves are for, aren't they..."

Sprawled out in the empty chamber, Rubern wiped his sweat-soaked body.

Finishing move.
Honestly, Ailoy's vision had many ambiguous aspects that made it questionable as a true finishing move.

It had a fatal weakness—once countered, attempting it again would expose vulnerabilities.

It wouldn't work on monsters that didn't rely on visual information, and it wasn't particularly effective against opponents who had reached a certain level of mastery.

What is a finishing move in the first place?
The ultimate technique that can destroy any opponent in the opening move.

Not relying on Ailoy's vision, not simply depending on his comrades' strength.

The culmination of experience and knowledge, refined through training with Sianne Erdian, captain of the Snow Leopard Knights.

It was rabbit hunting.

"...Insane. You achieved something even in that situation."

Balduinus muttered, looking at Rubern Ailoy sprawled on the ground.

Perhaps it was the aftermath of directly withstanding the Demon King's power. His face clearly showed signs of exhaustion.

"But this is no time to be lying around. We need to move the wounded for treatment and deal with the monsters turning the capital upside down!"

At those words, Rubern jumped to his feet.

Having focused too much on the final battle with Laivetuva, he had once again forgotten an important fact.

"Hebron Duchy...!"

Tension returned to his relaxed body. His mind cleared to the point of giving him a headache.

"Hebron Duchy? Isn't that where the Northern Wall is?"

When Altaika, the Witch of Life, reacted as if this was completely out of nowhere, Pirhak, who knew the circumstances, quickly began explaining.

"That bastard Demon King destroyed the Northern Wall to prevent Rubern from interfering with him."
"What?!"

Bernard, the space magician who had just regained consciousness, staggered over.

As a magician who managed the Larva Ecological Zone, home to powerful magical beasts no less dangerous than those beyond the Northern Wall, he understood all too well.

The collapse of the Northern Wall essentially meant that the entire northern empire was being completely ravaged by monsters.

"According to Laivetuva... Hebron Duchy has been destroyed. That's also why some royal guards and central army troops left the capital."
"Good heavens."

Just when they thought things couldn't get any worse.

Even though they had vanquished the Demon King, even more troublesome problems remained scattered about.

The heroes were left speechless.

"The Rupel Territory must be fighting a difficult battle right now. Everyone knows what happens when the Northern Wall collapses."

This was far beyond a simple dungeon break.

If monsters that even knights with awakened auras would struggle against were to spread throughout the empire all at once, that would truly be an invasion.

One reason the Great Expedition, which had been at a disadvantage both qualitatively and numerically, could be completed safely was precisely because the monsters beyond the "Northern Wall" hadn't converged.

In fact, at that time, Laivetuva—the Emperor before his corruption—had deployed all the capital's guard forces to the north in anticipation of monsters beyond the wall.

It was not a force that could be underestimated even in jest.

The Emperor's trump card, played to capture "Rubern Ailoy," involved summoning dark magicians and powerful monsters to the capital in preparation for any contingency.

"If the wall has truly collapsed, the duchy's forces won't be enough. If it hasn't been completely destroyed, there might be a chance, but that bastard wouldn't have done such a sloppy job."

Bernard shook his head, looking at the spot where the Demon King had vanished.

"I have to go."
"What? You're going to Rupel Territory now? Look at your condition!"

Altaika exclaimed in shock. As the Witch of Life, she had unparalleled expertise in healing magic and exceptional talent for assessing physical conditions.

The so-called Gap of Life.

Through her green eyes, she could see that Rubern Ailoy's body had already reached its limit.

No matter how comfortable his imprisonment might have been, prison was still prison.

The fatigue accumulated over months of confinement was already considerable. On top of that, he was injured.

He had suffered various scrapes and cuts during the battle with the shadow troops, and finally stabbed himself in the right arm with a dagger to summon Bernard.

Healing magic was merely emergency treatment.

While it could repair severed blood vessels and skin, it was closer to forcibly activating the body's healing ability to accelerate recovery.

In other words, it put strain on the body.

Moreover, even without direct damage, the Demon King's magical energy was extremely harmful to ordinary humans just by being near it.

That alien and ominous power was beyond even what the Gap of Life could perceive.

Even Altaika couldn't fully grasp how damaged Rubern's body was.

"I still have to go."

But Rubern wouldn't back down.

The Rupel Territory was already something precious enough for him to exchange his life for.

"They'll be waiting for me."

He remembered the names of the people who said they would believe in him until the end.

Sianne, Lucy, Petra, and the other members of the Snow Leopard Knights.

The vassals led by Dionaos Rupel, and the many territory residents with whom he had formed bonds.

From Saint Catherine Sissela to Princess Lilia Hebron, whom he had promised to meet again.

He couldn't abandon them no matter what.
That was just who Rubern Ailoy was.

But the problem wasn't just Rubern's physical condition.

"From here to Rupel Territory is at least seven hours. And that's without any interference. Realistically, you should expect ten hours."

The Rupel Marquisate wasn't right next door to the capital.

Even though it was relatively close compared to other territories, with monsters and the Blue Cross Society rising up everywhere, there was no way the existing infrastructure would be functioning properly.

If the Blue Cross Society was causing trouble even in the outskirts, there was a significant risk of being attacked by them.

Of course, there was a method more swift and certain than simply riding a horse—using a "Warp Gate."

But the central magic tower that supplied mana to those Warp Gates had been completely destroyed.

Bernard, too, had completely depleted his mana in the recent battle and couldn't help.

"...Damn it."

Tremble, tremble.

Rubern's tightly clenched fists were shaking. He had realized from the beginning that stubbornness alone wouldn't solve this problem.

"That's where I come in."

Pirhak grabbed his precariously standing friend's shoulder and added:

"Lucius, over here!"

With a clear whistle echoing through the air, a wyvern quickly approached from the blue sky.

The dragon Lucius.

Friend to the great adventurer Pirhak and his wings in the sky, a dragon subspecies.

"Pirhak."
"I can't move because Per is still here. No matter how urgent the situation, my wife is more important to me."

He stroked the neck of the wyvern that had gently landed before them and looked at Rubern Ailoy.

"Lucius will take you to Rupel."
"You..."
"Skip the thanks. I'd do the same in your position. If Per's volcano was under monster attack, I'd leave without even saying goodbye."

The current situation in Rupel was unknown.

If Hebron Duchy had truly been completely destroyed, in the worst case, those forces might have already taken over Rupel.

Beyond the Northern Wall existed flying dragon species and monsters with flight capabilities even more powerful than Lucius's "Blue Wyvern" species.

Even a wyvern, a dragon subspecies and high-ranking monster, could be killed in a moment of carelessness in such a dangerous situation.

But Pirhak didn't hesitate.

He simply patted his hesitating friend's back and said:

"Take good care of Lucius."
"I'll definitely bring him back alive."
"Not just Lucius, you need to come back alive too, idiot."

There was only one option anyway. Rubern Ailoy bit his lip and climbed onto the dragon's back.

"As soon as we finish up in the capital, I'll bring reinforcements to Rupel Territory with His Highness the Crown Prince, so please hold out a little longer, Sir Rubern."
"I-I'll also lead the Black Lion Knights' forces there! Don't you dare die!"
"Ha... that idiot is really impossible to stop."
"I'll leave Constina to you."

With his comrades' worried encouragement behind him.

"Thank you."

Lucius, carrying Rubern, soared high into the sky in an instant.

Their destination: Petaronto, the capital of Rupel Territory.
It was time to return home.

Ch.256 - Final Requiem Chapter 2: Marquis Rupel's Domain (2)
Two days before Rubern Ailoy revealed the true identity of Emperor Laibetua Iros van Karl.

Sianne Valeos, the commander of the Snow Leopard Knights, sat in her empty office, carefully reading a letter that had recently arrived.

It was a greeting letter from Commissioner Rubern, who was currently being detained by the Imperial Inspection Department.

Several months had passed since Rubern Ailoy had been summoned by the Bolivar Empire's imperial court.

As rumors about the imperial power struggle had occasionally leaked out before, the empire's political situation seemed to be racing toward its climax.

This was likely why the detention of Rubern Ailoy, merely a vassal of a marquisate, had been prolonged.

Sianne gently traced the handwriting on the letter with her finger, sinking into melancholy.

She missed him.

Her daughter, Lucy Valeos, had also been dispatched to Vlad Village for rotation duty.

Sianne was noticeably lonely.

It was a family that had disappeared after her father's death. Though their "family relationship" had been hastily arranged due to Lucy's special status as half-human, half-dragon.

For Sianne, they had already become like her real family.

Rubern Ailoy as her husband, Lucy Valeos as her daughter.

Since they had already gone through the ceremony, who would dare deny it now?

The only person who might interfere between her and Rubern would be Petra Bastian, who was constantly looking for opportunities.

Just then.

"Commander Sianne!"

A woman with bright chestnut hair entered her office.

Petra Bastian. Speak of the devil—Sianne was startled and quickly stuffed the letter under her desk.

"W-what? What is it?! You scared me, Administrative Director! No matter how close we are, you should at least knock..."
"I apologize. But there's no time for such formalities!"

Sianne's expression quickly hardened as she was about to retort. Before being a rival, Petra was the administrative officer of the Snow Leopard Knights.

Since Sianne trusted her as much as Rubern Ailoy when it came to work, she immediately sensed that something serious was happening.

Could it be a dungeon break? Or perhaps an attack by the Blaukrohitz that he had warned about?

Maybe there was an uprising in the capital.

The fight for the emperor's throne—the sweetness of power sometimes leads to great tragedies.

But the news Petra brought was far more serious than any of these.

"What happened?"
"An urgent message from the Hebron Duchy. The Northern Wall has fallen."
"What?!"

Sianne jumped to her feet. The desk shook violently, causing the inkwell to fall to the floor and shatter.

Crash!

"The Northern Wall...? How could that natural fortress, which has never fallen, be breached?"
"This dire news comes directly from the northern garrison of the Hebron Duchy. An emergency evacuation order has been issued for the entire duchy."

This was no mere incident. If an emergency evacuation order had been issued, it meant that even the Hebron Duchy considered the situation extremely serious.

"The Marquis Dionaos has already been informed. You should head to the mansion immediately, Commander."
"...Understood. Petra, please gather the knights right away. And order all troops scattered in the outer regions to return immediately."
"I've already issued the return order."

She was indeed an efficient administrative officer. Sianne nodded and quickly left the office.

The spilled black ink was slowly spreading, staining the floor.

***

At the urgently convened vassal council, Marquis Dionaos Rupel silently pressed his forehead with one hand.

A headache was coming on.

"Still no response from the central government?"
"No, for some reason there's been no response to our calls through the communication tower. We've sent messengers, so we should receive a response by tomorrow."
"If the Northern Wall has truly fallen, we can't afford to wait until tomorrow."

This was the worst-case scenario.

The reason the originally barren northern territory of the Hebron Duchy had become one of the empire's three major duchies was because of the Northern Wall built there.

An impregnable fortress that had never been breached since ancient times.

Beyond it were monsters so powerful that their spread could threaten not just the empire but the entire continent if the wall fell even once.

That's why the Hebron Duchy, essentially the front line and a "meat shield" to buy time in emergencies, had been granted such honor.

And now that wall had fallen.

No matter how powerful the knights and military force of the duchy might be, they couldn't face the monsters beyond the wall alone.

"What should I do?"
"..."

The vassals knew this fact too well, so none dared to speak hastily, only struggling in silence.

Heavy silence.

"Someone say something."

Just as the marquis was about to express his frustration at the helpless situation.

An urgent voice was heard from outside the conference room.

"My lord, a messenger from the Hebron Duchy has arrived!"
"...! Tell them to enter immediately."

Soon, a soldier drenched in sweat rushed into the conference room. Even without hearing the content, his pale expression made it clear what news he brought.

"The wall's complete collapse has been confirmed! The northern garrison responsible for guarding the wall has been annihilated! The Hebron Duchy has requested neighboring territories to accommodate their people, and they will fight to the death!"
"This can't be..."
"Is what I'm hearing truly real?"

The confusion grew even greater. How could the Northern Wall, which had remained intact even during the Great Expedition, fall at this time?

"F-first... tell Duke Harald Hebron that we will gladly accommodate his people."
"Yes, sir!"

Upon receiving the order, the messenger immediately left the conference room. His hasty departure seemed to reflect the gravity of the problem facing the Rupel Territory.

"Commander Sianne, has the gathering of knights been completed?"
"Administrative Director Petra has already issued the relevant orders. I expect full assembly by this afternoon."
"...Then how many troops are currently available?"
"A total of forty full knights including myself, and thirty-six squires, making seventy-six in total."

Seventy-six knights.
Not a small number, but still insufficient.

"Security Chief Baker! What about the garrison troops?"
"We've sent messages to the Karahan County and Barony of Kirten. The Petaronto guards and the nearby 4th and 1st Battalions are immediately available, totaling about three hundred men."
"Damn it."

Marquis Dionaos Rupel slammed his fist on the table in frustration.

No matter how quickly the Rupel Territory had grown, it was still insufficient to counter the forces beyond the wall.

Finally, the judicial officer who had been watching the increasingly anxious lord spoke up.

"My lord, you must remain calm, especially at times like this."
"Judicial Officer Arthur."
"The Northern Wall is the area most guarded by the imperial court. Reports of its collapse would have already reached the central government."

The fundamental premise was wrong.

No matter how many troops the Rupel Territory and Hebron Duchy could gather, it would be virtually impossible to annihilate the enemies.

Central intervention was inevitable. From the Imperial Guard, where each soldier was equivalent to a knight.

Unlike the local forces, which had a standard complement of only one to two hundred men, the central army had well over two thousand regular troops.

"We must hold out until reinforcements arrive."
"The judicial officer is right."

It ultimately came down to a battle against time.

No matter how intense the competition within the imperial court had become, they wouldn't cause conflict during such an unprecedented crisis.

"But we can't hold out in Rupel."
"Hmm?"
"We need to deploy troops forward to defend the Hebron Duchy at all costs."

Sianne Valeos added, seeming to have made a decision.

"Wait, Commander. What absurd suggestion is this? No matter how allied we are with the Hebron Duchy, how can we send troops there when we can barely protect ourselves!"
"Security Chief Baker, please consider the terrain of the Rupel Marquisate and Petaronto."
"...!!"

The position of knight commander wasn't earned without merit.

As the role required leading knights under a single banner, strategy was valued as much as individual combat prowess.

Sianne had already absorbed strategic knowledge, including large-scale tactics, during her time with Rubern Ailoy.

"Petaronto is on a plain. Even with walls, it's not at all conducive to defense."

Befitting a northern territory, the Rupel Marquisate had many rugged mountain ranges, but that was only the case for northern cities like Jahed.

Most of the marquisate's infrastructure was concentrated in the southeastern plains.

"In the absolute worst case, we could hold out in northern cities like Jahed, but that should be our very last resort."

Jahed was surrounded by mountains on all sides. While much easier to defend, it also meant that supply lines and escape routes would be impossible.

"Therefore, I propose that we proactively repel the enemy by coordinating with the Hebron Duchy's forces!"
"...Unlike us, the Hebron Duchy has rugged terrain and many fortresses."

As the empire's front line, the entire Hebron territory was essentially a massive fortress, which was why it boasted such powerful military strength.

"Commander Sianne is right. That would be much more efficient and safer."

Besides, no matter how preoccupied they might be with their own problems, they couldn't let the Hebron Duchy bear this burden alone.

That would directly contradict Marquis Dionaos Rupel's principles.

"Sianne Valeos, I entrust you with command of all available forces. Prepare for deployment immediately and depart for the Hebron Duchy as soon as preparations are complete!"
"I will obey your command!"

Just as the blonde knight commander was about to carry out her lord's orders with determination.

Another messenger burst into the conference room.

Unlike the one who had just left for the Hebron territory on the marquis's orders, this was a different person.

No.
This wasn't even a messenger sent from Rupel.

The wolf emblem clearly engraved on his chest indicated he was from the Hebron Duchy, specifically from their knight order, "The Wolves."

"Huff... huff...!"
"You've arrived at a good time. We've just decided to send reinforcements to the Hebron Duchy..."
"Th-that's... not the important thing...!!"
"What do you mean?"

The messenger, breathing heavily, collapsed into a seat at the marquis's words.

"Harald...! The lord of the duchy, Duke Harald Hebron...!! He has fallen in battle!!!!"

It seemed that the situation was already heading toward the worst possible outcome.
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This is the entire Hebron Duchy, with the whole territory fortified like a fortress.

Sturdy walls follow the rugged mountain ranges, and even villages with fewer than a hundred residents are protected by robust wooden palisades.

While these defenses were meant to efficiently protect communities from predators and cold weather...

The main reason was to guard against powerful monsters that occasionally descended from the mountains and potential monster hordes.

Among the numerous fortress cities and villages, the capital Masaret was the core of the Hebron Duchy's defensive line and the strongest fortress after the Northern Wall.

The walls stood about 12 meters high with three layers.

Each wall had solid towers strategically placed for battle mages and archers.

During construction, dwarven engineers were hired to pour all their technical expertise into creating foundations so solid that even undermining the ground would be impossible.

The naturally firm terrain combined with dwarven civil engineering made it a city safe even from worm attacks.

But that wasn't all.

A fortress shouldn't focus solely on eliminating enemies.

Designed to withstand sieges with closed gates, Masaret was planned with self-sufficiency in mind.

The massive river flowing beyond the mountains provided natural water through an intricate underground waterway system.

Food reserves produced in and around Masaret were more than sufficient.

The overwhelming quantity could sustain all citizens for about a year and a half.

It was truly a fortress among fortresses—a perfect place to guard the North.

But even Masaret couldn't help falling into great confusion upon hearing that the Northern Wall had completely fallen.

"The last message was that they would defend the line to the very last person."
"...Total annihilation, then."

Harald Hebron, the lord of the Hebron Duchy, let out a deep sigh.

He had thought this might happen someday, but never imagined such a tragedy would occur during his lifetime.

"We must hurry with preparations. Evacuate the women and children first."
"The evacuation is proceeding smoothly. I believe there's no need to worry."
"Thank you."
"I'm only doing what must be done, Your Grace."

His vassals had sprung into action as soon as they heard about the collapse.

Since the first establishment of territory in the harsh North, they had continuously prepared for threats beyond the wall.

Though confused, they did not despair.

"However... there is one problem."
"What is it?"
"There are territory residents isolated in the connecting city of 'Herote' due to the annihilation of the northern garrison. Most are women and children who fled from the North, and the city guard alone seems insufficient to prevent its fall."

The collapse had been too sudden.

Moreover, the monster horde began a massive invasion immediately after the fortress fell, as if they had known the Northern Wall would collapse.

Despite the desperate resistance of the northern garrison and the Wall's guardians...

They couldn't even properly buy time against the wave of monsters flooding in.

"Pack Leader Siegbert."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"Can you form a special task force from The Wolves to rescue the citizens?"

At those words, Siegbert Bauer, the commander of the Wolf Pack Knights, nodded.

"It's possible, but the problem is that the Wolf Pack Knights' fighting strength has been weakened due to the aftermath of the last defensive battle."

Conflicts with monsters weren't a recent development.

Wasn't it because the monsters in the Hebron Duchy had grown more ferocious that Harald Hebron's only daughter, Lilia Hebron, had urgently returned from her dispatch to the Rupel Territory?

Even before the wall's collapse, the Wolf Pack Knights had successfully subjugated monsters beyond the wall in a preemptive expedition.

But as a result, a considerable number of knights were injured.

"The enemy's main force probably hasn't even crossed the wall yet. If we quickly deploy troops and launch a surprise attack, I believe we can break the enemy's vanguard and rescue the citizens."
"...Prepare to move out. I will accompany you."
"Your Grace!! You cannot!"

At the shocking declaration that the Duke himself would go, one of the vassals who had been sitting quietly shouted.

"Even if it's just the vanguard, this is a force that annihilated the northern garrison and its guards! It's too dangerous! It would be better to preserve our forces and hold them off here in Masaret...!"
"Are you suggesting I abandon my people to their deaths?"
"T-that's...!"
"Or do you mean I should save my own life while sending only the wolves to their deaths?"
"......"
"As lord of the duchy, I have a duty to protect my people. If I had a chance to save them but didn't, how could I face my ancestors?"

Harald Hebron's eyes flashed. He had always been one to lead from the front.

Before he grew old as he was now, he had always led expeditions alongside the pack leader and the knights.

Wasn't he the very person who had even made his only blood relative, Princess Lilia, join the Wolf Pack Knights?

The vassal closed his mouth at his lord's resolute answer.

He had no ulterior motives. His words came solely from loyalty and concern for Harald Hebron.

But he already knew that once the Duke had made up his mind, no amount of persuasion would change it.

"But Your Grace... if you should not return from the battlefield..."
"I know. The absence of a ruler at such a time would be fatal."
"Yes, so please reconsider your decision."
"I cannot."

Duke Harald Hebron continued in a calm voice.

"As you all know, I am running toward the end of my life."

The warrior who once raced across the vast snowfields as the leader of wolves was now old and frail.

No one knows one's physical condition better than oneself.

"This life will soon fade anyway. I wish to burn myself as both the lord of the Hebron Duchy and as a wolf. And... wouldn't the knights' morale rise if I lead from the front?"

The virtue of a rightful ruler is to set an example. When the upper stream is clear, the lower stream will be clear too.

How could a master rest comfortably while his most trusted subordinates and swords head into danger?

"And if you're worried about the absence of a ruler, you already know the answer."

Harald Hebron rose from his seat and placed the sword from his waist on the platform.

"From this moment, I appoint Lilia Hebron as the rightful ruler of the Hebron Duchy. You can all trust and follow her sufficiently."

Facing the decisive battle with the duchy's existence at stake.

Harald Hebron chose to be a wolf rather than a ruler.

***

The special task force of 200 men, led by former Duke Harald Hebron and Pack Leader Siegbert Bauer, left Masaret early in the morning.

The force consisted of three battalions of Wolf Pack Knights and 80 cavalrymen from the garrison.

They advanced toward the battlefield, sent off by the citizens of Masaret who lined the road stretching to the city gates.

-Rise! Rise, warriors of Hebron! Grip your reins firmly, and sound the trumpets louder!
-Advance! Guardians of the North!!
-The old wolf has risen, the time of the hunt has come!

With Harald Hebron's thunderous shout, the valiant riders galloped across the snowfield.

After riding for several hours, they reached Herote.

The special task force of just 200 men broke through thousands of monsters and successfully rescued all the isolated citizens.

They not only shattered the vanguard but also completely destroyed the following rear guard, displaying remarkable prowess.

Thanks to this, they secured some breathing room for the siege preparations in Masaret despite the tight schedule.

But in the end, not a single wolf returned to the den.

Even the king of wolves and his suicide squad couldn't completely lift the darkness that had fallen over the duchy.

***

"...Princess, no, Your Grace. The evacuation of citizens is complete. Everyone remaining in this fortress has declared their will to fight."

The silver-haired woman wearing a sovereign's crown nodded slowly at the vassal's words.

The day after news of Duke Harald Hebron's death arrived.

Lilia Hebron didn't just grieve. It was the path her father had chosen. As a knight and a ruler who cared for his territory, his sacrifice was not in vain.

And now, rather than being immersed in sorrow, it was time to determine the future.

"Maintain the weapons and intensify training for citizens who voluntarily remained. The time of the decisive battle is approaching."
"Yes, understood, Your Grace."

She had finally become the ruler of the North. The order delivered in an almost chillingly calm voice.

The vassal bowed and disappeared from her office.

In the space filled with quiet silence, Lilia slowly rose from her seat and looked beyond the mountains where the sun was setting.

The darkening shadows between the valleys seemed like a horde of monsters ready to devour her and this city at any moment.

'Rubern...'

What would he have done now? As always, would he have broken through the situation with a strategy no one had thought of?

Would he have raised the fallen morale and brightly opened the path to victory?

Perhaps.
Perhaps he could have rescued the citizens without her father's sacrifice.

All kinds of regrets captured her mind, but Lilia quickly shook her head and straightened her thoughts.

She couldn't rely on someone else forever.

She was now the ruler of the Hebron Duchy.

Whether defeat or victory, she had to share the fate of her territory.

As she turned her gaze away from the valley of death...

Buuuuuuu─.

A magnificent trumpet sound that covered the entire city rang out clearly.

Lilia's face, full of worry and concern, instantly brightened.

'The leopard's trumpet!'

The Rupel Marquisate.
More reliable than any other force.

Rubern's friends had arrived.
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Sianne Valeos, the commander of the Snow Leopard Knights, swallowed nervously as she watched Masaret drawing closer.

"Commander, are you alright?"
"...I'm just a bit nervous."
"I heard this pose helps when you're feeling tense."

Ronz, standing beside her, struck a ridiculous pose as if showing off his muscles.

His quintessentially Ronz-like behavior made Sianne burst into laughter despite herself.

"It certainly works well. Not only does it relieve my tension, but others' as well."

Though it was simply because the pose was so comical, Sianne took a deep breath and patted Ronz on the back.

"Thank you, I feel calmer now."
"Mm!"
"By the way, the residual demonic energy is definitely covering the entire duchy."

If Ronz was on Sianne's right, then the elven knight Regius stood on her left.

A free elf and Diamond-rank adventurer, he had been settled in the Rupel Territory for well over half a year now.

At first, he hadn't understood why the spirits had guided him to Rupel, but now Regius felt he was beginning to grasp the reason.

*Was it to prevent this catastrophe?*

The collapse of the wall threatened more than just human society.

Demonic beasts were mindless and greedy; they wouldn't be satisfied with just devouring the duchy and marquisate.

They would undoubtedly continue to covet lands to the south and west.

Eventually, they would reach the great western forest—Regius's homeland and sanctuary for spirits and elves.

Young elves and lesser spirits were especially vulnerable to demonic energy, so for their sake, Regius had to stop the demonic beast army.

"Did the spirits tell you this?"
"Yes, even mid-level spirits are terrified. It seems some of these creatures can corrupt the land itself."

The Life Eater was a prime example.

Known to humans as "life devourers," these high-ranking demonic beasts contaminated the earth's energy.

In a typical high-level dungeon, you might find one such creature, if any at all.

But given the current concentration, at least dozens more must be gathering.

The situation wasn't good. Yet Regius added calmly:

"But don't worry. We can hold them back. As an elf, I can assure you that humans are an incredibly strong race."
"Thank you, Regius."

Sianne expressed her sincere gratitude to the elven knight who was giving her courage.

"It's my duty as a member of the Snow Leopard Knights."
"No, I thank you not just as the commander of the knights, but as a human being. You, an elf, are standing up for human territories."
"There's a saying in the great forest: kindness shown to humans always returns."
"...Well, I'm not sure about that."

As Sianne averted her gaze and let her words trail off, it was Regius's turn to laugh.

"Then perhaps I should amend it. Not just any humans, but the humans of Rupel."
"I feel like I've taken on a strange responsibility, but returning favors is only natural!"

Sianne was just as peculiar as the Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.

Perhaps that's why he had stayed settled here for so long, Regius briefly thought.

As they chatted to ease their tension, Rupel's reinforcements finally arrived at the sole entrance to the fortress of Masaret.

The massive city walls opened to reveal a young marchioness with gray hair waiting to greet them.

"I am Lilia Hebron, ruler of Hebron Duchy. I welcome you all from Rupel who have joined us in these difficult times."

Lilia Hebron.

Her appearance had changed considerably since the last time they had seen her leave the territory.


***

"The Wolfpack Knights' strength, including the wounded, is 84 men. The Masaret garrison and nearby stationed troops total 1,000. Our Rupel advance party is about 200, so currently we have just under 1,300."

In Yadin, the inner fortress and residence of the ruler within Masaret.

The main defense forces had gathered in the great hall.

Snow Leopard Knights Commander Sianne Valeos.

Deputy Commander Sigmund Bathory, who had taken over as acting commander after the death of Commander Siegbert Bauer.

Baker, the Rupel sheriff and commander-in-chief of the garrison.

Paul Yair, captain of the Masaret defense force.

And the newly enthroned Marchioness Lilia Hebron.

They were all warriors who had taken up their swords with the sole determination to stop the evil forces sweeping down from the northern wall.

"Reinforcements from the southern territories of Hebron are expected to arrive soon, and we've received word that the central government has quickly dispatched support troops."
"Rupel is also gathering forces from Karahan Marquisate and the Barony of Kirten in response to the emergency mobilization order. They should arrive within two days."

The demonic boundary that had stood unmoved for over a thousand years had collapsed.

It was only natural that reinforcements would come from the central government.

Surely even the Emperor's Guard, said to be composed of knights of the highest caliber, would be mobilized. If so, victory wasn't entirely impossible.

However, beyond reinforcements from the central government, both Lilia Hebron and Sianne Valeos had one more formula for certain victory in mind.

The Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.

There was no reason for the central government to keep Rubern Ailoy detained in a situation like this.

If that man, who had achieved such brilliant accomplishments during the Great Expedition, were here, he could surely resolve what was happening in Hebron Duchy.

All they needed to do was maintain their forces intact and defend this gateway to the southern territories until then.

"So it all comes down to how quickly the central forces can be dispatched."
"That's correct."

Sianne and Lilia nodded at each other as their eyes met.

Even if all reinforcements were mobilized, they would barely exceed 6,000 troops.

The scale of demonic beasts reported by the annihilated northern garrison was estimated to be in the "tens of thousands."

Support from the Bolivar Empire, which could mobilize at least 20,000 troops, and the Laterano Papal State with its holy knights worth a hundred men each, was absolutely essential.

They might be able to defend Masaret, but they could never repel the enemy with just 6,000 troops.

Nevertheless, thanks to this...

"That's the Rupel Territory for you."
"...At first I thought we were doomed to extinction, but now I'm starting to see a glimmer of hope."

The public opinion within Masaret, which had been depressed by the news of Harald Hebron's death and the special forces' annihilation, began to gradually turn around.

This was also largely due to the minstrels who had settled in Rupel Territory and followed the troops into the city.

"We chroniclers cannot miss being present at such a historic moment."

Even if they were to be crushed and die on this battlefield, it wouldn't be for nothing.

If they could defend Masaret with their lives and drive back the evil forces...

Through the voices of these minstrels, their heroic tales would spread throughout the continent.

This fact alone gave the people of Masaret courage. They would become protagonists of stories passed down through generations like myths and legends.

However, the brief peace that had come to Hebron Duchy didn't take long to turn back into chaos mixed with fear.

On the very dawn when the reinforcements from Rupel Territory had arrived...

In complete darkness without even moonlight, the guards vigilantly watching the city gates heard a strange sound coming from outside the walls.

It was like the creaking of long-neglected door hinges.

But they couldn't see below the wall. After all, it was a 12-meter high wall.

No amount of torch-waving would allow them to clearly see what was below.

"I have a bad feeling about this."
"There's no way demonic beasts could have reached here already. The former lord's sacrifice completely dismantled the vanguard and its following units."
"I think it's just the wind."
"Still... what if we throw down a torch to check?"

It never hurts to be cautious.
Who could have predicted the northern wall would fall?

Finding this reasoning sound, the guard captain ordered his men to throw torches to illuminate the base of the wall.

What the blazing red torches revealed was...

"Guh, grrrr..."
"Uuuuhhh..."

Undead climbing the wall with their bare bodies.

"—!!!!!!"
"Emergency!! Emergency!!! We're under attack! Zombies are climbing the wall!!"
"What!? Undead!? There were no reports of undead among the demonic beasts!?"

Ding-ding-ding-ding-ding!!
Bwaaaaaaah~~!!

With the clamorous bell ringing and the deep horn blasts that woke the dawn...

The first battle in the defense of Masaret began.
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Undead.
Those who have returned from death.

Though they're grandly called that, undead were somewhat ambiguous to classify as pure magical beasts.

True to the description "returned from death," most undead were unholy entities born from corrupted corpses or souls of the dead.

Unlike other magical beasts born in nature, the only condition for undead to emerge was "summoning."

Either humans manipulating corpses.
Or dungeon mana corrupting corpses.

One of the two.

In other words, materials to create undead and a practitioner to create them were necessary.

"...It hasn't been dead long."

Said a soldier who had just beheaded a corpse charging toward him.

The appearance of typical undead is truly horrific. Their flesh is mostly rotted away with only patches remaining, or their intestines nearly spilling out.

The nauseating stench of corpses was an added bonus.

But the undead currently attacking Masaret had intact skin tissue and gave off no putrid smell.

They were no different from unnaturally pale people charging at them.

Soon, they realized where the undead forces covering the walls had come from.

"They're from the north. Residents who couldn't evacuate in time."
"There are zombies wearing Northern garrison uniforms too!!"
"A Death Legion...!"

They were all residents of Hebron.

People who had lived near the northern wall and soldiers who had fought there to the death.

Even after death, they found no peace and became beasts hungering for life.

"Commander! They keep coming endlessly! At this rate, we'll be isolated and killed!"

The most terrifying aspect of the undead was that they knew no fear because they were corpses, and their endless numbers.

Ordinary magical beasts feel fear. That's why their momentum can be broken just by threatening them.

But undead—whether their bodies are split in half or their comrades' heads are smashed—

They advance relentlessly, caring about nothing.

"Are there no orders from inside the fortress?"
"Lady Lilia ordered us to set fire to the walls and retreat to the second wall!"
"Everyone, pour the oil!! We're retreating!!"

At the commander's words, the soldiers moved in perfect unison. As those responsible for the empire's frontlines, dealing with hordes of magical beasts was nothing new.

"Casualties?"
"Two were bitten, but they were immediately moved to the infirmary, so their lives shouldn't be in danger."
"With a force this size, I judge there must be at least a lich-class undead sorcerer. Call for the priests!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Not yet, Masaret is still standing... Kuhek!?"

That's when it happened.

Suddenly, a blast of magical energy pierced the commander's armor. The last thing he witnessed through fading vision was:

"Excellent insight, flesh bag."

An Arch Lich—a lich who had sacrificed their body to attain tremendous magical power. It had personally appeared to prevent the humans from setting fire to the walls.

"Go, reclaim your land. My soldiers."

The Arch Lich's faithful servants advanced, trampling the fallen commander's corpse.

Masaret's outer wall fell that way.
It was the beginning of a night of despair.

***

"The first outer wall has completely fallen to the enemy."

It was devastating news. The sudden attack.

The undead outbreak was something neither Lilia Hebron nor Sianne Valeos had predicted.

"According to survivors, outer wall security captain Luhar has fallen in battle."
"Uncle Luhar..."

Lilia bit her lip as she recalled the face of the man who had always been kind to her.

They had been close enough that she called him uncle in private, but now she would never call him that again.

But there was no time to dwell in sorrow. With the outer wall fallen to the enemy's surprise attack, only the second and third walls remained.

If the third wall was breached, the enemy would have access to the residential areas inside the fortress.

If the third wall fell before the main body of magical beasts even arrived—

That would truly be the worst-case scenario.

Lilia Hebron, the newly appointed ruler of the duchy, swallowed her surging grief and ordered the next operation to the Masaret defense captain.

"Whether the enemy is undead or magical beasts that came over the northern wall, the fact remains that they are enemies we must eliminate completely."
"That's correct."
"Execute the outer wall blockade operation as planned. And Lieutenant Zigmund."
"Yes, at your command."
"The dead couldn't have appeared so suddenly without reason. There must be a sorcerer controlling them."

Having served as the captain of the second division of the Wolfpack Knights, Lilia Hebron knew the habits of the undead all too well.

"Organize a special unit to hunt them down. The priests will accompany you."
"I will obey your command!"

It was still far from a true crisis. Masaret was still standing strong.

However, problems tend to arise from unexpected places.

A knight burst through the heavy atmosphere of the meeting hall.

"Report from the eastern inner gate! Goblins are falling from the sky!!"
"What?!"
"Leviathan! The giant flying magical beast 'Leviathan' has appeared!!"

A magical beast in the form of a massive whale. A being that ruled the skies alongside dragons in the mythical era.

How could this legendary creature, said to wander the entire continent with its overwhelming size and live beyond the eastern sea, appear here?

"Lady Lilia...!"
"D-don't panic! This is a large-scale enemy offensive. If there's a necromancer leading the undead, it's not surprising there would be a beast master controlling giant magical beasts!"

Goblins.
They weren't particularly threatening enemies. Even adult men armed with farming tools could easily handle them.

Perhaps they were simply trying to overwhelm with numbers.

After all, even for a Leviathan, it wouldn't be easy to transport anything other than small, light magical beasts like goblins.

"Gather the archers and battle mages at the eastern tower. We need to place guards and militia throughout the alleys to repel infiltrating enemies!"

Lilia Hebron calmly issued orders.

"Lady Lilia, we of the Rupel Knights will take charge of the eastern inner gate."
"No. We still have enough strength! There's no reason to put you and your people in danger yet."

It wasn't that she didn't trust Sianne and her forces. But they were a kind of wild card.

She judged it wasn't a card to play just yet.

However, Lilia Hebron's plan to handle things one by one was sinking into an increasingly complex quagmire.

"My lady! There's no report from the soldiers guarding the underground waterway!"
"The underground... waterway?"
"The relief troops are missing, and the Wolfpack's 5th Knight Division, judging the situation suspicious, headed to the waterway but likewise lost contact."

The underground waterway wasn't the only place with problems.

Starting with the soldier who ran from the eastern inner gate, urgent reports began pouring in from all over Masaret.

"The second barracks has been attacked! A lone individual, presumed to be a dark mage, is wreaking havoc in the western residential area!"
"We heard what sounds like explosions from the direction of the mountains."

Lilia Hebron turned to the map of Masaret spread out on the round table.

Impossible. At this rate, they were under attack from virtually all directions, both inside and outside the fortress.

"Your Grace! You mustn't panic! This could be a diversion tactic!"

Masaret Defense Captain Paul Yair urgently tried to steady her resolve.

How many of these reports could truly be trusted? The appearance of the Leviathan was certain, but the rest was difficult to verify.

Fear and terror spread like a plague.

They sweep through an area in an instant and cloud people's judgment.

Take the second barracks incident.

Geographically close to the eastern inner gate, it might have been attacked by the goblins reported to be falling from the sky.

The dark mage could simply be someone from the barracks mistaken for one.

Thinking this way, Lilia Hebron felt her senses returning.

"Please leave the eastern inner gate and residential area to us, Your Grace. Rupel will fight alongside you."

As always, the plan dissolved.

Rubern Ailoy had advised against expanding the front line too much, but since the enemy had forcibly expanded it—

Quickly eliminating the remaining forces and stabilizing the situation was the top priority.

"Very well. Captain Sianne, I entrust the eastern sector to you."
"I've been waiting for those words."

The blonde knight captain rose from her seat and drew her sword.

"We will share Hebron's fate."

As Sianne's voice filled with resolve, the darkness that had clouded Lilia's face gradually lifted.

Hope for victory.
A vanguard leading everyone, and a true exemplar of knighthood.

The final beacon announcing the fall of the fortress would never sound.
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Masaret, the capital of the Hebron Duchy, was under attack from all sides.

This was partly because Emperor Laivetuah had planned for the complete conquest of the Hebron Duchy from the beginning.

-The duchy must fall.

To pressure Rubern Ailoy and keep him by his side in the future.

There was a need to place the Rupel Marquisate, not the Hebron Duchy, on the frontlines against monsters.

So the Blue Cross Society, acting on Laivetuah's first order, had already set various schemes in motion in the capital of Masaret before destroying the northern wall.

These were the same people who had ravaged the imperial capital and the Papal See. Even a duchy as militarily powerful as Hebron was helplessly vulnerable.

Sometimes as imperial envoys, sometimes as central bureaucrats, sometimes as merchants directly dispatched from the imperial court.

With the emperor—the empire's supreme authority—backing them, the Blue Cross Society moved freely throughout the Hebron Duchy, methodically preparing for their operation.

They thoroughly studied the structure of Masaret, known as an impregnable fortress, infiltrated dark mages disguised as residents, and exploited the duchy's rugged terrain to hide their forces, devising comprehensive strategies to conquer Masaret.

No matter how strong a fortress, it's helpless once it begins to crumble from within.

And their plan was quite effective.

"Argh!!"
"Hey, rookie! What do you think you're doing?!"
"Everything is according to His will. You've worked hard, guard captain. I'll make good use of your corpse."
"You son of a... b...!"

Dark mages who had infiltrated the Masaret guard rose up simultaneously.

They disposed of the troops guarding the armory and food storage, then set everything ablaze, reducing it all to ashes.

"Grrrr..."

The bodies of the betrayed soldiers were molded by the dark mages' magic energy, transforming them into unholy zombies craving life.

A full-scale offensive.

From Masaret's northern sector, where the only entrance was located, an army of undead commanded by a lich and monsters pouring in from the northern wall attacked.

In the eastern sector, small monsters that had been riding on a captured Leviathan from the sea began their assault.

The southern sector, where the underground waterway was located, was equally chaotic.

As if inviting intruders to enter, the darkness of the underground waterway, which had already swallowed knights and soldiers, was gradually extending to the surface.

The west?
Contrary to Defense Captain Paul Yair's optimistic thinking, the forces defending the western sector were actually under attack.

The troops of the 2nd Garrison were annihilated.
The armory and food storage were reduced to ashes.

Even with Rupel's reinforcements joining the defense of the eastern sector with high morale, fear and confusion spread uncontrollably among Masaret's defensive forces.

"Irpin, watch above!!"
"...!"

At Andrei's warning, Irpin frantically twisted his body. The goblin's attack passed by, barely missing him.

It had been hiding on the roof, waiting for the right moment to strike when attention was diverted elsewhere.

"Keeeek!!"

Irpin cut down the goblin that had fearlessly attacked him with a single stroke, then quickly rejoined Andrei, a fellow Snow Leopard Knight.

"Damn it, they're hard to spot in the dark with their small size!!"
"I wondered why goblins of all things, but now I see why."

Andrei was a former imperial ranger.

Having fought primarily in rugged, complex mountainous terrain, he knew all too well that in such environments, creatures like "goblins" were far more troublesome opponents.

Weak, but small, agile, and cunning.

In an open field or daylight, it might be different, but in situations with limited visibility like this, even the most well-trained knights inevitably had blind spots.

This wasn't even a cave with limited access routes.

The eastern sector of Masaret was an urban area with densely packed houses and shops.

They had to be vigilant against enemies attacking not just from the front, back, left, and right, but also from above and below.

No matter how weak goblins might be, they were still monsters that harmed humans.

The clubs and crude weapons they wielded were more than enough to take human lives.

The Snow Leopard Knights had become too accustomed to Chunsik, the golden goblin who had successfully settled in Tipen Village, and his colony.

They had forgotten that these weak monsters sometimes killed more people than ogres, and sometimes possessed more vicious natures than trolls.

"Stay close."
"Just point me in the right direction. I can handle the rest."
"I'm saying this because it's not easy. Just don't leave my side. Do you want to suffer at the hands of goblins by acting recklessly?"
"Ugh...! You always have to say things like that!"

Even the full-fledged knights, the main force of the order, were struggling.

The situation was even worse for the squires with less experience and strength than the formal knights, and for the Rupel garrison troops.

"Form a defensive formation!! Gather at the plaza!"
"Commander! Jackson and Raloph are isolated on 4th Avenue!!"
"...Decart!"
"Leave it to me."

Once a wandering priest but now a full-fledged member of the Snow Leopard Knights, Decart advanced, dispersing holy power.

Underestimating the goblins and dispersing their forces had been a mistake. The attacks of goblins leaping from all directions were more unpredictable than expected.

Even this situation was manageable only because Sianne had quickly assessed the situation and gathered the troops.

Without her, the Snow Leopard Knights and Rupel garrison would have already been caught in the quagmire of chaotic battle and picked off one by one.

"Keheheh, keruk!"
"This place good. Good for play. We take!"

Goblins were pouring in from almost every alley.

Being mere goblins, they couldn't break through the defensive formation established in the open plaza.

The problem was the beast tamers controlling them. If a Leviathan loaded with goblins had emerged from the eastern sea and appeared in the northern continent...

This would be impossible without a beast tamer of considerable skill.

Just like now, forcing attrition and draining stamina before launching a full-scale attack.

How long could they hold out once the enemy began their real assault?

Sianne had confidently left Lilia Hebron, but now it seemed difficult not just to reclaim the eastern sector but even to halt the enemy's advance.

Moreover, due to the nature of urban warfare, Sianne couldn't easily use her aura, which was almost like an area-of-effect attack.

With Hebron Duchy's garrison troops and militia isolated by the sudden assault...

If she unleashed sword energy that could sweep across the entire area, she might cause irreversible damage.

"If only Duke Dionaos Rupel's main force would arrive...! Or if we could just hold out until daybreak..."

Snow Leopard Knight Commander Sianne Valeos bit her lip in frustration.

The flames of the fire rising from the western sector were clearly visible even from the east.

The sounds and shouts of soldiers running urgently along the walls indicated that the situation elsewhere was no better.

Could they really hold out?

They might survive, but it was clear that Masaret would have to be abandoned.

And if Masaret fell, what would follow was all too predictable.

Essentially their last bastion.

Facing the tightening threat, Sianne thought of one man.

A man who was always playing pranks or planning mischief, but who was more serious than anyone in times like these.

She missed him, of course.

In situations like this, Rubern Ailoy's absence felt particularly significant to Sianne.

But for now, she had to manage without Rubern's help.

Everyone was looking to her, and she had come to the Hebron territory to fulfill that responsibility.

So that when everything was over and she met her beloved husband again, she wouldn't feel ashamed.

So she could fall into his arms and say she had truly tried her best.

Snow Leopard Knight Commander Sianne Valeos could not retreat.

She raised her sword high as she watched the goblins tightening their encirclement.

A bright light, not holy power but equally radiant, dispelled the darkness. A golden aura wave, so intense it evoked the image of the golden lion at its center.

"Look at me!!"

In an instant, the shadows on the faces of soldiers and squires disappeared, and a clear radiance washed away their fear and dread.

"I am Sianne Valeos, member of the Rupel vassalage and commander of the Snow Leopard Knights!"

She remembered when she first took up her sword and swore before Dionaos Rupel.

That she would be his sword and fight no matter what. That she would willingly step forward in any situation for the peace and stability of the north.

Sianne Valeos took a step forward and declared:

"I swear that before dawn breaks, we will clear the eastern sector and defend Masaret!"
"Tonight is a night of hunting, can you not hear the snow leopard's roar! Hahaha!!"
"...Looks like we can't avoid a melee."

Following her, Knight Ronz and Liberio, a wandering knight from the Karahan Marquisate, drew their weapons.

Three knights advancing without hesitation against hundreds of goblins filling the streets.

Seeing this, the hesitant squires also gripped their weapons one by one.

"The Snow Leopard Knights will open the way! Follow them and break through the enemy encirclement!"
"Waaaaaaah!!!!"

The morale of the garrison troops, which had been relatively low, rose along with them.

"Charge! Charge!!"
"Waaaaaaah!!"

The sound of metal clashing from light armor joints rang out as Sianne's pace accelerated.

Holding her sword diagonally, she concentrated and infused sword energy into the blade's tip.

The Eren Sword Style that her father had developed and that she had been able to complete thanks to Rubern Ailoy.

The Eighth Sword: Evening Primrose.

Though the moon had not risen, aura tinged with the color of the moon cut down the goblins at the front in an arc.

Once momentum built, they didn't stop.

With the sound of trumpets blown by the garrison's musicians as their backdrop, Rupel's forces began to literally slaughter the monsters that had fearlessly set foot inside the fortress.

"Kaaak!!"
"This bastard!! Hey!? Are you okay!?"
"Just a scratch! Don't worry and go! We need to keep pushing forward!"

Soldiers encouraged other soldiers, and squires watched the backs of full knights.

They had become a massive collective moving toward a single goal.

With Knight Commander Sianne Valeos as their spearhead, they quickly began driving out the evil forces that were trampling the eastern part of Masaret.

From the plaza to the main street.
From the main street to the residential area.

"This is it!!"
"I was counting on you!"

Sianne Valeos quickly recalled the scattered expeditionary forces, and in the process, successfully rescued Masaret's defensive forces that had been isolated.

Hope.
Hope began to appear.

Though dawn was still far off, if they maintained this momentum, they would surely see the morning sun.

But if the tide could be turned so easily, Laivetuah wouldn't have targeted Masaret in the first place.

"Wooooooo─."

A Leviathan's cry that seemed to shake the air.

Sianne felt a chill run down her spine and hurriedly looked up at the dark sky.

The Leviathan was howling.

As if mimicking the sound of human trumpets, the voice of the giant whale flying through the sky resonated.

"Kyaaaak!!"

With a sharp roar, something massive swooped down on Sianne.

Kagagang, gagak!!
Reflexively raising her sword to block, sparks flew with the sound of metal being scraped.

"Kyaaaak, kaak!!"

It was a monster she had seen before. A wyvern, said to be closest to dragon lineage.

"It's a wyvern!!"

A flock of wyverns began their assault on the humans. First goblins, now wyverns. The beast tamer's presence, which had been mere speculation, was now confirmed.

The problem was that they couldn't counter the wyverns.

The vanguard consisted primarily of cavalry and infantry. They were entirely dependent on Masaret's forces for archers and mages.

The eastern watchtower and defense outpost began interception upon spotting the wyverns, but...

Hitting fast-moving targets freely flying in the dark night was no easy task, even in theory.

"Kyaaaak!!"

Another impact. The soldiers' armor was torn like paper by the sharp claws striking with mass behind them.

"Kuaaaak!!!"
"Spear unit, raise your spears at an angle! Form an anti-air formation!!"

Sianne urgently changed the formation, but it was merely passive defense. Without means to intercept, they could only hold out like hedgehogs with their spears pointed outward.

The wyverns, as if mocking such a defensive formation, began circling above Sianne and her troops, pouring down their breath attacks.

As creatures considered to have inherited dragon bloodline most closely among the few draconic species...

Though not as powerful as real dragons, it was more than enough to intimidate humans.

Fire and ice rained down from the sky. What could be more terrifying to infantry and spearmen without bows and arrows?

Eventually, Sianne had no choice but to order a retreat, but...

"Commander!! It's dangerous!"
"─!!!"

While her attention was on her troops, a wyvern pierced through the darkness, grabbed Sianne's arm, and threw her.

Her body lifted off before she could react. Sianne crashed onto the roof of a three-story building.

"Kuk...!!"

The pain knocked the breath out of her. No matter how much aura she had or how sturdy her armor was, she couldn't absorb all of this impact.

A wyvern landed proudly before the stunned Sianne.

Instinctively she reached for her sword, but realized she had dropped it in the earlier impact.

Dripping sticky saliva as if savoring a delicious prey...

Just as the wyvern lunged at Sianne...

"Kiyaaaaaaaaaaa!!!!"

With a ear-splitting roar that pierced Sianne's ears...

Another wyvern appeared out of nowhere and tore at the monster's neck.

Kwajijik, kwaddeuk!!

Staring blankly at the unbelievable scene before her eyes...

"W-who..."
"That was a close call. You've been waiting long."

Seeing someone jump down from the wyvern in question, Sianne couldn't help but burst into tears.

"Sorry I'm late, Sianne."

The black fox she had missed so desperately...

Was standing before her like a hero from a fairy tale.
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Sianne suddenly embraced me tightly. I silently hugged her back and patted her on the shoulder.

"It's okay. I'm here now."
"Yes, that's right. With you here, we don't have any problems left."

Sianne rubbed her eyes against my shoulder, then looked straight at me. Her sapphire eyes shone brightly even in the darkness.

"But that wyvern...?"
"Oh, that's Lucius, the one Sianne saw before. Pirhak's friend."
"Gyaak, gyaaak!!"

Lucius flapped his wings excitedly as I introduced him. She seemed to remember Lucius too, smiling with a welcoming expression.

"Pirhak! Does that mean the other heroes came too!?"
"No, not this time."
"Then, the central army...?"

I shook my head at Sianne who kept looking for reinforcements.

"I'm not sure. The capital is in chaos right now."
"What!?"

The news of the Emperor's corruption probably hadn't reached the Hebron Duchy yet.

No, it's nonsense to think the duchy would know the capital's current situation when we don't even know if Conrad succeeded in persuading the central army.

"I'll explain the details after everything is over. Let's put out the urgent fires first. How's the current battle situation?"
"Not good."

Sianne spoke with a resolute voice. If someone with her optimistic mindset was saying this, things must be truly dire.

*I could tell they were struggling even without asking.*

I glanced around to survey Masaret. When I looked down from the air earlier, I counted at least five areas where fierce battles were raging.

With a major fire breaking out in the western district, it was clear without explanation that the situation was difficult in many ways.

If Sianne hadn't opened her aura, I would have headed straight for the western district.

"You've probably seen it, but monsters are endlessly pouring in from the Leviathan. Not just the wyvern that just attacked me, but the goblins that raided earlier are running rampant."

Goblins in a dark city. This was indeed a force thoroughly prepared by the Emperor. What a shitty game he's playing.

But that ends here.

"Are those the Snow Leopard Knights down there?"
"Yes. Oh! That's right! If I don't get down there quickly, the soldiers' morale will—"
"Then hurry and get on."

Sianne immediately jumped onto Lucius's back.

I secured myself firmly, then gently stroked Lucius's nape.

"Peeaak!!"

With a roar that was quite cute compared to other wyverns, Lucius spread his wings and glided toward the ground.

"Another wyvern!!"
"Is the commander alright?"
"Form a defensive line first! I'll break through the encirclement and look for her myself!"
"Argh!! These bastards...!"

The panicked soldiers formed a battle formation when they spotted the approaching wyvern, but—

"Everyone! It's me!!"

At Sianne's shout, they lowered their spears in bewilderment.

"Commander?!"

Lucius landed steadily on a rooftop.

When Sianne and I dismounted, it didn't take long for people's expressions to change from confusion to shock.

"Ru-Rubern Ailoy!?"
"It's the Executor!! The Executor has tamed a dragon!!"
"Rubern... Executor...!"

Lons, Liberio, and the other knights were visibly surprised by my sudden appearance. Why are these guys looking at me like they've seen a ghost?

"Yes, it's me. Rubern Ailoy."

A sudden silence fell.
Then came a roar of battle cries.

"Waaaaaaaaah!!"
"The Black Fox! Rupel's Black Fox!!"

Even while surrounded by goblins and attacked by wyverns from all directions, they began to cheer at the top of their lungs as if victory was already assured.

Was I this popular?
It's somewhat burdensome.

As I brushed away the goosebumps forming on my arms, Sianne smiled at me.

"Everyone missed you. You, Rubern."

I felt my heart swelling with emotion.

This is the battlefield.
The place where my value is established.

And the welcome from old acquaintances was indescribably grand and moving.

"Ahem, well. I think we should clear this area first before moving elsewhere."

I spoke while suppressing my welling emotions.

This is no time to be caught up in feelings.

I quickly assessed the battle situation and measured the enemy's strength.

This is the eastern district of the provincial capital Masaret. A city area with buildings and alleys chaotically connected.

In such an urban setting, they're using the goblins' characteristic numbers and agility to restrict troop movements, then striking from the wide-open sky with wyverns.

It's quite a clever strategy.
They're persistently exploiting the weakness of the Hebron Duchy, which they know lacks magical forces.

But there's one thing the Emperor overlooked.

There's nothing better than knights for sweeping away the flies flapping in the air.

He wouldn't know since he never experienced the Great Expedition himself.

The wyvern forces I faced before were at least twice as many as these.

"Where's the most open space around here?"
"The plaza from earlier!"

I looked in the direction Sianne pointed. It was wide open without buildings to obstruct the view, perfect for forming a firing line.

"Retreat to the plaza! Reorganize the troops there, and knights who can use aura, stand by in the center!"
"You heard him! Everyone retreat to the plaza!!"

The soldiers moved quickly at Sianne's command.

If they had simply intended to hunt goblins, staying in this confined space would make sense, but it makes them extremely vulnerable to aerial assaults from wyverns.

"Pikemen to the perimeter! Form a circular defense!!"
"Executor! All knights have assembled!"
"We'll intercept the wyverns now."

Following my instructions, the pikemen pointed their long spears skyward. The knights also opened their auras, waiting for the next command.

"Lucius, I'm counting on you."
"Keeung!"

The adventurer's wyvern snorted and soared into the sky again.

Other dragons began to chase after Lucius. At that point, I became certain of the presence of a beast master.

*They must be monitoring the situation from the Leviathan.*

Wyverns aren't naturally pack creatures. The fact that they're moving in such a coordinated way means there must be a leader training and controlling them.

Since no leader wyvern was visible, the only answer was a beast master.

Taking down the wyvern group and the beast master, and even bringing down that annoying sky whale would be quite a spectacle.

I carefully watched Lucius performing aerial acrobatics to lure the other wyverns and then—

When they reached the position where we could form the densest firing line in our formation—

"Distance 50 meters, targets are 7 dragons! Be careful not to hit the blue wyvern in the lead!!"

I had the knights release their auras simultaneously.

Crescent-shaped blade energies soared into the sky. Cutting through wind and air, the blade energies tore through the wyverns' wings.

"Kyaaak!!"
"Kaaak!!"

A group of wyverns fell to the ground like moths to a flame.

Anti-air artillery.
We might not have the famous 88mm guns, but here we have knights—mobile, high-powered, biological anti-air weapons.

"Got them!"
"They're all dead, serves those bastards right!!"

The soldiers' morale soared as they watched the dragons that had been trampling them from above crash down.

But I couldn't be satisfied with mere wyverns.

There probably weren't any hidden cards left, but leaving things as they were would leave a bad taste.

From what I observed during flight, the monsters beyond the wall hadn't yet reached Masaret.

Sending the beast master back alive would be nothing short of stupid.

"Lons— no, Andrei."
"Yes, Executor."
"Could you take command for a moment?"
"Pardon?"

When Andrei asked in a confused voice, I pointed to the massive silhouette clearly visible in the night sky.

"There's still one left."
"The Leviathan...!"
"I'll take care of it with the commander."

No further explanation was needed. Andrei sighed deeply as if resigned, then thumped his chest plate with one hand and added:

"Leave this to me and go."
"Wh-what is this! Why him instead of me!"
"Lons, you need to stay as the vanguard captain to maintain the front line."
"Vanguard captain...! I see! Hahaha! That's right!!"

Of course, our muscle-knight immediately started to protest at being excluded, but when I gave him a suitable excuse, Lons burst into hearty laughter as if he preferred that role.

He's really simple-minded.
But I've missed even this simplicity.

Just then, Lucius returned, having completed his herding mission.

I stroked the wyvern's neck as he pushed his head toward me, seeking praise.

"Piak!!"
"This is the last one. Let's give it one more push."

Sianne and I climbed onto his back again.

"Let's go, Commander."
"...Yes!!"

If we could cut off that giant monster's breath and drop it in the middle of enemy lines—

That would be the signal that confirms the Hebron Duchy's victory.
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The chilly northern air brushed against my skin. As we rapidly ascended vertically, I felt the wind's resistance head-on.

Lucius truly lived up to being Pirhak's friend—his flying ability was exceptionally superior compared to other wyverns.

It took only seconds to surge from the ground to the altitude where Leviathans operated.

His acceleration would put supersonic fighter jets to shame, almost taking my breath away.

"Where is the Leviathan's weakness?!" Sianne asked, tightly holding my waist.

I answered confidently, "It doesn't have one!"
"What?!"

If it had one, Leviathans wouldn't be such objects of terror.

It was a massive whale, boasting a size that surpassed even adult dragons. Its seemingly soft skin was actually tougher and harder than steel, and just a casual swing of its tail could crush flying monsters like wyverns under its overwhelming mass.

How could such a preposterous beast have a weakness?

But firepower always knows the answer.

Tough skin? Overwhelming mass proportional to its enormous body?

Just pierce through it by force.

As far as I know, Sianne's slash is equal to or greater than Gold Lion Levia's.

Given that Levia beheaded well over five Leviathans during the Great Expedition, she should be more than capable.

"Just deliver your strongest strike. I'll handle the rest."

Sianne nodded silently. She looked at me with eyes full of trust.

Just as I believed in her, she believed in me.

"Screech!"

As Lucius, who had been rapidly ascending, twisted his body to level out, we caught sight of a massive whale leisurely swimming not far away.

The Sky Wanderer, Leviathan.

Seeing one for the first time since the Great Expedition briefly brought back old memories.

"Get us closer!"
"Screech!"

Urging Lucius on, we successfully caught up to the Leviathan's rear.

Its enormous movements and ability to swim through the sky typically instilled overwhelming pressure and fear in ground forces.

However, once you could approach from above, it posed no threat whatsoever.

No, it was even more helpless.

Like a sea whale that dies from having its nutrients sucked away by barnacles it cannot remove, the sky whale too dies without being able to retaliate against those who mount it.

Lucius flew faster, folding his wings and letting the air currents carry him. Following a constantly moving massive object was no easy task.

"Rubern, over there...! Someone's there!"
"Bingo!"

As we reached a stable position, sure enough, both Sianne and I could see someone standing on the Leviathan.

A Beast Master from the Blue Cross Society.

As we gently landed on the Leviathan's body, the figure who had been looking down at the ground below sensed our presence and turned around.

"...!?"
"Enjoying your sightseeing trip?"
"You bastards! How did you—"

That was as far as he got.

I immediately threw my last dagger, which I had brought from the capital, piercing his skull before he could try anything.

"My precious drago—ugh."

The Beast Master died without even finishing his last words.

There was neither reason nor luxury to show mercy to villains trying to plunge the world into chaos.

I approached the Beast Master's corpse, which lay sprawled on the whale's skin like a puppet with cut strings.

A blue cross hung around his neck. Undoubtedly Blue Cross Society. I clicked my tongue and stuffed the necklace into my pocket.

"Second Order. They really were planning a full-scale offensive."

It wasn't particularly surprising.

I had just personally taken care of the First Order in the capital.

Having gathered all the key players from the previous expedition for an all-out battle, I couldn't care less about Blue Cross Society remnants who had pledged loyalty to Laibetua.

My body was already breaking down.

Even though I had somehow managed to rendezvous with Sianne, any further delay risked irreparable damage.

It was time for a swift conclusion.

I kicked the Beast Master's corpse off into the air and spread my arms.

"Sianne, it's your turn now."

***

Honestly, I was surprised. Though I'd seen it many times before, it still shocked me every time.

No matter how evil the black mage might be, he took their life without a moment's hesitation.

That decisiveness to eliminate threats before the opponent could make a move.

Each time, Sianne was reminded that the man she loved was a war hero who had served as a strategist during the Great Expedition, and who carried on the will of Ailoy.

"Sianne, it's your turn now."

And this man had chosen her as his sword.

Sianne Valeos gently closed her eyes.

Dozens of meters high in the sky, her golden hair fluttered in the wind.

How long had she waited for this day?

Before meeting Rubern, Sianne had been trapped in the past.

Since childhood, she had lived with admiration for her father's heroic tales and shining heroes.

Eventually, despite her parents' objections, she declared her intention to follow in her father's footsteps and become a knight of Rupel.

She achieved the honor of becoming an official knight of the White Rose—the predecessor of the Snow Leopard Knights and the Rupel Knights who participated in the Great Expedition.

Until then, Sianne thought she would live the same life as those she had admired so much.

But that was merely the arrogance of youth.

When a massive horde of monsters arose in the southern continent, knights from each territory were urgently summoned.

What would later be called the Great Expedition.

A great victory for good that saw the birth of many heroes, unanimously praised by all minstrels.

But Sianne wasn't there. The reason: she was relatively young and inexperienced.

So Sianne remained in the territory.

She recognized her own shortcomings and firmly believed that the White Rose Knights she took such pride in would surely return with brilliant achievements.

However, what came at the end of the Great Expedition was not the triumphant return of heroes, but the unbelievable news of her father's death and a devastating defeat.

The young knight who had been excluded from the expedition due to her youth and inexperience became the captain of the knights because she was now the oldest and most experienced among those who remained.

Five years had passed since then.

Sianne Valeos's dream had been thoroughly shattered and trampled. When the territory itself was on the verge of collapse, what meaning did expeditions or heroic ballads have?

The squires and official knights who had remained gradually left the territory as its fortunes declined.

Sianne couldn't bring herself to stop them. What right did she have to hold them back?

A knight captain in name only.

A mere husk with no expedition experience, not even decent combat experience.

A foolish swordswoman who couldn't even complete the sword style her father had left behind.

She couldn't give confidence to those who were leaving.

When she herself lacked confidence in her position as knight captain, expecting others to believe in her was presumptuous.

So Sianne became the captain of a knight order with just five members.

Her dream had turned gray. The passion that once seemed capable of burning and melting anything had frozen as cold as Rupel's winter.

The reason she trained without missing a day was because she didn't want to let go of that last thread.

Even while being self-deprecating.

The remnants of a lost dream that she hoped might someday be useful.

"Rubern."

Sianne Valeos raised her eyes to look at him, standing with his arms spread toward her.

Her benefactor who had pulled her out of the mire of terrible defeat when she was struggling, not wanting to give up, fall down, or be trampled.

Not only had he helped her complete her father's Sword Saint Style, but Rubern had also breathed new life into her dream, which she thought had completely faded.

The heroic tale of a once weak and foolish female knight who brought down a giant sky whale with a single strike.

"What I'm about to show you is my heart, dedicated to you, Rubern."
"...What?"
"Like Ailoy's secret technique, the first and last secret technique of the Valeos family that you created."

No.
She needed to correct herself.

This wasn't her heroic tale. She hadn't come here to elevate her own name.

When your epic is sung throughout the world,
I hope my name will be there too.

Not as the dragon slayer, nor as the knight who cut down the giant whale.
But to be remembered as the companion and beloved wife of the legendary Rubern Ailoy.

It was the moment when her dreams and future, which had shrunk in a gray world, bloomed fully.

Sianne drew her greatsword.
Its heavy weight had already scattered far away with the wind.

She opened all her aura.

As Rubern wished, this would be her maximum output strike, pouring everything she had.

Kuuuuu!!
The air vibrated. The aura's flame was so intense that even the rushing wind dared not approach.

It wasn't the golden form that Sianne usually used, but rather a jet-black color.

It might have looked like magical energy, but it wasn't. It was much harder, more refined, and above all, warmer than magical energy.

A noble black.
Not derived from contamination or negation, but a color like obsidian, symbolizing knightly honor and resolve.

"Sianne...?"

Eren Sword Style, 12th Sword.
Rubern Ailoy.

As the golden-haired knight finished her fluid sword dance like a cunning fox moving,
Clang.

With the sound of metal ringing, the Leviathan was completely severed along the plane of her sword.
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Drip, drip.
Black blood fell to the floor.

Lillia Hebron shook the impure blood from her sword and immediately cut down another undead.

"Your Grace!! Please retreat!! We can't hold this position any longer!!!"

A desperate voice, hoarse and strained, reached her ears. It was Coltenbog, the commander in charge of the second outer wall and another captain of the guards.

But Lillia refused the guard captain's plea.

"No!!"
"Your Grace!!"
"They're just, just undead. We cannot surrender the second outer wall when the main force hasn't even arrived yet!!"

The battle situation was dire.

Despite Masaret's reputation as an impregnable fortress, they were on the verge of losing the second outer wall mere hours after the siege had begun in earnest.

In such circumstances, Lillia Hebron couldn't simply stand idle.

Until just a few days ago, she had been the knight commander who fought alongside these men with her sword in hand.

What humiliation it would be to hide in the inner castle, listening to reports until they fell.

Despite her vassals' attempts to stop her, Lillia had taken up her sword and joined the battlefield. The soldiers' morale had risen with their ruler's appearance, allowing them to repel the enemy's advances three times, but it was only temporary.

The second outer wall was finally reaching its limit.

"Your Grace!"

BOOM!

Dark magical energy, so intense it raised goosebumps on her skin, rushed toward Lillia.

A Wolf Pack knight desperately blocked it with a shield enhanced with aura, but it was too much for him to completely withstand the overwhelming magical energy, and his shield blackened and disintegrated.

Even a shield made of pure silver, known for its strong resistance to magical energy, couldn't withstand it.

"So the rumors of the North's strongest weren't exaggerated after all..."

Igram Rigas, an Archlich and Second Order of the Blue Cross Society, let out a chilling laugh.

Seeing the enemy commander so close, Lillia launched a slash attack, but he easily avoided the Gray Wolf's strike.

"Not enough. Not nearly enough."
"Igram Rigas...!!"

Lillia unleashed the anger boiling deep within her heart.

In truth, the undead weren't the problem. If not for this Archlich controlling them, they would have been driven back long ago.

A lich—a human who willingly chose to become undead.

Among such humans, Igram Rigas once possessed such overwhelming skill that he nearly became a Tower Master.

He had become the strongest among liches, an Archlich, and held the second highest position in the secret organization known as the Blue Cross Society.

In other words, his strength was not something a mere handful of knights could handle.

"One of the Second Order. It would be too boring to exit the stage so soon."

His mocking tone.

To Lillia, it all felt like he was urging her to give up.

That the fortress would fall anyway. The citizens would be violated, the brilliant history of the duchy would be erased, and she herself would become the Archlich's plaything, suffering until death.

But Lillia Hebron continued to swing her sword.

Brilliant silver slashes cut through the air. Even if they couldn't reach the Archlich, she refused to give up.

Beyond her determination to protect the duchy no matter what.

She didn't want to be remembered as just another woman by a certain man.

That night when the vibrant aurora spread across the sky.

She remembered that day in Petaronto when she was simply Lillia Hebron, not the Gray Wolf or the Duchess.

Even though months had passed, she recalled the man who smiled at her against that night sky.

Rubern Ailoy.

Though it had been a long time since she'd seen his face, his presence remained in the handwriting of the letters they occasionally exchanged.

Lillia would read those letters several times a day.

Somehow, she could almost hear his playful voice, and with each word she read, she felt Rubern's warm and kind heart directed toward her.

*He must have heard the news and is preparing countermeasures.*

He was a man who always did his best no matter where he was, and ultimately solved problems.

The Wall of the North.

Even in this unprecedented crisis of the northern barrier wall collapsing, the Black Fox would find a way, as he always did.

Lillia truly believed this.

That's why she couldn't give up. If she retreated here, Rubern Ailoy's plan wouldn't be complete.

The defense of Masaret.
Even if the walls crumbled, even if her arms and legs were torn off, even if her breath finally withered away.

She would protect this fortress at all costs.

"Don't underestimate me, my knights...!! And the Hebron Duchy!!"

WHOOSH!!

Gray aura surged upward. Igram Rigas's expression hardened momentarily at the force that seemed capable of devouring even magical energy.

Then came a heavy slash attack.

"Kugh!?"

The concentrated aura exploded forward, piercing through the barrier.

"Impossible...!!"

It was an 8-layer barrier. The ultimate defensive magic that could block even a great mage's Meteor spell had collapsed helplessly.

A chilling sensation pierced the Archlich's mind. Igram Rigas realized what that sensation was.

Fear.

One who had transcended death was feeling fear of death.

"You damned bitch...!!"

CRACK!!

The 8-layer barrier was completely shattered, but ultimately failed to reach him. Now it was his turn again.

The Archlich gnashed his teeth, which were now nothing but bones, and raised his staff high above his head.

"Control Over Mind."

An ominous energy began to swirl in the air. Several wolves rushed forward immediately, but their attacks were blocked by other undead.

"You, you all...?!"

Death Knights.

They were the wolves who had set out for Herote's salvation with former Knight Commander Siegbert and Duke Harald Hebron.

Surely.
Those who should have met an honorable death.

Now corrupted by impure energy, they blocked their former comrades.

"Let's have an interesting duel. Meanwhile, I'll show you a preview of your miserable future."

Space began to distort. The soldiers were the first to be affected.

"Ah... Aah..."

Those who had been fighting properly quickly lost their will to fight. They put down their weapons without even resisting and were buried by the swarming undead.

A mind control spell.
Engulfing the entire area.

"Ugh, urgh...!! No, you must escape, Your Grace!!!"

The knights, armed with aura, resisted the mental domination, but it was clear that complete subjugation was only a matter of time.

The battle line collapsed helplessly. Lillia Hebron's face contorted at the sight of people breaking down.

"Death calls to me..."
"Life is futile and empty, I offer my life to you."

Being killed by comrades with whom they had shared drinks.
Being devoured by fellow soldiers with whom they had shared memories.

Or else.
Taking their own lives with their swords.

"You, you...!! Youuuuuuuu!!!"
"Kahahaha!!"
"STOP IT!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

Lillia charged forward with a desperate roar. She had never felt such rage before.

Her face, which had rarely shown emotion even at her father's death, now displayed despair, helplessness, and anger.

"Your despair is truly delicious."

As Igram Rigas was about to finish off the emotionally compromised duchess—

WHOOSH.
CRASH!!!

Something massive fell beyond the outer wall, crushing all the approaching undead.

"?!"

Igram turned his head in confusion at the army that had vanished as if swept away by a broom.

"...A Leviathan?"

He saw a giant flying monster that had crashed to the ground with its head severed.

He couldn't understand.

The Hebron Duchy didn't possess the power to defeat a Leviathan. The ruler of the skies that deflected arrows and blocked magic.

Come to think of it, the wyvern's cries had also stopped at some point.

Where was the beast master controlling it? As a Second Order, they wouldn't have fallen easily.

As various thoughts consumed Igram Rigas—

"Got you."

A voice colder than the northern chill brushed against his nape.

"...!?!"

Had he been distracted by the incomprehensible sight?

It was truly a brief moment of inattention.
But Lillia Hebron didn't miss that opening.

Like a wolf tearing at a throat, Lillia's sword cut Igram Rigas's body in two.

***

"Cough, hack...!!"

Lillia Hebron coughed up blood-tinged phlegm. Her desperate strike against the Archlich had finally connected.

Her will had completely severed the catalyst that bound the undead, who had transcended death, to the mortal realm.

The impure and evil spirit, no longer permitted to remain, dispersed like mist.

This meant the undead army led by Igram Rigas had vanished.

As soon as their controller disappeared, the undead who had been clinging to life collapsed lifelessly.

"The Duchess... Her Grace has slain the enemy commander!!"
"Hurraaaaah!!!"
"What about the Leviathan?! Did Her Grace deal with that massive beast too?!"

The knights, now freed from mental domination, cheered and approached to support Lillia, but—

They were all left speechless at her pitiful state.

Blood tears dripped from her eyes with burst capillaries, and her mouth was messily stained with blood she had coughed up.

Her once brilliant armor was distorted, crushed, and contaminated by magical energy.

She didn't even have the strength to lift her head.

In her fading consciousness and vision, Lillia Hebron murmured the name of the person she most wanted to see right now.

"Rubern... Ailoy..."
"Yes, I'm here."
"Eh...?"

And like a lie, that unforgettable voice responded.

Warm arms firmly embraced her shoulders.

"You've done well, my lady."

With trembling effort, she raised her head to look, and there—

"Please leave the rest to me."

—stood the black-haired administrator.
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The knights of Hebron Duchy and the soldiers stationed at Masaret watched the two people who had descended upon the city walls riding wyverns.

Perhaps because of the robes they wore, they couldn't recognize the man, but they clearly remembered the blonde woman standing beside him.

Sianne Valeos.

Wasn't she the captain of the Snow Leopard Knights who had gone to defend the eastern sector?

But before their questions could fully form, the man gently lifted Lilia Hebron and approached the people.

"She's fainted from exhaustion."

Only then did they realize that the man before them was none other than the "Black Fox," Rubern Ailoy.

"Q-quickly, take Her Excellency to the inner castle!"

After the commander quickly assessed the situation and gave the order, soldiers hurriedly rushed forward to take Lilia Hebron from Rubern's arms.

"Are you the highest-ranking commander?"
"Yes. I'm Security Captain Coltenbog."
"The undead forces are finished."

Security Captain Coltenbog's face brightened at Rubern Ailoy's words.

"The Leviathan that ruled the skies has fallen, and we should regain control of the eastern sector soon."
"Is, is that true! If that's the case...!"
"But a bigger problem remains."

He murmured, gazing toward the horizon shrouded in darkness.

"The main force of monsters will arrive."
"..."

The simultaneous attacks that occurred in Masaret were essentially preliminary skirmishes. The real threat to Masaret and the continent beyond was the monster army that had yet to arrive.

Even if they somehow managed to repel the current attack, the fortress would inevitably fall once the main force arrived.

What the Blue Cross Society had done within the city was meant to disperse and weaken the fortress's defensive forces before the main army arrived.

"Then what should we do?" Coltenbog asked with a trembling voice. The soldiers' morale had already collapsed.

Even with the Black Fox Rubern Ailoy's arrival, the night was still deep, and Lilia Hebron, who should have been their rallying point, was in tatters.

Even if they regained control of the eastern sector, the internal problems hadn't been completely resolved.

They didn't even need to see the overwhelming enemy forces. The moment the soldiers realized this, their resolve would waver no matter how determined they were to fight to the death.

Fear spreads like a plague.

Once one person is gripped by that emotion, it takes only minutes—no, mere seconds—to spread throughout the entire army.

Rubern Ailoy surely knew this fact.

"What do we do? We defend Masaret, of course."

But he answered as if such concerns were trivial.

"Transfer command to me. As long as I'm here, Masaret will never fall."

A confidence bordering on perfection.

At that moment, Coltenbog realized one fact he had been mistaken about all along.

The reason Masaret was an impregnable fortress wasn't simply because it was surrounded by solid outer walls.

It was because of the former lord, Harald Hebron, who had led a desperate charge for his people despite his dying body.

And because of The Wolves who had bravely followed their lord toward death.

No matter how strong and solid the walls, they would crumble if those defending them couldn't stand firm.

"Rubern Ailoy, you..."

The Black Fox placed his hand firmly on the shoulder of the security captain, who was trembling with helplessness and shame.

"We've already won."

***

News of the lich's demise—who had been controlling the undead to pressure the outer walls—and the fall of the behemoth—which had been roaming the fortress skies, eating away at the defensive forces' morale—spread quickly throughout the entire defense force.

However, what became an even hotter topic was the spectacular return of Rupel's Executor, the Black Fox Rubern Ailoy.

"They say Her Excellency Lilia Hebron defeated the lich, and Sir Sianne Valeos beheaded the behemoth with a single strike."

The exploits of the two female knights were sufficient catalysts to instantly transform the depressed atmosphere.

It didn't matter that Lilia had fainted after delivering her final blow, or that Sianne also had to temporarily leave the front lines after drawing out all her power.

"From now on, I will be in charge of all command for Masaret's defense."

The defense forces rallied under the name of the Black Fox.

Now that Lilia Hebron could no longer serve as the central figure, command should have fallen to Acting Commander Sigmund Bathory or Defense Captain Paul Yair.

But they willingly transferred command to Rubern Ailoy.

How could they tarnish the name of a man recognized by the former ruler, Harald Hebron, and trusted by his successor, Lilia Hebron?

An added benefit was that they could now clearly command Rupel's reinforcements, which they had been cautious about deploying due to them being external forces.

"Dividing into sectors for subjugation isn't a bad method, but it's too inefficient. Have the civilians been evacuated?"
"Yes, they have. Those remaining are militia who voluntarily stayed to fight."
"Then we'll abandon the underground waterways and western sector. Focus on forming defense lines centered on the inner castle and central sector."

After taking command, Rubern Ailoy quickly reorganized the personnel and efficiently divided Masaret's defensive zones.

The west and underground waterways.

The defending side is the one that has to disperse its forces. The enemy's intention is ultimately to force unnecessary losses on the defenders.

There's no need to enter a predetermined scenario and suffer losses.

"But the enemy might attack from the rear."
"The fact remains that the monster's main force will soon descend upon the fortress. If we can't sweep them away at once, it's much more effective to eliminate them all together with the monster's main force."

Careful deliberation.

He runs dozens, hundreds of simulations to determine what outcomes each choice and strategy will yield.

Among the many branches, choosing the one closest to victory. That was one of the things Rubern Ailoy did best.

As Rubern tirelessly strategized with his staff officers, and the defense forces were given a brief moment to catch their breath—

"Urgent message from the outer castle! The enemy is approaching!!"
"They've finally arrived."

At last, the monster army had arrived to devour Masaret.

Rubern Ailoy tightened the straps of his light armor firmly.

Then, as if openly revealing himself as the Black Fox, he donned his pitch-black robe.

The Commander-in-Chief of Masaret Fortress.

Sianne Valeos and the Snow Leopard Knights followed behind him as he strode confidently out of the inner castle, his black sleeves fluttering.

"Regius, what about the spirits?"
"Preparations complete."
"Good. Defense Captain Paul Yair, the archers' deployment?"
"I've ordered them to standby at the positions you specified."

All possible preparations were complete.

Now, all that remained was to give them the best welcome possible.

After all, the price for barging in without an invitation would be thorough death.

***

Masaret's outer castle watchtower.

I stood there, watching the army slowly marching forward beyond the Leviathan's corpse.

Overall, orcs and ogres form the main force, with those damn giants mixed in too. Trolls as a bonus.

Plus hog riders, wolves, and quite a few irregulars who've awakened to mana.

Literally a "army" worthy of the name.

The reason why elite forces from Hebron Duchy were stationed along the fortress line, including the Northern Wall, was because of those creatures.

Those approaching Masaret now aren't simply creatures that naturally spawn in dungeons or beasts living in the wild.

They are monsters who have made their own territory in the harsh northern lands.

Usurpers who have been waiting for the opportunity to cross into human lands and grasp them in their clutches.

Until the Black Lion Knights were active, the "expeditions" conducted by the knights were meant to preemptively strike and crush the buds of such monster colonies and groups.

"Tell the archers, free targets until the third volley, but from the fourth volley onward, aim only at the giants. Under no circumstances should they be allowed to approach the walls."
"Yes, understood!"

Giants, also called Gigants, were massive humanoid monsters.

Even the smallest specimens were about 4m tall. The average size was around 10m, and larger ones could reach 15m, standing 3m taller than the castle walls.

They were truly monsters in a different league from the others.

With strength matching their enormous size, capable of making ogres look like children, they were essentially the enemy's siege weapons.

I immediately issued the next order.

"Battle mages are to standby at the third barrier. Keep them in reserve as a counter to the enemy's mages."

Some orcs and ogres rarely use magic, making anti-magic strategies essential.

Rather than spreading the already scarce mages around and dispersing their firepower, it's better to use them as a precision strike force to project power at specific points.

And for general bombardment to cause confusion in the enemy camp, Masaret's own defensive catapults would be sufficient.

"Of the total 8 catapults in the castle, 5 are operational excluding 3 that need repairs, and troops have been assigned to them!"
"Connect all horses to carts and wagons to reorganize them into mobile supply units. Make the second barrier the frontline and ensure there's never a shortage of arrows or anything else."
"The supply troops have been assigned to the militia as you instructed."
"Thank you, Defense Captain."

Despite being numerically inferior, we couldn't deploy the militia—who were essentially a ragtag group with only willpower—as the main defensive force.

So I assigned most of the militia to the supply corps, which was definitely the right decision.

Having adapted to Masaret's rugged terrain, they were skillfully pulling carts and wagons through the complex sectors, quickly delivering supplies to the battlefield.

Proper deployment of forces according to location.
Clear role division and command distribution by unit type.
Securing efficient supply lines.

Masaret now had all three elements required for victory.

All that remained was to hope for the goddess of victory to smile upon us.

"Sound the bell to signal the start of battle."
"Ring the bell! Ring it!!"

Dong—.
Dong—.
Dong—.

"All hands, prepare for battle!!!"
"All hands, prepare for battllllle!!!!!"

With the solemn and majestic tolling of Masaret's bell...

The arrows from the archers who had been waiting in advance soared toward the army all at once.

The final chapter of the terrible conspiracy that had begun in the capital Constina was finally unfolding.
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A relentless rain of arrows poured down upon the monsters.

Masaret's archers were all positioned at the second barrier.

This was to protect allies from enemy counterfire.

With manpower already scarce, the death or desertion of even a single person could be fatal.

Moreover, the first barrier had fallen to the undead. Though they had managed to reclaim it after the death of the lich controlling them, there was no telling what other tricks the enemy might have left behind.

The archers, along with battle mages, were the only forces capable of countering the giants.

Though it might seem unfair to those on the front lines, from a commander's perspective, these units were naturally considered far more valuable than ordinary infantry.

Levia seemed to understand this fact, as she had preserved the archery forces intact despite facing simultaneous attacks from multiple directions.

"Commander! When are we going to be deployed? The battlefield is calling me!!"
"Just wait a bit longer, Ronz."

I watched the monster army marching forward like machines despite being hit by the rain of arrows. My attention was drawn to the center of their formation.

That would be the enemy's core, where their Demon Lord or leader must be positioned.

In the darkness of night, I couldn't make out exactly who the enemy commander was.

But whoever could lead such a large force—not just one or two colonies but multiple species—must be a charismatic command-type entity.

'It won't be easy to crush their momentum from the start.'

Unlike the undead, monsters possess the emotion of fear. Not just the intelligent ones—the less intelligent they are, the more fearful they tend to be.

In other words, it wouldn't be impossible to break their internal cohesion by forcing one-sided casualties and continuing to cause futile sacrifices.

But just as I had rallied the people of Masaret, the monster commander over there wouldn't be an easy opponent either.

"Still, we need to apply more pressure. Catapult units, commence firing."

Buuuuuuu!!

There was no time to send a messenger. Combat is all about timing. The scattered forces across each sector needed to move as one body.

As previously instructed, a single long blast from the horn signaled the catapults inside Masaret to begin operation.

Massive boulders flew through the sky, tearing into the enemy lines. And the catapult ammunition wasn't just large rocks.

Gravel and small stones contained in makeshift nets spread widely through the air.

It was a kind of shotgun effect.

Even small stones can cause tremendous impact when propelled at high speed.

The loads of gravel launched from catapults—machines powerful enough to hurl huge boulders with ease—mercilessly shattered the skulls of approaching orcs and goblins.

But they weren't the type to just take the punishment.

Flash! A streak of light cut through the pitch-black darkness and struck a catapult with perfect accuracy.

"Aaaaargh!!"

As the soldiers operating the catapult fell helplessly from the fortress, irritating laughter began to echo.

"Kyahahahaha!!"
"Ahahahahahat!!"
"Succubi, it seems."

Not just orc or goblin casters, but even high-level monsters like succubi had been deployed.

They were flying toward the top of the walls, letting out nightmarish laughter.

As high-level monsters on par with vampires, they were far more troublesome than goblin or orc casters.

"Order the mages to attack! We must protect the catapults at all costs."

Buuu, babam-babam─.

When the bugler sounded the horn again, the waiting mages from the Hebron Duchy began to move.

Even massive aquatic beasts with solid defenses like Leviathan would feel threatened by mages' attacks.

Succubi and incubi would be even easier to repel.

As the mages waiting at the third outer wall began their barrage, a massive fire net formed in the skies above Masaret.

Fire Arrow, Light Saber, Ice Spear, and many other spells with different names.

The projectile magic, each manifesting mana of different colors, resembled modern anti-aircraft fire.

It was a desperate battle where neither side could retreat.

I tried to calm my growing anxiety as I watched the fortress where flames were rising.

***

The full-scale siege of Masaret had been underway for two hours now.

The Masaret defense forces led by Rubern Ailoy had valiantly crushed the enemy's attacks, but they were gradually reaching their limit.

Masaret's archers had achieved the remarkable feat of neutralizing five 10-meter giants that had been approaching at the front.

But even this wasn't enough.

The monsters had deployed a total of ten giants over 10 meters tall.

Typically, three 10-meter giants would be deployed for a fortress siege, so despite repelling about twice that number, there were still five more remaining.

Moreover, the battle mages who should have been helping the archers repel the giants were severely shorthanded.

The succubi, with their excellent flying abilities, were freely roaming Masaret's airspace, toying with the troops.

Of the catapults they had desperately defended, only two remained.

Even these would have been lost if Rubern hadn't urgently deployed his Snow Leopard Knights.

The power difference had been clear from the start.

The main gate of the first outer wall, already weakened by the previous undead attack, was finally breached.

The enemy's assault, spread wide like a fan, reached not only the front of Masaret but also the western and eastern walls.

Lizard-type monsters climbed the walls to engage in chaotic battles with soldiers, while explosions occurred in various places in attempts to collapse the walls themselves.

Rubern Ailoy withdrew the archers to the third outer wall and helped the battle mages counter the succubi attacks until reinforcement giants arrived.

He also actively deployed The Wolves to repel the monsters that had infiltrated the walls.

Flexible troop deployment.

Maximizing available resources to block the enemy's moves and force casualties.

Some succubi did attack his command tower, but they posed no significant threat to Rubern, who was being closely guarded by Sianne Erdian, who had somewhat recovered her strength.

However, the problem was supplies.

The archers' consumption was greater than expected.

Mobile supply units, formed by requisitioning knights' horses and merchants' wagons, were constantly moving around delivering arrows and food.

But for every wagon that came in, the archers consumed two wagons' worth.

That was the difference in power.

Despite taking careful aim rather than firing indiscriminately, the enemy numbers weren't decreasing.

Enemy forces that had been far away pushed through to the inside of the first outer wall.

Even the second outer wall, which had been declared the front line, was gradually being pushed back despite Rubern's clean mobile defense.

The situation on top of the walls was somewhat better.

In the streets between the first and second outer walls, a desperate struggle was taking place.

"Charge!!"
"Stop them with all your might!!"

Though soldiers bravely swung their swords, one was cut in half by an orc's battle axe and rolled to the ground.

Spearmen formed a dense formation to block the street, and several fearlessly charging ogres were skewered.

But even the tightly formed spear formation couldn't withstand the wave-like assault.

"Aaaah, help, help me!!"
"Damn it!! Don't retreat! Show them an opening and you're dead!!"

A soldier at the front was dragged out and trampled to death under the orcs' feet.

Orcs and ogres, while not comparable to giants, were still far larger than ordinary humans.

Even wearing armor with crude metal plates attached, the pressure from the fundamental size difference wasn't something that mere soldiers could easily shake off.

And this was when they needed them.

Knights who transcended human limitations were needed at this moment.

"Hyaaah!!"

The skull of an ogre charging recklessly toward the tight formation shattered.

Standing over the fallen ogre, which had sprayed disgusting brain matter as it collapsed, was a man as large as an orc—or rather, as large as the fallen ogre.

"I have arrived!! You youngsters!!"

It was Ronz of the Snow Leopard Knights.

With a presence like a barbarian from southern legends, he let out a great roar as if warning the orcs.

Ronz wasn't alone. Apprentice knights from the Snow Leopard Knights and Wolf Pack Knights were arriving between the first and second outer walls.

Unlike full knights, most of them hadn't awakened their aura but merely "understood" it.

Nevertheless, they were a force where each was worth a hundred ordinary soldiers.

"Where are the other knights?"
"Scattered and acting separately. But our Commander has sent all the apprentice knights here, so don't worry!!"

True to his words, the orc forces that had been surging forward were now held back by the appearance of Ronz and the knights.

Ronz was boosting the troops' morale by pounding his breastplate.

"Besides, look at the sky. Morning is coming soon! Early dawn has arrived, so we just need to hold out a little longer!"

Indeed, the pitch-black sky now had a faint navy blue tint.

Due to the intense battle, they hadn't even noticed that morning was approaching.

"Regroup! Dawn has broken!"
"For your loved ones, and for your city of Masaret!!"

Just as the troops, who had been pushed back to the second gate, were about to march with the knights toward another desperate battle...

Wooooooo.
Wooooooooo─.

A horn sound different from Masaret's was heard.

While the Masaret defenders looked puzzled, a smile appeared on Ronz's face as soon as he heard it.

"Our lord does love making dramatic entrances."

A trumpet sound that growled low like a leopard.

Soon, Rupel's flags filled the western plateau, fluttering in the wind.

A total of 12,000 troops.

Reinforcements led by Dionaos Rupel had finally arrived after gathering all forces from surrounding territories and marching for two days and nights.
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"Your Lordship, the Snow Leopard Knights and the First and Second Army Corps have all completed preparations for departure."

At the words of Petra Bastian, the administrative director of the knights, Marquis Dionaos Rupel slowly turned his head from the family banner he had been gazing at.

"Additionally, we have Baron Kirten and his People's Knights, along with about 100 cavalrymen from the Free Cavalry of the free city of Montelgo. From the Karahan County under Rupel's jurisdiction, we have approximately 3,000 light infantry and cavalry dispatched urgently."

"What about other forces?"

"Five hundred mercenaries from the Blue Dagger Mercenary Group affiliated with the San Mariano Florence Foundation, and Abraham Vlad leading 34 vampires from the Starlight Vault has also telegraphed their intention to join."

They had essentially mobilized every available fighting force that Rupel could muster.

Moreover, all of this had been accomplished in just one day. The forces had assembled simultaneously with the news of the wall's fall.

That's how significant the event was.

The Frozen Wall.

The fall of the frontline fortress that had protected human territory from powerful magical beasts was directly linked to the survival of all northern territories of the Empire.

"We've already distributed official documents to residents urging them to organize vigilante groups in preparation for any security gaps."

"...Well done. As expected of you, Petra."

All preparations were complete.

But Marquis Dionaos Rupel was still in a state of confusion.

Or more precisely, it was difficult for him to accept.

The northern wall had fallen, and Haralt Hebron, the ruler of the duchy and one of the Empire's three dukes, had perished in battle.

Every worst-case scenario he could imagine was actually happening.

That fact was tightening around Dionaos Rupel's heart.

Why?
The reason was simple.

He was a loser.

Thanks to Rubern Ailoy's brilliant achievements, people praised Marquis Dionaos Rupel for having such a vassal.

But the more his name and territory gained prominence, the more he suffered from an indescribable sense of powerlessness and pressure.

After all, all of this had been accomplished not by him, but by Rubern Ailoy.

This wasn't simply jealousy or envy. He had long realized that he wasn't particularly talented in administration or territory management.

The problem was that Dionaos Rupel himself couldn't be certain of victory.

*Am I truly worthy of leading all these people?*

When he was a young, inexperienced count who knew nothing of the world's cruelty, he had proudly led all his knights to participate in the Great Expedition.

To be honest, he was just a youngster who didn't even understand the weight of death. His mindset as a lord wasn't proper either.

He hadn't even realized that his mistakes could lead to everyone's destruction.

He was merely intoxicated with his status as a lord, blinded by his increasingly powerful knights, lost in empty dreams like a mirage.

That's how he participated in the Great Expedition.
And Rupel was utterly defeated.

Of the two hundred knights, only fifteen survived.

Even among those, if you excluded those who retired due to injuries or left voluntarily, there were only five left.

The result of pursuing foolish honor and grand causes was devastating.

The Rupel County fell endlessly, and the momentum that had once briefly threatened the Hebron Duchy dissipated instantly.

No reform worked.

The surrounding territories, as if they had been waiting for this moment, circled like hyenas ready to tear off Rupel's soft flesh.

Rupel's savior.
That was until Rubern Ailoy willingly extended his goodwill.

Well then.
What would happen this time?

This wouldn't end with just the annihilation of the knights.

If the Hebron Duchy retreated and the supporting forces he led were also defeated, it wouldn't just be a matter of the territory being "on the verge of collapse."

It would definitely collapse.

Countless people would be brutally killed, and the land he loved would be captured and violated by dark magical energy.

Marquis Dionaos Rupel wasn't confident he could overcome such a future.

Who was he to be responsible for so many lives?

"...Marquis?"

"I don't know. I really don't know. What should I do?"

Petra closed her mouth.

The confident marquis was nowhere to be seen; his eyes were filled with fear.

"I'm not your superior, Commissioner Rubern. Nor am I Sianne, who never gave up even in desperate situations."

The marquis staggered. Petra hurriedly approached to support him.

"Do you... do you think we can win? Petra, you must have received the telegrams from the central government. They say even the capital, Constina, has fallen into great chaos due to riots."

Some central forces had been dispatched, but no reinforcements could be expected. This was because dark wizards and magical beasts were attacking the Empire's capital.

In fact, this expedition was essentially the last chance.

"Marquis."

"I'm an incompetent lord. People are just overestimating me."

"It's not overestimation!!!"

At Petra's cry, the marquis turned to her with a startled expression.

"Marquis, as you know, as the administrative officer of the Black Lion Knights, I've met many lords and nobles."

"You..."

"Marquis Dionaos Rupel, I've never seen anyone with better qualities as a ruler than Your Excellency."

Among the virtues of a ruler, 'popular support' also exists.

Perhaps it's even more important than anything else.

A ruler who cannot be followed loyally always brings ruin.

"The same goes for Commissioner Rubern. I know the commissioner well. That man, who trembles at the mention of nobility, has sworn loyalty to you, Marquis!"

"But, but I failed!! When Rubern Ailoy was writing a great legend on the Lechenberg Plains, I was sending my knights to their deaths!!"

The defeat in the Great Expedition still remained a heavy burden on the marquis.

Even if it wasn't due to his own misjudgment, but rather decisions made by those above him.

The fact that his subordinates were annihilated while he alone survived remained unchanged.

"Can you follow a defeated general? A murderer who took everyone's lives?"

To the marquis's question, Petra answered without a moment's hesitation.

Yes, she said.

"The marquis then and the marquis now are different."

"..."

"Everyone is here. If you were alone then, now everyone wants to fight alongside you."

"That's not because of me, but Rubern Ailoy..."

"No. Commissioner Rubern merely threw the bait. The reason they've stayed until now is because of you, Marquis, not anyone else!"

That was true.

All contracts were made through Rubern Ailoy, but Dionaos Rupel's contribution to keeping them as good partners of Rupel was by no means small.

He was the Black Fox, after all.

If he didn't like something, he would have left abruptly, just as he did with the Black Lion Knights.

Such a man brought his juniors, brought people from the capital. He trained knights and developed the territory even further.

In a way, it could have threatened his position as the ruler, but Marquis Dionaos Rupel left Rubern alone.

Because he knew that Rubern trusted him.

"I, I..."

"The only person we all wish to serve is you, Marquis."

You are worthy of receiving loyalty. You are the only ruler who can lead everyone.

The administrative officer before him was saying this, without a hint of hesitation or reluctance.

"...Ha, you're not from the Imperial Knights for nothing. You're no less a great person than Rubern Ailoy."

Rupel let out a dispirited remark.

"I'll take that as a compliment."

The dark clouds that had been gnawing at his mind cleared, and peace embraced his body.

"Inform everyone that we'll depart within an hour, Administrative Director. We need to reach Masaret before dawn tomorrow."

"I'll do as ordered."

Marquis Rupel pushed aside Petra who had been supporting him and strode through the firmly closed door of the lord's chamber.

To reclaim the victory and honor he had lost.

To rise from one failure and finally bring evil to its knees.

***

It was indeed a massive army.

Dionaos Rupel opened his eyes, which he had briefly closed, and looked at the magical beasts filling the plateau below.

Though it was not yet dawn and difficult to assess accurately, there were clearly at least tens of thousands of troops.

Shifting his gaze, he saw the battered fortress of Masaret.

The spires had collapsed and the walls were damaged. The bodies of soldiers that hadn't been recovered were scattered on the outer walls, mixed with those of magical beasts.

The situation inside the castle wasn't much better either. The fire rising from the west showed no signs of being contained.

It would probably only subside after burning everything within the barrier.

Could they win?

Another doubt arose, but the marquis immediately cut it down.

Hadn't he just been thinking?

He wasn't someone to be trapped in a sense of defeat. He was the rightful ruler of the Rupel Marquisate, the only one to whom all these people pledged their loyalty.

He believed in himself. Just as he trusted everyone, he trusted those who believed in him.

"Marquis, your orders."

Imen Rua, the vice-captain of the Snow Leopard Knights, asked with a determined voice.

"Crush the enemy completely. Ensure that not a single one returns to the northern territory; annihilate them all here."

Marquis Dionaos Rupel had returned to his previous dignified voice.

He was a northern lord who had fought against magical beasts for generations, a war lord who had shown great enthusiasm even participating in the Great Expedition.

Dionaos Rupel felt alive.

"Sound the horn, let them know we've arrived."

Beyond that valley, as red as the vice-captain's hair, the sun was slowly rising.

The time of night was passing, and the time of day was returning.

Woooooo.
Wooooooooo─!!

As the cry of the snow leopard, a predator residing in the northern mountains, pierced through the plateau from all directions.

"Charge! Charge!! Show these fearless intruders of the north what true cold is!!"

With a thunderous vibration that shook heaven and earth, a wave of cavalry began racing down the plateau's slope.
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The first wave was cavalry. The Snow Leopard Knights, cavalry units specially assembled from various military camps, the Free Cavalry of the free city of Montelgo, and troops from the Karahan Marquisate.

In total, about 3,000.
The ground trembled with vibrations strong enough to swallow the majestic blaring of horns.

Marquis Dionaos Rupel stood proudly at the vanguard. He whipped his reins and charged without hesitation toward the swarming horde of monsters.

He was like the wind. Using the soldiers' battle cries and the galloping of horses as a prelude to battle, he charged forward at a terrifying speed.

The Marquis had returned to his form from five years ago. The image of a young conquering lord who rode across battlefields hunting monsters.

But now more solid, sharper, and more prudent.
Dionaos Rupel once again stood before the monster army.

He drew his Imperial sword. A blade bestowed by the Emperor to his family for generations, a symbol recognizing him as the lord of the northern territories.

The silver blade reflected the sun, emitting a brilliant light.

"Charge!! Chaaaarge!!!!"

A roar of fury erupted simultaneously.
His valiant figure swinging his sword against the impure creatures that dared ravage the north was truly like that of a leopard.

"Geurk!? Kruruk!?"
"Side, humans on the side...! Horses, horses!!"

The evil forces, belatedly realizing reinforcements had arrived, hurriedly formed defensive formations, but they weren't very effective.

This was only natural.
The most important unit for countering cavalry was spearmen.

Densely arranged spearmen forming a formation, merely pointing their spears forward, would typically overwhelm ordinary cavalry.

Reducing the impact of the leading cavalry through this pressure was the core of anti-cavalry strategy.

However, they had nothing that could be called "spearmen."

From the beginning, these were monsters that lived in tribal units except in special cases.
They had not formed—and could not form—strategies or military organizations designed for large-scale warfare.

For creatures who thought they could simply plunder locally for the most important battlefield necessities of supplies and logistics, the lightning-fast cavalry charge was nothing short of a disaster.

Of course, some orcs and ogres were holding spears, but they were far from forming an effective defensive formation.

Scattered orcs wildly swinging axes and clubs posed little threat to trained war horses.

The cavalry, forming a wedge formation with Marquis Dionaos Rupel at its apex, pierced straight through the enemy lines.

No matter how physically superior an orc might be, when hit by a war horse, its bones would inevitably be crushed.

The monster formation, already vulnerable to cavalry charges on the flanks, began to collapse like dominoes.

But Rupel's forces weren't limited to cavalry alone.

"Waaaaaaah!!"
"Kill them!! Drive them out of our land!!"

The light infantry that followed attacked the confused monsters.

The Karahan region had long been renowned for its powerful light infantry.

Even after being incorporated as a Rupel dependency through a black mage's scheme, the skill of their proud light infantry remained unchanged.

Rather, because they carried the memory of their former lord being humiliated by the Blue Cross Society. For them, today's battle was something close to revenge.

Sharply honed swords cut through orc hides, and axes shattered ogre skulls.

The light infantry, arriving at the perfect moment, tore apart the formations already disrupted by the cavalry charge.

The left wing of the enemy formation was already beyond recovery.
This happened before the heavy infantry, Rupel's actual main force, even began fighting.

Could they be said to have gained the upper hand?

As the highly motivated soldiers mercilessly slaughtered the monsters, the Second Order of the Blue Cross Society who commanded them muttered:

"Not bad."

The Emperor, who was also the First Order of Blaucrohitz, considered the fall of Masaret even more important than recruiting Rubern Ailoy.

That was why he had deployed Akrich Igram Rigas, who boasted unparalleled strength among the Second Orders, to the Masaret campaign rather than the capital.

With an eye for strategy and tactics as excellent as Rubern Ailoy's, the Emperor had anticipated situations where things might go unexpectedly wrong.

Five Second Orders had been deployed for this Masaret campaign, including Igram Rigas and the beast tamer who had tamed Leviathan.

Given that the Blue Cross Society's Second Order consisted of 10 members in total, more than half of the nine remaining members—excluding Ronald Drako who had been subjugated by Rubern in Rupel—had been deployed.

He, too, was one of those Second Orders.

The monster commander looked at the left wing troops being literally slaughtered.

The momentum of Rupel's reinforcements was truly impressive. This was no empty praise. Had it not been for him, even a commanding entity that wasn't Demon Lord-class would have already fled.

However, the tide of battle still couldn't be said to have turned.
Masaret's gates had been breached, and the number of enemies was far overwhelmingly superior to their own forces.

If their army could collapse from just that level of counterattack, the Masaret campaign would have been impossible from the start.

He dismounted from the back of the drake—a young dragon called an earth dragon—and threw a red-shimmering potion onto the alchemy formation he had deployed in advance.

Crash!
As the glass bottle broke and its contents flowed into the ground, dark red demonic energy began to surge from the alchemy formation.

Blood from a total of 666 sacrifices.
A Blood Potion brewed from the lives of those who met the qualifications for sacrifices, regardless of race.

The victims weren't just unfortunate villagers, travelers, or adventurers.

The son of a lord who had disappeared from the southern territory, a girl of the former emperor's collateral bloodline.

A sword saint who had been living in seclusion in the high mountains, elves living in the great forest, and dwarves from the underground kingdom of Hatus who spent their lives forging iron.

Finally, beastkin who galloped across the vast plains, including one who possessed the qualities of a chieftain.

The souls of countless victims screamed as they were absorbed into the alchemy formation.

A forbidden alchemy that exchanged lives sacrificed across the continent over many years to summon the power of an evil god sealed long ago.

As the alchemy formation was completed, the eyes of orcs infused with the evil god's power burned red, and the ogres' bodies instantly swelled.

The giants who had been staggering from arrow wounds twisted their bodies grotesquely, and terrible screams erupted from their massive mouths.

The already horrific forces of evil became possessed by the power of an unholy god, becoming a sight unbearable to look at.
But its effect was undeniably powerful.

The orcs charged en masse toward the bravely advancing cavalry.
Even when their legs were cut, they didn't care, grabbing the war horses and slamming them to the ground.

Bang! Kwang!!

Each time an ogre swung a club that must have been at least 2 meters long, light infantry were swept into the air like leaves before a broom.

"Krurururu, kak kaak!!"

And it wasn't just Rupel's cavalry galloping across the highlands of Masaret.

Hog Riders.
Orcs who had tamed wild boar monsters living in the barren northern mountains trampled their fleeing kin as they charged forward.

Frost Hogs thrust their sharp tusks forward.
Even heavy infantry with thick shields and armor couldn't withstand their charge, falling backward and being crushed to death under their armor.

Just when they thought they had gained momentum, the tables were turned once again.

Dionaos Rupel beheaded a berserk orc with a swing of his sword and looked at the Rupel forces that were beginning to sink into a quagmire.

This wouldn't do.
They couldn't let this devolve into a chaotic melee.

From the beginning, in one-on-one combat, only knight-class fighters could properly respond to monsters.

Of the 12,000-strong army, those who could be classified as knight-class warriors probably didn't even reach one-tenth.

He knew better than anyone that only well-organized group tactics could break through the monster army.

"Regroup! Cavalry, retreat one step back!!"
"One step back!!! Cavalry, fall back!!"

Wooo─.
Imen Rua, who served as Dionaos Rupel's adjutant, urgently blew his horn to relay the order, but the troops, already scattered and mixed together, couldn't easily regroup.

They had already crashed into the enemy lines.
Cavalry and orcs were fighting in a tangled mess, and with the light infantry that had followed them also in the mix, there was no space for the cavalry to retreat.

Moreover, even the knights couldn't exert their full power in such a chaotic melee.

"Barbara! Retreat order!"
"Just wait a moment! I need to break through here to move out... Kyaak!?"

Taking advantage of the chaos, a Hog Rider charged from a blind spot.

Neeeigh!!
Barbara's war horse let out a death cry and tumbled to the ground from the tremendous impact. Barbara herself was helplessly thrown off and slammed into the dirt.

"Barbara!!! You bastards!!"

An attack that happened in an instant.
Heintz, who had been coordinating with her, swung his sword and urgently approached Barbara.

"I-I'm fine...! I'm not hurt...!"

Barbara said, dusting off her armor that was covered in dirt.

Fortunately, the rider was safe. But the war horse had died instantly.

If she hadn't quickly protected herself with aura, Barbara wouldn't have been so lucky.

"Get on my horse for now!"
"H-Heintz, wait a moment!!"

Just as he decided to retreat and tried to pull Barbara up, several arrows flew in like ghosts and pierced through his horse's armor.

Heintz's war horse, hit directly by the arrows, let out a painful groan and raised its front legs. In that moment, Heintz lost his balance and fell to the ground.

The horse, overcome with pain and staggering, had its head severed with one swing of an orc's axe, spraying blood everywhere.

In an instant, they had lost two horses.
All sorts of monsters began to surround the two knights who had lost their mobility. The numbers were too many to count.

Was this the army they had charged into? What had they been thinking?

Fear that they had been trying to forget began to creep into the hearts of the two.

"H-Heintz..."
"There's still a chance."

The young scout knight blocked the girl's path, as if to protect her.

"While I draw their attention, secure a retreat path. With your skills as the Sword Demon, you should be able to do it."

The encirclement wasn't fully formed yet.

The monster side hadn't recovered from the chaotic battle either.

If he took on the relatively troublesome orcs and ogres at the front, Barbara could escape the encirclement.

"The scouting knights might not miss me, but if you fall too, the order's strength will be too weakened."

Barbara knew what Heintz's words meant.

She stared at him blankly, then bit her lip hard and grabbed his hand.

"No, I refuse."
"...Barbara."
"Commander Sianne said it too. That the five of us should stay together until the end."

Rupel and the Snow Leopard Knights were one.

The day their flag was trampled would be the day the order was defeated.

But the flag had not yet been trampled. So she wouldn't let a precious comrade of the order sacrifice himself.

"Really, I can never break your stubbornness."
"That's not something you should be saying, brother."
"They say you become like the one you love."

Despite being surrounded on all sides, the two knights exchanging trivial jokes had a glint in their eyes.

Berserk monsters?
It didn't matter. They were just a bit more ferocious, stronger, and larger.

Surrounded on all sides?
That fact wasn't bad either. Being surrounded meant they could rampage freely without risking harm to allies.

"This is actually better."

Having regained their fighting spirit, the two uttered a phrase that Rubern Ailoy habitually used.
Then they exploded their aura.

A light brighter than the sun temporarily blinded the monsters. And that momentary gap was more than enough for the Sword Demon Barbara to set her own stage.

A storm-like barrage of sword strikes descended.

A total of 48 consecutive strikes. A speed that even Heintz couldn't keep up with.

Barbara, who had pushed her physical abilities to the limit, instantly turned the orcs at the front into sliced meat.

They collapsed to the ground without even realizing they had been cut.

And the monsters that Barbara's swift attacks couldn't catch were finished off by Heintz, who followed closely behind.

Stepping on the corpse of a fallen orc, he leaped up and beheaded an ogre.

Avoiding the attack of a charging Hog Rider, he immediately drew his bow and shot an arrow into the back of its head.

Attacks aimed precisely at vital points.
The crude armor, merely plated with iron and leather, couldn't withstand his attacks that were close to precision sniping.

Scout Knight Heintz.
The talent and skill of the young knight, honed by the formal knight Andrei who had been an Imperial Ranger, were being demonstrated without fail in the middle of enemy territory.

It wasn't just the two knights, Heintz and Barbara, who were fighting a battle prepared for death.

From Lord Dionaos Rupel to the country youth who had applied to join just days ago.

They swung their swords, carrying on the will of fallen comrades, and threw blood-soaked shields to block enemy counterattacks.

They might not be able to push forward, but they would never be pushed back.
Even after the forbidden alchemy was activated, not a single person from Rupel's reinforcements retreated, continuing the desperate battle with all their might.

Then.
As if in response to their determination to fight to the last person, sacred light poured from across the valley and enveloped the monsters.

"T-This is...!"

The soldiers' expressions brightened, and the monsters stepped back in surprise.

A warmth as familiar as it was comforting.
Cut wounds began to heal, and broken bones started to mend.

It was a miracle of healing.
Divine power granted only to those who served the God of Light.

"I declare a holy war here. Brave warriors who follow light and order! Advance without fear!!"

Soon, a clear, youthful voice rang out from beyond the valley.

Catherine Sissela, in her fluttering black nun's habit, held her trademark steel mace high as she looked at the Rupel forces.

Behind her, holy knights in brilliant silver armor as radiant as her intense divine power lined up in formation.

"The Laterano Holy Knights respond to the call of the Papal Office and Honorary Apostle Rubern Ailoy."
"Thankfully! We arrived in time!"

It wasn't just holy knights who stood there.

Beside Catherine Sissela stood a girl who closely resembled a certain knight commander's hair and an executioner's eyes.

Lucy Valeos.
She had rushed straight to the Laterano Papal Office with Abbess Catherine Sissela for an urgent rescue request.

Was she truly half-human, half-dragon?

Not only had she single-handedly traversed a distance that would normally take days, but she had also successfully brought the Papal Office's holy knights through a shortcut.

The sudden appearance of the saint and the Laterano Holy Knights.

The monsters began to flee in panic from the powerful divine power that suppressed their demonic energy.

Just as the momentum of the battlefield, which couldn't be reversed even with reinforcements, began to tilt rapidly.

Buuuuuuu─.
The resounding trumpet of Masaret echoed across the battlefield.

"Open the way to our brothers!!"
"For Rupel, for those brave warriors!!!"

Cheers and battle cries rang out as loudly as the trumpet sound.

The Masaret defense force, having finally succeeded in driving out the monsters that had breached the gates, was attempting to join with Rupel's reinforcements.

The will of the courageous ones that could suppress even the power of an evil god.

Today, the chaos that had hung over Masaret would disperse, and songs praising the great victory of order would be sung by minstrels.

"Let there be light in Masaret!"
"Amina!!"
"The wolves of Hebron will lead the way!! Do not stand idly by while our comrades who came to save us die!!"

At Saint Catherine Sissela's declaration, the Light's Holy Knights and the Masaret defense force began their final charge.
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The horn blared loudly!
Ding-ding-ding-ding-ding!

The trumpet's roar reverberated as the clear bell sound raised the curtain on our counterattack.

The moment Rupel's reinforcements arrived, I realized this was our only chance to turn the situation around.

"Please gather all knights at the front gate! And bring all infantry except for archers and mages who lack mobility."
"What? But if we do that...!"
"The fortress isn't what matters. If we completely annihilate those monsters outside, that would be the true victory!!"

Locking the gates won't improve our situation. We can't just hide inside and helplessly watch our allies suffer.

I quickly mounted the wyvern Lucius and extended my hand toward Sianne Erdian.

"How are you feeling?"
"I'm not fully recovered, but well enough to fight alongside you."
"Would you prefer to rest inside then?"
"When our lord has arrived, wouldn't it be proper for me as the knight commander to go out and greet you?"

Her sapphire blue eyes curved gently as Sianne took my hand.

"The archers should continue providing cover fire from the walls. I'll leave the fortress defense to the defense captain!"
"A-are you serious...?!"
"Sorry for dumping all the troublesome work on you."

With those final words, Lucius spread his wings wide and soared into the sky. The air itself had changed.

Not the heavy demonic energy from before, but the clear, crisp northern air.

Feeling the sun's warmth on our skin, Sianne and I arrived at the gate of the first outer wall.

"Commissioner!"

Ronz's upper garment was completely tattered, practically reduced to shreds from the fierce battle.

Or wait, did he just tear it off himself?

Seeing no actual wounds, that's entirely possible.

"W-where did you leave your armor...?"
"It was uncomfortable so I took it off!"

As expected, Ronz was being Ronz. It's impressive that he could tear apart good quality leather armor with his bare hands.

"I told him not to do that, but he wouldn't listen. Sir Ronz would fit better with the southern nomads or western Vikings than here in the north."

The elf knight shook his head as if dealing with a hopeless case. At least he kept his pants on. Looks like Regius did his job as a restraining force properly.

"Anyway, we're going to do that now."
"That?"
"Rush them."

An epic team fight is happening outside those gates.

Even in Summoner's Rift, if you're too scared of backdoors and just defend your base, you'll lose the Baron buff you worked so hard for and end up defeated.

Once you gain momentum, you need to press the advantage without giving them room to breathe.

I boldly drew my sword. Though I'd picked it up in haste, it wasn't too bad.

While serving in the Snow Leopard Knights, I honed more than just assassination skills. I learned standard swordsmanship and mounted combat too.

Originally, I learned it to teach that annoying old Cain from the Black Lion Knights a lesson, but I can't let those skills go to waste now.

"Ah~ah~! I didn't want to use this here!"

If it becomes known that I'm good with a sword too, the Crown Prince will try to make me the Imperial Knight Commander.

But if it means preventing my precious people from getting hurt, I'd take that damn Imperial Knight Commander position five times over.

"Regius, release all the spirits!"

At my command, the elf knight nodded, closed his eyes, and formed a seal.

Spirit arts aren't simply about using mana to manifest something—they're entirely about communication with spirits.

Moreover, the Hebron Territory is surrounded by mountains even higher than Rupel's, making it the northernmost territory.

Considering how powerful the Frost Spirits were in the relatively mild climate of Petaronto in Rupel Territory, which isn't even that remote...

The power of the spirits sleeping in Hebron is beyond words.

Regius's eyebrows trembled. When a single drop of sweat rolled down from his forehead to his cheek and fell to the ground...

A freezing cold swept through, and a spirit in the form of a massive bear appeared.

A gigantic beast straight out of mythology.

Just looking at it filled me with awe, and I realized the spirit's identity.

"The Ice Spirit King, Grüfen...!!"
"The spirits are furious that their land has been polluted with demonic energy and the blood of innocent people."
"GRAAAAAAAH!!!"

When Grüfen roared, a cold that felt like it was scraping the skin began racing through the streets of Masaret.

The freezing air engulfed the monster army crawling through the broken walls, and nothing—whether orc or ogre—could withstand Grüfen's wrath.

They were all turned into identical ice statues.

Now that's true equality among species.

The soldiers gathered for the final push were momentarily stunned by this overwhelming firepower.

"BEAUTIFUL!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

Ronz began swinging his axe, joyfully smashing the monster statues to pieces as he charged toward the gate.

In a picture, he would look like a complete madman.

But something about that surreal scene inspired the others, who roared and rushed out through the gates.

The soldiers who had been cowering in fear inside the fortress were gone now.

"For Rupel!!"
"TO THE LORD!! TO THE LORD!!!"

Shouting different battle cries, the soldiers and knights passed through the gates of Masaret.

***

The situation outside the walls was far worse than it had appeared from the watchtower. I don't know what they did, but the monsters had become even more ferocious than before.

"Forbidden alchemy. This is the Blue Cross Society's doing."
"These bastards are everywhere. Like the cult they are, they show up everywhere."

I stayed close behind Regius, who was deflecting incoming arrows from all directions.

Ronz, who had charged ahead, was nowhere to be seen. Knowing the Valhalla warrior I knew, he was probably engaged in a strength contest with an ogre somewhere ahead.

"Is this really the entire strategy?"
"Please tell me it isn't, Commissioner!!"

The Snow Leopard Knights had gathered around me.

Irpin and Liberio covered the blind spots Regius couldn't handle, forming a rather impressive circular formation.

"Strategy? What strategy? Like I said, we're just rushing them!"
"Aaaagh! You're insane! You must have gone mad from rotting in the capital's prison!"
"But it's cool, right?"

It was already an irreversible melee. With Rupel's reinforcements and the fortress knights joining in, we had at least 15,000 troops all mixed together, and I wasn't confident I could control individual units precisely.

I'm an amateur strategist working on instinct, knowledge, and experience. Even Zhuge Liang himself couldn't issue individual orders in this chaos.

'Still, to secure victory decisively... we need to deal with those things first.'

The giants.

The super-sized specimens over 12 meters tall had failed to capture Masaret and were eliminated, but the smaller and medium-sized ones were still wreaking havoc on one front.

There's a reason why in that pirate manga, giant officers were deployed to defend Marine Headquarters.

As vividly depicted in that other manga about giants in walls, the psychological pressure from their enormous size is more powerful than you might think.

While orcs and ogres might seem less intimidating by comparison, the threat was undeniable.

I looked up at the sky. The dragon Lucius was being targeted by flying demons and couldn't join us.

That left only one option.

We needed to concentrate our knights' firepower and take down each giant individually.

"Target at two o'clock, 10-meter class giant!"
"Not a bad decision. If possible, eliminating the enemy's strategic weapons first would be best."
"I'll take the legs!"

Liberio agreed with my assessment while Sianne specified roles.

How many hours had we practiced coordinated attacks between knights for this moment? All that hard work was finally paying off.

The knights began their charge.

Though none were on horseback since most horses had been given to the mobile supply units inside the fortress...

Their speed still rivaled that of cavalry.

They cut down ogres blocking their path and trampled over goblin heads. They kicked orcs off frost hogs and grabbed the reins of the beasts.

The target giant was busy slaughtering lightly armored infantry. Though preoccupied with the massacre, it seemed to sense the killing intent and turned its head.

"Too late!!"

With a flash, Sianne's sword precisely cut through the giant's ankle. As the creature lost balance and began to fall, I leapt for the final blow.

SWOOSH!!

"Sky Sword Style Sixth Form, Cloud Spiral!!"

With what sounded like a sonic boom, a brilliant slash like sunlight precisely severed the giant's neck.

A strike as clean as a guillotine.

CRASH! As the massive body collapsed raising a cloud of dust, the figure who emerged was...

"Huh? F-Father?! Is that really you?! Wow!! It's been so long! I missed you so much!!"

The lovely uninvited guest who inevitably appears whenever I'm with her mother.

Ch.269 - Let There Be Light In Masaret (5)
Lucy was holding the holy sword Jack the Moler, once wielded by the head of the Holy Knights of the Papal State.

This treasure of the Papal State, personally handed over by former commander Albright, was now emitting a light brighter than any other holy knight's sword.

*Has she been acknowledged by the holy sword?*

Lucy was descended from the most noble bloodline among dragons. According to the traditions about the prophets of the religious law, the first holy knight and saint of the sword was said to have been a dragon, so she was certainly qualified.

Moreover, it wasn't just the sword that had changed. Her long golden hair greatly resembled Sianne's, and her physique had grown much larger than when I last saw her.

"You've grown a lot since I last saw you."

I had heard through Sianne's letters that Lucy had grown considerably, but this was something else.

She had become a proper young lady now.

"Daddy!!"

But Lucy, as always, leaped straight into my arms. I felt her warm presence against my body.

I hugged my daughter tightly and gently stroked her head.

"I missed you too, Lucy. You've really changed so much in just a few months."
"Of course, whose daughter am I after all?"

Sianne approached with a gentle smile. An untimely family reunion in the middle of the battlefield.

Lucy wasn't the only one with a welcoming face.

"Commander! Executor!"
"Heintz, Barbara!"

Other Snow Leopard Knights who had been temporarily isolated began gathering toward us one by one.

"Wooooo!! Aaaaaahhhhh!!"
"Hey Ronz! Stop shouting, it hurts my ears! Ah, Commander Sianne!"
"Vice Commander Imen!!!"

The red-haired vice commander and our barbarian appeared from beyond the fallen Gigant's corpse.

Had they joined during the chaotic battle? Well, I suppose I would have recognized them immediately too with appearances like that.

"Ah, wait! This is actually perfect! Commander, and Executor, we need your help."
"Are the Gigants the problem?"
"Those damn giants are a problem, but right now Dionaos Rupel has discovered the enemy's command post!"
"...!!"
"But our current forces can't break through. The cavalry has suffered heavy losses, and the light infantry is blocked by enemy counterattacks! We're actually being surrounded instead."

Based on the Masaret gate, the Holy Knights appeared from the west, while Rupel's main force appeared from the east.

It was only natural to be surrounded after cavalry had penetrated deep into the heart of the enemy's large army.

However, it seemed the Holy Knights, who should have broken through together to surround and annihilate the enemy, weren't breaking through the right wing as expected.

"We need Rupel's most powerful card to annihilate the command post in one stroke and turn the situation around."

In response to Imen Rua's words, Sianne spoke with a voice full of determination.

"The Snow Leopard Knights."

The time had finally come to end this.
Together with everyone.

"Let's fulfill our duty as knights. Deploy the small unit charge formation. We will finish this with this."

***

Sianne's final order had finally been given.

However, their charge was not simply a mindless, brute-force rush toward the front.

Small unit charge formation.

It was a formation they had trained intensively until it became second nature, from formal knights to new squires, before Rubern was taken away.

Despite appearances, this was a knightly order established with the ambitious goal of surpassing the Wolves, the number one in the North.

With the Imperial Black Lion Knights and the Wolves nearly annihilated, that goal no longer held any meaning.

But the results of their constant training had not faded.

The vanguard consisted of Ronz, Liberio, Andrei, and Irpin. Though their aura concentration wasn't as dense as other knights, their pure swordsmanship skills were among the best in the order.

They cleared the path with light signals to each other, crushing the mindless magical beasts that charged at them.

The middle section, or "waist" of the formation, centered around Imen Rua and Sianne, and included newly joined knights and squires.

Though it was a small unit tactic, Rubern's overall concept was closer to echelon tactics.

By deploying attack units divided into small teams continuously, rapidly, and precisely at specific attack points, they could achieve precise breakthrough of enemy defenses.

Since each knight was essentially a living tactical weapon, attack teams of two or three were assigned specific objectives.

Such as eliminating Gigants, supporting the vanguard and expanding depth, securing the flanks, and scouting routes through enemy lines.

Their role was to respond to various situations immediately following the vanguard's breakthrough.

Finally, the rear.
The tail of the knight formation.

They were the "nail" with the most decisive role in striking the enemy command post, the objective of this charge.

This wasn't a typical cavalry charge with a wide formation to maximize impact. They had already lost their horses early in the chaotic battle.

No matter how skilled knights might be, as infantry with less mobility and impact than cavalry—

Even if the vanguard quickly succeeded in the initial breakthrough and the central main force expanded the path, their impact would inevitably be weaker.

Moreover, they were still outnumbered. They couldn't guarantee that two echelon attacks would be enough to break through the enemy's thick defensive formation.

As the impact of the vanguard and central formation's charge diminished, the rear guard, which had relatively preserved its strength, would become an arrow piercing through the battlefield in a single-point breakthrough.

Those assigned this role were knights who could proudly claim to be among the most powerful in the Snow Leopard Knights.

Regius, connected to the Spirit King Grundel and able to use his powers.

Decart, a knight who also served as a priest, capable of projecting instantaneous firepower through holy power.

The Sword Demon Barbara and Heintz who assisted her.

Lucy Valeos and Rubern Ailoy were also included.

"Human, you shall not pass...!"

Some kind of royal guard, perhaps.

Orcs who maintained their formation calmly despite being attacked from both sides and entering a berserk state blocked the knights.

But even these orcs couldn't stop the Snow Leopard Knights' advance.

Clang, clang, clang!!

Auras of various colors swirled, driving away magical energy. Dust from the plateau scattered into the air from the shockwaves of metal meeting metal.

How many charges had there been since the battle for Masaret began? Yet Ronz still cut through enemies larger than himself with the ferocity of a wild beast.

What about Irpin and Liberio?
They demonstrated perfect coordination.

The two had already practiced working together when they were temporarily isolated by goblins in the eastern district of Masaret.

Regardless of their proficiency in small unit tactical doctrine, their mutual understanding of each other's combat styles was superb after fighting together continuously from the siege until now.

Even berserk orc royal guards felt no different from goblins to them.

Andrei, another vanguard member and former Imperial Ranger, handled orcs that the other three missed with his sharp judgment and reaction speed.

A true sniper.
Skills worthy of the master who had shaped the scout knight Heintz.

After the vanguard succeeded in the initial breakthrough:

"Gigant at 11 o'clock! Team 1 will intercept!"
"Teams 4 and 7, ogre horde on the right! Don't let them approach!"

Sianne Valeos and Imen Rua's detailed commands shone brilliantly.

The magical beasts' command system, already in disarray, had fallen into an uncontrollable state with the activation of forbidden alchemy.

The scattered enemy forces were defeated one by one by the knight teams.

Gigants, ogre hordes, and magical beast casters hurling spells.

They failed to form defensive formations after being caught in the hook-like charge formation.

And finally.

The heroes of reversal who would finish the long battle for Masaret precisely pierced through the thinned defensive line.

"Deus Volt!"

Decart and Lucy's Jack the Moler poured out brilliant light.

Magical beasts exposed to the overwhelming holy power were oxidized into ashes without leaving a trace.

Holy power and magical energy were polar opposites.

While a high-level magical beast like an Archlich might withstand it, the magical energy possessed by mere ogres or orcs couldn't withstand the power of the legendary holy sword and battle-hardened holy explosion.

"Master Regius!!"
"It's time to restore the contaminated land!"

The elf knight responded to Lucy's cry. Grundel raised another storm against the magical beasts who had fearlessly set foot in the Spirit King's territory.

Absolute zero.

A power so cold that merely breathing in would freeze one's airways.

The formation, already completely entangled in echelon tactics, completely collapsed under the concentrated firepower.

Magical beasts oxidized into ash, purified by holy power.
Others frozen alive, caught in the cold spirit's wrath.

Heintz and Barbara, who leaped onto the battlefield without hesitation, spotted a man desperately trying to escape after noticing them.

That's him.
That's the evil black mage of the Blue Cross Society commanding all these forces.

"Executor!!"
"Leave it to me."

Rubern Ailoy, having clearly identified the target, began pursuit. Blaucrohitz. A long, tenacious, and terrible connection since the Great Expedition.

He could finally reach its end.

In the name of Ailoy, he would subjugate those who had sacrificed innocent people without a second thought and caused suffering to those he loved.

The black fox advanced, treading on shadows. The black mage's shadow stretched long in the rising sun.

No matter how desperately he tried to escape or how he twisted his body in resistance, he couldn't escape the fox's claws.

He plunged his sword into the heart of an orc that boldly blocked his path, then stepped on the falling creature's corpse as he cut through the air.

For killing such a person, weapons were a luxury.

"Hee, heek!! F-First Order! Grant me power!!"

Crack.
He simply broke the neck of the Blue Cross Society's Second Order, who held vain hope until the end.

That was all.

Without time for reminiscence about the past, mercy for a final counterattack, or even a fragment of regret.

Rubern didn't allow even a moment's time.

"...How many people had to be sacrificed to such worthless creatures."

He muttered bitterly, looking at the pathetically sprawled corpse.

Even with victory at Masaret.
Even after completely expelling the Blue Cross Society.

Those who had departed would never return.

"But this should do it."

Rubern reflected on the last words of two people still lingering in his heart.

-I'm sorry, and thank you. Don't feel guilty.

A woman he had first taken to heart after falling into a place without any connections, who had been horribly humiliated by the Blue Cross Society.

-You are the last Ailoy. You must protect the Empire no matter what. We are killers, but remember that we must struggle all the more to not lose our goodness.

The voice of his master who had given him immeasurable grace and his family name.

At this moment, the last Ailoy's mission was complete.
Along with the eternal severance of a long, bitter connection.

***

The magical beasts, which had fallen into an uncontrollable state due to the berserk effect, began to flee as soon as they lost their commander who had maintained what little cohesion they had.

However.
Their nightmare did not end there.

When the central army, which had belatedly departed from the capital, blocked their retreat path,

The completely surrounded magical beasts were annihilated without being able to offer proper resistance.

The battle for Masaret, Hebron's last bastion since the first undead invasion, officially ended only after a day and a half.

It was a great victory for the Hebron Duchy and the North that would go down in history as much as the Great Expedition.

Ch.270 - Imperial Bureaucrat (1)
"Huh!"

Lilia Hebron opened her eyes as if having a seizure. Had she fainted from exhaustion? What was the current battle situation? What about Masaret?

As soon as she gathered her wits and urgently looked around, what came into view was a comfortable bed.

"This is my room..."

As if entranced, she looked out the window where a bright sun was floating high. The pitch-black darkness that had covered the entire fortress and the oppressive magical energy in the air were nowhere to be felt.

There were no battle cries, no terrible wails of the undead, no pain-filled screams of people.

Masaret was just Masaret.

As if nothing had happened.

As peaceful as if everything she had experienced until now had been a terrible nightmare.

"You're finally awake."

As she was feeling confused by the incomprehensible situation, someone entered the room and spoke.

"Rubern?! How, how are you here...!"

The face that had appeared dimly in her last memories before losing consciousness now came into clear focus.

Lilia Hebron gaped blankly.

It wasn't as if nothing had happened. It was all over now.

"How long have I been asleep?"
"About three days. The physicians said it was a close call."

Three days. Looking down at her hands, she noticed her fingers were trembling without her realizing it. A typical symptom of mana depletion.

"You'll need to rest properly for about a month. The aftereffects are quite severe. I'm speaking from experience."
"What happened?"
"It's all over. The battle for Masaret and the great army of monsters. There's nothing threatening the northern territories anymore."

Rubern Ailoy continued speaking calmly.

"We completely annihilated the enemy who fled to the barrier. The central army, which had suppressed the riots in the capital, and all the heroes were mobilized to wipe them out completely."

The land beyond the barrier had been purified.

The central army, arriving belatedly, began repairing the broken frost barrier while deploying heroes and knights from various regions to thoroughly destroy the remaining forces and monster colonies that had not yet been eliminated.

The Second Order of the Blue Cross Society was completely wiped out, and though some remnants managed to escape, it was clear that the Inquisition of Laterano would never give up pursuing them until their dying day.

It was a complete victory.

"..."

Lilia stood there for a while after hearing those words, then shed a few tears.

"Father, Commander... everyone's, everyone's sacrifices weren't in vain."

They were people who had thrown themselves into battle solely for the Hebron Duchy and its people.

If Masaret had fallen, the downfall of the duchy would have been inevitable.

In the end, they had protected it.

With this, her father Haralt Hebron and Commander Siegbert could rest in peace.

As that thought occurred to her, the storm of emotions she had been holding back began to rage.

Lilia Hebron had been called the Gray Wolf and the Ice Duchess of the North all her life.

She had grown up as the sole legitimate heir to the duchy, was educated as such, and had strived to become that person.

A ruler must not show their emotions. They must always be cautious and cool-headed, as they need to command their subjects with charisma and present a clear vision.

Especially for Lilia Hebron, who had to inherit the title of duchess as a woman, hiding her emotions was almost compulsive.

Rubern Ailoy was the only one to whom she could openly show those feelings.

From their first meeting at the cooking competition in Rupel, where he had readily shown her kindness, their connection had continued.

He had always been considerate of her. Thanks to him, in Rupel at least, she could be Lilia Hebron the woman, not the Duchess of Hebron.

And at the end of the winter festival.

She still remembered the scenery from that time, when the brilliant aurora had decorated the sky.

A love that had come to her, who wasn't even allowed to harbor emotions.

Rubern Ailoy was a man Lilia couldn't help but feel for, and wanted to feel for.

Even now, having turned away from her father's death and standing straight as a ruler, she still became a vulnerable woman in front of this man.

"Hic, sob, it, it wasn't in vain... It wasn't in vain..."

Gradually crumbling, she finally fell to her knees on the floor, and Rubern simply watched over her.

"Yes, Duchess. It wasn't in vain."
"Huuuh, waaah!! Hic...!!"

He gently patted her shoulder as she sobbed with trembling shoulders.

"No one will hear you here. It's alright, Duchess."

At the Black Fox's comforting words, Lilia poured out her emotions with an even louder voice.

There was no Gray Wolf of the North or new ruler of the territory. There was only a young daughter who had lost her father.

At twenty-two years old.

Lilia was still a fragile woman, too young to bear everything.

***

"Sniff."
"Shall I bring you some tissues?"
"No, no... Ugh...!"

Lilia Hebron cried for a long time. When was the last time she had cried like this? It was the first time she had cried this much since her mother passed away from illness years ago.

Only after thoroughly emptying her tear ducts could Lilia finally compose herself.

Then came the belated embarrassment.

Had she really shown such an unsightly appearance? Even if he was a man she trusted and loved, this was too defenseless.

No, precisely because of that, she shouldn't have been so vulnerable.

Lilia looked at the small mirror placed beside the bed.

Her eyes were red and swollen from crying so much, and her once neat face was a mess in various ways.

This was not an appearance befitting a ruler of a territory, nor a knight, nor even a woman.

In the end, Lilia curled up tightly and pulled the blanket to cover her face.

"Well, it's fine. People get sick if they hold everything in."
"...I'm grateful for that."
"There's no need to be embarrassed. There's still plenty to deal with ahead."

Rubern was right. This was no time to be acting spoiled.

If the central army had been dispatched, then Emperor Laivetua would have certainly come as well, and now that she had regained consciousness, she should fulfill her duty as a subject.

"Then... please step out for a moment. I need to wash my face, put on makeup, and get properly dressed to go meet His Majesty the Emperor."
"Ah."

At Lilia's words, Rubern Ailoy clapped his hands as if remembering something he had forgotten.

"I haven't explained this to you yet, Duchess. To get straight to the point, the Emperor is dead."
"What, whaaaat?!"
"He was behind all this trouble, that Laivetua."

Rubern Ailoy began a long story. From when he was urgently summoned by the imperial family.

He told the incredible story of how the Emperor had devoured the body of the Second Prince Luard and framed Crown Prince Conrad as a traitor in order to ascend to the throne once more.

"Then who's commanding the central army now...?"
"Crown Prince Conrad, or rather, I should say His Majesty the Emperor now."

It was a natural succession to the throne.

From the moment Luard was killed by his father, the imperial line was cut off except for Conrad.

In other words, there was no one else who could continue the legitimacy of the Bolivar Empire's imperial family.

Moreover, the treason allegations had been completely overturned, and now that all of Laivetua's plots had been exposed, there was no one who would not recognize the coronation of the Crown Prince who had overcome all adversity.

The imperial forces loyal to Laivetua were either corrupt officials who knew all the inside details and remained loyal to the Emperor, or...

...they were already dead.

"Given the situation, he hasn't been formally crowned yet, but the coronation ceremony will proceed once the Hebron Duchy stabilizes."
"I see."
"You've earned plenty of merit with this, so Duchess Lilia's political position has been firmly established. The Gray Wolf of the North who bravely defended her territory even in the face of the empire's crisis!"

Rubern Ailoy made an exaggerated gesture and burst into chuckles.

"It will be widely circulated by minstrels. Moreover, now that you no longer have to worry about the monsters beyond the northern wall, the Hebron territory will surely prosper even more than during your predecessor's time."
"It wasn't my doing."
"Everyone contributed, but the decisive role was played by you, Duchess."

Arcrich.
If they had faced the great monster army in a situation where even the undead couldn't be driven away, the morale of the Masaret garrison at that time would have completely collapsed.

Lilia Hebron's achievements were by no means to be underestimated.

"I'm not as capable as you think."
"Why do you think that?"
"I'm too soft and weak to be a proper role model. How can the people of the territory follow such a ruler?"
"Modesty in excess is a bit much..."
"If there were no one else, perhaps, but there's someone more suited for this position than I am."

Lilia's red eyes peeked out from behind the blanket.

"The only legitimate heir to the duchy is you, Lilia Hebron."
"That's just a matter of my family. If we're talking about qualifications, there's more than enough."

Rubern Ailoy tilted his head at Lilia's words.

Perhaps she was referring to one of her vassals?

While Hebron's vassals were indeed known for their competence, there weren't many who could replace Lilia Hebron as ruler.

However, looking at Lilia's direct gaze, Rubern realized who she was referring to as the "suited person."

"What are you saying!"
"Viscount Rubern Ailoy. You've already received your title from the Emperor. Now that your close friend Conrad van Karl has become Emperor, you could at least secure an earldom."

That was true. Essentially a kingmaker and a hero who saved the country.

Judging by the situation alone, an earldom.

No.
If he wanted, he could even obtain a duchy and the position of Imperial Chancellor or Imperial Advisor.

"And your achievements can't be denied. Who was it that gathered the heroes, punished the corrupted Emperor, and saved our territory?"

Lilia began listing reasons why Rubern Ailoy should succeed her.

As she claimed, unlike the previous great expedition that had passed without much notice, he had achieved undeniable merit this time.

Even if it was limited to the north and central regions, news of an incident of this magnitude would soon spread throughout the Bolivar Empire and beyond its borders to other countries.

"But... still, the Hebron Duchy has been the land of the Hebron ducal family for generations. Even when the rulers of the empire changed, the most powerful territory in the north remained in the hands of the Hebron family."

Legitimacy.

If everything else could be overlooked, there was one condition that Rubern Ailoy could never fulfill no matter what.

If Lilia Hebron had performed poorly, it might have been different.

But she had excellently fulfilled her role as a ruler who had just lost her father and ascended to her title.

Who could possibly usurp her position?

That was impossible even for the Black Fox Rubern Ailoy.

Even if, for argument's sake, he accepted Lilia's proposal and obtained imperial permission, it was obvious that both the people of the territory and the vassals would object.

However.

Lilia Hebron, who had now emerged from under the blanket, grabbed Rubern Ailoy's arm and pulled him closer.

And then—.

"Chu."

A kiss that was brief but by no means light.

Having finally brought into reality the very act she had imagined countless times in her dreams, she said:

"With this, isn't your qualification sufficient?"

She shifted her gaze slightly to Rubern, who had completely frozen, as she answered.

Ch.271 - Imperial Bureaucrat (2)
My head was broken. What was going on?

But in that moment, what came to mind wasn't anyone else but a piece of advice that Sheriff Baker had once given me.

"Just be careful, that's all. These days, unlike in my time, women are really scary. No less, no more, keep it to exactly two."

I don't know why that old man's words came to mind, but his advice, filled with sympathy and concern, was soon overlaid with the unnecessarily old-fashioned vampire lord's voice.

"Hmm, you seem to be misunderstanding something. I'm not just talking about that blonde knight commander, you know?"

"You seem to need to develop a bit more awareness."

Technically, Abraham Vlad had never met Duchess Lilia Hebron... but he could have obtained information about her through his demon eye.

Since when?

As I stared blankly at Lilia Hebron, she brushed back her hair and smiled softly.

"This was... simpler than I expected."

Embarrassingly, I found that sight quite beautiful.

Ruby-like sparkling red eyes, gray hair that wasn't dull but gleamed with luster. A face and features that traced sharp yet soft curves overall.

No wonder she was called the flower of the north.

"Rubern."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"Please call me Lady Lilia like before. No, forget that too, just call me Lilia."

Isn't this a conversation I've heard many times before?

Sianne was like that, Petra was like that, Catherine was like that.

I honestly don't understand why women are so obsessed with how they're addressed.

"...Alright, Lilia."
"Do you understand what I meant?"

Of course I understood. The gentle kiss that followed after discussing the succession of the title.

"Is this a proposal?"
"...Ugh."

It was cute how she asked the question herself but then got embarrassed. I should say it's just like the Lilia Hebron I know.

But there were more than a few things bothering me.

"You know, don't you? That I'm already married..."
"But it's fake, isn't it? A false identity created to raise Lucy Valeos."
"That may be true, but..."

With things having gone this far, I couldn't help but feel tense.

What is this ominous feeling that reminds me of that boat on the lake I tried so hard to avoid?

But Lilia Hebron continued the conversation in a calm, deliberate voice.

"Sianne Valeos is a good woman. Even from another woman's perspective, she's truly beautiful, kind, and warm. She's excellent as a knight, has the ability to see the future, and is well-respected by people."
"She's too good for me, even just to be in a fake marriage."
"But Sianne truly likes you, doesn't she?"

As expected of the gray wolf. As always, Lilia chose a direct approach rather than asking indirectly.

I nodded in response, and the Duchess of Hebron smiled softly.

"What about Administrator Petra Bastian? She was cute, sharp, full of aegyo, and lovely. Most men would probably be so captivated by her charm that they couldn't escape."
"Y-you knew about that too?"
"How could I not?"

I scratched my cheek. Was it that obvious? Thinking about it again, Petra was the type to make it quite obvious.

She wasn't as guarded as when dealing with Sianne, but she did throw some defensive moves when Lilia and I were together.

"I don't mean to take Rubern away from those two. I have no intention of doing so, and that wouldn't be right as a person."

Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief. She was saying that if I refused here, she would give up cleanly.

I'm really grateful that she thinks of me that way, but if I were to accept Lilia's goodwill right here, I wouldn't be able to face Sianne and Petra...

"But if it's the position of lord of the Hebron Duchy, you could bring those two along."
"Kuhk, cough, cough cough!!!"

It was as unexpected an answer as the sudden kiss. Even though I wasn't eating or drinking anything, I choked and my breath caught.

"I would be the duchess. Rubern would be the duke. And dukes typically keep a few concubines."

Lilia smiled broadly as if she had imagined the scene.

Concubines?
Lilia occasionally showed quirky sides, but I never dreamed she would use the word "concubine."

Why am I seeing a bit of Petra's twisted side in her?

"I-I'll pretend I didn't hear that!!"

Feeling sin crawling up my back, I had no choice but to flee from the duchess's room.

***

"Well, I don't think it's a bad proposal. The opposition from the residents of the Hebron Duchy probably won't be as severe as you think."

Abraham Vlad, wearing a parasol, replied while sipping his tea.

Having participated in the Masaret Workshop Battle as part of the Rupel support forces with his vampires under his command, he was still staying at Masaret Fortress even after the situation had been somewhat resolved.

Something about considering the expansion of Starlight's Path and wanting to rest a bit.

Even for a vampire lord, there was a valid reason that constantly performing emotional labor wears down the mind, but...

When you think about it, isn't that just saying he came for a vacation?

Still, I couldn't really complain.

It was Abraham Vlad and his vampires who had focused on checking and repelling the troublesome succubi.

Moreover, since the sun was already up, they had essentially participated in the battle prepared to sacrifice their lives.

Thanks to that, Abraham Vlad and his vampires had successfully solidified their position.

Even the Papal State, which despises monsters, couldn't deny the fact that they fought on the side of humans, willing to risk their lives.

Prejudice doesn't disappear so easily.

This kind of performance is necessary to make a lasting impression on people's minds.

"Wait, your parasol is crooked. Hold it properly."
"Ah, ah... yes!!!"

At his cold gaze, a succubus fluttering her wings beside him hurriedly fixed the parasol while breaking out in a cold sweat.

"So what are these guys?"
"New employees. I was planning to get approval for them anyway."
"Weren't these bastards trying to kill us just a few days ago...?"
"To be precise, they were probably thinking of draining our energy rather than killing us."
"Th-that's right! Why would we kill you!? If you frame us like that...!!"

A pink-haired succubus shouted in agreement with Abraham Vlad's words.

Pink hair and a succubus?
Doesn't she smell like a chicken coop?

"What did you say?"

She couldn't move an inch against Abraham Vlad, yet she had the nerve to raise her voice at me. I was about to teach her a proper lesson.

But this time, Vlad was faster than me.

"Where do you get off, a mere succubus, interrupting the conversation of your elders? Not even holding the parasol properly."
"Eek."
"You still don't understand your place. You need punishment."

SMACK!!
Abraham Vlad's palm struck the succubus's behind. Wait, did he really hit her behind? That wasn't a light slap, it was a full-on smack.

"Kuheuuk..."

The succubus collapsed to the ground, and as the parasol nearly flew away from the impact, an incubus waiting behind quickly flew in to fix it.

The discipline is tight. How much did you grill them in those few days?

"I apologize, my lord."
"The human before you is my dear friend and business partner, Lord Rubern Ailoy. If you don't serve him with the same loyalty as you would me, I will never forgive you again."
"We understand!!"

All the succubi bowed their heads to me at once. I waved my hand dismissively, indicating that I got it.

"Anyway, Rubern. According to that dim-witted woman, the succubi agreed to only be involved in the capture of the fortress. They apparently agreed to transfer all the energy from the captured soldiers."
"What about the succubus lord?"
"There isn't one. These are all wanderers."
"So that's how it ended up."

Even for Abraham Vlad, the Vampire of Omens, who is considered one of the stronger ones among them, it would have been impossible to bring all the succubi under his control at once.

Even if they're similar in nature, they're clearly different species.

But if these guys are just wandering succubi without a lord or territory...

It's not strange that they would swear loyalty to Abraham Vlad in exchange for their lives.

"But what are you going to use the succubi for?"
"As I mentioned earlier, I'm thinking of hiring them as new employees for Starlight's Path. As you said, Rubern, the overall atmosphere of Starbucks is about building trust by making customers feel comfortable and listening to their concerns."
"Y-yes...?"
"And succubi are surprisingly helpful for sound sleep. Since it all happens in dreams, they can transform into appearances that suit the user's preferences."

What nonsense is this?

I can't shake the feeling that Starlight's Path, which already looks suspicious, is sinking deeper into the abyss rather than emerging into the light.

Well, it's not a completely implausible story.

During my time as an administrator for the Imperial Knights, some personnel who had been attacked by succubi did experience relief from chronic fatigue.

But hiring succubi specifically for that purpose doesn't make sense.

"Actually, I've already received excellent advice on this matter. During the process of draining energy, physical fatigue accumulated in the body is also relieved."
"Who told you that?"
"One of your friends, the spatial magician Bernard. He almost got purified by that damned red knight who was nearby, though."

Throb.
My head started to hurt.

First Duchess Lilia, and now this. After overcoming one crisis, it seems like everyone has a screw loose, don't they?

"Besides, these guys have quite decent appearances. Some of the incubi are planning to substitute for me in that role. It's natural for a lord to entertain guests, but recently the workload has become excessive."

I understood the complaint itself.

Contrary to my expectations, the main customer base of Starbucks was women.

It's not that there weren't men looking for female vampires other than Vlad.

But in the case of VIPs like female knights, widows of high noble families, or prominent daughters of successful merchant guilds, most of them specifically requested Abraham Vlad.

It's not easy to find male vampires either, so there were many limitations. But with incubi, they could absorb some of the demand as Vlad said.

"...But I don't think I can just do whatever I want."

The problem was that unlike Abraham Vlad and the other vampires, these succubi hadn't yet received proper approval from the Papal State and Duke Dionaos Rupel.

And logically, who would willingly accept those who had tried to kill them?

In Vlad's case, he was clearly a victim who had been unilaterally betrayed and exploited by the former apostle McCallan.

The situation with those succubi was very different.

"They might be considered prisoners of war for now... but I'm not sure if we can persuade people well after the situation is resolved."
"Hmm, I suppose so."
"It won't be easy."
"In that case, I'll have to think of a solution."

Just as we were discussing the treatment of the succubi...

Knock knock.
Someone knocked on the door from outside. Since no one would be looking for the vampire Abraham Vlad, were they looking for me?

"Who is it?"
"Um, I heard that Lord Rubern Ailoy might be here..."
"Hmm?"

It was a familiar voice. Judging by how oddly irritating it was, the owner must be...

"I am Rubern."
"Ah, ah...! Sorry, it's me, Ibona. Can I come in for a moment?"

Why is she here?

"Oh, right."

Only then did I recall a fact I had momentarily forgotten.

"Guests were coming from the Actius Duchy and Prosius County too."

They had responded to my urgent call and provided great help in recapturing the capital.

Their forces were currently deployed in the purification operation beyond the wall along with the central army's main force that had arrived late.

So the newly ascended ruler of the duchy, Hakon Actius, and the neighboring lord, Count Taloka Prosius, had expressed their intention to visit Masaret.

"Was that today?"

Since Count Prosius had come, naturally Ibona, who held an important position in his knight order, would have come along.

"Come in."

As I answered in a nonchalant voice, Ibona carefully opened the door and peeked her head in.

"Um... l-long time no see..."

The moment the knight with short black bob hair entered...

Her eyes met directly with Abraham Vlad sitting across from me and the incubi surrounding him.

"Ah, it's been a while, Miss Ibona. What brings you here?"

Just as Abraham Vlad quickly put on his customer service face at the arrival of a Starbucks reg—I mean, VIP...

Ibona's eyes rolled back.

Oh shit.
We're screwed.

Ch.272 - Imperial Bureaucrat (3)
Leaving behind our hard-headed, chicken-loving Deputy Commander Ibona, who had become a prisoner of love with heart-shaped eyes.

I went straight to meet Duke Actius and Count Prosius.

According to Bernard and Pirhak, they were the first territories to mobilize troops to support the capital.

Given the sudden news and their quick decision to deploy, the scale of their forces wasn't particularly large.

But thanks to them, Constina's public security was quickly stabilized.

"Still, they came running as soon as I called. I'm grateful."

While the Actius Duchy owed me a debt, I hadn't expected Prosius County, with whom I didn't have the smoothest relationship, to offer help so readily.

Unlike my first impression, he seems to understand proper conduct. I guess he wasn't called Designer Valmark's rival for nothing.

When I entered the reception room inside the duke's residence, Hakon Actius and Taloka Prosius greeted me with bright smiles.

"Welcome, Lord Rubern Ailoy."
"It's been quite a while, Lord Rubern."

Duke Hakon Actius definitely looked much happier than the last time I saw him.

He had always possessed the qualities of a good ruler, and now he maintained an amicable relationship with Prosius County, with whom he had nearly become enemies.

Now that his territory's situation had stabilized, he must have felt a great weight lifted from his shoulders.

They say when someone isn't doing well, it shows on their face.

And Count Taloka Prosius... his expression was that of someone whose risky bet had finally paid off.

A face mixed with relief, joy, and surprise.

Even his form of address was different. Unlike last time when he spoke almost informally, the count was now addressing me with the highest honorifics.

"Is it really necessary to elevate me this much?"

The question crossed my mind briefly, but that wasn't important right now.

"Thanks to you, I survived, Lord Rubern."
"Though I didn't know when I told you, I can only say you were fortunate."
"Somehow, the Second Prince's faction rose rapidly. With such backing, it makes sense."

In reality, Count Prosius had merely invested in a scheme carefully crafted by government agencies.

Fortunately, he dumped his investment before the scheme completely fell apart due to my involvement with the Actius Duchy.

If he had continued to back the Second Prince, he might have been branded a traitor to the state without knowing anything.

"Still, I thank you both. Thanks to you, we were able to quickly suppress the chaos in the capital."
"We didn't do much. It was Lord Rubern who did the greater deed by stopping the corrupt emperor and his terrible conspiracy."
"Not at all. If your territories hadn't sent troops at the right time, many more innocent lives would have been lost."

After we flattered each other for a while, we all burst into laughter almost simultaneously.

"Hahaha!!"
"Ahem, hmm...! Kup... Hahaha! Anyway, how fortunate that everything ended well?"

Count Prosius added in a hearty voice.

"It's all thanks to Lord Rubern. Finally, advancement to the central government is possible."
"Oh, have you been offered a position?"
"His Majesty asked if I could become the Alexandrian Internal Affairs Officer."

Alexandrian Internal Affairs Officer.
In other words, the Imperial Library Director.

As a modern person, I admittedly found the title of "library director" somewhat trivial.

But in this world, where all kinds of forbidden books and magic tomes circulated and access to knowledge was limited, managing that repository of knowledge was an extremely honorable position.

Even the Imperial Chancellor couldn't freely access the library director's domain.

It seemed that Conrad had offered a fitting position to Count Prosius, who was also the head and chairman of the Pharos Imperial Academy.

Since there was no government-level educational institution like the modern Ministry of Education, the Alexandrian Internal Affairs Officer position was close to such a role.

Particularly, they needed someone who could safely isolate all the forbidden books and cursed texts that would be discovered during the upcoming major crackdown on black magicians.

"That's wonderful. Congratulations."
"It's a position created by the Black Fox, so I should be nothing but grateful. And about what I promised last time."
"What are you referring to?"
"The Pharos Imperial Academy's second campus. Didn't we agree to build it in your territory in Rupel?"

It was a condition the count had offered to bribe me when I got involved with the Actius Duchy.

Of course, he failed in his original goal of acquiring the Hakon Actius Duchy when I arranged a position for him in the Crown Prince's faction.

But since he got what he wanted—"advancement to the central government"—it could be considered a win-win.

"I'm thinking of moving the Philosophy Department, Alchemy Department, and Magical Engineering Department to the Rupel campus."
"Huh?"

While the Philosophy Department was one thing, the Alchemy and Magical Engineering Departments were quite prestigious at the Imperial Academy.

Especially the Magical Engineering Department, which received focused support from the imperial family due to the rapidly developing Nirvana Magic Kingdom.

"At the time, I said I'd give you discretion, but honestly, I think this offer alone is sufficient... what do you think?"
"Wait, are you saying you're moving two of Pharos's five major departments?"
"Is there a problem with that?"

Count Prosius replied, raising an eyebrow.

Well.
I hadn't expected this level of treatment.

"And one more thing, separate from our previous agreement, I'm thinking of giving Lord Rubern full authority over the third campus. What do you think?"

I was already surprised by that alone, but Count Prosius's aggressive offer didn't stop there.

"If you give away so much, what will be left for you?"
"Didn't you say it yourself back then? The friendship between Rubern Ailoy and Taloka Prosius will remain."
"..."

I couldn't continue speaking. Were they conspiring to pull a hidden camera prank on me? Or was this some kind of leading interrogation?

"Like His Majesty the Emperor, I never forget a debt of gratitude."

Is there a recording crystal installed here, planning to expose the Black Fox's ugly and greedy nature with some sensational headline?

Of course, the count wasn't making a losing deal. Since holding multiple positions becomes impossible once appointed to a central bureaucratic position, the administrative rights to the private Pharos Academy would pass to someone else.

Considering that, it wasn't incomprehensible that the count was suddenly giving away authority over Pharos Academy.

Efficiently investing his current capital before leaving wasn't a bad move.

Becoming an Internal Affairs Officer wouldn't end his political career, and if he wanted to keep that position until his death, he naturally needed to curry favor from now on.

Thinking about it that way, it made sense that he wanted to get on my good side, given my significantly elevated political standing after this incident.

Still, it was sudden.

"But do we really need a third campus for Pharos Academy? With the second campus already in Rupel Territory, wouldn't that mean two campuses operating in the same territory?"

Even metropolitan universities try not to cluster together. That's why they place branch schools or secondary campuses in remote provinces.

"That's fine too, but it wouldn't be bad to take some time until your territory develops. A campus isn't built overnight, and creating an educational curriculum takes time."
"Our Actius Duchy will also provide full support for establishing the campus. It's the least we can do for the debt we owe Lord Rubern."
"Plus, couldn't you connect with the San Mariano Florence Foundation? I hear there's high demand for commercial studies lately. It might not be a bad idea to orient the third campus in that direction."

Too much information was pouring in at once. Everyone, I'm too full. Could we eat a little more slowly?

"Well, I'll first discuss this with Marquis Dionaos Rupel before making a decision. Hosting two Imperial Academies is beyond my authority..."
"Hmm? What do you mean by that?"
"Huh?"
"Surely you don't intend to continue as an executor? Ah, well... strictly speaking, since you're neither an official nor a central noble, there's no legal issue under imperial law."
"Keeping it as an honorary position wouldn't be a bad approach either. Our Actius Duchy would like to offer Lord Rubern Ailoy an honorary title..."

Something, something is happening.
The conversation is gradually going off track. The problem was that among the three of us, only I seemed to be off track.

Count Taloka Prosius and Duke Hakon Actius had started attributing meaning to all my actions like cult followers.

While I could understand the count's behavior, I couldn't fathom why Duke Hakon Actius was reacting this way.

No matter how indebted he was to me, nothing in this era was as powerful as a title.

That's why even at our last parting, I used honorifics while Hakon didn't lower his speech.

Even if the Rubern Ailoy coin had potential to skyrocket, it was essentially an unlisted bubble.

Why would these two people, whose insight was second to none, react this way?

However, that question was soon resolved.

"You're the first Imperial Prince (Reichsfurst) to be appointed in 200 years of imperial history."
"What?"
"Ah... now I understand. You haven't heard the news."

The count and duke nodded at each other in understanding.

"Emperor Conrad van Karl has named Lord Rubern Ailoy as an Imperial Prince."
"Good heavens."

I could almost hear Conrad's annoying voice echoing in my head.

-Between a yellow cow and a black cow, which one works better?
-Forget the cows, the Black Fox is the real deal.

Without even realizing it, I had been blindsided and had my nose pierced.

Ch.273 - Imperial Bureaucrat (4)
I had a feeling something like this would happen. But the crown prince wouldn't listen to me.

"Conrad, you s—no, where is His Imperial Majesty Emperor Conrad van Karl!?"

After rushing out of the reception room, I immediately ran toward the town hall of Masaret.

Although the incident in Hebron Territory was almost resolved and many of Rupel's supporting troops had returned, a large number of soldiers still remained stationed in Masaret.

Naturally, Emperor Conrad, who was responsible for everything and had finally become the monarch of the Bolivar Empire, was also staying here in Masaret.

After all, a siege battle isn't something that gets resolved just by driving away the enemies.

Destroyed walls, houses, and structures all need repairs.

Especially in the western district, where black mages had wreaked havoc, causing significant property damage.

The underground waterway had been successfully cleared of the black mage who had infiltrated it, but due to its complex structure, it would take more time to fully restore it to normal.

There could still be strange traps or devices left by the black mages.

And all of these tasks ultimately required manpower.

The Masaret Guard and Hebron Duchy garrison, which had suffered heavy casualties, couldn't handle it alone, making central army support essential.

"His Majesty returned a short while ago. I will inform him that Lord Rubern Ailoy is here to see him."
"Thank you."

It didn't take long for the court official who went to announce my visit to return.

As if Conrad had been waiting for me, he quickly guided me to the emperor's quarters.

Inside the room where former lord Harald Hebron once lived and worked, Conrad greeted me with a broad smile.

"Welcome, Imperial Duke. You've come at a good time. General Valeus brought some excellent wine."
"No, the wine isn't important. What's going on here...!? Imperial Duke?!"
"My, aren't you impatient. Besides, there are many ears listening now. Have you forgotten who you're standing before?"
"..."

I pouted. This guy, he's only been emperor for a short while and he's already acting like a real emperor.

"Sit down first."
"Yes."
"That doesn't mean you need to be so formal. Not between us."

I sat down and accepted the wine Conrad poured for me. The Emperor of the Empire pouring wine for someone—other courtiers would have fainted if they had seen this.

"I knew you would react like that."
"Why an Imperial Duke of all things? There are plenty of other titles and official positions, aren't there?"
"If I gave you a regular title, I'd have to grant you a separate territory. Then you'd just hole up there and never come out, so why would I do that?"

Conrad answered with a mischievous smile.

"Besides, you can simply refuse an official position. Since it's obvious you would refuse, I couldn't just give you an official position either. Ah... unless perhaps you were more interested in a central government position?"
"How could that be possible?"
"With your abilities, you could take the position of Imperial Regent, Royal Advisor, or even Chancellor, second only to me. A Chancellor of the Empire in your twenties—doesn't that title make your ambition stir just hearing it?"
"Not interested."

When I responded to the stubborn emperor with equal stubbornness, the emperor, who had been smirking, burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! That's right. You wouldn't be interested. Not the friend I know, Rubern Ailoy."

All escape routes had already been blocked.

The position of Imperial Duke was a title, not an official post, so I couldn't refuse it. At the same time, it was also an "honorary" central government position, which meant I wouldn't be as free from the emperor's orders as other local lords.

It was a title created by the emperor of that time to more efficiently manage the lords under him when the Bolivar Empire was at its peak.

The main duty was to manage and supervise territories consisting of several duchies, essentially making it the highest civil servant position in local government.

And since I would be managing dukes, an ordinary title wouldn't suffice.

It meant being a duke among dukes, a title guaranteed directly by the Emperor of the Empire—an Imperial Duke.

Simply put...
It was like becoming a prime minister with sharp claws.

This was an incomparably larger domain than when I was limited to being an administrator of the Black Lion Knights, or an executor limited to the Rupel Marquisate.

Naturally, the workload would be excessive too.

The black fox needs rest.
I want to retire peacefully as a humble executor.

"I have a wife and child in Rupel! Please, for the sake of my fox-like wife and rabbit-like daughter..."
"Can't you just keep your residence in Rupel Territory? You'll only need to go out about once a month anyway."
"Ah, this isn't working."

Once appointed as Imperial Duke, any imperial territory I visited would be under my jurisdiction.

Since I couldn't just wander around like a vagabond, I could actually see Sianne and Lucy whenever I wanted.

It's not like I was being exiled.

"Can't you really reconsider? Isn't it too much to bear the title of Imperial Duke at my age?"
"I don't find it strange that I'm emperor at my age, so what does your age have to do with anything, Rubern?"

The young emperor cheerfully shrugged his shoulders.

"The truth is, I do want to put you to work. But what can you do about it? What can you do besides pleading to me like this or complaining behind my back?"

I felt an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

In the modern world, I might have grabbed a pitchfork in protest, but here, the emperor's word was practically law.

As he said, no matter how capable I was, I was nothing but a small fry before the emperor.

"Ugh..."
"My goodness, do you dislike it that much? You really are peculiar."

Conrad grimaced at my exaggerated reaction and added:

"The Imperial Duke stands above all other lords. If I fail to leave an heir, the imperial throne would pass directly to you. It's a title and position that would never be granted no matter what achievements one accomplishes."
"...Your Majesty knows that I have no desire for such things."
"But you do have a strong sense of responsibility."

The emperor drained his glass of wine in one gulp and made a bitter expression.

"To think that the previous emperor was the First Order of the Blue Cross Society. Isn't that ridiculous? They say the darkest place is under the lamp, but this... this is truly absurd."
"Your Majesty."
"The truth is, Hebron Territory wasn't the important part. The central administration is completely broken. Among high-ranking officials, there's hardly anyone not connected to my father, and those who were considered honest were all murdered and replaced by my father's puppets long ago."

The playful demeanor he had shown me earlier was nowhere to be seen.

Before me now sat a young emperor agonizing over the future of his empire.

"The Nirvana Magic Kingdom is starting to make noise too. Since those involved in this incident weren't limited to just the empire, they'll soon be demanding various compensations."
"I suppose so."
"That's why I needed someone capable and trustworthy who could truly care for my subjects and manage the lords."

The emperor raised his head and looked at me.

Conrad van Karl.

The comrade who had once accompanied me as crown prince and hero of the great expedition looked much older in just a few weeks.

It meant he had devoted himself wholeheartedly to resolving this incident.

"Until now, I've been joking around, but this is also my personal request. ...Can you help me once more, Rubern?"

I sighed and downed the glass of wine the emperor had poured me.

"In return, make sure the pay is generous, Conrad."

***

"I heard the news, you've become an Imperial Duke."
"Yes... well, somehow. But why are you in my room?"

I looked at Saint Catherine Sissela, who was casually sprawled on my bed.

"I was bored."

Dressed in a flowing nightgown that anyone would recognize as sleepwear, she spoke in a playful voice while swinging her feet.

It's not even surprising anymore. The diligent saint turned out to be a shut-in with a master-level laziness.

If the current Pope Paulos saw her, he would immediately recall her to the Papal Office and sentence her to copy the law books 500 times.

"Do you know how bored I was while staying in the capital? The monastery is a place with absolutely no entertainment!"
"What's not fun about it? That place is practically the next cultural city of Rupel Territory."
"It's the next, not the current one! Besides, did you think I would hang out with that damn vampire?"
"No."
"Ex-act-ly! I've eaten so much chicken that I'm sick of it now."

I glanced sideways, checking the lines slightly visible through her nightgown. Maybe it's because I haven't seen her for three months, but it seems like she's gained some weight.

"Hey, you just had another disrespectful thought, didn't you?"
"What? No, I didn't."
"...I think you did."

She still had an uncanny intuition. Even though she had lost her divine power, it was impossible to understand how she worked.

Perhaps she naturally developed a sixth sense. Given that she had cracked orc skulls as effectively as other holy knights during the Battle of Masaret, it wasn't impossible.

"Anyway, I have something to tell you too."
"What is it?"
"Ta-da!"

She pulled out a rosary from her bosom. It looked like a regular rosary, but unlike the typical wooden ones, this was made of metal.

"Do you know what this is?"
"Ah, don't tell me."
"That's right. I'm finally free!"

"Hehehe," Catherine laughed in a way unbefitting a saint.

"Catherine Sissela, Honorary Saint of the Papal Office and Wandering Nun of Laterano!"
"...?????"
"Since the monastery has stabilized a lot, Former Cardinal Horaeum told me to fulfill my duties as an honorary saint."
"Which means..."

I asked again, feeling that something troublesome was about to happen.

"As an Imperial Duke, don't you have to travel around territories? Well, someone as careless as you will need an attendant, and I'd be bored traveling alone."
"Huh?"
"I'll accompany you. How about it? Surely you wouldn't think of abandoning a delicate woman, a saint who has lost her divine power, alone on such a dangerous pilgrimage?"

As expected, my premonition was correct.

Ch.274 - I’m Quitting the Knight Order (Complete)
The Imperial Duke.
It was the fifth title in the empire's thousand-year history and the first to be bestowed in 200 years.

Once also known as Grand Duke, both titles had disappeared from the Bolivar Empire after the last Imperial Duke declared himself emperor and launched a rebellion.

The position had been created to keep other local nobles in check, but when the emperor showed weakness, the Imperial Duke had stabbed him in the back.

Ironically, that rebel was the great-grandfather of the current emperor.
It's not even funny when you think about it.

Perhaps conspiracy and scheming were the true legacy of the Karl imperial family.

Is that why Conrad stabbed me in the back?

But the reason I reluctantly accepted the Imperial Duke position after repeatedly declining was precisely because of this situation.

The central government was virtually destroyed.
With tensions already high among local lords due to imperial power struggles, who could guarantee others wouldn't draw their swords?

Conrad couldn't focus solely on internal affairs either, as he needed to improve relations with neighboring countries that had deteriorated since the previous emperor's reign.

What would happen if the country fell into civil war right after defeating the northern enemy?

Even though the Nirvana Magic Kingdom was at its peak, the Bolivar Empire was still too large for them to completely antagonize.

Conrad wanted to settle relations with Nirvana before they got any ideas.

Simply put, the emperor would handle external matters while I managed internal affairs.

Thinking about it, I was the only suitable candidate. I had built extensive connections during my time as administrator of the Imperial Knights.

My achievements were such that few would object to my appointment as Imperial General or Chancellor.

The Strategist of the Great Expedition, the Black Fox.
Honorary Apostle of Laterano.
Kingmaker and Kingslayer.
Commander-in-Chief of Masaret.

Even I found these titles ridiculous, but what could I do about what people called me?

Exaggerated, yes, but not entirely false.

Conrad promised to let me retire once domestic affairs stabilized and offered substantial compensation.

No matter how much of a workaholic I am, I can't stay in office forever. Not for fairness, but for my own health.

The main reason I quit the Black Lion Knights was because Levia, Ibona, and the others drove me crazy.

But strictly speaking, it was accumulated frustration that finally erupted, and I myself wanted a break.

I never dreamed that on my journey afterward, I would find Rupel as my second home.

I reflected on my memories.

First meeting Dionaos Rupel at a tavern in Petaronto.

Impressed by his rare character, I helped drive the Frost Spirit from his territory.

Meeting Sianne Valeos, now my promised one, and transforming the White Rose Knights into the Snow Leopard Knights.

Becoming the knights' administrator, organizing the territory, and training the knights.

Meeting my lovely daughter Lucy, and setting right the troubled Barony of Kirten and the free city of Montelgo.

Developing chicken, which became Rupel's specialty product, and meeting Lilia from Hebron Territory.

My junior Petra joining the Snow Leopard Knights, and recruiting knights who are now pillars of the order.

The series of events in the Karahan Marquisate, and meeting the merchant magnate Marco Firenze.

The great success of Rupel Brewery, my promotion to Executor, and receiving my first title after much effort.

The tragedy of Laterano and the establishment of Vlad Village.

Finally, after fulfilling the duty of the last Ailoy, I became the empire's second-in-command.

Looking back, so much had happened.

When I first dropped into this world, everything seemed so hopeless.

Yet I had risen from a wandering foreigner in back alleys to the position of Imperial Duke.

Realizing this made me feel both numb and nostalgic. Even if I wasn't greedy for power, I wasn't immune to the desire for recognition.

"You deserve to be happy. You've worked so hard."

A voice from memories I had completely put to rest echoed in my mind.

Perhaps I couldn't put down my pen even after the Great Expedition ended because of lingering guilt about her.

Blaukrohitz is gone now.
The symbol of those who dishonored her will soon be forgotten by everyone.

I rose from my seat and turned to look out the window. The flag with the roaring snow leopard fluttered in the bright spring sunshine.

The capital city of Petaronto.
With the familiar cityscape behind me, it was time to move forward again.

To where people needed me.
To where my convictions led me.

I tucked the white envelope I had placed on the desk into my breast pocket and left the Executor's office without regret.

***

"Imperial Duke Rubern Ailoy has arrived!"

Escorted by knights in splendid formal uniforms, I proceeded to the Petaronto City Hall plaza.

As I passed before the imperial guards standing in neat formation, their commander struck his massive halberd on the ground and shouted in a resonant voice.

"Long live the Empire!!"
"Long live the Empire─!!!"

The soldiers' voices seemed to tear through the sky. Though I hadn't given it much thought, now that I was here, I felt something heavy in my chest.

I slowly moved forward. Beside the imperial guards stood familiar faces smiling at me.

The Snow Leopard Knights. Commander Sianne bowed with a smile, while Lucy stood beside her, looking at me with proud eyes.

"Thank you for coming along."
"It's not about following—you led us well."
"You're both amazing."
"Of course, you're our parents."

Sianne and Lucy exchanged glances and smiled at my words. They're both so adorable, really.

After shaking hands with the commander, I greeted the other knights with brief eye contact.

Even without my saying anything, they had become brave snow leopards protecting Rupel. They would steadfastly fulfill their duties even without me.

The same was true for my junior who succeeded me as Executor of Rupel.

"I never thought I'd see this day."
"Petra."
"It's a shame we can't work together anymore, but I can't monopolize such a fine man forever, can I?"

I burst out laughing. It was such a typical Petra remark. She laughed along with me, then changed her expression and spoke in a solemn voice.

"Congratulations on your promotion, Your Grace, Imperial Duke Rubern."
"Thank you, Executor Petra."

After meeting with the knights, I saw many faces of people I had formed connections with in Rupel.

The LuCiH Association members and Alchemist Compton.
The heads of numerous merchant companies contracted with the knights, and ordinary residents.

All were my precious neighbors and another family to me.

Among them was Marco Firenze, a merchant among merchants.

He stroked his beard with a satisfied expression and nodded.

As if to say he knew this would happen.

"If you've finished your greetings, please come this way. His Imperial Majesty is waiting."
"Hmm."

I followed the imperial chamberlain into the city hall.

Inside were Laterano's priests in black robes, the heroes who had helped resolve this incident, Rupel's vassals.

And Duchess Lilia Hebron and Duke Hakon Actius stood there.

Even an emperor couldn't arbitrarily bestow the title of Imperial Duke. According to imperial law, at least two dukes had to vouch for the candidate's status.

"Lord Hebron, and Lord Actius."
"Yes, Your Grace, Imperial Duke Rubern."
"Thank you."

The two dukes bowed respectfully to me, then knelt before me.

"The Duchy of Hebron vouches for the status of Rubern Ailoy."
"The Actius territory will stand with Imperial Duke Rubern."

They were both vouching for my status as Imperial Duke and swearing loyalty.

The two young rulers readily agreed to the oath, and through their pledges, I became a true Imperial Duke of the empire.

"I will stand with you all as well."

After completing the ceremony, I took their hands and helped them rise. Hakon added with a bright expression:

"You must visit the Actius territory soon."
"Yes, I'll see you at the duchy."
"Duchess Lilia, please say something too."
"...Yes."

The gray wolf approached me. Her sparkling red eyes curved gently.

"...You've risen above me now. This defeats the purpose of what I proposed."
"Ha, haha... It can't be helped."
"Well, I could always marry into your house, couldn't I?"
"????"

I looked at Lilia in shock. How could she say such a thing here? In front of everyone.

But the gray wolf stuck out her tongue slightly and smiled.

"Fufu, so this is what it's like to tease someone. It's fun."

Had Lilia always been this emotionally expressive?

Something strange seemed to have awakened in her, but I didn't mind. This was probably the real Lilia Hebron that she had kept hidden all this time.

"With two dukes having sworn loyalty, Rubern Ailoy has now earned the honor of Duke of Dukes, Imperial Duke. Let His Imperial Majesty's subjects pay their respects."

Following the master of ceremonies' words, I walked slowly past the two dukes. Rupel's vassals bowed their heads as they looked at me.

Their expressions showed not a trace of jealousy. Rather, they seemed proud.

These loyal subjects had persevered through loyalty to their lord even as their territory crumbled.

It wasn't surprising.
If nothing else, I was blessed with good people.

The reactions of the heroes participating in this event were exactly as I expected. Some offered sincere congratulations, others looked bored, and some even flashed rude finger gestures with mischievous expressions.

Sigh, when will you guys ever grow up?

After briefly greeting all the attendees,

I finally stood before Emperor Conrad van Karl, who had been waiting in the center of the city hall.

"Have you finished all your chitchat, Rubern?"
"I apologize for keeping you waiting, Your Majesty."
"Hehehe. You must have really hated accepting this."

Even in this situation, the emperor was still joking. Or perhaps he was joking because only people he trusted remained.

"Rubern Ailoy, as a vassal of Dionaos Rupel and a friend of the crown prince, you have dispelled the shadows of darkness and conspiracy that loomed over the empire and brought true peace."

I knelt respectfully before the emperor's feet.

"Your achievements are certain and recognized by all. I wish to bestow upon you the title of Imperial Duke and honor your name."
"As Your Majesty wishes."
"Your name shall now carry my will, Conrad van Karl's will with it. You shall kneel to no one but me."

Conrad drew the imperial sword and threw it before me. With a metallic clang, the red jewel embedded in the scabbard shimmered beautifully in the light.

"At this moment, an Imperial Duke of Bolivar is born!"

As the emperor proclaimed, magnificent bell sounds echoed throughout the city hall, followed by Catherine Sissela, who had somehow approached, offering her scripture.

"You must not forget that before being an Imperial Duke, you are an Honorary Apostle of Laterano."
"Of course, Holy Maiden."

As I accepted the scripture and imperial sword, Catherine suddenly came so close I could feel her breath as she whispered in my ear.

"This is the scripture I've used since childhood, so you must treasure it, okay? I'll come check on it every month."

For some reason, chills ran down my spine.
Whether it was from the breath on my ear or the strange gaze of a certain wolf behind me, I couldn't tell.

Catherine dropped this bombshell without warning and scurried away. What is wrong with these people?

I looked back and forth between the emperor, who was barely containing his laughter, and the imperial chamberlain, who seemed unsure of what he had just witnessed.

While I stood there, unable to explain the situation:

"Lord Rubern Ailoy."
"...Lord Dionaos Rupel."

The man who had started all of this approached me.

I wasn't the only one receiving a new title. Rupel's quick response had helped prevent the northern territories from falling.

"Congratulations."
"Congratulations to you too, Mar—no, Duke. Now you'll truly be one of the two pillars of the north."
"Well, I'm not so sure about that."

"Wouldn't whoever stays by the Imperial Duke's side gain dominance in the north?"
"Ah."

Suddenly, blonde hair and silver hair flashed in my mind. Brown and black hair layered on top were just extras.

Ruuuuuuuuuuuck!!
Ru-huhuhu.

As I silently suffered before a future that promised nothing but doom, Duke Dionaos Rupel laughed heartily.

"If nothing else, Your Grace's way with women will be the envy of everyone in the empire."
"Don't say such things, even as a joke."

I took the hand Duke Dionaos Rupel offered and shook it lightly. Then I took out the white envelope I had prepared earlier and handed it to the duke.

"...? What is this?"
"Even I have my principles. I prepared this as a formality."

The duke checked the back of the envelope and burst into laughter, even louder than before.

"Hahahahaha!!"

He laughed so boisterously that even the emperor, who had been holding back, erupted in laughter at my surprise gift.

"Kuhehe, hehehaha!! I knew it, I just knew it!"

A resignation letter.
Even as an Imperial Duke, I couldn't slap my boss and walk out like I did with the Black Lion Knights, could I?

I cleared my throat and formally announced to the duke:

"I quit the knights."

I quit the knights. The End

Ch.BONUS - Completion Afterword
Hello, dear readers.
This is Haemhamong, greeting you with my second completion announcement on Novelpia.

I have so many happy memories from serializing "I’m Quitting the Knight Order."

This work helped me achieve my first million views, and it even reached the #1 spot in the overall rankings.
When my work was featured on the Novelchang YouTube channel, I was genuinely overjoyed.

I remember being amazed throughout the entire process of the Novelpia cover, from the rough sketch to the final version, thanks to the wonderful artwork produced by the artist and PD.

Our lovely Saint Catherine with her gorgeous thighs!!! I love you!!!!

Anyway, to talk a bit about the work itself, this story was conceived during the time when "revenge stories" were trending on Novelpia.

It was a concept that came up by chance while talking with fellow authors, feeling somewhat like a fantasy version of a workplace revenge story.

However, I added revenge elements to create a story where the protagonist, unable to endure all kinds of injustice, leaves the knights order and achieves great success—a kind of revenge story combined with territory management.

Of course, looking back now, the revenge elements weren't that prominent, were they?

I did this because making the conflict with the Black Lion Knights the main focus would have accelerated the story flow too quickly, which is a chronic problem with typical revenge works.

In retrospect, I think it was a good choice.

Originally, I planned to complete this in under 150 episodes.

But gradually, I grew attached to the characters and wanted to communicate with readers for a longer time.

I wanted to show all the good ideas that came to mind during writing, and so it ended up concluding after 274 episodes.

It was a precious work that I enjoyed writing, but I'm not sure if readers found it entertaining enough.

Anyway, yes, it's completed now.
Strangely, I feel much more emotional than with my previous completion. This is how one should feel about their first work... Perhaps it's because I had so much affection for it.

But the fact remains unchanged that "I Quit the Knights Order" could come this far only thanks to all my precious readers.

As always with me as an author, there were times when I got stuck with the story...
There were minor setting errors, many typos, and settings I intended to use but abandoned...

The reason this world, marked with all sorts of imperfections, could reach a somewhat satisfying conclusion was because of all of you.
Thank you sincerely.

I now plan to take a two-week break. I need to think about my next work and also focus somewhat on my studies.

After this break, I plan to serialize an epilogue and side stories starting Saturday, April 1st.

The side stories will feature episodes where each heroine becomes the protagonist, and I want to try episodes I couldn't attempt in the main work.

I'm not sure if it will be satisfying...!!! But I'll do my best!!!!!!!!!

Thank you again!!!!!!!!!!!!
Love you all!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Ch.275 - Black-Haired Imperial Grand Duke
The fox is here!!!!!!!!!!!!!"
"What?! Isn't he supposed to arrive five hours from now?"
"Actually, that was a lie."
"If we don't finish these 6,000 reports right now, we're truly doomed!!!!"

The Imperial Black Lion Knights were burning with activity as usual today. Of course, the commotion wasn't anything new, but today it seemed particularly intense.

"Watch carefully, rookie. This is the dignity of the Imperial Knights. Isn't it amazing that despite having a week's notice about the inspection visit, we still have 6,000 reports left to complete?"
"...I'll just leave."
"Hey, where do you think you're going?"
"Why, why are you acting like this?"
"Hehehe, you can't leave!!"

There was good reason for the panic.
A visit from Imperial Duke Rubern Ailoy was scheduled—an SSS-rank raid monster who demolished the Imperial Knights every time he came.

Originally, the Black Lion Knights had been slated for dissolution, let alone maintaining their imperial title, due to the incompetence, negligence, and corruption of the previous leadership, including former Commander Levia Irtarte.

However, after "The Emperor's Corruption" swept through the empire and all forces that could have replaced the knights collapsed, they were reluctantly allowed to continue existing.

Of course, while the problematic leadership had been completely replaced, the Black Lion Knights—which had been fundamentally mismanaged—couldn't transform into an elite force overnight.

Though they had escaped being classified as a defunct order, they still seemed far from escaping Rubern Ailoy's assessment that they were "no longer trash, but still idiots."

As a result, Rateon Superhalten, the 4th Black Lion Knight Commander, wore his usual sour expression today.

"Rubern's going to tear us apart again this time."
"...To be honest, sir? We're getting off easier because you're the commander."
"Is that so?"

Rateon gazed out the window at the knights and administrators bustling about.

As the former captain of the 3rd Division of the Black Lion Knights, he had planned to end his long knightly career and embark on a leisurely journey.

But due to a series of disturbances in the capital, not only could he not escape, but he found himself tethered to the knights once more.

-You bastard! You were the one who told me to enjoy a happy retirement life!
-That was then. I'm definitely not dying alone.

Levia had been demoted as punishment. Deputy Commander Cain, who should have outranked him in protocol, was dead. The Chief of Staff position had always been vacant, and the Training Commander had expressed his intention to resign and take responsibility.

The situation with the other captains wasn't any better.

The captains of the 1st and 2nd Divisions were severely injured while suppressing the riots in the capital, making them unable to perform their duties.

Only Rateon, the former 3rd Division Captain, remained. Thanks to Levia's detention, his position as 3rd Division Captain hadn't been officially terminated.

"Sigh..."

As Rateon clutched his throbbing head, someone burst through the commander's office door.

Only one person could enter the commander's office—the pinnacle and authority of the knights—so freely.

"Rateon!! Rateoooon!! When did you say Imperial Duke Rubern is coming?"

It was Levia Irtarte, the former commander and current Training Commander.

Originally, she was supposed to receive severe punishment for embezzling imperial funds and dereliction of duty.

However, thanks to her assistance to Emperor Conrad van Karl during "The Emperor's Corruption," some of her crimes were pardoned.

She was stripped of her position as Black Lion Knight Commander and demoted to Training Commander.

She had cleanly accepted the proposal.

*Actually, she seems to like it even more.*

She appeared satisfied with escaping the pressure and returning to fieldwork, training new knights and exploring dungeons.

If nothing else, she was irreplaceable in terms of combat ability.

It would be a waste to exile her somewhere or let her rot in prison.

"Still about five hours away. I heard he just entered the capital."
"Yes!!"

Levia clenched her fist.

"Perfect timing for me to go out for training guidance. I won't have to run into him."
"..."

Rateon and his adjutant looked at Levia with contemptuous eyes. Well, it was somewhat understandable that she'd be averse to meeting Rubern, given how badly they got chewed out whenever he visited.

"But Training Commander, weren't you deliberately trying to get scolded?"
"Wh-what!?"
"I mean, last time, didn't you intentionally leave the training grounds uncleaned before you left? Even though you knew the Imperial Duke was coming."
"N-no, I didn't!?"

Seeing her panicked denial, Rateon stopped his adjutant. Let's leave it at that. Sometimes people have things they don't want others to know about.

For example, twisted walls, or a personality that gets excited from being scolded...

Since there was absolutely no possibility anyway, he didn't want to criticize her for satisfying some rather unwholesome desires in that manner.

They say women like bad boys.

She never gave him a second glance when he was by her side, but now that he treated her harshly, she was interested?

It was then that a familiar—but simultaneously unwelcome—voice was heard.

"My ears were itching, and here you all are gossiping about me."

A black-haired man with a playful expression. The adjutant immediately stood at attention and saluted him.

"We are honored by your presence, Your Grace!"
"Ack."
"Yes, yes, were you all running around like headless chickens?"

The Black Fox, Rubern Ailoy.

A friend he never wanted to meet outside of a tavern.

"I thought you were coming five hours from now. Why are you here already?"
"I wanted to see my drinking buddy after so long."

Rubern said this as he plopped down on the sofa in the commander's office. Levia Irtarte, who suddenly found herself sitting next to him, flinched and shrank back.

"Training Commander Levia, you're looking good these days. Life treating you well?"
"N-no... not really?"
"Well, I didn't come to tear into you today, so don't worry."

Rateon's nearly dead eyes regained their luster.

"The great Imperial Duke isn't going to tear apart the Black Lion Knights? Wasn't that your routine? Something you always do when you visit the capital."
"Well, it's obvious it'll be a mess anyway. And I can't just keep criticizing. You've been working hard lately, so I should give some carrots too."

At least they could breathe a little easier now.

Of course, Levia was visibly disappointed. She's not even trying to hide it anymore?

A former knight commander and hero of the Great Expedition, known as the Golden Lion, was actually a twisted masochist.

Rateon couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity—something even The Continental would refuse to publish.

"By the way, do you have time today, Rateon?"
"Why do you ask?"
"I just stopped by Rupel. Got my hands on some Imperial Stout, fresh off production yesterday."
"I'll make time even if I don't have any!"

His instincts responded before his mind could make a proper judgment. It was almost a reflexive reaction.

Imperial Stout. Just thinking about it made his mouth water.

It had been a while since he'd doused his stomach with alcohol, so the timing couldn't be better.

"Then... adjutant, you may go. While you're at it, tell the other members that today's inspection is canceled."
"Yes, sir!"

The adjutant saluted again and quickly left the office. Shortly after, small cheers could be heard from the staff department.

"Those little bastards, so happy..."
"By the way, what happened with the wedding? Everyone talked about having a grand ceremony, but I heard you just submitted the marriage registration and that was it."

With the adjutant gone, Rateon answered in a more comfortable voice. After all, he had to separate public and private matters.

"..."

And the shift from an official setting to a private one meant that Rateon could now properly give Rubern a piece of his mind.

Sure enough, Rubern Ailoy's expression crumpled as soon as the topic of the wedding came up.

"Don't ever get married."
"Weren't you already a married man when you adopted a daughter? Why are you suddenly like this?"
"Just don't, for fuck's sake."

Previously, Rubern Ailoy had been a complaining husband and a mediocre spouse, but now that he had gone from fake to real, the unique weariness of married life was unmistakably evident.

"You bastard, you don't know how blessed you are. Honestly, do you think it's easy having four wives? And all of them exceptionally capable."
"That's exactly what's giving me a headache. All these counts and marquises keep pestering me to share my secret."
"Hahaha! No wonder they want to know your secret."

Sianne Valeos, commander of the Snow Leopard Knights, which had surpassed the Black Lion Knights to become the empire's top order, and the second-in-command of the Rupel Territory.

Petra Bastian, the executor of Rupel and current senior advisor to the Imperial Finance Department.

Lilia Hebron, still the noble Guardian of the North and rightful owner of the Hebron Duchy.

And Catherine Sissela, the mother of the Papal State and acclaimed as the most benevolent woman across the entire continent, a former honorary saint.

These were arguably the most famous women across not just the empire but the entire continent, and he had claimed them all. Rubern Ailoy had truly become a man envied by every male on the continent.

Women who couldn't be obtained with wealth, honor, or even both combined had declared their intention to remain by his side.

"...I don't understand why people are so interested in others' marriages. I barely even see them in reality."
"They're all busy with their respective positions. But being an Imperial Duke gives you a legitimate reason to travel around, doesn't it?"
"That's true."

Rubern Ailoy let out a deep sigh.

If he had refused the Imperial Duke title to the end, the Black Fox would surely be dried squid by now.

He was already taking tonics and energy supplements regularly, yet still losing weight rapidly.

If he had to face all four wives every day...

Rubern shook his head. Just imagining it sent chills down his spine.

At that moment, Levia, who had been quietly listening, chimed in.

"S-so, are you alone in the capital?"
"I suppose so. I need some rest too. Petra has also returned to Rupel for now."
"Then where do you usually stay?"
"? Did you eat something weird today? In my mansion, of course. Why would I go anywhere else when I have a perfectly good home?"

Rateon pressed his forehead as he watched Levia gradually revving up. Despite Rubern's general obliviousness in these matters, he couldn't possibly miss the intention behind her current behavior.

"Oh... I see. Then, if you have nothing to do later, want to come to my place to see my cat?"

Levia drove the final nail. *What a crazy bitch*, Rateon thought sincerely.

Is she having a hard time lately? Rateon was terrified at how a twisted sexual desire could make someone fall so low.

"No... are you insane? I'm exhausted, what cat? And you know damn well I hate cats, yet you keep pulling this shit. Want me to put you in your place again? Want me to remind you how you whimpered last time?"
"Hnngh... urgh..."

At the rather harsh verbal abuse, Levia made a whimpering sound and abruptly stood up.

To an outsider, it might look like she was storming out due to unbearable humiliation, but to Rateon, who understood her true nature, her behavior was simply pathetic yet pitiful.

"Hic, Ru-Rubern, hic, uuugh!!"

BANG!
Letting out something between a sob and a moan, Levia fled the commander's office.

Surprised by the unexpected outburst, even Rubern was dumbfounded, staring blankly at the door through which she had disappeared.

"Hey."
"Huh?"
"Was I too harsh just now...? No, I mean, why is she saying such idiotic things?"

Wow.
Rateon was genuinely impressed. This bastard Rubern's observational skills regarding women were truly at rock bottom.

"Forget it. It's not like this is the first time."
"...Tsk, should I apologize? She has been working hard lately, which is admirable."
"Leaving her alone is the best help you can give."

It was obvious something interesting would happen if they left things as they were, but Rateon decided to uphold his duty as a friend.

Anyone but Levia.

"Sigh, true. When I think about what that woman did to me, I still lose sleep, so she should have expected this kind of treatment."
"Levia is Levia. Don't forget that."

At Rateon's words, Rubern burst out laughing.

The blonde knight commander of the Black Lion Knights was paying sufficiently for her past sins—in Rateon's opinion, to a truly miserable extent.

*I should introduce her to a decent man soon. She's already crazy, but she'll become even crazier at this rate.*

"So we're drinking today, but what's your schedule for tomorrow?"

To Rateon's question, Rubern Ailoy answered in a monotone voice.

"Probably the Hebron Duchy."
"Ah."
"...And I hear Honorary Saint Catherine is coincidentally on a pilgrimage there too."

Rateon didn't say anything more.

He simply wished his old friend good luck.

Ch.276 - The Ladies Waited In The Bedroom (1)
"The weather's already getting chilly..."

The temperature definitely felt different upon arriving in the north. With the sweltering August behind us, autumn would soon paint the mountains in vibrant colors.

The view of the capital Masaret looked much better than during my last visit. Back then, reconstruction was in full swing, with temporary ladders and small cranes installed on the fortress walls.

It had a certain charm then, resembling a fortress or perhaps those 50-meter walls from a certain giant-themed work. But now, with all those cumbersome structures removed, the majesty of Masaret as an imposing fortress city was more apparent.

"Presenting the Imperial Prince!!"

As we approached the gate, a heavily armed guard slammed down his halberd and shouted loudly.

It was always an overwhelming ceremony to receive. Of course, having formally married Lilia, I was technically the consort to the lord, so such treatment made sense.

But once or twice would be enough. Doing this every time seemed a bit excessive.

I casually waved to the guards in response, then passed through the gate into Masaret.

Two massive statues came into view. The statues in the central plaza were so large they were clearly visible from the main entrance of Masaret's outer wall.

"So they finally completed those..."

I deliberately turned my gaze away from the statues. They honored Masaret's two protectors.

One depicted the former Duke Harald Hebron and his knights, who sacrificed themselves to safely evacuate the northern residents.

The other showed me with arms crossed, raising a sword toward the sky.

I had repeatedly insisted that the victory in the Defense of Masaret wasn't my achievement alone but the result of everyone's combined efforts.

But it seemed Lilia Hebron had pushed it through anyway.

"Is that why she asked me to visit after so long?"

I imagined a woman with ruby-red eyes sparkling as she nodded with satisfaction.

Honestly, even as an Imperial Prince, I couldn't really object to a lord erecting a statue.

I was merely fulfilling my role as the emperor's "autonomous" inspector.

Besides, Lilia wasn't really the type to listen to me. Sianne and Petra were similar, but Lilia didn't listen in a slightly different way.

During my last visit to the duchy, I fell asleep early from exhaustion and then...

"..."

I shook my head to dispel the memory. The sensation of waking up with a sore lower body and that gaze looking down at me from above.

Just imagining it was enough to bring back the memory of that day.

The terror of my manhood aching...
The humiliation of being unable to move from the bed until morning...

Lilia Hebron simply did as she pleased, to the point of suddenly ravishing me just because I wouldn't play with her.

She had a personality that acted first and thought later.

Before she became lord, I thought she was just quiet and obedient, but after being acknowledged as the ruler of the duchy, she began expressing her desires excessively.

Of course, this was probably a side effect of having her behavior and emotions restricted for so long as both a "noble lady" and a "knight."

It wasn't really something to complain about.

She only behaved this way when she was with me, and helping my wife relieve stress was part of my husbandly duties.

I headed up the gentle slope toward the inner castle where Lilia Hebron waited.

***

"Rubern!"
"Lilia."

I embraced Lilia as she ran toward me from a distance and threw herself into my arms.

Where was the northern ruler, the Gray Wolf Duchess Lilia Hebron? All I saw was the adorable large dog who only had eyes for me.

"Have you been well?"
"...I haven't seen you for a month. I almost died of loneliness."
"I've had a lot to do recently with the elves of the Western Great Forest."
"I know. Since it's important, I'll be understanding about it."

She smiled brightly as our eyes met.

"By the way, have you eaten? Or would you prefer a bath first? Or perhaps...?"
"L-let's eat first. I rushed straight here without having a single meal."
"Phew—"

Lilia truly was a wolf. They say foxes' greatest natural enemies are wolves, and that seemed exactly right.

After marriage, Petra had become docile, making me let my guard down. I never dreamed such a predator would appear.

I hugged Lilia tightly to calm her down before any strange switch could flip inside her.

Only then could we begin the lavishly prepared dinner.

"Is this turkey?"
"Yes, the harvest season is approaching, so we need to prepare."

The northern harvest starts earlier. When the daily temperature difference increases, crops can suffer cold damage and deteriorate in quality.

The food made from freshly harvested crops was noticeably better—the bread was much softer than last month, and the vegetables were fresher.

They say Hebron's farmland may be small, but the soil itself is fertile. With the San Mariano Florence Foundation recently taking charge of northern development projects, the Hebron territory would certainly become more prosperous.

"Where's Catherine?"
"She arrived a couple of days ago but should be at the new settlement now. She said she'd stay there briefly to visit the residents."
"Didn't you tell her I was coming?"
"She probably knows, but she might not know it's today."

Lilia smiled mischievously. How playful.

Since I wasn't planning to stay in Hebron territory for just a day or two, it wouldn't be bad to fully enjoy my time with her now.

"How are things at the settlement?"
"People who were anxious at first seem to have successfully put down roots now. I'm even considering moving a Wolf Pack Knights branch there."

The collapsed Frost Wall wasn't rebuilt. The hordes of monsters scattered in the north had been completely annihilated anyway.

In areas where monsters had disappeared, new immigrant settlements were established.

Of course, the renovation included more than just settlements.

The area outside the wall had high ecological value, having been untouched by humans for a long time.

Therefore, the establishment of an ecological zone with Bernard as its director was underway—the Hebron Ecological Zone.

It would be the continent's second ecological zone after the Larva Ecological Zone.

Additionally, the Imperial Academy facility that Interior Minister Procius had handed over was also planned to be built in connection with the ecological zone.

Rather than attracting an entire campus, creating a specialized research complex would be more beneficial for the territory.

Of course, while it would definitely help the territory, it was also the main reason why Lilia Hebron was currently swamped with work.

"Sigh..."
"Are you very tired?"
"Honestly, a little?"

I met Lilia's eyes as she stared at me from across the table, and gave her a gentle smile.

Yes, this was the time for her to act spoiled. When else could a territorial lord show such vulnerability?

We had both finished our meals. I took her hand and stood up.

"Eh?"

Lilia made an adorable sound of surprise. I loved how she malfunctioned when I made a strong advance.

"After a wonderful meal, it's time to do what Lilia wants."

I gently stroked her gray hair and lightly kissed her cheek.

"I-I'll go wash up."

She answered in a small voice, her face turning as red as her eyes.

***

In truth, despite calling it "defensive duty," I don't actually dislike "that act."

Lilia Hebron is my beloved wife, a woman who wouldn't lose to any other.

However, due to her position as Duchess of Hebron, I see her much less frequently than Sianne or Petra.

Even when we do meet and talk, given that we're both busy people, we often end up just embracing and falling asleep without properly setting the mood.

So today, I prepared something special.

"Um, mmm..."

Lilia carefully opened the door and entered in a white robe after finishing her shower. As expected, she seemed flustered now that everything was set up.

But the gift for my tired wife wasn't just that one thing.

"Ah."
"It's your favorite scent, right?"

Jasmine.
A candle personally crafted by Campten, Rupel's alchemist. The effects of calming the mind, relieving fatigue, and restoring energy were a bonus.

I also brought special lighting. Nothing beats mood lighting for setting the atmosphere.

In the twilight evening, the soft light blended with the moonlight shining through the window.

Lilia's hair, reflecting that light, looked incredibly beautiful.

"Here."

When I patted the spot beside me, Lilia approached hesitantly.

"M-my l-lord..."

My lord? I chuckled at the cute title, making her already red face flush even more.

I gently pulled Lilia's wrist. As she held her breath with a gasp, I kissed her lips.

Putting my arm around her neck, I carefully untied her robe. The silhouette hidden by the thick robe was revealed.

Lilia was always a beautiful woman.

From her slender neck, the streamlined curves descending to her torso. The massive mounds rising above her well-toned abs were breathtaking to behold.

What man could possibly embrace her?

Feeling rising satisfaction and possessiveness, I pulled Lilia's body close. Our skin touched, and her heavy weight pressed against my chest.

"I love you, darling. Keep holding me like this."
"Yes, all day long. I'll feel only your warmth."

I could clearly hear her heartbeat. In this chamber prepared solely for her and me, I kissed her deeply, our tongues intertwining.

Smack, smack.
With each passionate kiss, her heartbeat quickened. I caressed her cheek with one hand, twisting her neck slightly as we pressed our bodies together.

I felt her warm temperature. The heat from our touching skin made the northern cold melt away like snow.

Before I knew it, our positions had completely reversed. Lilia lay on the bed, meeting my eyes and nodding.

I lightly bit her neck and slowly moved my gaze downward. With my other hand, I gently stroked Lilia's already wet intimate area.

"Ah..."

A suppressed voice escaped her slightly parted lips. Finding her irresistibly cute, I firmly bit her shoulder line, making her body twitch.

"Y-you'll leave a mark..."
"It's fine. Your husband's here after a long time—everyone will know anyway."

Lilia was typically strong on offense but weak on defense.

Next was her chest. As I reached the boundary of the mound from her collarbone, she exhaled a panting breath.

When I gently bit the pink-tinged tip, Lilia turned her head away.

Just touching her made me feel good.

I enjoyed her reactions as I squeezed or bit her chest despite her shaking head. Moans began to mix with her heated breathing.

"Ru-Rubern... hnngh, ah! Too much... just teasing my chest..."

By now, the fluid flowing from below her had soaked the bedsheet. This foreplay was enough. I carefully inserted my finger into the closed gap.

"Ugh, hnnngh...!?!"

Squeeze.
I felt a hot sensation and pressing pressure. Though this wasn't our first time, Lilia's body remained as sensitive as if it were.

Her expression was easy to read. As I explored deeper inside her, I continued to taste that pair of delicious fruits—

Crash!

"Ugh."
"Huh??"

We responded almost simultaneously. Someone was outside the door. As I hastily removed my hand from her, Lilia strode toward the door with a thoroughly displeased expression.

"W-wait! Lilia! At least put some clothes on!"
"It's fine. I think I know who it is."
"Huh?"

The door flung open.

What entered was a woman who had fallen to the floor and was trembling.

Black hair. Amber eyes.
And a black nun's habit symbolizing her noble status.

"Catherine?!"
"Ah, w-wait. I-I didn't mean to interrupt. Why are you two in bed together—no, why didn't you tell me Rubern was coming today...!!"

But Catherine Sissela couldn't finish her sentence.

Lilia grabbed her wrist and dragged her into the bedroom.

"...Eh!?"

Catherine barely had time to be shocked at seeing my naked form. Something thin and gray bound both her wrists. It was Lilia Hebron's mana. She had instantly manifested mana to create restraints.

"Come to think of it, Saint Catherine has masochistic tendencies, right? To think the Saint of Laterano is not only lazy and corrupt but also a pervert who enjoys being tied up."
"W-what are you saying!! Duchess Lilia!"
"Why can't you be honest? Isn't this your only chance to fulfill that dream?"
"Kyaah!!"

Riiip!
Having instantly dismantled the nun's habit, Lilia threw the wrist-bound Catherine onto the bed.

Thud! Catherine's face landed right in front of my manhood.

"Eek..."

Her hot breath tickled my member. I looked back and forth between Lilia and Catherine's faces.

Then I grabbed the saint's hair and thrust it in.

Ch.277 - The Ladies Waited In The Bedroom (2)
"Urgh, gulp, nnngh!!"

Catherine Sissela let out a painful groan at the foreign sensation filling her mouth. Wasn't it too much to thrust in so suddenly without warning?

She tried to look up at Rubern, who was holding her head, intending to protest somehow.

But with his member in her mouth, looking up with tears welling in her eyes only excited Rubern more.

"Ah, damn it."
"Urk, mmmmph!?"

With a final groan, Catherine's head was moved up and down. Her mind instantly went blank.

The texture of the large member felt explicit between her forcibly opened lips. The pain she felt each time it violated her depths gradually turned into pleasure.

And the scent? Even the fresh soap fragrance couldn't mask the male musk emanating from him.

"Mmph, mph... mmmng..."

Her mind grew hazy. She couldn't even remember why she had come here. Now she was just desperately savoring Rubern's—her beloved man's—member.

"See? You're doing well."

Lilia smiled as she watched the former holy maiden who had begun sucking on her own initiative. Then she removed the black underwear Catherine was wearing.

Beautiful rounded buttocks, and at the end of the line crossing between her sculptural hips—beyond that was the holy maiden's most intimate place.

Lilia gulped.

She wasn't into women—that much she could state without a doubt.

But Catherine's place was enough to make even her, another woman, harbor dark desires.

She firmly held the holy maiden's thighs with both hands. The sensation of pressing into the elastic flesh felt quite good.

Next was time for a taste. Lilia's face dove between Catherine's thighs.

"Mmm... mm, mmph!? Mmmph!?"

The sensation of being immersed in Rubern's scent filling her mouth was momentary.

Catherine jerked her body up in surprise at the sensation in her sensitive area. Lilia, what are you doing? But her head was roughly pushed down again.

"Who said you could get up?"
"Mmph, mmng!! Hng, mmmph!!?"

She was suffocating. Simultaneously, pleasure climbing up her spine began to rape her mind. Each time the rough tongue touched her bud, her body trembled with electrifying sensations.

She tried struggling with her legs but couldn't overcome Lilia's strength. Her hands were bound by magic, Rubern's member was thrust into her mouth, and she was being toyed with by another woman.

The moment she understood this perverted situation, Catherine's reason, which she had been desperately holding onto, finally snapped. She wrapped her tongue around the member filling her mouth, lightly scratching its surface, poking at its opening, and began unleashing her pent-up sexual desire without restraint.

"Hm, ugh."

Rubern bit his lip and let out a groan at the lethal attack.

"Slurp, suck... mmm..."

Lilia continued licking Catherine's womanhood. Devotedly and gently like serving her husband, and sometimes aggressively.

Catherine's hips lifted each time Lilia twisted her tongue movements.

The holy maiden's movements were incredibly lewd.

Honestly, Lilia couldn't hold back anymore either. She needed to release her aroused emotions.

The Northern Duchess manifested her magic again. The thin magical threads already binding her wrists now secured the holy maiden's legs to the bed posts.

"Mmm... mmng...?"

The holy maiden with both arms and legs bound. Her fair buttocks and legs were completely spread, exposing her lewd parts.

Lilia grabbed her own chest and placed her other hand on her own womanhood. Of course, she didn't stop her ministrations.

Squelch, squelch.

Sticky liquid sounds began to fill the room. No one could tell whether they came from Lilia or Catherine.

"Kuh..."

Rubern exhaled a groan. Though hidden from Catherine's view, he could vaguely tell that Lilia was tormenting Catherine.

In his previous life.

Before becoming Rubern Ailoy, this was a scene he'd only seen in hardcore videos. Long-forgotten memories resurfaced, making his lower region throb.

It was the feeling of climax approaching.

"Catherine...!!"
"Hmmph, mmmmph, mmmk, hmmmmph...!!"

With a surge, Rubern's member twitched and then poured out hot white fluid. Simultaneously, Lilia's tongue probed inside Catherine's womanhood.

"Mmmmng─!!!"

Pleasure so intense it made her consciousness fly away. Catherine couldn't hold back and climaxed. Her thighs trembled as her juices burst forth, squeezed from her lower abdomen.

"Cough, hack, ugh... cough cough!!"

Each time she coughed painfully, Rubern's seed dripped down. The holy maiden's face was a mess. Rubern felt a strange satisfaction watching her.

The compassionate holy maiden of Laterano who cared for countless believers was now covered in his seed, sprawled out.

How many men had harbored lustful thoughts about her? Wanted to stroke that luscious hair? Wanted to grab those large breasts, explore her lips, and violate her?

Even the Emperor of the Empire wouldn't have felt such a sense of conquest.

"Li-Lilia... Ru-Rubern..."

A voice calling out desperately. Rubern Ailoy carefully took Catherine's bound wrists and pulled her into his arms.

Though disheveled, her beauty remained. Rather, the gap between the two created a sense of perversion that violently stirred male desire.

"Lilia, release her."
"Yes..."

Lilia, wiping away Catherine's traces from her face, replied. With a light flick of her finger, the mana bindings around Catherine's limbs gently disappeared.

Then Lilia carefully climbed onto the bed and took her place beside Rubern. Catherine on the left, Lilia on the right. He wrapped his arms around both women's waists and freely played with their breasts.

It was too early to end.
This was all just foreplay, wasn't it?

Even after ejaculating once, his erect member showed no signs of calming down. Both Lilia and Catherine had expressions suggesting they were just getting started.

"...Both of you, get on all fours."

A voice that stimulated their eardrums. Both wives bent over silently with aroused expressions.

***

Having her womanhood tormented, her breasts touched. Being roughly taken.

Sharing deep kisses, capturing her beloved man's image in her blurred vision.

Embracing and entangling with each other. Having her hands pinned behind her back, unable to move.

Moaning incessantly, whispering words of love, biting ears, making eye contact.

Only after pouring out pleasure, comfort, love, and intense, violent emotions several times could Catherine finally take a brief rest.

And her rest soon meant it was Lilia's turn.

"Ah, ahk, ngh─!!"

Catherine blankly watched Lilia, who kept letting out moans.

It was lewd. The Northern Duchess, who could cut down countless monsters with a single slash and protect her people, was now howling like a dog while being taken.

There was no wolf there. Just a female dog tamed by a black fox.

Was she like that too? Until now, she had only been embraced alone, but watching Lilia, another wife, being embraced by Rubern was the most obscene thing possible.

Jealousy? She wasn't the type to feel jealous in the first place. That was one thing she could be proud of as the former holy maiden of Laterano. It wasn't about doctrine; it was just her personality.

But lust is different. Among the sins forbidden in Laterano, the hardest to resist is lewdness.

Having grown up in a convent until becoming a holy maiden candidate, she knew how devastating that emotion could be.

It was the decisive reason most nuns chose to return to secular life. Because their eyes met with a holy knight, another priest, or sometimes a young man who occasionally visited to manage the convent, they left the path of light.

Catherine Sissela was one of those who made such a decision. Therefore, she had long been captivated by the sin of lust.

Drip, Catherine's transparent fluid flowed down her thigh.

"Nngh, ugh! Ru-Rubern...!!"
"Haa, hm, Lilia."

Catherine approached the panting couple. Then she grabbed Lilia's face and kissed her.

"Hmph, mmm! Ahng! Hmm, mmmmph...?!"

Their tongues intertwined. It was the very tongue that had toyed with her womanhood. She didn't find it dirty. Rather, those wide-open red eyes looking surprised were cute.

With her other hand, she grabbed Lilia's voluptuous breast. She twisted the hardened nipple while climbing onto the wolf's belly.

Breasts aren't as sensitive an erogenous zone as one might think. But as a woman herself, Catherine knew better than her husband Rubern which spots to target for maximum pleasure.

"Ugh, mmph!? Mmng!! Mmmmph, hmmmng!!"

Despite Catherine's sudden intrusion, Rubern didn't stop his hips. Rather, the sight of his two wives overlapping was more than enough to evoke an explosive sense of elation.

Each time Rubern thrust strongly into Lilia's depths, her waist lifted. Her toes curled and trembled at the tingling sensation dominating her entire body.

"Mmm... slurp... Lilia... this is... revenge for earlier..."
"Hmph, mmm!! Aaahhh!!"

Chu, the kisses continued. Sticky fluid flowed down between their mouths. Like their mixed moans, it was impossible to tell whose saliva it was.

"Lilia..."
"Ca-Catherine..."

The two wives called each other's names. Bodies, hearts, sensations, thoughts. The two were now sharing everything.

Smack, Rubern lightly slapped Catherine's buttocks while watching. It was close to simple caressing, but it was lethal to Catherine.

"Kyaah?!"

The holy maiden screamed and fell forward at the shock that pierced her mind. Their breasts, neither of which could be called small even as a polite lie, pressed against each other, rubbing their nipples together.

"Hmph!?"
"Ah...!!"

Though brief contact, it was a thrill they'd never felt before. Lilia and Catherine let out cries almost simultaneously.

It was a destructive sight. Two women who were still objects of admiration to some, wives incomparable to anyone in the Empire, were entangled with each other.

It was unimaginable. No, just imagining it would cause arousal. Even though he was already erect, he would become erect again.

And that scene was unfolding before his eyes. A holy maiden exposing her buttocks and womanhood, and a female duchess being taken like a dog.

"Kuk!!"

Rubern immediately released the approaching climax. Already the third time. But the fatigue he felt last time didn't come.

The aphrodisiac he had brought just in case worked excessively well. Or perhaps, regardless of the aphrodisiac, it was because the two were too erotic.

Maybe both.

"Haah, haa... hmph..."

White semen flowed from between Lilia's light pink folds. Not realizing the ejaculation had ended, Catherine was still desperately exploring Lilia's lips.

Meanwhile, the holy maiden's reddened, swollen buttocks were truly enchanting. There was no reason to refuse. Rubern grabbed Catherine's waist, pressed down, and thrust in.

"Chu, mmng... hmmmph!? Nnngh!!!!?"

The large object entering the narrow gap. Catherine screamed and arched her body. Her womanhood tightened like a vice. Rubern bit his lip and slapped her buttocks once more.

"Hahk, mmgh!!"

Still.
It was too early for dawn to arrive.

***

The next day.

Rubern Ailoy canceled all external schedules, citing body aches.

On the same day, Lilia Hebron also suspended all official duties, complaining of fatigue.

Catherine Sissela did not submit the regular report that was due to the Hebron Archdiocese Masaret Temple.

"Wow, this is... that rumored three..."
"Shh!! That word is taboo!!"
"The Imperial Duke's waist must be worn out."

No one could fail to guess what had happened to the three people that night.
At least not among the servants of the ducal residence.

Ch.278 - Harem In Lupel
"Your Grace, I never thought it would be this difficult to see your face."

Duke Dionaos Rupel said with a welcoming expression. My beloved homeland and home, which I'd returned to after a three-month tour.

Unlike a few months ago when I could visit at least once a month, recently I hadn't been able to visit Rupel, Hebron, Constina, or Laterano.

That was because a conflict had broken out in the beastkin nation at the Gilead Plains, which bordered the southern part of the Empire.

Honestly, I couldn't care less about conflicts in neighboring countries, but the problem was that some of the defeated rebels had crossed the border and invaded the southern territories.

Since each beastkin was essentially a human weapon, it wasn't easy to defeat them even with regular troops.

"Indeed. It's been absolutely maddening."
"Have you finished all the business in the south?"
"Yes, for the most part. Now the rest is for my attendants to handle. I'm actually on vacation now. Though it's a bit much that they only granted me leave now, knowing full well what my situation is."

My position is Imperial Duke, the Duke of Dukes.
Emperor Conrad von Karl established the "Imperial Duke's Office" within the imperial court to provide all necessary support for my activities.

With 80 direct attendants alone, and including my personal guard knights that were essentially my private military, a total of 200 people were at my service.

Perhaps because of that, my workload wasn't particularly heavy.
It's just that there were many incidents and accidents throughout the Empire.

"I'm well aware. You've worked hard."
"To be honest, I want to retire even now. Isn't the political situation stable enough at this point?"
"It's only this stable because Your Grace is here. Isn't it a bit early for retirement?"

The Duke added with a hearty laugh.
What a nasty attitude. Look at him trying to season things up to prevent my retirement.

It's even more malicious coming from someone who knows my current situation.

"...Sigh. By the way, how is Rupel doing lately? Nothing unusual has happened, right?"
"Peaceful and prosperous as always. Oh, I just remembered, Margrave Abraham Vlad is hosting a masquerade ball in his territory. The northern nobles, as well as the central nobles, seem very interested."

In truth, Vlad Village—now called Vlad City—had long since left my hands.

Abraham Vlad, who had been governing it with full authority delegated by me, had recently been formally granted an imperial title and was expanding his influence as Rupel's Margrave.

His small business, the Starlight Chest, had now grown to the point of opening branches beyond the north, reaching some central territories.

Of course, his vampire heritage was still holding him back in many ways... but when had that guy ever cared about such things?

As planned, Vlad City had become the largest planned city in the north.

Its reputation from the entertainment industry was beyond question.

The city had a unique character—on the west side was a nightlife district "where the lights never go out," while on the east was a religious district with Catherine Sissela's monastery, known as "Little Laterano." These special features made it a notable tourist destination.

And if the Pharos Imperial Academy's second campus, currently under smooth construction, is completed?

Economy, religion, tourism, and education—all four pillars would come together perfectly in this city.

Of course, like all new cities, various social problems would arise.

But that didn't mean public safety was unstable.

A self-defense force (read: police force) composed of nocturnal vampires and succubi had established a tight social safety net.

There were minor "incidents" where succubi returned from alley patrols suspiciously energized, but...

According to Vlad, there was absolutely no illegal coercion involved, so I decided to keep an eye on the situation for now.

Besides, if there were any signs of misconduct, priests and battle nuns from Catherine's monastery on the outskirts would swarm in to deliver divine retribution.

Especially the former cardinal Horaeum, Horaeum, and Horaeum.

"By the way, Duke Rupel, I heard there's a woman you've been seeing lately."
"Has word already spread that far?"
"I am the Imperial Duke. My intelligence network is superior even to Continental's."

When I raised my eyebrows teasingly, Duke Rupel scratched his cheek, looking slightly troubled.
Despite looking every bit the northern Grand Duke and a merciless conqueror, he was surprisingly shy in these matters.

"She's Lady Laviant from the eastern Seliota ducal family."
"The Seliota ducal family... isn't that an honorable ducal house treated as founding contributors of the nation?"
"Yes, I happened to meet the lady during a visit to the territory and... well, that's how it went."

Wow.
Look at that! His eyes suggest it was love at first sight.

"So how old is she?"
"She just had her coming-of-age ceremony this year."
"?"

I couldn't believe my ears. What did he say?

"Duke Rupel, how old are you this year?"
"Thirty-five."
"What! Sir! There's a fifteen-year age gap!!"

I jumped to my feet, while Duke Rupel slightly averted his gaze. So this is why a man with his abilities, looks, and status remained single until this age?

"Is age important in love?"

No, you pedophile!

"Duke Rupel! I never saw you that way!!"

But I had to shut my mouth at Rupel's counterattack.

"That's rich coming from someone with four wives. I was quite shocked myself. When did you manage to seduce such beautiful women? And Sianne and Petra are both premarital—"
"I apologize. Let's agree to overlook each other's situations."

This hits harder.
While he may be a twisted romantic, I'm nothing but trash.

And if he were to mention my current situation, it would be truly hopeless.

I still can't forget the look Lucy gave me when I first announced my marriage.

Rather than a father's look... it was like she was looking at radioactive waste that couldn't even be recycled.

It was only because all four women had relatively close relationships with Lucy that I wasn't completely cut off. If not for that, I would have truly been disowned.

Wait a minute.
Thinking about it, was I set up?

I can understand Sianne and Petra, but when did Hebron and Catherine become close with Lucy?

A scene flashed through my mind of four women gathered in a dark room, plotting how to divide me into equal parts, but I hastily erased the fantasy.

Honestly, what does it matter?
I've already signed the marriage papers, and I'll have to live the rest of my life as a comedy from afar and a tragedy up close.

"Enough small talk. Since we're here, how about taking a look at the Snow Leopard Knights?"
"Oh, not a bad idea."

This was welcome news to my ears.
There were a few faces I wanted to see.

"You probably won't be able to leave the house for a while, so you should see them while you can."

Rupel added one more spine-chilling remark before promptly escorting me to the knights' headquarters.

***

"Wow, look who it is. I never expected Your Grace to personally visit the knights."

A red-haired knight smiled at me. Imen Rua. The vice-captain of the Snow Leopard Knights and currently serving as acting captain.

Of course, her feelings weren't purely welcoming.
Probably because of the "fundamental" reason why she was in the acting position despite Sianne remaining perfectly fine in Rupel.

"Is this an inspection?"
"As if. I'm just here to look around. Sianne is sleeping right now anyway."
"What about Petra?"
"Prenatal care."
"Seriously, even if the servants help to some extent, as a husband... You're not saying you have to leave again, are you?"
"I strongly told His Majesty. No more."

Even if I am a workaholic, I know right from wrong. Being a husband I'm not ashamed of comes before being the honorable Imperial Duke.

"Sheesh, His Majesty is too much. But you did well. If you had said you needed to go, I would have really hit you."

Imen said, swinging her arm around. It wasn't appropriate behavior for an acting captain of a ducal knight order toward the Imperial Duke, but what could I do? I was the guilty one here.

Duke Rupel himself didn't seem to mind either.
Perhaps he saw his own future flashing before his eyes?

"You came to see the other knights, right? But most of them are out right now."
"Must be busy."
"Of course. Just look at Rupel's reputation these days. Maintaining public order alone is overwhelming."
"So that's why there are so many new faces."
"Most of the existing personnel have moved to captain or administrative positions. And... some have left. You've heard, right?"

I nodded at Imen's words.

Not everyone from my days as an Executor remained with the knights.

The elf knight Regius and the wandering priest Decart had left the Snow Leopard Knights.
Both had wanderlust to begin with, and they had other professions before becoming knights.

"The spirits wish to guide me back to my homeland this time. Perhaps because of the conflict with the magic kingdom that Imperial Duke Rubern Ailoy mentioned last time."
"The Laterano Papal See sincerely requested it. Before being a knight, I am a priest. I made a major decision for the will of the Light."

Elf Regius left to mediate the conflict between the Great Forest and Nirvana.
Decart accepted a promotion to become the Combat Priest Commander in Laterano, a better position.

Though they maintain honorary knight status, it's unlikely the two will ever settle in Rupel again.

"But we've gained that many more talented people. When some leave, others come in, right? Plus, we're finally moving the headquarters outside the ducal residence."
"Are you finally moving to the new building?"
"You really put the Snow Leopard Knights on the back burner, don't you? How sad. As of yesterday, we reached 500 total members."
"Really?!"

A knight order that started with just 5 members now has 500. My heart couldn't help but swell with pride.

"Ronz is... currently handling everything related to the Hebron ecological zone."
"And Irpin and Liberio are dispatched to Vlad City, I heard."
"You're well-informed. Andrei is currently on city patrol."
"So the only ones left are... Heinz and Barbara?"

I recalled the faces of the two still-fresh knights. I heard they're officially dating now. Time really flies. To think that shy Heinz is dating Barbara.

...Is that something I, an expectant father, should be saying?

"Those two are also absent. Actually... I'm the only one here. Too bad, huh?"
"What's too bad? I'll be staying in Rupel for a while anyway."
"Then stop wandering around uselessly and go home right now!!!!"
"Argh!!"

Imen shouted, slapping my shoulder hard.

Wait, the Duke of Rupel was the one who suggested visiting the knights, so why am I getting hit?

I left the knights' headquarters almost as if I'd been chased out, and decided to just head home.

Might as well be a supportive husband now, when else would I get the chance?

As I entered the mansion built in northern Rupel, someone waved at me from the balcony.

Petra Bastian.

She used to insist on short hair, but now her brown hair flowed well past her shoulders.
While the short hair gave her a cute image, now she looked more mature.

Perhaps because she had become a mother.

"Oppa, you're early."

Petra was sitting in a rocking chair, looking out at the garden. She was wearing a loose dress, but it didn't completely hide her swollen belly.

"How could I wander around when I have two loving wives waiting? I should finish work and come home quickly."

I said with a straight face, but Petra just chuckled and gestured, saying how could I say such things.

"I can tell you've been poking around and then ran away."
"...Is it that obvious?"
"Would a sparrow pass by a mill? It's almost dinner time, so come in quickly. Sianne unni is awake too."
"Really?"
"I'll just sit here a little longer. The baby seems to want to see the sunset."
"Mmm, take your time. No, call me when you're coming in. I'll come get you."
"Okay♥"

Petra raised both hands above her head, making a heart shape. She'd been showing more aegyo lately.

Passing through the terrace where Petra was sitting, I entered the mansion to find Sianne also dressed in a one-piece.

I heard she was working normally until just a few weeks ago, but her full-term pregnancy was clearly visible.

If a workaholic like Sianne was in that state, well, that says it all.

"Oh, you're back already?"
"You're saying the exact same thing as Petra..."

I carefully supported Sianne's waist as we walked together. No matter how great a knight captain comparable to a sword saint might be, she becomes infinitely vulnerable when it comes to the tiny life she carries.

"I heard you took leave?"
"Yes. A husband can't be absent when there are two wives."
"You know that even the Laterano Papal See would consider that valid grounds for divorce, right?"

Sianne was smiling sweetly, but her aura was anything but. This is the captain of the Snow Leopard Knights, the Empire's number one pressure?

Faced with such overwhelming force, I could only lock my lips and grin stupidly.

"What's with that silly grin!"
"Sorry, honey, but really, what could I do when those damn nomads were causing trouble?"
"Watch your language."
"How could I help it when the spirits of animals running across the plains went mad and danced with blades under the beautiful moonlight?"
"Adding poetic words doesn't make it proper language."

Smooch.
I lightly kissed the cheek of Sianne, who had her arms crossed. A slightly surprised look. Then her eyes curved again, and her sapphire eyes sparkled.

"Anyway... it's my fault for choosing the wrong husband."

Sianne followed with a kiss on my lips.

"Do you dislike it?"
"No, I love it too much."

I stroked her long blonde hair as Sianne and I entered deeper into the mansion.

Ch.279 - The Story You Don't Know (Side Story - Complete)
Hello! It's Lucy!

Long time no see everyone, how have you all been doing?

Spring is approaching the Empire, I wonder if you have spring where you are too? I hope you do! Spring is such a wonderful season.

Beautiful flowers raise their heads, and animals that slept through winter start wandering about again. It's not just the natural scenery that changes, but the entire atmosphere too.

Rupel Territory is always full of energy, but it becomes even more vibrant in spring.

Both visitors and residents have smiles blooming on their faces.

So—in conclusion, well!

Spring is my favorite season. It was spring when I met my dad, mom, and all of you too.

Of course, my good mood isn't just because of spring. There's actually a bigger reason.

Today I'm finally returning to my hometown of Rupel after a year of pilgrimage.

I've been in constant contact with Mother and Father, but missing someone is an unavoidable feeling.

Even before I began my pilgrimage as the 12th Holy Knight Commander of Laterano, I didn't get to see them often. They're both so busy.

But as much as I miss my parents, the friends I miss most are my adorable siblings!

The last time I saw them, the youngest was still in the womb, and now I've heard the news that the baby has been born.

That was also why Catherine Sissela Mo—, I mean, the Honorary Saint, who was supposed to accompany me on the pilgrimage, couldn't come.

The daughter must surely take after Catherine!

When Dad first said he was taking four wives, I was shocked. They were all wonderful people, but four mothers? That seemed a bit much.

But then I had a thought. If everyone loves one person, wouldn't it make others unhappy if that one person had to choose?

Rubern Ailoy. Dad was an amazing person. A wonderful husband and father. A great administrator and knight, and a magnificent hero.

After all those achievements, he didn't even properly demand other rewards.

I was really surprised when I heard that he only reluctantly accepted the title of Imperial Duke after the Emperor begged him!

If I were someone else, I might have fallen for a man like that too. Sorry to Mother Sianne, but my other mothers were also very good people to me.

So I gave my approval.

I knew from the beginning that Dad didn't make that choice for his own carnal desires.

Thinking about it now, I believe that choice wasn't wrong.

I already have four siblings that I've always wanted!

I'm so excited to eat Mom's special eel rice bowl together when I get back to Rupel!

I heard that my second sibling Elban Valeos and third sibling Heili Bastian have also returned from Pharos Academy.

The twins entered the academy as soon as they turned eight. When they were younger, they fought a lot since they were the same age, but in the letter I received last month, it seems they've become quite supportive of each other.

It's true that leaving your parents' side helps you grow. I was always worried because Elban used to make Heila cry, but now Elban has become a proper big brother.

Soon he'll be old enough to formally enter the Knight Faculty. Perhaps he's matured a bit?

And my third brother, Aragon Hebron, is currently staying in Hebron Duchy.

He must be six years old this year.

To be honest, I haven't seen Aragon often. His mother rarely leaves the duchy.

Still, before my pilgrimage, she would visit at least once a month, and each time she would bring precious spirit medicine.

Recently, there have been times when my dragon power manifests strongly and becomes difficult to control. Whenever that happens, drinking the spirit medicine that Mother Lilia gave me makes me feel better right away.

Maybe that's why Aragon has become deeply interested in alchemy lately. The northern lands have always been rich in precious herbs, so it's the perfect environment for learning alchemy.

Oh right, Aragon's birthday is coming up soon. I'm sure he'll love the precious artifacts I've collected during my pilgrimage!

I can already picture him approaching shyly, then breaking into a bright smile when he sees the gift. How adorable.

And finally, the youngest, Lorelai Sissela!

I heard she's just been weaned. I can't wait to see my baby sister. She must be so cute!

Ah! I can see Rupel's walls in the distance!

When I was little, those walls seemed so low, but now they're certainly not lower than those of the capital, Constina.

That's a testament to how hard Dad, my mothers, and everyone in Rupel Territory has worked.

Hmm, what else should I talk about? I've already talked about my lovely siblings...

Ah, yes. The capital, Constina! I'm sure you're all curious about it.

The capital has been largely restored.

The new emperor, His Majesty Conrad van Karl, is an excellent ruler, and the Bolivar Empire continues to enjoy its golden age.

Recently, relations with the Laterano Papacy have also been restored, and the Faith has been officially declared the state religion.

That's why I was also given a position in the Imperial Knights. At first, I wanted to refuse, but since my parents are so influential, I couldn't really say no, haha...

I met the commander, Rateon, who said he was a close drinking buddy of my dad. No wonder their vibes seemed similar.

I had drinks with him without telling Dad. He could drink incredibly well, even against me with dragon blood flowing through my veins! A total alcoholic!

Speaking of friends, Uncle Pirhak recently had a child too.

Percerscaron tea—, I mean, my master, grumbled that she had no choice but to give birth, but the way she looks at the child tells a completely different story.

Uncle Pirhak really needs to treat Master Per well!

Plus, he's been quite insistent lately about setting me up with someone he knows, a blue dragon from the eastern sea. He says the dragon is handsome, so I agreed to meet him sometime.

Besides Master Per, I've never met another dragon before.

Uncle Bernard has changed as much as Uncle Pirhak, who's now a father. He has hair now!

He said it was because of some medicine, but I think it's the power of love. Maybe bachelor life was bad for his hair health?

Grow, hair, grow!

I also met many of Dad's acquaintances during my pilgrimage, including Grandpa Balduinus who leads the Red Holy Knights.

They all recognized me immediately. They say my blonde hair and black eyes are quite distinctive?

It's all because of my too-famous parents!

Hmm...
I've been thinking about this lately, but I wonder if it was truly fate.

After all, they're not even my biological parents. Who would have thought I'd look so much like them? Even my birth mother probably wouldn't have known!

But thanks to that, I was able to grow up like this.

Sianne, my beloved mother.
Rubern, my beloved father.

It really must have been fate.

As a Gold Dragon, I sometimes sense things that others can't, like impossible pasts, or beings like you all.

If it weren't for them, I wouldn't have survived.

I wouldn't have felt the fresh spring breeze, enjoyed beautiful nature, and most importantly, I wouldn't have been able to meet and talk with special people like you.

That's right!

Now that we've come this far, won't you tell me?

Are you ancient spirits? Or the God of Light? Or beings that exist even higher?

Honestly, I've asked Mother Catherine a few times, but she didn't know either. She asked if such beings really exist.

...You're still not going to tell me? Really? Even though our time together is almost over?

Fine, I'll stop asking.

...
...............Pfft!

Actually, I knew you wouldn't answer. You all seemed satisfied just watching. I'll just think whatever I want.

People praise my dad as the Guardian of the North or the Savior of the Empire.

But I know the truth. You are the guardians who watched over our story until the end.

Dad once told me that he came from another world. You must be from that world.

Thank you.
Thank you for staying with me until the end, for being with my dad.

And for watching over this world.

The castle is getting closer now. I can clearly feel that my time with you is running out.

The coachman just said we're almost there. I need to get ready to disembark, so I should wrap this up.

You ask if I'm sad?
How can you even ask that? Of course I'm sad!!

Who wouldn't be sad knowing they might never see someone again? Oh, right. I'm half-human, half-dragon.

...Anyway!!

I think I've said everything I wanted to say.

Where there are meetings, there are partings. Just as my dad left the knights and found new connections, you'll go on to meet other connections too.

So, I'll end with an elven farewell.

I hope that someday, guided by the spirits, we'll meet again!

***

Lucy Valeos waved her hand, gazing into the distance.

It was a tribute filled with respect and sincerity from a Gold Dragon, concluding the long story that had been told until now.

Then she turned around lightly and slowly walked toward Petaronto, the capital of Rupel.

Toward the place where everyone she loved.
And everyone who loved her.

And everyone we love.

The End of "I'm Quitting the Knights" Side Story
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