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I'm ruined.
From nobility to penniless in a single day.
But it's fine.
Because my eyes can see S-class, no, SSS-class talents.
And they're all incredibly beautiful young girls and women!


Ch.1 - Only I Can See Talents.
"Ah, look at the noble lord elegantly enjoying his beer today!"

The bald tavern owner placed a mug of beer in front of me with a sarcastic remark.

I feel the weight of stares.

I swallowed a bitter smile. Just a month ago, everything had been completely different...

As the third son of the great Adelheit family, there was definitely a time when I received 10 gold coins as daily pocket money.

When I was in a good mood, I'd casually toss silver coins as tips to inn employees.

If a commoner had shown such an attitude toward me, I would have cut them down on the spot and given their family a few coins as compensation.

Despite how successful I had been, now my entire fortune consisted of just 12 silver coins and a ring.

Accused of having an affair with my brother's wife...!

My insides boiled with rage.

Vera, the wife of my second brother Roderick. I'd never even properly exchanged greetings with that woman.

Just then, a familiar face quickly passed by the inn entrance.

It was Thomas, my former personal attendant.

When our eyes met directly, Thomas seemed startled, quickly turned his head, and hurriedly disappeared.

"Thomas...?"

I was about to call out to him but bit my lip instead.

Now I'm just an outcast expelled from my family.

I opened the worn leather pouch on the table and counted the silver coins once more.

Still just 12 silver.

Damn it.

Even if I spend just 1 silver a day, I'll be out on the streets in twelve days.

"Damn, I learned swordsmanship, maybe I should become a mercenary..."

The problem was whether a noble like me—even a fallen one—could really crawl around under someone else's command.

I poured down my drink with such pathetic self-pity as my side dish, and lost consciousness.

The next morning, I was soothing my upset stomach with thin soup in the inn's dining room.

My stomach was in terrible shape due to last night's excessive drinking and this miserable reality. I put down my spoon with a sigh and stood up.

I thought it might be better to get some fresh air outside.

As I left the inn, dragging my horse along, a carriage swiftly passed by from the adjacent alley.

Drrrrrrrk—

At that moment, the sound of the carriage wheels seemed strangely familiar.

Like... yes, the sound of a motorcycle.

Wait, motorcycle?

A brilliant flash struck my mind. Memories burst forth.

That night walking to the convenience store. I had just ordered a chicken and was leaving the store.

The piercing roar of a motorcycle cutting through my ears.

When I hurriedly turned around, all I could see was the blindingly bright headlight.

There was no time to dodge. The heavy impact that my body absorbed. And one desperate thought: "Ah, so this is... how I go."

"Argh!"

I clutched my head as my body staggered.

Two sets of memories collided.

Twenty-seven years of living as Leon Adelheit.

And twenty-nine years of living as Kim Min-jun, who died stupidly in a traffic accident.

This can't be!

Even as I tried to deny it, Kim Min-jun's memories were painfully clear.

The sensation of coldness spreading from my fingertips.

Did I... really die?

Then, what about my parents back on Earth? What happens to my younger sibling?

Something hot welled up in my throat.

Anger, sadness, and unbearable resentment. Why me of all people? Why such a meaningless death!

I sat on the roadside for a while, just taking rough, gasping breaths.

Barely, just barely, I managed to hold onto my sanity that was about to scatter. What's done is done. It can't be undone.

Now I have to live here, as Leon. I had to accept that.

I gritted my teeth. My jaw muscles tensed.

"Alright... this time, I'll live this life properly."

I felt like all the energy was draining from my body. I barely managed to pull myself together.

With staggering steps, I crossed the inn's threshold again.

I needed to sit down somewhere and organize my throbbing mind.

In a corner of the dining room, I returned to the table where I had sat earlier and collapsed into the chair.

My mind still felt like a storm had passed through it.

And right at that moment...

In front of my eyes, in mid-air, a translucent window smoothly appeared.

[Mercenary Management System]

[Talent Visualization Mode Activated]

[Adjusting Abilities...]

"What is this?"

It happened right after Kim Min-jun's memories had been revived.

I had a vague idea of what kind of message this was.

It must be something like what I'd seen in games.

But it was too sudden.

I unconsciously tried to stand up, causing the chair to fall backward.

Thud!

The loud noise broke the silence in the dining room. All eyes turned toward me.

"Are you alright, sir?"

It was the sarcastic innkeeper from before. He approached and asked.

I hurriedly set the chair upright and made up an excuse.

"Ah, no. I just... thought I saw a bug or something."

I sat back down, but my heart was pounding hard enough to break my ribs.

The words I had just seen were clear in my mind.

Mercenary Management System. Talent Visualization Mode.

It was a mode from the mercenary management game I had played obsessively as Kim Min-jun.

The "appearance mode," as it was called, was a feature that adjusted appearance according to talent scores.

The higher the talent, the more attractive they appeared, with the effect being twice as strong for women.

A faint smile formed on my lips.

I tried to calm my excited heart as I organized the situation.

People in this world, unlike on Earth, were insensitive to facial beauty.

They avoided those with scars or wounds, but they had almost no sense of the harmony of facial features or skin quality.

That means I alone can recognize true talent.

I left the inn and headed straight for the street.

Just then, a group of knights and their squires were passing in front of me.

Knights in shining armor, and young-looking squires busily attending to them.

As a former noble, I knew well the harsh reality that less than 10% of those squires would become formal knights.

It wasn't a matter of family background or desperate effort.

It was a cruel result determined purely by innate talent.

The knights generally had a distinct and intense impression.

They were all either handsome men or beautiful women.

In contrast, most squires had somewhat plain or overall vague impressions.

Only a very small number had appearances comparable to the knights.

Indeed...! The more talented they are, the more beautiful or handsome they appear to my eyes.

I swallowed.

Only I can recognize true promising talents, pearls buried in the ground.

With this ability, I wouldn't need to stoop to working as a mercenary under someone else.

Rather, I could create my own powerful mercenary group, composed of only the most elite—the strongest beautiful female mercenary group!

My heart seemed to heat up again.

But reality remained harsh.

Damn, I need at least three or four people to form a mercenary group...

The money I currently have is far from enough to hire proper mercenaries.

Just hiring one skilled swordsman would easily cost 10 gold.

All I have is just 12 silver.

Buy slaves? It's a good method, but would there be talented individuals among slaves?

Even if there were, the price would be beyond what I could afford with a few silver coins.

However, one hope remained.

I took out the ring engraved with the Adelheit family crest that I had been preciously keeping. The item I thought of as my last thread of hope.

I had been unable to throw it away due to a lingering attachment to the possibility of returning to my family.

But now, things were different.

Without hesitation, I removed the family seal ring that I had intended to keep until the very end.

"Now Leon of the Adelheit family dies here!"

Being able to identify talent through appearance was an advantage beyond imagination.

In this life, I'll definitely become overpowered!

In my previous life, I was just an ordinary office worker named Kim Min-jun, but this time is different.

With this cheat ability, I'll become the best in this world. Gather strong companions, make tons of money...

If I invest the money from selling the ring...

It would be tight, but not impossible.

And above all, what mattered most was my mindset.

"I will also build a harem!"

**

Southern part of the Royal Capital, entrance to the slave market.

In the air mixed with a pungent stench and an atmosphere of deep despair, slaves with expressions that seemed to have given up on everything were visible through iron bars.

I heard a familiar, unpleasant voice.

"Well, who do we have here? What brings the young master of the Adelheit family to such a humble place?"

It was Victor, the second son of the Marquis family.

Until recently, he had been anxiously trying to stay on my good side.

He approached me with an ambiguous expression, whether mocking or genuinely curious, I couldn't tell.

"I came to buy slaves at a slave market, what else would I be doing here?"

"I see, hehe."

Victor's mocking laughter grated on my ears.

Behind him, heavily armed guards and a servant carrying what looked like a plump money pouch followed like shadows.

Victor wasn't the only one.

There were quite a few people who seemed to have money.

Damn, the competition's going to be tougher than I thought...

I thought to myself, but I had a secret weapon that they didn't possess.

"Come, come, take a look at the fresh goods that arrived today! See what hidden gems you might be able to find!"

With a confident smile that only I understood playing on my lips, I stepped into the slave market without further hesitation.

Ch.2 - Rewriting The Broken Female Knight
Beyond the iron bars, the slaves, treated worse than beasts, all looked utterly miserable.

People in this world can't properly distinguish between facial beauty and ugliness.

They only consider whether someone is healthy or sick.

But it was different for me. Those with talent naturally shine and appear beautiful, while those without talent look ugly and repulsive.

And the appearance of these slaves...

To put it kindly, they looked unique.

To put it unkindly...

Hmm...
Well...
Uh...

You know...

I suppose truly talented people wouldn't easily fall into slavery.

I swallowed my bitterness as I thought to myself.

"Hey, that one looks usable! Bring him over here! He's got decent muscles, but I wonder if he can actually use his strength properly!"

Victor, the second son of the Marquis family.

He was treating a sturdy male slave like a piece of luggage, directing him around with chin gestures.

Victor said the man would fight well if given an axe, but I wasn't so sure.

Looking around more, there didn't seem to be any slaves worth buying.

"Are these all the slaves you have?"

"There are some unsold slaves inside, but most have defects."

Clinging to one last strand of hope, I made my way to the corner of the market, the darkest and gloomiest place.

The corner was literally piled with slaves treated as "defective goods."

Compared to the slaves in the center, these looked even more wretched.

I was about to turn back in disappointment when suddenly—

"Huh?"

I thought my breath had stopped.

A young girl, covered in dust and filth, crouched in the corner.

A pale face, lifeless eyes.

But in my eyes, her face shone more perfectly and brilliantly than any sculpture.

Features that seemed delicately carved, skin with a subtle glow.

She was truly a peerless beauty.

People in this world wouldn't recognize such aesthetic value at all. But I was different.

However, that admiration quickly turned into a harsh realization of reality.

The girl had no arms.

Below her shoulders were crudely wrapped bandages.

Judging by the dried blood turned dark and crusty, they must have been violently severed during battle.

Through the thin cloth, the girl's body, though skinny, showed firm muscles in her waist, legs, and where her arms would have been, suggesting she wasn't from an ordinary household.

Despite the dirty, ragged clothes, her chest was surprisingly full for her age.

My heart began to pound fiercely with shock, pity, and awe at the tremendous talent hidden within her.

A thrill ran through my body with the certainty that I alone recognized this child's true worth.

"What happened to that child?"

At my question, the slave trader glanced at the girl in the corner with disdain.

"Ah, that armless wench? She's a prisoner from the north, supposedly a knight. They say her rare silver hair and red eyes are marks of some great bloodline up north, so I brought her thinking I had nothing to lose. But as you can see, she's damaged goods."

The slave trader clicked his tongue and continued.

"No matter how good her bloodline, what use is she like that? Unless you dump her in a temple and spend quite a bit of gold to fix those arms... she's headed for disposal. She doesn't understand our language either, so she probably can't even understand what I'm saying now."

His voice carried nothing but coldness, placing not a shred of value on her.

"How much for that child?"

Suddenly, the bored expression on the slave trader's face completely vanished.

His eyes narrowed, then immediately gleamed with greed.

Like a merchant whose eyes change at the prospect of selling even a dead fish.

"What? You want to buy her? Heh heh, young master certainly has unique tastes... Very well! I'll give you a special price of just 40 copper!"

His tone had completely changed, and I couldn't help but laugh inwardly at his attitude.

But outwardly, I maintained a cool expression as I countered.

"Forty copper for a slave with no arms? Do you have any conscience?"

I continued, feigning indifference.

"Ten copper. I won't pay more than that. Who else would buy such a slave?"

The slave trader studied my face for a moment, then clapped his hands loudly as if giving up.

"Fine, take her at a loss! She was troublesome to deal with anyway! Of course, the branding fee is separate—1 silver. As you know, branding is essential when dealing with former knights."

A branding fee of 1 silver (100 copper) for a 10-copper slave.

The tail was wagging the dog.

But I didn't hesitate.

"Fine."

Just then, a mocking voice came from behind me.

It was Victor.

He had approached without my noticing and tapped my shoulder as he jeered.

"Kicked out of your family and now you've gone completely mad? Ten copper for an armless wench. What will you use her for? Are you going to take her to a temple to get her fixed? Tsk, tsk, you're insane."

I showed no change in expression outwardly, but inwardly I was rejoicing.

That's the golden answer, you fool.

The slave trader, happy to dispose of her even at a low price, cheerfully took the money.

"Now then, let's proceed with the branding. This way."

He led us to a shabby tent in a corner of the market.

A faint magical seal was drawn on the floor, accompanied by a musty smell.

The girl stood motionless, either resigned to everything or anxious about what would happen next.

Her bony shoulders seemed to tremble slightly.

'One silver. Not a small amount at all.'

My entire fortune was 12 silver and a ring, making it ten times the price of the girl herself.

But it was worth it.

If this brand could permanently secure her loyalty, it was a bargain.

Of course, I knew that treating slaves like animals could build resentment that might one day come back to bite me.

But how could I mistreat such a beautiful girl?

I would heal her well, give her good rest, feed her well, and dress her well.

Before I could finish my resolution, the slave trader roughly lifted the girl's ragged clothes.

With a faint light, a magical seal was engraved just below the girl's pale lower abdomen.

The girl's body flinched with a small moan.

I inadvertently stared at the spot.

The blood-red slave brand had a complex yet somehow sharp impression.

Starting just below the girl's navel on her white lower abdomen, the pattern spread delicately to both sides like the wings of a small bat.

In the center was a small heart-shaped core pattern, and the lines surrounding it formed sharp angles rather than soft curves.

The color, based on red with subtle hints of purple mixed in, was clearly...

A womb tattoo!

The thought crossed my mind that it strangely resembled the so-called "womb tattoos" I'd seen in various beautiful girl games in my previous life.

Anyway, now this child was completely mine.

After completing the slave branding, I left the slave market.

The additional silver for the branding was worth it; I had no regrets.

The girl in ragged clothes silently followed behind me.

I had spent almost all my money, and my future livelihood looked bleak.

But seeing the girl's overwhelming beauty made such worries melt away like snow.

First, we needed to go to the temple.

Fortunately, since she hadn't lost her arms long ago, they could be healed with divine power.

On the way to the temple, I observed the girl carefully.

Even in her desperate situation, her eyes weren't completely dead. In fact, they seemed to shine more brightly as we got closer to the temple.

**

I had become a slave.

No, in this condition, I was better described as merely a slave candidate.

Once I was a glorious female knight, even said to have the potential of a Sword Master among my comrades.

But what about now?

In this barbaric foreign land, I had lost both arms and fallen to the status of a slave who couldn't communicate.

Every moment was wrapped in flesh-cutting despair and shame.

There was no way anyone would want to buy someone in my terrible condition.

I was just waiting for death, day by day, treated worse than an animal.

But today, a man with a strange aura bought me.

Why?

His gaze was different from others.

It wasn't contempt or simple curiosity.

It was an incomprehensible look, as if... recognizing value.

Perhaps he had unusual tastes?

Despite my condition, I still took pride in my body, trained by war, as my last remaining dignity.

Though I was withering day by day, if I ate well, surely I could return to how I was before...

Perhaps becoming this man's sex slave was the last role given to me, a piece of waste with no arms.

When the seal was branded on my lower abdomen, tears leaked out from the shame that was worse than the burning pain of the hot brand on my flesh.

After leaving the slave market, my new master led me somewhere.

As we left the market, a familiar building came into view.

A temple.

A place permeated with solemn, sacred energy.

Suddenly, a single possibility flashed through my mind like lightning.

No way... no way...

It couldn't be.

A foreign temple wouldn't show mercy to a foreigner like me, especially an armless slave.

But if, just if, that "if" became reality...

I would serve this man, my new master, as my true lord for the rest of my life and dedicate myself to him.

Please... please I beg you...

Don't give up on me. No, please don't give up on me...

It had been nearly six months.

My heart, which had been like cold ashes, began to beat again with a faint warmth for the first time in a very long time.

For someone who had forgotten even the word "hope," it was an unfamiliar and intense emotion.

And so, slowly, we entered through the massive doors of the temple.

Ch.3 - Rewriting The Broken Female Knight (2)
The temple's treatment room was filled with gentle light.

In the center of the magic circle on the marble floor, a girl was lying down.

"That'll be 5 gold."

I handed over the gold coins at the priest's words. Most of the money from selling my signet ring was gone, but I had no regrets.

Soft golden light flowed from the priest's fingertips as he placed his hand on my shoulder.

"Mmm..."

With a small groan, flesh and bone slowly began to grow from the severed shoulder area.

"For an injury of this severity... it should take about an hour."

The priest said, wiping away his sweat.

An hour passed. Both arms had completely regenerated.

"Wow..."

An exclamation of amazement escaped me involuntarily. They were perfect arms, as if they had been there all along.

The girl moved her hands around with an expression of disbelief.

Then, the priest tilted his head curiously.

"Hmm... this is strange."

"What is?"

"During the treatment, this young lady's 'level' seems to have increased."

"Level? What kind of level are we talking about?"

"I'm neither a mercenary, knight, nor adventurer, so I don't know much about warrior levels, but wouldn't she be at least a Sword Expert?"

Outwardly, I nodded.

"I see. That's impressive."

But inwardly, completely different thoughts were churning.

This priest doesn't know much about the world. A Sword Expert at such a young age?

Sword Expert.

A level most knights would be proud to reach after a lifetime of training.

And this young girl?

"Also, her slave mark hasn't broken. Usually, someone who reaches this level would develop cracks in their mark during treatment... but this young lady seems to be genuinely obedient."

My heart began to race.

Obedience.

I never imagined that word could sound so sweet.

She's obedient to me even though we've only just met. This was a good start.

As we stepped outside, a cool breeze brushed against my face.

The girl was marveling at her newly formed arms, moving them around in wonder.

I slowed my pace to organize my thoughts.

I couldn't fully believe the Sword Expert claim, but it was true that I had detected subtle mana flows around the girl during the treatment.

At the very least, she could definitely handle mana.

The priest, ignorant about mana, probably confused a mana user with a Sword Expert.

A mana user.

Even this alone made her valuable. Much better than mediocre knights.

A slave with knight-level abilities! A smile spread across my face.

This was proof that my "talent assessment" ability was definitely effective.

No matter how dirty and miserable someone's appearance, true talent couldn't deceive my eyes.

I was secretly satisfied as I looked at her perfectly regenerated arms.

Our next destination was the weapon shop.

I selected a sturdy northern-style sword for 1 gold and handed it to the girl.

Her eyes sparkled as she looked at the first sword she'd ever held in her own hands.

"Now I have 2 gold left. I'll need to buy armor with this."

I'd spent almost everything I had, but it was the minimum investment needed to live as a mercenary.

After finishing our shopping, we returned to the inn.

In the empty lot behind the inn, weeds grew sparsely, but it was sufficient for a sword test.

"Let's see your basic skills, shall we?"

I deliberately spoke in an arrogant tone. She wouldn't understand the words, but the atmosphere was all that mattered.

The girl drew her newly purchased sword.

In that moment, the air in the empty lot behind the inn changed.

The fragile girl who had been watching her master's every move was nowhere to be seen.

That stance... it wasn't just from any school. It was a stance of "killing" that only someone who had been through thousands, tens of thousands of real battles could take—forged through blood and flesh.

"...Come at me slowly."

My voice came out hoarse without me realizing it.

As a test, I thrust my sword lightly. It was a playful attack.

CLANG-!

"...!"

With a deafening sound, a shock like being hit by a steel hammer transferred to my wrist. The girl's blade that had deflected my sword disappeared from sight for a moment, then suddenly appeared beneath my chin.

"Oh ho..."

I forced a laugh while hiding my cold sweat. The game was over.

This time I was serious. I unleashed five sword strikes in one breath. A dazzling flurry of attacks containing all my experience. I was confident I could defeat most knights in just one or two exchanges with this.

But the girl didn't back down.

Instead, she stepped half a pace into the storm of my sword. And then, strangely, everything stopped.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

All five attacks were blocked by just five precise movements. Minimal movement, optimal angles. All my attacks were neutralized as if they had hit a massive wall.

She didn't just block. Every time my sword was deflected, creating a momentary opening, the girl's sword unfailingly penetrated toward my vital points.

After exchanging a few more blows, I finally had to lower my sword. This wasn't a match. It was closer to a one-sided "lesson."

"Well, at least you're at my level. That's..."

I pretended to be calm on the outside, but cold sweat was pouring down my spine like a waterfall.

The girl silently put her sword back in its scabbard and bowed her head deeply.

Several emotions could be read from that gesture.

After working up a sweat, we had a simple dinner together in the inn's dining room.

Though it was just black bread and thin soup, the girl carefully used a spoon with her newly formed hands and bowed her head gratefully.

"Tomorrow... aren't you worried?"

I asked with gestures. I mimicked swinging a sword and then tilted my head questioningly.

After thinking for a moment, she shook her head. Then she pointed at me and beat her chest twice with a determined expression.

Loyalty.

That meaning was clearly conveyed.

"I'm Leon. What's your name? Your... name?"

She opened her mouth briefly but then shook her head regretfully.

It seemed she couldn't speak.

"We'll get to know each other slowly after tomorrow is over."

**

The Mercenary Guild.

Mercenaries of all sizes mingled, clinking glasses and chattering loudly.

I approached the bulletin board. Request notices were densely posted.

Goblin Extermination - Reward: 50 silver.

Merchant Caravan Escort - Reward: 2 gold.

Beast Subjugation - Reward: 1 gold.

Most had terrible rewards or were dangerous enough to risk one's life. Then, one request caught my eye.

Bandit Suppression in Nearby Mountains - Large-scale Joint Operation.

"What kind of request is this?" I asked the guild employee.

"Ah, that? It's been quite troublesome recently," the employee sighed and began explaining.

"Originally, it was a small bandit group of about twenty, but recently they've merged with other groups and grown to about fifty. It's become quite dangerous."

"And?"

"This time, about fifty mercenaries will rush in together to wipe them out at once. The reward will be shared among all participants, distributed according to contribution."

Interesting conditions. 50 versus 50. The numbers were equal, but since we were trained mercenaries, our chances seemed good.

"How is contribution evaluated?"

"It's determined by combining testimonies from other mercenaries and observations from guild staff. The harder you fight, the more you get."

Then our skills could shine. There was risk involved, but if successful, we could expect a decent reward.

"I'd like to apply."

"Really? Just the two of you?"

The employee's eyes widened.

"Yes, that won't be a problem."

As I was filling out the application, a familiar and unpleasant voice reached my ears.

"Well, who do we have here?"

I turned to see Victor, the second son of the Marquis family, entering the guild with seven armed subordinates.

"Still hanging around with that armless wench?"

Victor looked the girl up and down like she was an insect and burst into laughter.

"Oh, she has arms now. Must have cost you quite a bit. Went to the temple, did you?"

I didn't answer and silently continued filling out the application.

"Surely you're not participating in the bandit suppression?"

Victor glanced at my application and snorted.

"Well, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to watch for experience. You'll learn what real combat is like the hard way."

The surrounding mercenaries began to whisper.

"What can those two do?"
"They'll just be a burden..."
"Which noble lord has come to play?"
"He looks good, but is he just traveling with his concubine?"

I made up my mind. This was the opportunity to show them clearly.

Slowly, I drew up the mana within me. The air began to vibrate subtly. An invisible pressure spread like waves around me.

Understanding my intention, the girl quietly began to emanate her own mana.

"M-mana users?! Advanced? What level have... they reached?"

Victor's face turned pale.

Despite his noble birth, he had never awakened to mana. Needless to say, neither had his soldiers or slaves.

"I may have fallen on hard times, but I'm not at a level where you can disrespect me. Right?"

"T-t-that..."

Victor couldn't even properly respond.

It was natural.

A confrontation between a dozen or so fools and two mana users.

It was obvious which side had the advantage.

The surrounding mercenaries suddenly fell silent. Everyone held their breath at the pressure of mana they could feel on their skin.

"Your answer is too quiet."

"I-I'm sorry, Young Master Leon."

"Idiot."

I muttered briefly.

As I walked away, Victor grumbled with a stiff expression, "Even so... for someone who's been cast out from his family..." But there was no strength in his voice.

Regardless, I had clearly won this battle of intimidation.

Ch.4 - Repairing The Broken Female Knight (3)
The mercenary gathering place was nothing short of an anthill.

The pungent smell of sweat mixed with rusty iron and cheap alcohol assaulted my nostrils.

All of them must be the mercenaries participating in this subjugation mission.

Victor's group appeared the most impressive, at least in terms of numbers.

It seemed he had focused on increasing his numbers after yesterday's humiliation.

Nineteen.

Though hastily assembled rabble, they made quite an imposing sight for now.

A man in armor, apparently the leader of the subjugation force, climbed onto a wooden box and shouted, "Regular mercenaries get 10 silver! And specially, those precious few who can handle mana will receive 1 gold each!"

The noisy murmuring died down as if by magic.

At the mention of 1 gold, several people's breathing grew rough.

But that was it.

Among this rowdy crowd, only two could read the flow of mana.

"Let's go get our money."

Our combined share would be 2 gold.

An amount exceeding the total payment for Victor's entire mercenary band of nearly twenty men.

Sure enough, Victor could only chew his lips without adding any remarks.

His sidelong glances were openly filled with displeasure.

**

Throughout the climb up the steep path—barely deserving to be called a road—the mercenaries showed no sign of tension.

They looked like people out for a casual stroll.

Victor, leading from the front, snorted and said, "Bandit subjugation... so boring it makes me yawn."

The surrounding mercenaries snickered along with him, their faces relaxed.

For them, this mission wasn't a life-or-death battle.

"It's among the easiest missions."

Just like a picnic where they'd collect hefty coins after a light walk.

But that relaxed atmosphere didn't last long.

Whoosh!

A dull friction sound broke the silence.

Behind trees.
In the bushes.
In the shadows of rocks.

Bandits wearing drab leather clothes appeared as if sprouting from the ground.

Their movements lacked the clumsiness of "starving peasants."

Maintaining low postures, some formed a wall with crude shields while others behind them extended long spears.

A formation, albeit rudimentary but unmistakable.

"As if your kind of formation matters!"

"Your kind!"

The first mercenary to charge forward boldly swung his sword and cut down a bandit. But in that moment, I sensed that mercenary's impending death.

He had plunged too deep and swung too wide.

Sure enough, the bandits surrounded him in a perfect triangular formation, using their fallen comrade as bait.

While one distracted him with a shield, sharp spears from both sides pierced the mercenary's openings.

"Gahk!"

With a scream, the mercenary's body became like a porcupine. These weren't "starving peasants." They were "hunters" moving far more systematically than the local mercenaries.

It was strange.

How could mere bandits use such tactics?

That three-man coordinated formation, throwing bait and exploiting weaknesses... it wasn't something a ragtag group could improvise.

It was a tactic used by regular armies or elite mercenary groups.

Who on earth taught military tactics to bandits, and for what purpose?

"Damn it, support! Support, you bastards!" Victor shouted urgently.

Serves him right.

A man who couldn't even walk in my shadow before.

From a family inferior to mine...

Practically disowned by his family...

I didn't like how he acted so high and mighty just because circumstances had changed.

But if the situation flipped now, the money coming my way would vanish too.

It's about time we made our move.

"Let's go."

A brief command. The girl beside me nodded silently.

By now, a cold blue aura swirled like mist around her sword as well.

There was no longer any need or reason to hide our power.

Drawing my sword, I kicked off the ground and charged.

I'm different from Victor.

Not a half-baked nobleman who can't even sense mana...

A true nobleman who received knight training and completed it.

A proud Sword User.

My target was the bandits' flank, their most vulnerable point.

"The knights are moving in!"

Though knights and mana users aren't strictly the same concept, to them it probably seemed the same.

Calling us "knight-level forces" wouldn't be entirely wrong.

I was already cutting through the bandits like a gale.

My objective was clear.

To neutralize the enemy's command structure or their most threatening key figures as quickly as possible.

The girl seemed to grasp my intention perfectly.

As I penetrated deep into the right flank, she began her surprise attack from the opposite side without any signal.

A natural coordination as if we'd been working together for years.

Come to think of it, didn't she say she was a real "knight"?

This didn't seem to be her first experience.

Our joint attack completely reversed the flow of battle.

As our mana-infused sword strikes tore through the bandits' defensive line like a storm, their fragile formation collapsed helplessly.

Some threw down their weapons and fled.

Others sat down on the spot, begging for mercy with raised hands.

It was a chaotic scene of blood and dust, but a wave of relief washed over the mercenaries as they sensed victory.

"Whew... is it over now?"

"Knights are truly amazing."

The other mercenaries finally caught their breath, their tension released.

Some looked at me and the girl with a mixture of awe and slight fear, while others cheered and began tying up the fallen bandits.

At this rate, the bandit subjugation mission would be completed successfully without additional casualties.

Everything seemed to be going as planned, or even better.

That's when it happened.

"Well, well..."

From the deepest part of the forest, where even sunlight barely penetrated, a presence of an entirely different dimension emerged from the darkness.

The ground vibrated slightly as if a massive boulder was rolling, and an ominous shadow slowly advanced.

A giant figure over 2 meters tall. The enormous twin axes in his hands gleamed menacingly in the light.

That aura... knight-level?

It was the kind of pressure one would feel from a highly skilled knight.

"These backwater bandits aren't even worth taking as subordinates."

"Just as you say, brother."

"What shall we do?"

"Wipe them out!"

At that overwhelming presence, the battlefield—which had been noisy with victory cheers just moments ago—instantly froze.

Silence.

A cold that seemed to freeze even the dust particles in the air dominated the battlefield, pricking the skin.

It wasn't mere killing intent. It was a physical pressure like a massive boulder crushing one's chest.

The moment they saw the giant figure finally emerging from the darkness, the source of that pressure...

An old mercenary's eyes widened in shock.

His lips trembled as he barely managed to whisper.

"I've seen him on wanted posters. That's the 'Bull'."

'Bull'. That single word was the trigger.

The suppressed fear burst forth all at once like a dam breaking.

"You mean Sword Expert Bull Jack?"

"That madman with a bounty worth a year's income of a decent territory—why is he here?!"

"We've been tricked! The guild bastards sent us to our deaths!"

The blood drained from the faces of the mercenaries who had been anticipating victory just moments ago.

Fear spreads like a plague.

Some dropped their weapons.

Others sat down, trembling uncontrollably.

The battle line collapsed instantly.

To be honest, I too couldn't ignore the chill running down my spine.

Expert.

The weight that word carried in this world was not light.

Sword Users could also use sword aura, but Experts didn't call it that.

Imitation sword aura.

But despite such dismissal, we couldn't say a word in front of an Expert.

Because when sword aura clashes with sword aura, a Sword User's aura shatters completely.

That's...

Unbeatable.

Should I run?

If I abandoned everything and fled right now, the girl and I might save our lives.

That would be the most rational and reasonable decision.

There was no need to risk facing such an extraordinary existence.

The payment?

Important, of course, but not worth exchanging for one's life, right?

While everyone was paralyzed with fear and thinking of escape, or had already taken a few steps back preparing to flee—at that very moment.

The girl beside me took action that no one could have predicted.

In the extreme confusion where all other mercenaries instinctively stepped back for survival, she alone moved forward.

"Are you insane!"

With that thought flashing through my mind, I instinctively reached out to grab her arm.

This was suicide.

He was a being of a different caliber, impossible to face.

But before my hand could reach her, I froze in place.

Because the aura emanating from her had changed.

I almost had the illusion of a well-forged sword moving of its own will toward the battlefield.

This is... this child's true form?

The "Wait!" that was about to burst from my throat was swallowed back down in shock.

Those weren't the steps of someone going to die.

It was the charge of a predator... going to hunt him.

Then the girl's mouth opened. What flowed out wasn't our kingdom's language.

It was Imperial speech, with a hard and authoritative resonance.

Though I couldn't speak it fluently, I could clearly understand those words.

"I'll go catch this bug."

Ch.5 - First Mission: A Huge Success
The girl's movements showed no hesitation or unnecessary flourish.

"Hahaha! What does this tiny girl think she's doing! Stepping up so fearlessly, you must have several lives to spare!"

The large man clutched his stomach, laughing as if this absurd scene greatly amused him.

His laughter, bordering on madness, echoed throughout the forest, causing some mercenaries to nearly collapse where they stood.

A cruel playfulness flashed in his eyes.

That laughter would surely be followed by merciless violence.

"Well then, let's play, little miss!"

Bull Jack, still roaring with laughter, swung one of the massive twin axes in his hands down toward the girl's head without mercy.

The sound of the axe cutting through air alone seemed to tear the surrounding atmosphere.

The power behind that heavy piece of metal would surely split even a large boulder in two with strength to spare.

**

The priest quietly pushed aside the book he had been reading.

He thought about what had happened a few days ago.

The silver-haired girl without arms.

After treatment, he had said the girl's level seemed to have risen to Expert class.

But something felt off. Unsettling.

*I too was once... an adventurer.*

The priest smiled faintly.

Before donning priestly robes, he had been a cleric in an adventuring party, seeing his fair share of hardships and walking the line between life and death countless times.

Because of this, he could gauge a warrior's "level" at a glance. He had treated Expert-class warriors so many times he could barely count them on his fingers.

His long experience whispered to him.

That girl had already possessed the framework of an Expert before treatment.

Yet the distinct sensation of "ascension" had been unmistakable.

When he poured divine power into the girl's body, he clearly felt an explosive release of energy, as if a dam had burst.

That's why he had concluded she had "reached" a new level.

These two contradictory sensations.

If, just if... someone who was already an Expert had risen one step further?

That would be...

"Master?"

The word escaped before he realized it.

The name burned in his throat like a fireball—Master.

Could such a being be dragged around as a slave with both arms severed?

He couldn't help but scoff.

"...What nonsense."

He shook his head vigorously. They say old age brings delusions, and this was exactly that.

**

"Look out!"

A desperate shout.

Clang!

What followed wasn't the terrible sound of flesh tearing and bones breaking.

Instead, a clear, pure metallic sound like a well-tuned instrument resonated across the battlefield.

It was an unbelievable sight.

With those slender arms, she had directly blocked the blade of an axe that appeared much larger than her own body!

No, she had done more than just block it.

She stood without the slightest movement, as if she had caught a light twig, in a completely relaxed posture.

That was the moment.

An intense and pure wave of mana, incomparably stronger than before, exploded from her small body.

It was on an entirely different level from any mana flow I had ever experienced.

The surrounding air seemed to vibrate heavily and distort, while fallen leaves and small stones on the ground began to swirl around her.

Only then did I realize. The power I had glimpsed when she received treatment at the temple, when I gave her weapons, during our brief sparring...

It was merely the tip of an enormous iceberg.

During our sparring, she had clearly, and by a significant margin, been holding back and going easy on me.

After easily blocking Jack's axe, the girl launched her counterattack without the slightest delay.

Her movement was both elegant like a painting and fast as lightning.

The first sword strike.

As her blade cut through the air, it left a long trail of blue mana.

The next moment, Bull Jack's massive left forearm separated from his body like a ripe fruit with a simple "thud," flying through the air.

It was an incredibly clean and precise cut.

"ARGGGHH!"

A desperate scream of pain and shock erupted from Bull Jack's mouth at the unexpected counterattack.

Hot blood gushed like a fountain from the severed arm, staining the surroundings red, but the girl who delivered the attack showed no change in expression.

Like a skilled craftsman carving wood, she wore an indifferent face as if simply doing what needed to be done.

The second sword strike.

This time she targeted the right arm of Bull Jack, who was staggering and screaming.

Like the first, it was a perfect sword strike without the slightest error.

Jack's remaining arm also fell helplessly to the ground, and now the large man writhed in pain, unable to even maintain balance with both arms lost.

His feet were already standing in a pool of blood.

It had happened in the blink of an eye.

An Expert-class warrior with a bounty equivalent to a year's income for a decent territory.

The infamous Bull Jack had been completely neutralized with just two sword strikes.

And by a young girl, no less. It was an overwhelming, almost cruel, one-sided victory.

The battlefield was once again enveloped in silence.

Bull Jack's underlings just stared blankly as their boss was cut down like paper.

Their faces showed nothing but pure emptiness, created by the gap between the overwhelming presence their boss had displayed until moments ago and the unbelievable reality of him being utterly defeated by a young girl.

"Huh...?"

One of them made a stupid sound like someone who had just woken up. His gaze was fixed on the two thick forearms rolling on the ground and his former boss screaming while spouting blood like a fountain.

Another dropped his rusty sword with a "clang" on the ground, seemingly unable to even think about picking it up.

He was probably seriously wondering if he had eaten a poisonous mushroom and was hallucinating.

"B-boss...?"

Another guy barely opened his mouth with a trembling voice.

His pupils shook unsteadily as if they might roll out at any moment.

In the direction he was looking, their boss, who had seemed fearless under the heavens just moments ago, was now a piece of armless meat, wailing miserably.

That appearance was far, far from what anyone would call an "Expert-class warrior."

"THE BOSS HAS BEEN DEFEEEEEATED!"

That cry was like a signal flare. With that single sentence, the circuits in all the remaining underlings' brains seemed to connect directly to the single keyword: "survival."

Their eyes flashed with a strange sense of unity for an instant.

Yes, we are one!

When it comes to running away, that is!

"RUN AWAAAAY!"

"MOMMYYYYY!"

After Bull Jack's underlings scattered in panic into the forest, a heavy silence hung over the battlefield for a while.

The pungent smell of blood, the bandits' corpses strewn about, and the small girl standing calmly at the center created a surreal picture.

The desperate screams and clashing weapons from moments ago had disappeared, replaced only by the sound of wind and the rough breathing of the mercenaries.

All eyes turned to one place. To the girl.

"Did that young lady really... defeat Bull Jack...?"

"Impossible... taking down an Expert-class warrior so easily... am I dreaming?"

The mercenaries whispered with voices mixed with shock and disbelief, glancing at each other.

Victor's face had turned pale. The reality that the "armless wench" he had despised was actually an absolute powerhouse was crushing his pride.

In contrast, the girl at the center of all this commotion was completely composed.

She simply quietly wiped clean the sword that had just severed both arms of the monstrous man.

It was an everyday, calm gesture, as if she were sweeping the yard or preparing dinner.

No excitement.

No arrogance.

Not even a hint of fatigue—this demeanor made her even more incomprehensible and awe-inspiring.

Though the stares of everyone would be burdensome to most, she paid them no mind.

Perhaps...

For her, dealing with Bull Jack was as trivial as kicking a roadside pebble.

I quietly observed the girl, then suddenly shifted my gaze to Victor.

He was still standing like someone in a daze, muttering something that might have been either a soliloquy or a groan.

Even without listening closely, his complex emotions were readable from his expression alone, but his muttering faintly reached my ears on the breeze.

"If I had bought her then... Ugh... Damn it! Damn it! Damn it! Why only Leon!"

Anyway, the mission was considered complete.

We dealt with the remaining bandits, collected the spoils, and returned to the guild in a somewhat awkward and tense atmosphere.

While settling the rewards at the guild reception, one guild employee widened her eyes upon confirming Bull Jack's corpse (or more precisely, his twin axes and head that we had brought).

She checked several times as if she couldn't believe it, then exclaimed in a trembling voice:

"W-wait a moment! If this really is the infamous Bull Jack... there's a huge bounty! An enormous bounty on him!"

"I know there's a substantial bounty, but how much exactly?"

A year's operating costs for a decent territory.

I'd heard this before but honestly thought it was an exaggeration.

"The bounty on Bull Jack is... a whopping 550 gold coins!"

There was no exaggeration.

550 gold coins.

A fortune that an ordinary mercenary couldn't earn even working non-stop for a lifetime.

The guild employee calmed her excitement and continued her explanation.

"To receive such a large bounty, you'll need to go directly to the government office for identity verification. Along with evidence of Bull Jack's elimination, you'll need documents or a seal proving your identity. It might be quite a cumbersome process, but..."

Her words continued, but my mind was already elsewhere.

Cumbersome process?

Such things are no problem at all when 550 gold coins are at stake!

Ch.6 - Second Chapter
In the dim light of the inn room, a pile of gold coins gleamed at various angles on the bed.

One, two, three... When my finger touched the tenth coin, the corner of my mouth unconsciously lifted.

"Five hundred and fifty gold coins! 550 gold! I can't believe they actually gave me all this."

I muttered while enjoying the cold metallic sensation under my fingertips.

Just a few days ago, my entire fortune was 12 silver coins, and I had been worried about my next meal.

Now I was clutching more cash than most lords possessed.

I couldn't possibly carry around this much money. I decided I would deposit it at the bank tomorrow.

Speaking of which...

"Your name, still not going to tell me?"

The silver-haired girl sitting by the window, polishing her sword, shook her head.

She seemed to understand the word "name" clearly.

Over the past few days, I had asked her whenever I was bored, but her answer remained the same.

Seeing how she understood the question but kept her mouth shut, she must have some story she was hiding.

"Alright, I surrender. I'll give you one."

When I explained with a mix of gestures, the girl stared into space for a moment before giving a small nod.

"Aria. How about that?"

The girl seemed to roll the name around in her mouth a few times. Then she lifted the corners of her lips slightly.

"Aria. Aria... name."

"Good, Aria. Shall we go make some money today too?"


**


Several days passed like that.

"Bandit group elimination complete!"

The guild receptionist stamped the confirmation and handed over the reward.

5 gold.

Not bad for what two people earned in a day.

Over the past few days, Aria and I had steadily completed small requests.

Since rumors about us had spread quite widely, finding work wasn't difficult.

An Expert-level mercenary, no less.

Not just an ordinary knight, but someone who should be leading a knight order was working as a mercenary.

Of course, that didn't mean we took on dangerous jobs.

Beast subjugation.
Criminal arrest.

All were tasks we could handle without much trouble.

"What should we eat today?"

I sat across from Aria in the inn's dining hall for dinner.

Instead of the black bread and thin soup from before, we could now enjoy freshly baked bread, rich stew, and steak.

Aria still didn't speak much, but her expressions were enough for communication.

Sometimes when I saw her expressing gratitude with small gestures, it warmed my heart.

"But to become a real mercenary group, we need at least six people."

I muttered while looking out the window. We couldn't keep going with just the two of us forever.


**


"Welcome! Oh, who do we have here!"

The slave merchant's eyes widened as soon as he saw us.

"Could this be the rumored girl that you purchased last time..."

His gaze turned toward Aria.

Properly washed and dressed in decent clothes, Aria looked completely different from before.

"That's right."

"I never imagined she was actually a knight! Hahaha..."

The slave merchant laughed awkwardly while scratching his head.

"Don't you regret it? Selling such talent for just 10 copper."

At my words, the slave merchant shook his head.

"Not at all! She was a slave I was going to dispose of anyway. I should be thanking you."

At that moment, Aria's red eyes flashed coldly.

She seemed to understand the word "dispose," one of the few words I had taught her over the past few days.

A murderous gaze was directed at the slave merchant.

"Eek!"

The slave merchant backed away with a terrified expression.

"Happy shopping!"

He hastily bowed and slipped away from us.

After the slave merchant disappeared, I slowly began to look around at the slaves.

I examined each face visible through the iron bars, but...

"Hmm..."

As expected.

Most had average or below-average talents.

Aria quietly watched beside me.

She seemed to vaguely understand what I was looking for.

"Talent really isn't common, is it."

I muttered quietly as I moved to the next section.

"If you're looking for combat-specialized slaves, please look this way."

Another slave merchant guided me.

The slaves here were clearly muscular and knew how to handle weapons.

But...

"They're ugly."

That was my honest assessment.

According to my talent discernment ability, their appearances were just average.

Or below that.

They might have ordinary combat skills, but I couldn't sense any special talents.

There were no slaves who could handle mana either.

Well...

Someone who could handle mana wouldn't become a slave in the first place.

Aria was an unusual case.

"This one is 8 gold. He's skilled with the sword."

"That axe-wielder is 12 gold."

Despite their mediocrity, proper combat slaves were ridiculously expensive.

I had no interest in wasting money.

Adding a few low-grade combat slaves who couldn't even handle mana didn't seem worthwhile.

It would be like putting a tiger, a fighting dog, and a rabbit together.

In the end, I trudged back empty-handed.


**


Cold beer slid down my throat. The golden liquid Aria poured for me instantly quenched the thirst that had built up all day.

A former knight who was both a Sword Expert and an incredibly beautiful girl pouring me a drink—it couldn't get more luxurious than this.

I poured her a beer in return.

"Cheers!"

A pleasant time passed.

Just as I was about to lean back on the bed...

Knock, knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door.

When I opened it, the bald innkeeper was standing there.

"A guest has arrived for you, Young Master Leon."

"A guest?"

Did I even know anyone who would visit me?

I tilted my head in confusion.

"Who is it?"

"A rather... elegant carriage came with them. They seemed to be someone important, so I guided them to the reception room downstairs."

My suspicion grew.

What noble would come looking for me, a fallen aristocrat, in this moldy, shabby inn?

"I'll go down and see."

I gestured to Aria, and she silently rose, strapping her sword to her waist.

The faint sound of steel brushing against leather—a movement preparing for any situation.

As I descended the stairs, an unexpected figure was sitting in the reception room.

Lucia Adelheit.

My half-sister.

"Lucia?"

The girl with neatly braided blonde hair stood up when she saw me.

When was the last time I saw her? It must have been at least two years ago.

She glanced around once and lowered her voice.

"Brother, can we talk somewhere private? I have something urgent to discuss."

"Sure. Let's go up to my room."


**


The warm scent of tea spread throughout the room. Lucia took a sip from her cup and let out a long sigh.

"You've heard, right? That our mother's political faction has completely collapsed."

I answered with silence. A nod was sufficient.

The Adelheit family was a great house. And the current Duke was notorious for having many wives, and for discarding them like worn-out shoes when their families fell from political grace.

My current state was proof of that.

"The faction my mother's family supported has completely fallen from court. Thanks to that, my position within the family has become much more precarious."

"Yet your expression isn't that gloomy."

"Well, I still have my magical talent."

A small flame blossomed from her fingertips. The orange flame danced, pushing back the darkness. I could sense a fairly stable flow of mana.

"Impressive."

"A mid-level mage at fifteen. That's quite a talent."

"Weren't you at the magic academy?"

"I'm on vacation and briefly visiting home."

She put down her teacup and continued carefully.

"I know you were expelled from the family. That incident with your sister-in-law..."

A hint of sympathy lingered at the end of her voice.

"Of course, I know you couldn't have done it."

"It was a typical slander. Damn it, why would I have an affair with a woman nearly forty years old?"

"Exactly."

"And they only kicked me out while leaving that woman alone! It makes no sense!"

"And I've heard what happened next. About you capturing the famous wanted criminal Bull Jack, and acquiring an Expert-level slave. I was skeptical at first, but it seems to be true."

Rumors had already spread far and wide.

Well.

Even I still felt dazed by it all, so how must others feel?

"Brother... have you considered returning to the family with that Expert-level slave? With talent like that, Father might reconsider your position."

Hiding behind a woman and begging to be taken back? My pride would never allow such a thing.

I shook my head without hesitation.

"No. Leon of House Adelheit is already dead."

At my firm answer, I could see Lucia's shoulders drop slightly.

"But brother..."

"Lucia, I am no longer a member of that family." Cold air seeped between the two of us. "I have no intention of going back. When I was thrown out, who reached out to help me? No one. Not even you."

"At that time... I'm sorry, brother. I was too young, and studying abroad..."

I saw her flinch slightly.

"I know. I'm not blaming you. I'm just saying that my path no longer leads there."

For a while, I just stared out the window in silence.

Suddenly, Lucia raised her head and looked straight at me.

"Then... will you let me join your mercenary group?"

I widened my eyes slightly at the unexpected question.

"You? In a mercenary group? What about the academy?"

"Actually..."

"Actually?"

"I dropped out."

It was a shocking statement. Didn't she just say she was attending well?

"Why?"

"I told you. My position in the family isn't what it used to be. Recently, my allowance was cut in half."

She gave a bitter smile.

That was harsh.

Even with her precious magical talent, they cut her allowance in half because her political value had decreased.

It was practically an unspoken pressure to leave!

I carefully examined Lucia's face.

Shining blonde hair, large eyes beneath, harmoniously arranged features.

She was beautiful.

And that, to me, had a very clear meaning.

Talent.

Ch.7 - Mercenary Corps Launch
A talented mage...

Having a mage in the mercenary group would definitely enhance our combat power significantly.

"Do you think a noble young lady can handle the life of a mercenary?"

"You're managing it, aren't you, Oppa? What makes you think I can't? Besides, I've gained practical experience at the magic academy. I didn't just learn theory."

"Alright. But there are conditions."

"What are they?"

"You must follow the rules of our mercenary group. And in dangerous situations, you must absolutely obey my commands."

"Of course!"

Lucia smiled brightly and extended her hand.

"I look forward to working with you, Captain."

And that's how the third member joined our mercenary group.

**

The next morning.

I headed to the mercenary guild again today.

The only difference was the increased variety of hair colors flanking me.

Silver and gold.

Walking with two beautiful girls—one carrying a sword and the other a staff—made me feel like royalty.

"Look, it's Leon."

"The fallen noble who keeps an Expert-level slave?"

"Huh? He has two women today?"

"Is that blonde girl another slave he bought?"

Whispers could be heard from all around the street.

Lucia muttered quietly.

"Being mistaken for a slave is a first. What an interesting experience."

"Shouldn't we clear up the misunderstanding?"

"Why should I care what commoners gossip about?"

Her response was nonchalant.

True to her noble upbringing, she didn't seem to care about others' opinions.

Aria continued to glance at Lucia with her usual expressionless face.

The guild building came into view.

"Would you be interested in joining our 'Iron Wolf Group'?"

A middle-aged man we encountered in front of the guild made an offer. His gaze was blatantly fixed on Aria.

"We're a mid-sized mercenary group with 30 members. We always welcome someone with Expert-level skills."

He was clearly targeting Aria rather than me.

"Thank you, but we prefer to operate on a smaller scale."

I rejected him outright.

"But there's a limit to what three people can accomplish. Wouldn't it be better to gain experience with us?"

"We have sufficient funds."

The man sneered at my response.

"Sure, you have the bounty from capturing Bull Jack. But even with money, a small mercenary group like yours won't attract proper talent."

The man continued rambling.

"Eventually, you'll hit a growth ceiling. It would be better to first join a mid-sized mercenary group to build connections, then use those connections to establish a new group."

He wasn't entirely wrong.

Generally speaking, that is.

But there was something he didn't know. With my ability to identify promising talents, I wasn't like everyone else.

"Thank you for the advice. But I have my own methods."

Now we were three. It was time to register as a mercenary group rather than as individuals.

Rules varied by guild branch, but here in the Royal Capital, officially registering a mercenary group required six members.

"No choice then. Let's go to the slave market."

I figured we should register first and worry about the rest later.

Of course, there weren't any more talented individuals at the slave trader's, but I was planning to buy some physically strong fighters for about 10 gold coins each.

Basically, just to fill the numbers.

But a problem arose.

"I'm terribly sorry. This slave has been previously reserved."

Again.

This was the third time already.

I clicked my tongue in annoyance.

The slave that was definitely available for sale until just moments ago suddenly had a "reservation" as soon as I showed interest.

"You didn't mention anything about this yesterday?"

"Haha... well, we received an urgent contact just now..."

Behind the slave trader's awkward laugh, I caught a glimpse of greedy eyes.

It was obvious.

Rumors must have spread about my ability to identify talented slaves.

Not rumors—truth.

These slave merchants were marking up the prices on slaves I specifically pointed out.

"What about this one?"

"Ah, that one also happens to have a reservation this morning..."

"Then that axe-wielder over there..."

"That one also has a reservation..."

Reservation, reservation, reservation.

This magical word kept popping up for every slave I showed interest in.

"How much do you really want?"

The slave trader leaned forward as if he'd been waiting for this question.

"Actually... slaves of the caliber you're looking for command special market prices. Around 50 gold..."

"50 gold?"

That was more than five times the original price—an absurd amount.

"Forget it."

I stormed out of the slave trader's establishment.

"Lucia, Aria. Change of plans."

Public recruitment at the slave market was now practically impossible.

That left only one option.

Instead of picking from their prepared selection, I needed to grab the ingredients before they were even put on display.

"What do you mean?"

Lucia tilted her head in confusion.

"We make contact before they become slaves."

"Is that possible?"

"We'll make it possible."

As soon as we reached the inn, I changed into shabby everyday clothes.

There was no need to hide my identity, but I didn't want to wear expensive clothes while digging through gutters.

I tucked a heavy pouch of silver coins and a few gold coins for emergencies inside my clothes.

This should be enough to buy decent information.

Aria and Lucia followed behind me.

Just one block away from the capital's glamorous main street, the air quality changed dramatically.

The pungent smell of sewers. The rancid sourness emanating from food waste scattered everywhere.

Lucia wrinkled her nose and covered it with a handkerchief.

"Oppa, how do you even know about places like this? I can barely breathe!"

"These back alleys are where real information flows."

I replied curtly.

"No, but... you weren't frequenting places like this before, were you? Is that why the family looked down on—"

This girl, starting again.

"Shut up. If there's information I need, I'd dig through a cesspool! You should start shedding that noble attitude!"

Lucia pouted.

"Hehe, just kidding, just kidding."

With that, she stopped chattering.

Aria remained expressionless.

That one doesn't even blink at these surroundings.

At the end of a narrow, slippery alley, we stood before underground stairs exuding an eerie atmosphere.

Pushing open the creaking wooden door, the already terrible sewer stench seemed to penetrate deep into my lungs.

"Well, well, what distinguished guests have arrived! It's been a while, Lord Leon. Hehe, and these ladies beside you... the blonde must be Lady Lucia, and that silver-haired one must be 'her' I've only heard rumors about!"

Behind the table, a gaunt man grinned, revealing yellowed teeth.

Sunken cheeks, one eye clouded with a milky film—it was doubtful he could see properly.

A typical back-alley information broker.

Information bought from him was expensive but generally reliable.

Silently, I took out a pouch of silver coins from my chest and tossed it onto the rickety table with a heavy clinking sound.

At the jingling metallic sound, the man's greedy eyes softened. Indeed, everyone's the same when it comes to money.

"What secrets are you looking to buy today, my lord?"

"People who are about to be sold as slaves but haven't yet reached the market. I need that list."

The information broker's remaining eyebrow rose slightly.

"Oho... you have peculiar tastes. Tell me more specifically."

"Former fighters drowning in gambling debts. Young craftsmen wrongfully imprisoned. Or children of bankrupt merchant guilds... that sort of thing."

"Aha! I get it."

The man nodded with satisfaction, then rummaged through a messy drawer and pulled out several faded papers.

"Here's the past week's worth. All these names are destined to fall into slave traders' hands within days."

I took the parchment and examined it carefully.

Through the dusty letters, certain names instinctively stood out to me.

'Galen. Former royal guard deputy captain. Got into a fight with his superior and was expelled. Currently washing dishes at a tavern on the outskirts.'

'Emily. Daughter of a fallen merchant. Buried in debt after her father's business failed. Soon to become a slave.'

'Wolf. Former blacksmith apprentice. Caught trying to steal techniques after his master's death. Currently in an underground prison.'

"I need ways to contact these people too."

At my words, the information broker's mouth stretched almost to his ears.

After confirming the additional silver coins, he gave me an oily smile and whispered each person's current location, usual times of appearance, and even their preferred types of alcohol.

I organized the information in my head as we left the den.

Now it's a race against time.

With some funds and negotiation skills.

Through these, I need to snatch these people before the slave traders start drooling over them.

I returned to Aria and Lucia and gave them a brief briefing.

"Change of plans. From now on, we're going on a direct 'hunt'."

Early the next morning, I headed to the outskirts tavern the information broker had told me about, taking Lucia and Aria with me.

As soon as we opened the tavern door, the smell of alcohol and damp dust hit us simultaneously.

In a dark corner, buried among empty bottles, I spotted a man sprawled out almost like a corpse.

Bushy brown beard, unfocused eyes. Shoulders that might once have been imposing were now completely slumped.

That must be Galen.

I gave Aria a signal with my eyes and slowly approached.

"Are you Mr. Galen?"

The man slowly raised his head like a corpse.

His empty eyes briefly scanned me, then fell back to the empty glass on the table.

"Whoever you are... please go away. I don't want to talk to anyone right now."

His voice was completely soaked in alcohol, rough and cracked.

I sat down across from him with a smirk.

"Instead of talking, I've come to make you an offer. A pretty good money-making offer, at that."

Ch.8 - Mercenary Corps Launch (2)
"What's this proposal of yours?"

"Mercenaries."

"Mercenaries? Are you some kind of con artist?"

A snort escaped from Galen's lips.

"Con artist? That's rather harsh."

Lucia frowned slightly.

"I can't trust people who come to back alleys like this with sweet offers."

"You lost your position recently when the political factions in the Royal Capital were reorganized, right? They say you were kicked out of the Royal Guard due to conflict with your superior, but in reality, you were caught up in factional disputes."

Galen's cloudy eyes wavered ever so slightly for a moment.

He was clearly wondering how I knew his circumstances so accurately.

"We're in a similar situation."

"Similar situation? You and me, miss?"

"I was also pushed out of my family due to recent turmoil."

Galen looked over the blonde girl's refined speech and dignified posture.

"Family? Are you of noble birth?"

"Yes."

"Which one?"

"Adelheit."

Adelheit. Few within the Empire were unfamiliar with that name.

To think that even a young lady from such a prestigious family would be discussing mercenary work in such a humble place.

"That's quite the family background. So what exactly are you proposing?"

Galen muttered, looking down at his empty glass.

"I'm suggesting we form a mercenary group together."

I spoke directly to the point.

"What do you think I can do?"

"As a former Royal Guard, I assume you have at least some combat sense. It may be rusty, but not completely gone."

Round and round. Galen spun his empty glass meaninglessly on the table.

I could almost hear the complicated thoughts spinning in his head.

But did that man really have any choice?

In a few days, debt collectors would break down his door.

And then?

Straight to the slave market.

"Adelheit... Adelheit... Ah, I've heard of you. You're that appraiser."

"Appraiser?"

"Aren't you the former Young Lord of the Adelheit family who's said to have an eye for identifying slave talents? There were rumors spreading recently."

Glance. Galen's gaze shifted to Aria.

"Is the silver-haired miss beside you the rumored Sword Expert?"

I was surprised the rumors had spread this far.

"That's right. Though I'm hearing the nickname 'appraiser' for the first time today."

"Don't tell me you're thinking of buying me as a slave too? Is that why you came all the way here?"

"How about living as a proper mercenary instead of being sold as a slave? To be honest, I have no intention of paying off all your debts."

I spoke coldly. In truth, he wasn't worth that much.

"Then what are you suggesting?"

"As a mercenary, you can at least receive fair compensation for your labor. If you have a stable income, you might be able to negotiate with your creditors."

"Tell me the specific terms."

"I'll pay you 20 silver per week. Given the nature of mercenary work, hazard pay will be provided separately. Of course, room and board are included."

20 silver.

At those words, I could see Galen's hunched back straighten a little.

"But why choose an old man like me? There must be plenty of young, strong men available."

"Experience."

I answered firmly.

Nod, nod. Galen moved his head.

"I have two subordinates... could you hire them too?"

It was an unexpected counter-proposal.

"What kind of men are they?"

"One is called Tom, who was expelled from the Royal Guard with me. He's quite skilled with a spear. The other is Jane, a former hunter who's quite good with a bow. Of course, having been in the Royal Guard, she can handle a sword decently too."

Galen leaned his elbows on the table.

"They're top-tier talents except for their inability to use mana, but both are barely scraping by with day labor now."

"How much weekly pay would be appropriate?"

"Half would do. 10 silver each."

I looked at Aria and Lucia for a moment. Aria remained expressionless, but Lucia gave a small nod.

"Agreed."

I answered without hesitation.

"So... when do we start?"

"Right away if you like. But there's one condition."

Galen looked at me with a tense expression.

"Stop drinking. At least while you're working."

As we left the tavern, Galen asked me. The cold night breeze brushed against our cheeks.

"By the way, what are you thinking of naming the mercenary group?"

After thinking for a moment, I smiled.

"I haven't decided yet. If you have any good ideas, please let me know anytime."

Galen answered with a smile.

"Then take your time thinking about it. After all, we have time."


**


The next day, Galen brought his two colleagues as promised.

Tom was tall with a somewhat lean build, carrying an old but well-maintained spear on his shoulder.

Jane was a woman with a bow and quiver slung over her shoulder. Though not particularly beautiful, her sharp eyes were impressive.

Above all, they were also former Royal Guards.

Excluding superhuman beings who could manipulate mana, the Royal Guard was one of the best combat backgrounds one could hope for in a mercenary group.

Sacrificial lambs of factional fighting.

But for me, this was an opportunity.

"The terms are as Galen told you. 10 silver weekly pay each."

"That's sufficient. When do we start?"

"Right away if you like. Let's register the mercenary group this afternoon and begin our activities in earnest."

"Do we have to stop drinking too?"

"Of course."

Galen answered for me.

"No drinking while working. It's a matter of life and death. Obviously, sipping a beer on your days off is allowed."

And so our mercenary group was formed with six members.

Me, Aria, Lucia, Galen, Tom, and Jane.

The Mercenary Guild was bustling with people despite it being afternoon.

A young female clerk greeted us at the reception counter.

"So you want to register a mercenary group. Please fill out these forms first."

We wrote our names, origins, and specialties on a long piece of parchment.

"The registration fee is 1 gold."

1 gold. Not a small amount. Especially for a new mercenary group.

But it was an amount I had anticipated.

I took out a heavy gold coin from my pocket and handed it over.

"What would you like to name your mercenary group?"

"Age of Romance. We'll call it 'Age of Romance.'"

A name I decided on after thinking all night.

In the past, when I was a gamer on Earth, it was a name I had given to countless mercenary groups I had created and disbanded.

"What an unusual name. Registration complete."

The clerk stamped the document with an authentication seal and explained.

"Registering as a mercenary group opens up many opportunities. Above all, you can take on independent missions. Large-scale requests that you couldn't receive as individuals."

"What kind of missions are available?"

"Since you're a brand new mercenary group, the missions you can take on are limited at first. But as you build up achievements, you can gradually take on bigger jobs."

That made sense.

No client with any sense would entrust important missions to a rookie mercenary group with no track record.

Various missions were posted on the request board.

I looked through them all.

Monster subjugation.
Escort duty.
Goods transportation.

One caught my eye.

'Spider-type monster extermination. Eliminate venomous spider swarm threatening trade route. Reward: 30 gold.'

"The reward is 30 gold coins. It's an appropriate level for a six-member mercenary group. However, mercenaries these days tend to avoid these kinds of requests."

As I listened to the guild clerk's explanation, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

Spider monsters, poison stingers, trade routes...

It was exactly as I had seen in the game. It gave me chills.

Is this world really the world from that game?

It might not be exactly the same.

But the similarities were certainly clear.

"Please tell me more details."

While the clerk explained the mission in detail, my mind was already busy formulating a strategy.

Attack patterns, nest structure, attack sequence. I remembered it all.

I'd done it thousands of times before.

We can win.

"Yes. Venomous spiders have built a nest on the eastern trade route from the Royal Capital. They're about the size of an adult male and have the ability to shoot poison stingers. There are estimated to be about 10 of them."

10 spiders.

Not an easy number for 6 people to handle.

But not impossible either.

Especially with this combination.

"We'll take this one."

"What? A new mercenary group taking on venomous spider extermination? Even experienced mercenary groups usually avoid this mission."

The clerk's eyes widened like a rabbit's at my firm decision. Perhaps because her voice was loud, the surrounding gazes immediately turned toward us.

Soon, the guild's characteristic rough jeers and whispers washed over us like a wave.

"Are they crazy? Rookies who just registered taking on venomous spiders?"

"Ha! Isn't that old man over there old Galen? Got kicked out of the Royal Guard and ended up wiping the butts of noble brats!"

A mercenary with a bushy beard shouted with a particularly loud voice, cackling. His words made the surrounding mockery grow even louder.

"They say he's from Adelheit. That family is famous for using their underlings as meat shields! Only the captain and that silver-haired slave girl will survive while the rest become spider food!"

Insulting words flew at us like daggers.

Galen's face flushed red and blue. His fist trembled. The faces of Tom and Jane who came with him also showed both humiliation and anxiety. I didn't miss how their shoulders subtly hunched as they tried to appear calm.

"Captain... perhaps we should take a different mission..."

Galen bit his lip, unable to finish his sentence. That's when I acted.

I slowly walked toward the bearded mercenary.

"You're noisy."

"W-what did you say, you brat...!"

"Instead of worrying about our funeral, maybe you should worry about your own bar tab, 'Braggart' Brock."

At my quiet words, the face of the mercenary called 'Brock' froze for a moment.

"Last month at the 'Red Pig' tavern, 1 gold in unpaid tabs. You still haven't paid it back, have you? The fist of the blacksmith-turned-tavern owner is probably scarier than spider venom."

"H-how do you know that...!"

Brock's face turned deathly pale. The surrounding noise gradually subsided. Everyone was watching this strange situation. I turned my gaze away from him and spoke to Galen.

"Don't worry. We have a much more reliable secret weapon than those empty cans."

I nodded toward Lucia.

Lucia lightly flicked her finger.

Whoosh!

A massive fireball the size of a human head bloomed above her palm. It wasn't just a small flame. The blazing fireball, seemingly about to explode at any moment, pulsated unstably before suddenly dispersing into dozens of small fire butterflies that began to elegantly circle the guild ceiling.

"Gasp...!"

The noise that had filled the guild disappeared as if by magic.

Silence.

Everyone stood with their jaws dropped, alternately looking at the fire butterflies dancing on the ceiling and Lucia who was calmly controlling them.

A mage, and one with that level of power and control, was no different from a monster in the mercenary guild.

Brock was already sitting on the floor.

Galen swallowed dryly and turned to look at me. There was no longer any anxiety or doubt in his eyes. Instead, there was awe and the conviction that 'this person can do it.'
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"The spiders' stingers can't penetrate heavy armor. And they're extremely vulnerable to fire. They'll drop dead at the slightest touch of flame. Just like most insect-type monsters."

I calmly explained this to my gathered team members.

The heavy armor looked solid just by looking at it.

It was quite expensive equipment, but worth it for safety. I had plenty of money anyway.

I wanted everyone to wear it, but Lucia repeatedly refused despite my recommendations.

Apparently mages find it difficult to concentrate on magic while wearing heavy armor.

She claimed she was confident she wouldn't die to mere spiders.

"How do you know the characteristics of spider monsters in such detail?"

Galen asked with a puzzled expression while tightening his helmet strap.

"Experience."

"As expected of someone from Adelheit."

I answered simply, but inwardly I had different motives.

This was the perfect opportunity to confirm how similar this world was to the game I knew.

If things went wrong...

Well...

The three of us—me, Aria, and Lucia—would survive somehow.

My conscience pricked me slightly for thinking this way, but...

What could I do? I'm just a human after all.

"We'll use this formation. Galen, Tom, and Jane will form the defensive line at the front, while Aria and I provide support from the flanks. Lucia will finish them off with fire magic from the rear."

The team members nodded, though they looked somewhat doubtful.

"Is your fire magic ready?"

"Ready anytime, Oppa."

Aria silently checked her sword.

No emotion could be read in her red eyes, but her aura spoke volumes.

The presence of an Expert-level swordsman was impossible to hide.

"Let's go in."

The moment we stepped into the cave, the temperature dropped noticeably.

The damp air clung to our skin, and an eerie scratching sound from somewhere sent chills down our spines.

"Ugh, the smell..."

Jane wrinkled her face.

The stench of rotting meat mixed with spider secretions permeated the entire cave.

As the torchlight illuminated the cave walls, sticky spider webs intricately tangled together were revealed.

And between them, something glinted.

"There!"

Tom shouted, pointing his spear.

Red dots, clustered in groups of eight, began to emerge one by one from the darkness.

Giant spiders the size of adult men.

Hairy legs, sharp fangs, and venomous stingers at the end of their abdomens gleamed ominously.

"Ahhh!"

Jane let out a small scream.

Even as a former royal guard, she probably had never faced such monsters before.

"Stay calm!"

I shouted loudly. A spider shot its stinger, but it was as I expected.

Clang!

The stinger bounced off Galen's heavy armor and fell to the floor.

It couldn't penetrate the steel plate.

"It really... didn't penetrate!"

Galen's voice was full of surprise.

"Do you believe me now?"

As the spiders began rushing toward us, I grinned and drew my sword.

Spiders whose stingers were blocked...

There was no reason to fear them.

I dodged a spider's straightforward attack by moving to the side and channeled mana into my sword.

"Hah!"

With one strike, I cut off two of the spider's legs simultaneously.

My mana-infused sword cut through the spider's exoskeleton like butter.

I cut off the legs on the other side as well, then finished with a downward strike.

But the real showstopper was Aria.

Swish, swish!

Aria didn't take a single step back as she faced the charging spider.

Instead, her sword tip precisely severed the spider's head.

It was as precise as if she had studied an anatomy textbook before wielding her blade.

"Wow..."

Tom let out an exclamation. But the real show was just beginning.

"Lucia!"

At my call, Lucia's voice rang out from the rear.

"Fireball!"

An orange fireball flew and exploded in the middle of the spider group.

"Huh? What?"

Lucia seemed confused.

The blast clearly wasn't powerful enough to kill, yet the spiders were dying too easily.

"That's the nature of insect monsters. They have strong reproductive abilities and toxicity, but are extremely weak to heat."

Even as I explained, my heart raced.

I confirmed that the game settings were applying perfectly to reality.

"Then I'm the star here!"

Lucia excitedly launched fireballs in succession.

Small flames illuminated the spider cave as they flew around, and with each one, spiders fell one by one.

"This can't be..."

Galen muttered. This was completely different from the fierce battle he had expected.

A perfect combination: Aria and I drawing the spiders' attention, and Lucia's flames finishing them off.

Galen? Tom? Jane? Sorry, but they were just there to make up the numbers.

When the last spider collapsed, charred by Lucia's flames, silence fell over the cave.

"Really... it can't be this easy..."

Galen muttered with an incredulous expression. His eyes now held reverence instead of doubt.

I inwardly rejoiced. My game knowledge worked perfectly in reality.

Now I could be truly confident.

This knowledge was my second greatest weapon in this world.

"We've met the extermination quota set by the guild."

"We shouldn't stop here. Let's go deeper."

Setting aside the afterglow of victory, I spoke while staring into the deeper part of the cave.

A passage leading into darkness was visible.

"Oppa, we've already dealt with enough spiders..."

"Captain, we've already completed the mission. There's no need to risk..."

From a common sense perspective, it would be wise to complete the mission safely and return.

But I was certain.

There was always something special to discover deep in spider caves.

Missions rarely ended as simple exterminations.

"They're just more spiders anyway. We just proved they're no match for us."

Lucia's expression was triumphant. She had clearly gained confidence in spider extermination.

"With my fire magic, spiders are nothing..."

She conjured a small flame at her fingertips. Her confidence from her overwhelming performance earlier was evident.

After a moment's hesitation, Galen nodded.

"Then... let's go a little further. But we retreat immediately if it gets dangerous."

"Of course."

And so we headed deeper into the cave.

The passage was narrower than expected. We had to walk single file.

Galen led the way with a torch, followed by Aria and me.

"The air is getting colder."

As Tom muttered, the temperature was indeed dropping.

It was natural for the difference with the outside air to increase as we went deeper underground.

"The humidity is worse too."

As Jane said, the sound of water droplets falling from the walls could be heard.

Drip, drip, drip.

The rhythmic sound echoed in the darkness.

Complete darkness beyond the reach of the torchlight.

The anxiety of not knowing what might jump out from that darkness weighed on the team members.

"Captain, are you sure this is okay?"

Jane's voice trembled.

"It's fine. Just a little further."

I answered. At this distance, a large space should appear soon.

Indeed, after walking a few more minutes, the passage suddenly widened.

"Wow..."

Lucia exclaimed.

Where the torchlight shone, a huge cave space stretched out.

The ceiling was so high it couldn't be seen, and the floor was flattened.

"This must have been the spiders' headquarters."

Galen said, looking around. Spider webs were intricately tangled everywhere, but they were no longer dangerous, having lost their owners.

Aria quietly approached my side. Her keen senses seemed to have detected something.

"Did you find something?"

I asked. Aria silently pointed to a dark corner.

As we approached with the torch in the direction Aria indicated, a dazzling sight unfolded.

"What is this..."

Galen gasped.

Gold and silver coins embedded between the spider webs.

"Spider monsters naturally have a habit of collecting shiny things."

I explained.

"I think I heard something like that at the academy."

"My goodness... so much money..."

"Let's collect it carefully. The webs might still be poisonous."

The team members began carefully collecting the treasures.

"Captain, you're amazing. How did you anticipate even this?"

"Experience."

It was the same answer as before, but now the team members didn't doubt me.

My track record so far had proven everything.

But the real discovery was something else.

While busy collecting treasures, Aria suddenly stopped.

Following her gaze, a shocking sight came into view.

There was a person, unconscious and tightly wrapped in spider webs.

"Over there!"

I immediately ran over. It appeared to be a middle-aged man.

Aria carefully began cutting the spider webs with her sword.

"Strange. Spiders wouldn't keep their prey preserved this long..."

"He must have been caught recently. The webs still look fresh."

When all the webs were removed, the man's full appearance was revealed.

"This man is a mage!"

"How can you tell?"

"Look at that staff. It has mana crystals embedded in it. And there are magic circle embroideries on the robe sleeves..."

"As a fellow practitioner, you can tell at a glance."

"Exactly."

"Let's move him outside. Proper first aid is difficult here. Tom! Galen!"

I instructed Galen and Tom to move him.

This was the moment when a simple spider extermination mission expanded into a rescue operation.

This was exactly one of the events I was aiming for—the high-ranking mercenary rescue event!

But I had only expected to recruit another royal guard at best... not adding a mage.

Lucky me.
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The mage only opened his eyes after a full day had passed.

"Um... Hassan... thank you for saving me."

It was broken Kingdom language.

"Where are you from?"

"From the southern Al Kamar Rum Bwishudraama Kingdom... I came from there."

A long country name.

"A kingdom from the desert region, I see."

Lucia seemed to know the country.

When Aria handed him water, Hassan received it with trembling hands.

"Thank you so much. You saved my life..."

"You should recover first."

"Thank you. Thank you so much..."

After some time passed, I brought up the topic I'd been waiting to discuss.

"Hassan, would you consider joining our mercenary group?"

The spider den rescue event. It would almost certainly succeed.

"Mercenary group?"

"It's called 'Age of Romance.' The weekly pay is about 3 gold."

Hassan hastily waved his hands.

"No! That's too much money... I can't ask for such payment from someone who saved my life."

"Then how about half?"

"That's more than enough. Let me show you my skills first."

In the empty lot behind the inn.

Hassan raised his unusual staff. The mana crystal at its tip pulsed with golden light. It had a unique form with decorations typical of desert regions.

"Stone Missile."

He chanted the spell in a low, thick voice.

The ground split open and five fist-sized stones shot up. The gray stones paused momentarily in mid-air, then flew simultaneously toward the target.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

A series of impacts echoed through the empty lot. The tree he had targeted was shattered to pieces. It was much more precise and powerful than Lucia's fireballs.

Even passersby began to murmur.

"He can control stones like that?"

"The power is no joke."

Hassan didn't stop there.

"Earth Wall."

As he chanted another spell, the ground rose up to form a thick, solid wall of earth. It was twice the height of an adult man. The surface was smoothly finished.

He was skilled in defensive magic too.

"You're amazing, mister! This is professor-level magic!"

Lucia exclaimed in admiration. Her voice contained pure amazement rather than jealousy.

"You flatter me. However, my magic has clear limitations..."

"Limitations?"

"Rock magic is powerful but... limited in range."

Ah. He means it can't cause mass destruction.

That must be why such a powerful mage was caught by mere spiders.

Watching Hassan scratch his head, Lucia nodded.

"Fire magic is my specialty for dealing with multiple weak enemies. But why did you come all the way to the north?"

Hassan's expression turned serious.

"A Noble Artifact has been discovered in the north."

"Is that reliable information?"

"I'm more than 90% certain."

Silence fell.

Noble Artifact.

Ancient relics that choose their owners and can only be used by them. Those who wield powerful Noble Artifacts are comparable to Sword Masters or Archmages.

Every major noble family possesses Noble Artifacts. Or rather, one needs Noble Artifacts to become a major family. Lose them, and the family falls.

The same was true for our Adelheit family.

Adelheit was considered one of the top noble families because it possessed two special-grade Noble Artifacts among ten total.

The royal family was even more impressive.

Of course, the exact number and abilities are top secret, but they're estimated to have at least 10 special-grade Noble Artifacts. Including mid-grade ones, they probably have around a hundred.

Conversely, the downfall of families that lost their Noble Artifacts was miserable.

Without Noble Artifacts, a family's status plummets, they face opposition from other nobles, and eventually walk the path of gradual or rapid decline.

"Do you know what kind of Noble Artifact it is?"

"I'm not certain. However... it's likely to be a weapon type."

Weapon-type Noble Artifacts are even more valuable. Unlike armor or accessories, they directly increase combat power.

"And according to rumors... it might be a Noble Artifact made by elves."

"An elven Noble Artifact?"

In that case, its value would multiply several times. Elven technology far surpassed that of humans.

"Is this information reliable?"

"Yes. The royal family and major nobles are already making moves."

That's when it happened.

"Noble Artifact! A Noble Artifact! And it might even be elven-made!"

Lucia began running around the field. She was completely beside herself.

"There's no need to get so excited..."

"No need? It's a Noble Artifact!"

Her voice grew louder, causing even passersby to turn and look.

More surprising was Aria.

Even she, who struggled with Kingdom language, widened her eyes at the words "Noble Artifact." Emotion flashed across her usually expressionless face.

"Noble Artifact! Noble Artifact!"

I shook my head and smiled.

The sight of the two girls was pleasant, but...

"Lucia, Aria, calm down. Noble Artifacts aren't so easily obtained."

But it was useless.

Lucia was still running around the field, and so was Aria.

The next morning, I visited the back-alley information broker again.

"It's true. A massive ruin has been discovered in the northern Montenegro Mountains. The presence of a Noble Artifact has been confirmed."

The information broker "Rat" unfolded an old map. It was worn, with stains and frayed edges.

He pointed to the eastern edge of the Montenegro Mountains.

About a week's journey north from the Royal Capital.

"The distance isn't as far as I thought."

"But you should be careful. Monsters appear in large numbers there."

I nodded and examined the map carefully. Rough mountainous terrain with monsters. Definitely dangerous.

"Any guesses about what kind of Noble Artifact it might be?"

Rat scratched his chin.

"Well, they haven't been able to enter the ruins yet. But it definitely responded to Noble Artifact detection magic."

"Noble Artifact detection magic..."

That was high-level magic used only by the royal family. Using such means meant this was truly significant.

"It's likely to be a weapon type. The mountain range might have been an ancient battlefield."

Rat pointed to several locations on the map.

"Ancient weapons have occasionally been discovered in this area before. Though none were Noble Artifact grade."

"Interesting."

"By the way, the major nobles are starting to make moves."

"Which major nobles?"

"The Adelheit family. That is, Young Master's original family is a prime example. Specifically, I hear Young Lord Roderick will be making a move."

"Roderick..."

Hearing that name made anger rise within me. The very person who framed me and drove me out of the family.

"My enemy is making his move. I'll have to repay what I suffered, with interest."

Rat shook his head.

"Young Master, Young Lord Roderick has powerful in-laws and maternal relatives backing him. That's why you suffered at his hands."

"I know."

"Will you still oppose him?"

"I have something I can rely on."

Rat stared at me for a while, then sighed.

"Then there's no helping it. Here's an introduction letter for the information guilds in cities around the mountain range."

"Introduction letter?"

I examined the document he handed me. It was an official document with Rat's signature and seal.

"Thank you. Do you need additional payment?"

"Not necessary. However... I'd appreciate it if you could make Young Lord Roderick's life a little difficult."

Come to think of it, this man also had bad blood with him.

A dark shadow briefly crossed Rat's eyes.

"Is it personal?"

"Well... you could say that."

I didn't ask further. But I could guess.

Roderick's business expansion. Many small merchants were pushed out in that process. It was legal, but he used any means necessary.

He would dominate existing markets and eliminate competitors one by one. He didn't use direct violence, but applied economic pressure.

Many merchants couldn't withstand it and collapsed.

This information broker must have been harmed in that process.

"I'll avenge your share too, so look forward to it."

Three days later, on the road heading north, I encountered the procession I had expected.

Lavishly decorated carriages and elite knights.

The emblem of the Adelheit family was clearly visible.

"That's..."

Lucia murmured quietly. She too seemed to recognize our family's procession.

The carriage procession stopped in front of us. Then a window opened, revealing a familiar face.

"Well, well, who do we have here. It's my little brother who coveted my wife."

It was Roderick. His mocking gaze swept over our group, lingering especially on Aria and Lucia.

"You speak of false accusations as if they were truth."

"Little Sister Lucia, are you well? I was worried when you suddenly cut contact."

"Worried? That's rich coming from you, who cut my funding."

Lucia replied coldly. Her voice was mixed with anger.

Roderick was deliberately provoking us. I could see the surrounding knights trying to hold back their laughter.

There was no hard evidence, but I strongly suspected the man before me had framed me.

"Brother Roderick, you're also heading north."

I answered as calmly as possible. But my fists clenched involuntarily.

A decision was already forming in my mind.

"You must have the same goal? This should be an interesting competition."

Roderick's mouth twisted further. His expression was relaxed, as if the outcome was already decided.

"Competition..."

Yes, this is a competition.

Anything could happen during ruin exploration.

One could be attacked by dangerous monsters, fall into traps, or even be betrayed by companions blinded by greed.

"Yes, it will be a very interesting competition indeed."

That smug face of his wouldn't last long.

Ch.11 - Mining, Church, And Undead
After the unpleasant encounter with Roderick, we deliberately chose a different path.

There was no reason to walk the same road as that bastard.

But since our destination was the same, we inevitably had to face each other again.

Crossbell, the mining city.

To reach the Montenegro Mountains, we had to pass through this city.

Crossbell wasn't owned by any lord but was under the direct control of the church.

More specifically, it was under the Church of Light's jurisdiction.

This world has various religions, but don't be mistaken thinking they're weak just because they're polytheistic.

Each major religion wielded power comparable to the medieval Catholic Church.

After all, priests actually emanate Divine Power in this world.

Because of this, cities directly governed by churches were generally considered good places to live.

However, when we arrived at Crossbell, we were met with an unsettling atmosphere.

"What's going on?" Lucia muttered.

Soldiers who should have been patrolling orderly as befitting a church territory were scarce.

The few soldiers present were wounded and hadn't received proper treatment.

Arms wrapped in bandages, limping legs. This situation in a non-border region was strange.

And in a church territory, no less?

Something was off.

I approached a guard at the town entrance.

"Excuse me, what happened here?"

The guard looked up. A long scar marked his face as well.

"You're outsiders. Mercenaries, judging by your appearance?"

"That's right."

"Then rather than me explaining, check the notice board at the mercenary guild over there. That would be faster."

The path to the mercenary guild was eerily quiet.

The streets that should have been bustling were nearly empty. Even those present wore dark, gloomy expressions.

As we entered the guild, we heard murmuring voices.

"The Church of Light posted a request directly?"

"Of course. What else could the church do? They've lost a significant portion of their Holy Warriors."

"Undead subjugation... dangerous, but the reward..."

"But it's a Church of Light request, right? We could gain prestige."

Amid the mercenaries' whispers, a notice on the wall caught my eye.

[URGENT REQUEST]
Rare minerals discovered in an abandoned mine near the village, but undead creatures have appeared, making mining impossible.
Church forces engaged but retreated due to disadvantage.
Since then, the undead forces have grown.
Requesting undead elimination and mine purification.
Reward: 50 gold + Official church certificate
- Marcel Lucius, Priest of Crossbell Region -

Undead.

They were dangerous beings strictly managed by kingdoms and churches because once they spread, they became uncontrollable.

The church's military power is weak.

That's common knowledge.

However, against undead, they had an absolute advantage.

Despite this, the fact that the church failed meant... the undead forces were formidable.

"50 gold."

"Considering the risk, it's not particularly generous," Galen commented.

He was right. 50 gold was an enormous reward, but fighting undead was dangerous.

Church requests typically didn't offer large rewards.

Not extremely cheap, but somewhat disappointing.

The church earns vast sums of money.

Aria herself paid a considerable amount to heal her arm, didn't she?

Considering their income, it seemed stingy, but understandable given the enormous cost of training priests.

But the church compensated in other ways.

"So you think it's not worth it?"

"Of course not. It's an official church request. Moreover, they're offering an official certificate... if we do well, we might even receive a title instead of just a certificate."

They gave certificates and titles to those who solved troublesome problems.

The most prestigious title was "Hero."

Even without such a high-ranking title, there were dozens of various titles available.

These held immense political value.

Official church recognition made business easier and facilitated obtaining noble titles.

If one earned a top-tier title like "Hero," conquering an average kingdom would be simple.

Actually, before that, kings would line up wanting to marry their children to a Hero to mix that bloodline into their lineage, so bloodshed wouldn't even be necessary.

"Sounds good... Since both Oppa and I are finished with Adelheit anyway, to get a new noble title, we first need to work on our reputation..."

Just then.

"Well, my siblings are here."

A familiar voice came from behind.

Roderick had entered the guild with his private soldiers.

The moment his gaze fixed on the request notice, I instinctively realized:

We couldn't miss this request.

Roderick's lips twisted.

"Undead subjugation... interesting. But with your and Lucia's forces, it would be difficult."

It was provocation.

But I had already made up my mind.

I approached the guild employee and pointed at the notice.

"We'll take this request."

"What?"

Perhaps he hadn't expected me to act so decisively?

Roderick's mean mouth visibly twisted.

"Shouldn't latecomers step aside?"

"How hasty, brother. You do know that failing a church request deals a critical blow to your reputation, right?"

Of course, he didn't know the power I possessed.

"Of course. That's why I plan to prepare more carefully."

"I will participate as well."

As expected.

But the guild employee looked perplexed.

"How would you like to proceed?"

At the employee's question, Roderick gave me a sinister smile.

"Simple. The two mercenary groups will eliminate the undead in their own ways, and the rewards will be distributed according to results."

The atmosphere in the guild suddenly changed.

The spectators' murmurs grew louder, and other mercenaries watched us with excited expressions.

It meant direct competition.

On the surface, Roderick seemed to have the advantage.

His group had twice as many members as ours.

Moreover, unlike our mercenary-focused group, his party included three actual "Knights."

The news spread quickly through the town.

The rumor that a new mercenary group had taken the church's undead subjugation request, competing directly with someone from a noble family, became the talk of the town.

But the atmosphere developed differently than expected.

"Are those really the people who captured Bull Jack?"

"They're competing with the second son of the Adelheit family?"

"I heard that mercenary who caught Bull Jack is also from the Adelheit family."

"Can they succeed where the church forces failed?"

"If they caught Jack, they must be capable."

It seemed Bull Jack's name was infamous in this area too.

Let's build on this momentum.

"Don't worry, everyone! We, the Age of Romance, will solve this disaster that has befallen your town! In the name of the great God of Light!"

I shouted energetically in the square.

"In the name of the great God of Light!"

Some people cheered. But many still looked skeptical.

Just then, Roderick burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! The pretentiousness of a new mercenary group is quite a sight. Your words sound impressive, but I wonder about your skills?"

The atmosphere suddenly turned cold. People began to doubt us.

I smiled and looked at Aria.

"Aria, could you show a sword strike on that rock over there?"

Aria nodded expressionlessly.

This level of communication was gradually becoming possible.

Click.

The sound of a sword being drawn echoed.

And in an instant.

BOOM!

The rock in front of the guild split completely in two.

"Wooooow!"

Cheers surrounded us.

"Tch!"

We won the battle of momentum.

But after returning to the inn, voices of concern emerged.

"Captain, Roderick has twice as many people as we do. Moreover, they're all formally trained."

Galen quietly expressed his concern.

Tom and Jane also looked worried. No matter how skilled we were, the numerical disadvantage was an undeniable reality.

"We have a Sword Expert and two mages."

Though still expressionless, Aria's hand on the sword handle trembled slightly.

Was it anticipation for battle?

Lucia spoke confidently.

"Against undead, fire magic is the best! Combined with Uncle Hassan's magic, we have nothing to fear."

Hassan nodded.

"With my Earth Wall... for defense... and Lady Lucia's flames... for attack... it should be... a good combination."

"But still... they outnumber us two to one."

I snorted.

"His skills are predictable."

The quality of troops Roderick could deploy was also predictable.

All his knights were acquaintances of mine.

Until recently, I might have been afraid, but now I wasn't at all.

Game knowledge from my previous life, information about him, and above all, Aria, the strongest swordswoman.

With her skills that subdued Bull Jack with just two sword strikes, most enemies wouldn't stand a chance.

"We leave for the abandoned mine at dawn tomorrow."

The time had come to settle my long-standing grudge with Roderick.

This was my chance to repay all the humiliation I had suffered.

Ch.12 - Mining, Church, And Undead (2)
In the early dawn, a cold mist enveloped the entrance to the abandoned mine.

Roderick's private soldiers, twelve in total, had set up position in the east, while our mercenary group of seven took our places on the opposite western side.

On the surface, we were at an overwhelming disadvantage.

This wasn't just because of numbers.

Roderick's forces, which included three formally trained knights, clearly had the upper hand by anyone's assessment.

And one of them was a Sword Expert like Aria.

Bernhardt, Roderick's right-hand man.

A knight provided by his mother's family.

"Please go in first, brother," I said respectfully.

"No, you first, little brother," Roderick responded with a sneer.

Click.

Aria's hand immediately moved to her sword hilt. Lucia and Hassan also drew out their staffs.

What were our chances if we clashed here?

Not bad, actually.

Setting aside Hassan and Lucia, Roderick didn't know Aria's true abilities.

He probably thought she was at most on the same level as his right-hand man Bernhardt.

Tension hung thick in the air.

Both the private soldiers and mercenaries were ready to enter combat stance at any moment.

One wrong move and a bloody battle would erupt.

That's when it happened.

From deep within the abandoned mine came an eerie moan.

"Uuuugh..."

"That's the cry of the undead."

"Quite a few of them, it seems."

Both Roderick's soldiers and my mercenaries were frightened by the undead's wailing.

This was exactly the sound I had been waiting for.

The knowledge from my past life's gaming experience replayed perfectly in my mind. The structure of the abandoned mine dungeon unfolded like a map.

Three floors. Skeletons on the first floor, zombies on the second, and a boss-level undead at the bottom.

It was one of the common patterns. I had memorized it all.

"We'll take the western tunnel. It looks safer. What will you do, little brother?"

"We'll enter through the eastern tunnel."

Everyone was surprised.

I had chosen the direction where the more dangerous sounds were coming from. Even Roderick looked taken aback.

"Are you sure about that side?"

"Yes."

"Suit yourself."

Roderick muttered in disbelief.

The mercenaries were puzzled.

"Are you sure about this, Captain?" Galen asked.

"Just trust me," I answered briefly.

In reality, the side with the louder sounds was actually safer. It had always been that way in the game.

"Hassan?"

"Yes!"

"You're casting that spell I told you about, right?"

"Of course!"

"Good!"

As soon as we entered the mine, six skeletons charged at us with rattling bones.

One of them was a general-type, much larger and more threatening than the others.

"Hassan! Use the spell you've been preparing! Lucia, stay back for now!"

"Understood!"

While fire magic was effective against other undead, it had limited effect on skeletons.

On the other hand, Hassan's rock magic, which crushed with pure physical force, was super effective against skeletons.

Think about it.

What happens when you hit bones with a stone club? Especially when it's just bones without flesh.

"Stone Missile!"

With Hassan's shout, five fist-sized rocks floated into the air.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

A series of impact sounds echoed. Two skeletons shattered into pieces.

While Hassan dealt with the enemies in front, Galen, Tom, and Jane each took on one skeleton.

The sound of swords and shields clashing echoed through the narrow tunnel.

Aria and I rushed toward the most dangerous one, the general-type.

"Aria!"

I didn't even need to call out.

Click.

The sound of a sword being drawn from its sheath. And in an instant.

Bang!

The upper body of the general skeleton flew off completely. Bone fragments scattered in all directions and fell to the floor.

It was an easier victory than expected.

Lucia stared at Aria with wide eyes. Hassan did the same.

"As expected... you're amazing, Lady."

Hassan muttered in admiration.

"Now we go down to the second floor."

As we descended the spiral staircase to the second floor, a stench assaulted our noses.

The smell of rotting meat. The smell of corpses crawling with maggots.

"Ugh."

Lucia covered her nose. Hassan frowned but said nothing.

As the torchlight illuminated the tunnel walls, shadows seemed to writhe. No, they weren't shadows.

"Zombies," Galen muttered quietly.

Staggering toward us.

Rotting corpses that were once miners walked toward us.

One missing an arm, another with its neck half-severed, yet another with intestines spilling out.

Seven in total. One more than on the first floor.

"Lucia. Use the spell you prepared!"

She nodded at my call.

Orange flames were already blooming at the tip of her staff.

The exact opposite of skeletons. Zombies were extremely vulnerable to fire.

Because they had flesh, of course. Moreover, rotting flesh would burn like oil.

"Fireball!"

With Lucia's shout, a fist-sized ball of flame flew out.

Bang!

The zombie at the front became a fireball and hit the wall. It crumbled to ashes without even screaming.

"Lizard's Tail!"

This time it was a consecutive attack. A flame tendril, writhing like a snake, extended from Lucia's staff.

Sizzle! Sizzle!

Three zombies burst into flames simultaneously. The smell of burning rotten flesh filled the tunnel.

In an instant, four out of seven were gone.

The remaining three charged through the flames. But they were already half-burned.

Creatures so charred that flesh and bone were indistinguishable.

The first one rushed at me.

I swung my sword. A simple horizontal slash.

Swoosh.

Its head was cleanly severed. The body, already half-burned, offered almost no resistance.

Beside me, Galen pushed back a zombie with his shield and split its head in two with his sword.

Rotten brain matter spilled from the cracked skull.

Tom and Jane also worked together to take down one.

It wasn't difficult since they were already half-cooked.

"They may have numbers... but the quality of these undead is poor."

Galen said as he shook the blood off his sword. His voice sounded relaxed.

"The second floor seems easier than the first. There's not even a general-type."

Tom kicked a zombie corpse as he replied.

He was right. On the first floor, there was at least a general skeleton that required Aria to step in.

But the zombies on the second floor were just ordinary corpses.

Lucia's fire magic was enough.

"We got lucky!"

That was a lie.

It had always been this pattern in the game.

The zombies on the second floor were weaker than those on the first.

The problem was the third floor. The real boss would be waiting there.

Lucia hung her staff over her shoulder and boasted.

"How was my fire magic skill?"

"Amazing."

I meant it. Not just the power of the fire magic, but its accuracy was excellent.

She hit all the zombies without hurting any of our companions in the narrow tunnel.

Hassan nodded.

"It was... truly... excellent magic."

"Hehe, thanks, Uncle Hassan."

"Now we go down to the third floor. That's where the real problem is."

I wondered how far Roderick had gotten by now.

He must be having a hard time...


**


Unlike the smoothly progressing eastern tunnel, the western tunnel was hell.

"Damn it all..."

A curse burst from Roderick's lips. One soldier was already down, his throat torn.

The monster before them was a ghoul.

Sharp claws revealed between rotting flesh, teeth stained blood-red.

It was a being of an entirely different dimension from ordinary skeletons or zombies.

"A ghoul..."

Expert-level knight Bernhardt muttered as he drew his sword.

Tension was evident on his face as well.

Ghouls weren't low-level undead. They were classified as vampiric high-level undead.

Though considered low in danger and rank among vampiric creatures, they were dangerous enemies with fast speed, regenerative abilities, and paralyzing poison.

"Kraaak!"

The ghoul charged with a sharp scream.

Bernhardt raised his shield, but the ghoul's claws scraped the metal, sending sparks flying.

Bang! Bang!

A series of impact sounds echoed through the narrow tunnel.

Bernhardt counterattacked with his sword, but the ghoul twisted its body nimbly to avoid it.

"Surround it!"

Following Roderick's order, the soldiers encircled the ghoul.

Bang!

Bernhardt's sword cleanly severed the ghoul's left arm. Black blood dripped onto the tunnel floor.

"Good! We've succeeded in cutting off the ghoul's arm!"

But the joy was short-lived. The ghoul continued attacking as if it felt no pain.

That was the frightening thing about the undead.

"Aaaagh!"

Another soldier's scream rang out. His shoulder had been deeply torn by the ghoul's claws.

"If we lose soldiers this early..."

Roderick muttered. But he quickly gathered his thoughts.

"No. No, that's not right."

Cold calculations ran through his mind.

These soldiers were expendable from the start.

Roderick.

And Bernhardt.

If just these two could somehow survive...

Even if they lost everyone else, it wouldn't matter.

The same went for the other knights. As long as they could get official recognition from the church, that would be enough.

'With this as a starting point...'

Ambition burned in Roderick's eyes.

Recognition from the church.

With that alone, he could restart the succession competition with his older brother.

"We're going down to the third floor."


**


Finally, it was the last stage of the dungeon.

The point where the eastern and western tunnels converged.

It was the same structure I had seen in the game.

In the game, the monster on the last floor was completely random.

Even I didn't know what creature would appear.

But I would soon find out.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream tore through the darkness.

It was a familiar voice. One of the Adelheit family knights.

I couldn't remember his name, but he was definitely one of Roderick's subordinates.

Clang! Clang!

Metallic sounds followed. The dull, heavy sound of swords and armor clashing.

I immediately understood the situation from those sounds.

"It's a Death Knight," I muttered quietly.

The faces of Galen, Tom, and Jane instantly turned pale.

Ch.13 - The Village Saviors
"Kyaaaaaaah!"

"Damn it, Lord Roderick abandoned us!"

"Help! Aaaaargh!"

Along with a chilling roar, screams erupted from the far end of the tunnel.

"Captain! We need to get out of here now!"

Galen shouted with a face drained of all color.

But it was already too close to escape.

Death Knight. Clearly a formidable opponent.

Expecting merely a Durahhan had been a grave miscalculation.

Screech... thud... screech... thud...

The ominous sound of steel pierced our eardrums. Finally, it emerged from the darkness.

Two blazing blue eye lights. Everyone held their breath at its overwhelming presence.

Just then, a firm warmth overlapped my hand.

It was Aria.

"My Lord. Aria... trust."

Under the unstable torchlight, unwavering eyes held mine. Though her words were awkward, they contained a faith stronger than any eloquence.

I nodded.

"Yes. Let's fight together."

At my response, the Death Knight raised its massive two-handed sword.

Dark energy rising from the blade. A sight I'd seen hundreds of times in my previous life.

The first pattern would be a straightforward charge.

"Everyone dodge to the left!"

No sooner had I shouted than the monster's massive body lunged forward, kicking off the ground.

Crash—!

The floor where we had just been standing was torn apart like paper.

Second pattern coming! Spinning slash!

I immediately called out the next command.

"Everyone, fall back!"

Following my order, everyone retreated without hesitation.

Whooooosh—!

The blade wind swept through the space where we had just been.

A single strike that would separate flesh from bone with just a graze.

But powerful attacks always leave massive openings.

"Now!"

I didn't miss the opportunity.

"Hassan! Target the joint behind the right knee! Lucia, fire magic into the gap in its helmet!"

"Stone Missile!"

"Fireball!"

Sharp rocks struck precisely at the back of the knee, and the fireball penetrated the tiny gap below the helmet at the nape. The Death Knight's movement faltered momentarily.

"Galen, Tom, Jane! Bind it!"

As the three rushed forward with shields, I also drew my sword and dove into the monster's opening.

The tip of my sword touched its armor.

Thunk!

But it didn't penetrate as deeply as I'd hoped.

Damn. My skill level was insufficient.

When my strike was blocked, the Death Knight regained its balance and went berserk.

"Ugh!"

Tom, who couldn't dodge in time, was struck in the side by the sword handle and rolled across the floor.

That's when it happened.

A shadow unhesitatingly climbed onto the fallen Death Knight's chest.

It was Aria.

She gripped her sword with both hands and drove it down with her full weight into the thickest part between the breastplate and neck guard.

Crack—!

The horrific sound of metal and bone being crushed.

The blue flames enveloping the monster flared violently, then faded like ashes. The eye lights inside the helmet lost their hollow glow.

Silence fell.

What broke that silence was Galen's desperate cry.

"Tom! Wake up, Tom!"

Tom opened his eyes with a faint groan, but the amount of blood pouring from his side was alarming.

"Damn it...! We need to get him outside! He needs treatment immediately!"

**

When we emerged from the dim entrance of the abandoned mine, the first thing that greeted us was the air of despair filling the square.

In the center of the crowd, Roderick, clutching his blood-stained arm, was shouting with a voice close to hysteria.

"Death Knight! A cursed Death Knight has awakened in the abandoned mine!"

At his cry, the villagers' faces turned deathly pale.

"What... what should we do, Sir Roderick?"

"There's nothing to be done! Unless a Sword Master descends upon us, that thing is beyond human capability to defeat! Even if the captain of the kingdom's elite knights came personally, victory couldn't be guaranteed!"

Roderick pointed toward the mine entrance with terror-filled eyes.

"My brothers and those young fools have already become its sacrifices! Everyone must evacuate now! Abandon this village and flee! Hurry!"

It was at that moment.

"......"

A dust-covered mercenary band emerged from the darkness.

At the front, a blonde-haired captain, followed by companions. Though tired and wounded, their steps carried the quiet dignity of warriors rather than the cowardice of fugitives.

All noise in the bustling square ceased as if by magic.

"You... you all...."

Roderick's eyes filled with astonishment. These were faces he never imagined would return alive.

I walked through the terrified villagers without sparing him a glance. Each step cut through the heavy silence of the square.

I stopped in the center of the crowd, where all eyes were focused. Then I declared:

"The Death Knight has been dealt with."

For a moment, silence dominated the square.

People looked at each other's faces in disbelief, confused between Roderick's cries and my calm declaration.

That's when it happened.

Hassan, who had been standing behind me, stepped forward.

As he softly chanted a spell, mana rose from beneath his feet like a sandstorm. With Hassan's gesture, "it" rose into the air with a heavy sound.

Under the midday sun, it finally revealed itself.

A severed "head."

Rotten flesh exposed bone, and from the empty eye sockets, remnants of blue light flickered like lightning.

"......!"

A jaw-dropping sight. Overwhelming evidence that instantly shattered Roderick's prophecy of doom.

All sound in the square vanished once again.

Suffocating silence.

And then.

"My God...! It's really... really a Death Knight's head!"

Starting with someone's shout, suppressed emotions erupted like a volcano.

"They really... the Death Knight... they did it!"

"That rookie mercenary band! The monster that slaughtered Adelheit's knights and made them flee!"

"Waaaaaaaaah!"

The square was instantly covered with cheers.

"Hurrah! Our village is saved! 'Age of Romance' has saved us!"

Hats flew into the air, and children jumped up and down. The height of joy rose as high as the depth of despair had been, making the ground shake.

But I had no luxury to indulge in their cheers.

Because I was the "captain" of those standing behind me.

"We have wounded! His condition is critical—Father, please hurry with treatment!"

I pushed through the crowd to approach Father Marcel with urgency.

However, Father Marcel shook his head with a pale face.

"I'm sorry, mercenary captain. I can't... do it now."

"What? Why not! Tom will die if he's not treated immediately!"

"I'm sorry... I've already used up all my divine power. It would take at least a month of rest and prayer to recover..."

"You clearly said you had plenty before we went in! Who did you use that precious divine power on?"

Father Marcel's trembling finger pointed to a shadowy corner of the square, away from the cheering crowd's attention.

There... like a criminal awaiting execution, was Roderick, trembling like an aspen leaf.

**

Roderick vanished from the village without a trace.

And that night, no miracle occurred in the mercenary barracks.

Tom never opened his eyes again.

Father Marcel's shoulders trembled slightly as he held the cold, lifeless hand.

"I wasted God's blessing on a coward who couldn't save the village... and let a hero who did save it die."

Self-loathing and guilt turned his heart to ashes. This couldn't stand. This debt, this sin, couldn't be buried like this.

Marcel pulled out a communication orb from his pocket with trembling hands. His touch, now firm with resolve, showed no more hesitation.

The bishop's face appeared with a blue light, looking serene.

"What is it, Father Marcel?"

"Your Grace, the undead in the Crossbell mine have been exterminated. The boss monster lurking inside was none other than a Death Knight."

The bishop's eyebrows rose slightly with interest.

"Death Knight extermination. According to your report, this is no ordinary achievement. Appropriate rewards will be necessary."

"I propose the highest honor the order can bestow—the title of 5th Rank Holy Warrior for the fallen member, and 9th Rank Holy Warrior titles for the other members."

Marcel took a breath, then continued resolutely.

"And for Captain Leon... I propose the title of 7th Rank Holy Warrior."

The bishop's brow furrowed slightly. For a living person, especially a young man disowned by his family, 7th rank was an exceptional honor.

"7th rank for a living person... isn't that excessive? Even considering the false accusations against him, 8th rank would be sufficient reward."

At that moment, Marcel's suppressed emotions burst forth.

"He saved countless lives! Those false accusations were complete fabrications by Roderick, that snake! What better proof than Lady Lucia, another scion of House Adelheit, following him!"

The bishop remained silent after this passionate defense. His eyes, visible through the orb, sank into deep thought. After a while, a faint smile appeared on his lips.

"It sounds like he's worth bringing to our side. If he becomes the true master of House Adelheit, he would be an invaluable ally to the Church of Light and Benevolence."

The Church of Light and Benevolence.

Commonly known as the Church of Light, the bishop made his final decision with a satisfied expression.

"I approve Leon Adelheit's appointment as a 7th Rank Holy Warrior."

Ch.14 - The Duel With The Rookie
We were about to set out on our journey.

The quest wasn't over yet, and the ruins in the north would be waiting for us.

"Wait, Captain Leon! Are you leaving already?"

Father Marcel blocked our path, slightly out of breath.

Beads of sweat had formed on his forehead.

"We need to explore the ruins."

"How disappointed the villagers would be if the hero of this festival were to leave without a word."

He showed a genuinely regretful expression.

I stopped and looked at him.

Would it be more efficient to quickly head to our next destination?

Or would it be wiser to strengthen our ties with this small village?

"Of course, you'll receive the Holy Warrior title regardless, but if you accept your first title here at this festival, in front of everyone, as the hero of Crossbell... the impact would certainly be different!"

My first title... My heart skipped a beat.

Since being driven out of Adelheit, this would be my first official recognition and honor.

I, who had been abandoned after being falsely accused, was now being celebrated as a hero of a village and about to receive a title from the church.

It would definitely... feel quite good.

No, to be honest, it felt fucking amazing.

Father Marcel, the influential figure of this village, was showing clear goodwill.

"And I'll personally arrange the funeral for your fallen member, and I'll help clear your name of the false accusations."

As usual, there was a possibility that this was just empty courtesy to make himself look good.

Even so, I didn't mind.

I nodded briefly.

Let's stay here a little longer.

There was no rush.

The ruins weren't going anywhere.

After the festival's commotion had subsided, Tom's funeral was held.

The funeral, conducted under Father Marcel's supervision, concluded solemnly amid the villagers' condolences.

Galen spoke in a low voice beside me.

"A 5th-rank Holy Warrior in death. That bastard Tom must be satisfied, even in the underworld."

Though his eyes still held sadness, a small, proud smile inevitably formed at the corners of his mouth.

Since being expelled from the royal guard, how long had it been since he'd received such official recognition?

I too was caught in a similar whirlwind of emotions.

Tom, who had died, became a 5th-rank Holy Warrior.

I received the 7th-rank Holy Warrior title for defeating the Death Knight.

And the rest of the mercenary members, including Aria, each received 9th-rank Holy Warrior titles.

An official title bestowed by the church.

It meant more than just honor.

Especially to me, who had been cast aside by the Adelheit family.

A new identity, a new foothold.

On the last night of the festival, looking at the blazing bonfire, I prayed for Tom's soul.

And I thought about the future of those of us who survived.

**

After leaving Crossbell village and traveling for several days.

The massive gates of Valencia, the trading city that was our next destination, came into view.

It was a vibrant city.

The rumors about the northern ruins must have spread widely here, as the streets were packed with adventurers and merchants in various attire.

Our destination was the mercenary guild.

Since one had died, we needed to hire at least one more.

As we entered the guild's personnel office, a familiar back caught my eye.

Roderick.

My half-brother and one of the culprits who had dragged me down.

As always, he was accompanied by Bernhardt, his right-hand man.

A feeling like my heart sinking coldly.

Well, fine... I had nothing to fear.

I too was with Aria, who could be considered my right hand.

A setup that seemed almost staged.

We seemed to recognize each other's presence simultaneously, our gazes colliding in mid-air.

The noise in the guild seemed to momentarily fade away.

A tense atmosphere began to form between us.

Bernhardt.

Roderick's loyal sword and a skilled expert who, like Aria, had reached the level of Sword Expert.

His gaze landed on Aria.

Exploring, or perhaps checking.

But Aria remained expressionless.

The news of defeating the Death Knight in the Crossbell mine.

We had defeated the Death Knight that he and Roderick had fled from.

Bernhardt was probably mulling over that fact.

Aria still hadn't moved an inch.

She was just standing quietly, but even the flow of air around her seemed to have changed.

Bernhardt's brow unconsciously narrowed slightly. He was clearly being pushed back in terms of presence.

The knuckles of his tightly clenched fist turned white.

I wasn't the only one who noticed this subtle change in atmosphere.

Several mercenaries who had been drinking or exchanging trivial jokes nearby had closed their mouths and were glancing in our direction.

"Is this a battle of wills between noble lords?"

"It's obvious which side is losing. The guy with the bandages."

Roderick, still heavily bandaged on his arm. His appearance was quite laughable.

"You ran away with your tail between your legs, and now I see you here, brother."

I had no intention of hiding my mockery.

"Y-you bastard! How dare you speak to me like that after coveting my wife!"

Roderick's voice cracked with agitation.

His unbandaged hand was visibly trembling.

"That's the false accusation you put on me, brother. Soon the church will personally clear that dishonor, and then the truth will be revealed to all."

Roderick's face turned bright red.

"Hmph! You just got lucky and delivered the final blow to a Death Knight that was nearly dead after fighting us!"

I just snorted. As if he wasn't even worth dealing with further.

With this, the winner of the childish battle of wills in the middle of the guild was clear.

Roderick, with his head held high, headed towards the mercenary recruitment board.

Then, showing off a plump pouch of gold coins, he shouted:

"Here, skilled mercenaries! Hiring immediately! The conditions are the best!"

Several seemingly skilled mercenaries flocked to his boastful claim.

Still throwing money around, I see.

I chose a different path. My own way.

My gaze naturally turned to a corner of the board, a place people were deliberately avoiding.

There stood a girl in shabby attire, looking completely intimidated.

"What's this child's name?"

"Canna, sir. But are you really thinking of taking this child?"

"Is there a problem?"

"She's a thief by background."

Background: Thief.

In the game information I knew, thieves were absolute "staples."

Despite their cheap recruitment cost, their close-range defense, or so-called evasion ability, was incredible.

Isn't survival the basis of combat power?

Of course, even excluding this analysis, there were plenty of reasons to pick her.

Namely, she was pretty.

Very much so.

A small, pale face with delicate features.

Her slightly drooping eyes, as if frightened, triggered a protective instinct.

Beautiful girls are truly humanity's treasures.

I don't even want to share a table with those who don't understand this truth.

Just for a few acts of petty theft, facing severe punishment.

The problem with the humans of this world was their significantly diminished sense of beauty versus ugliness.

Only I recognized the beauty of her face.

And also the fact that it directly correlated with talent.

"Tsk, tsk, planning to recruit even a thief girl as a mercenary? Completely insane."

I easily ignored the loser Roderick's murmurs.

"That child is not a simple employee. She's a slave."

"So you need the branding cost."

I felt a cold gaze from behind.

It was Aria.

Had she understood that I was recruiting another slave?

Her red eyes seemed to faintly glow with something akin to jealousy.

Perhaps it was just my imagination.

"You're my first, Aria."

I whispered softly.

I couldn't tell if she understood my words exactly.

But a faint smile appeared and disappeared on Aria's lips after hearing me.

That was enough.

And so I acquired my second slave.

Canna, with her slave background, repeatedly bowed her head saying, "Thank you, Master. Thank you." Her appearance was quite pitiful.

Of course, I don't know what she might be hiding behind that seemingly innocent face.

Given her background, complete trust is out of the question.

I decided to entrust her management to Aria, my first slave who had now become a proper senior.

"Aria, you take charge of teaching this child."

"Teach?"

"Yes."

A simple instruction to handle it as she saw fit.

**

And for a few days, wondering if there might be other promising talents... but there weren't any good prospects.

Getting Canna alone was lucky enough.

Aria's method of teaching Canna, who was not fluent in the kingdom's language, was, well, purely instinctive.

"Hup."

"Ugh!"

Short battle cries. The sound of collisions. Falling down, getting back up.

For several days, the training ground on the outskirts of the mercenary guild was filled with Canna's labored breathing as she chased Aria's shadow.

Aria was silent. She just demonstrated with her body, and Canna absorbed it like a sponge.

And after a week.

After that short time, something unexpected even to Aria happened.

"Kheuk...! I... I lost."

In the middle of the training ground, Galen was sprawled out, covered in dust.

In front of him stood Canna, breathing heavily but firmly on her two feet.

Aria's red eyes rarely widened. She had expected rapid growth, but not to this extent.

"That child... talent... at least knight squire level."

Aria turned to me and whispered with a still awkward but confident voice.

Indeed, my "beautiful girl discernment" was not wrong.

That rumor seemed to spread faster than expected.

"You bastard!"

It was when we were taking a short break.

Roderick approached, fuming and pointing his finger at us. Here we go again.

"Are you putting on this pathetic show to spread the absurd rumor that you have an eye for talent?"

"What's the problem now, loser?"

"You bastard! Just because people are calling you a 'talent scout' or whatever, do you really think you're something? It's not even funny! You just got lucky with that silver-haired expert woman! This girl is just a petty thief slave! Just your toy!"

"Huh?"

As I was looking at Roderick with contempt without saying anything, Aria, who was standing beside me, suddenly spoke up.

"Canna... strong."

Everyone's attention turned to Aria.

She pointed at Roderick and Bernhardt standing behind him, and then gestured towards the rough-looking mercenaries that Roderick seemed to have newly recruited.

"At least... that one, that one except... those, all beat."

Though awkward, it was a clearer declaration than any eloquence.

Roderick's face turned red.

"Y-you woman, how dare you...! Fine! If you're so confident, prove it! Let's pit my mercenary against that thief girl you picked up, right here tomorrow!"

Hearing those words, Canna's eyes widened.

Ch.15 - Holy Warrior Title
In just one night, rumors spread like a plague throughout Valencia.

"In the end, it's just nobles playing games. Toying with mercenaries' lives."

"And against a former petty thief at that. What can you expect?"

The tavern near the mercenary guild was bustling with people using this new spectacle as fodder for their conversations.

Some gazes held even more blatant contempt.

"Just another poor girl being sacrificed for some sadistic noble's entertainment."

Yet money still changed hands.

Coins, a few silver pieces, and even gold coins passed over the modest betting board hanging on one side of the guild bulletin.

Most of the money flowed toward the intimidating mercenary hired by Roderick.

"Fifteen times payout on the underdog! Fifteen times!"

"Would you bet on the underdog? The safe bet is the obvious choice."

As if the outcome was already determined, a weary certainty settled on people's faces.

A cruel gamble with her life at stake.

The young girl's shoulders were hunched, looking as if they might crumble at any moment.

"Master... will this really be okay? I'm still..."

Her gaze wandered through the cracks in the floor.

"Don't worry."

With those words, I headed toward the corner of the mercenary guild.

In the middle of the noisy crowd, I declared without hesitation:

"I bet on Canna."

Ten gold coins clinked as I placed them on the table.

In that moment, all noise in the guild vanished as if by magic.

"Ten gold?"

"Is he serious?"

People's gazes flew like daggers toward me, then to Canna standing behind me.

"M-Master! What are you putting your faith in?"

Canna's voice was now almost a scream.

Ten gold.

That was several times more than her own worth.

Instead of answering, I silently looked at Aria standing beside me.

She had said Canna would win. That was enough. No further reason was needed.


**


The sensation of the name Aria echoing in my ears had become quite familiar.

Not a bad name.

Above all, it was a name given directly by my new lord.

My lord's second gift to me.

How could I not be grateful?

Muscles were slowly forming in my new arm—what could be considered my lord's first gift.

Of course, it wasn't perfect yet. It would take at least a year, perhaps longer, to fully regain my former sensation.

But I wasn't impatient.

My skills had reached greater heights through this opportunity.

All I needed was time.

In that time, I came to know my lord little by little.

Honorably, my lord personally taught me the language of this place every day.

I was undoubtedly the one with whom he spent the most time.

Therefore, when he brought in a new slave, the first emotion I learned was jealousy.

Was he going to keep such a scrawny, unremarkable thing by his side?

Then, my lord spoke.

"You're my first, Aria."

Though I didn't understand some of the words, it was clearly something positive.

That improved my mood.

And my lord entrusted that child to me.

After various attempts at communication, I understood his intention was for me to teach martial arts to that child.

I would follow the order, of course, but...

To be honest, I taught her somewhat halfheartedly.

"Is this how I should swing it?"

"Uh... yes!"

But within minutes of working together, I realized something.

Even without proper instruction, her form was already taking shape.

Especially with defensive techniques—they were practically perfected.

That child undoubtedly had talent.

So for one week, I generously passed on martial arts to her.

And in just one week, she mastered mana.

Of course, only I knew this fact.

I still... didn't know what mana was called in this country's language.

Anyway, she showed considerable promise.

Of course, she wasn't as good as me—I had sensed mana after just three days of training—but that's an unfair comparison.

In the northern lands, she would easily qualify as a knight's squire.

Whether she could reach the ranks of a true knight remained to be seen, but one thing was certain.

Her talent far exceeded the two dullards hovering around me.

One fat blonde and one brown-haired fellow who had forcibly become a Sword Expert.

They might call themselves knights and Sword Experts, but there's a difference between them and true experts.

They lack the martial sense that should accompany that level, unable even to detect the faint mana emanating from that small body.

Well, if they fought right now... those two could probably still defeat that child.

The rest would be impossible.

"At least... that one, that one... except those... she beats them all."

I conveyed this fact in my broken speech, and the expressions of "that one" and "that one" immediately soured.

And a day passed.

Time for their expressions to sour even more.


**


All eyes were fixed on the center, where two people stood.

One was Canna, just beginning to shed her girlish appearance.

The other was a menacing giant, easily twice her size, confidently hired by Roderick.

"Will that little runt last three minutes?"

The words thrown by Roderick's new subordinates were filled more with mockery than expectation.

The mercenary stepping into the duel spoke.

"Since she's a former thief, it wouldn't be a crime to kill her, right?"

"Of course not. I'll pay the death compensation. With a bonus."

"Hehe, leave it to me."

A situation where victory was assumed from the start.

"Raaah!"

The giant roared and brought down his massive steel axe.

Dirt exploded upward like dust.

Just when everyone expected Canna's scream, she slightly shifted her body to the side.

The giant's pupils trembled with confusion.

The sound of the axe striking empty ground echoed hollowly.

Canna had already slipped behind him, standing in his blind spot.

A two-handed axe.

A powerful weapon, certainly, but with many openings.

Moreover, his skill with the axe was so poor that the blade became stuck in the ground.

"It's over."

The small dagger in her hand grazed the giant's side and pulled away.

It was neither deep nor flashy—just an efficient strike.

"Guh!"

With a short cry, the giant's massive body lost balance and staggered.

By the time he hastily turned around, Canna was already on the opposite side.

With dazzling movements, repeatedly creating and closing distance, she targeted only his joints and vital points as if dancing.

The duel was transforming into a one-sided slaughter.

She was like a cruel artist splashing red paint on a giant canvas, and the mercenary was that canvas.

"Urgh, you... you bitch!"

The blood-covered mercenary finally managed to pull out his axe.

Filled with rage, he swung it wildly.

But his attacks repeatedly cut only through empty air.

Meanwhile, Canna's dagger flew like a snake's tongue, carving countless streams of blood into his arms, shoulders, and thighs.

None of the wounds were deep, but the pain and bleeding steadily ate away at the giant's vitality.

That dagger sure is performing well.

Finally, the mercenary's fighting spirit broke.

"I surrender! I surrender!"

According to guild regulations, a declaration of surrender meant the end of the duel.

But Canna didn't stop.

Her eyes had sunk coldly, seeming to remember what the mercenary had said earlier.

She repeated those words exactly.

"It wouldn't be a crime to kill, right?"

"Of course."

Having received her master's permission, Canna approached like smoke and looked down at the mercenary who was about to kneel and beg.

Then, without hesitation, she drove her dagger deep into the center of his right knee.

The terrible sound of tendons and cartilage tearing and bones breaking echoed throughout the hall.

"Aaaaargh!"

This scream, however, came from an entirely different place.

The mercenary whose knee had been impaled by the dagger had already fainted, the whites of his eyes showing.

The screamer was a man staring blankly at the betting board with bloodshot eyes.

Having bet a considerable sum on Roderick's mercenary, he lost his mind in the face of this unbelievable outcome.

"My money!"

Before the winner's name could even be announced, only one man's wail echoed emptily through the guild.

Canna stood there with a dazed expression despite her victory.

In contrast, the man lay twitching in a bloody mess, uncertain whether he was alive or dead.

The outcome was overwhelming by anyone's standards.

Despite her vigorous movement, Canna didn't appear tired.

Almost like a warrior using mana.

Mana?

I shook my head at my own ridiculous thought.

Even talented knight aspirants need to train for a month before sensing mana.

No matter how talented Canna might be, she couldn't possibly sense mana after just one week.

"This is absurd! That person used trickery!" Roderick shouted, making excuses.

"What trickery are you talking about?"

"You disguised a skilled mercenary as a slave with a thief background to make a fool of me!"

But the cold gazes of the mercenaries who witnessed the match were directed at him, not at his claim.

"That fat noble's pride is completely crushed."

"Yesterday too, that fat noble's male knight couldn't stand up to the young noble's female knight."

"There's hierarchy among nobles too. He must be from a lower-ranking noble family."

Hearing this, he finally pulled out his most despicable card.

"Stop talking nonsense! That person is my brother! No, not even a brother. Someone with a lowborn mother! A would-be rapist who tried to assault my wife! A disgrace expelled from the family!"

An attack that trampled honor from its very foundation.

But it no longer mattered.

"That must be the filthy false accusation you pinned on him."

I took out a small emblem from my pocket.

It was a faintly glowing silver insignia bestowed by the Church of Crossbell.

"That...! A 7th-rank Holy Warrior emblem!"

Someone's surprised cry broke the silence.

I lightly held up the emblem and said quietly:

"The Church does not bestow titles upon those who speak falsehoods."

Ch.16 - Round Table Gangsters
The Church of Light and Benevolence.

Commonly known as the Church of Light.

Their emblem is recognized everywhere.

Especially in this area where undead frequently appear, their status was even higher.

"It's a real Holy Warrior title. And it's 7th rank, no less!"

"It-it's not fake, right?"

"He must be an amazing person."

Surprised voices rose from all corners of the guild.

I quietly listened to their words while enjoying the changes in Roderick's expression.

His constantly shifting facial colors were quite entertaining.

"W-we almost killed that Death Knight! He just landed the final blow!"

His voice was trembling.

But his outcry only backfired.

"You killed a Death Knight? Is that why he received the Holy Warrior title at such a young age?"

"What remarkable heroes."

Roderick's face turned tomato-red, but unable to find words to refute, he could only open and close his mouth.

Eventually, he and Bernhardt simply left the mercenary guild.

What made it even more humiliating was the news that came the next morning.

A guild employee came running to inform us.

"Half of the expensive mercenaries they hired fled overnight?"

"They must have run away after hearing about antagonizing a captain with a Holy Warrior title. People in Valencia region are known for their devoutness, after all."

The guild employee said proudly.

Of course, what those devout people actually did was take the money and run...

Anyway, it was good news for me.

"That Roderick fellow is going around grumbling, saying he'll hire people to kill everyone. But that's difficult. Mercenaries drift like weeds, you know. Though I suppose it would be possible if he spent an enormous amount of money."

While Roderick's side was in shambles, our situation was completely the opposite.

The 10 gold coins I bet on Canna multiplied 15 times, giving me a whopping 150 gold.

Pleased with this sudden windfall, I decided to treat all members to drinks and meat.

"Today's on me!"

"Wow! Long live Captain!"

Galen and Jane cheered.

Even Lucia wore a rare bright expression, and Hassan maintained his usual composure but with a subtle smile at the corner of his mouth.

For Canna, our protagonist, I ordered root beer instead of regular beer.

A minor can't drink alcohol, after all.

"I-I can't believe such a sweet drink exists..."

Canna's eyes widened as she tasted root beer for the first time.

Everyone burst into laughter at her innocent reaction. Being a former thief, she probably hadn't grown up in a wealthy environment.

For appetizers, I ordered several large fried chickens.

When the golden, crispy fried chicken was placed on the table, everyone's salivary glands were stimulated.

"Now, a toast to our new member!"

"Cheers!"

With the refreshing sound of clinking glasses, the sweet afterglow of victory spread.

"I can't believe chicken can be this delicious! Chicken soup is tasty too, but this... this is heavenly food!"

"You're talking like you've never had fried chicken before."

"I haven't!"

"Hehe, you'll get used to it since you'll be eating plenty from now on!"

While we were tearing into the fried chicken in the boisterous atmosphere...

"Excuse me. Are you Captain Leon of the 'Age of Romance' mercenary group?"

A stranger approached our table.

"Yes, I am."

I put down my chicken leg and looked at him. What could this be about?

"I'm Charles, an administrator from the Valencia Adventurer's Guild."

"The Adventurer's Guild?"

"Word of your reputation has already reached the guild branch in Valencia. A mercenary captain who commands a Sword Expert, possesses a special ability to recognize talent in others, and has even earned a 7th rank Holy Warrior title."

As I listened to Charles recite my reputation, I inwardly smiled with satisfaction.

The information I had intentionally leaked to the Royal Capital's information broker seemed to have been well transmitted.

The unexpected Holy Warrior title was the icing on the cake.

I skillfully put on an expression mixing admiration and surprise while shrugging my shoulders.

"Well, I didn't expect rumors to spread so quickly. I think they're a bit exaggerated compared to what I've actually done."

"How modest of you."

Charles smiled pleasantly and continued.

"I assume your purpose is also to explore the newly opened ruins?"

"That's right."

"Then how about forming a large-scale team? It's a major expedition with the participation of the most skilled individuals in this area, including One-Eyed Bertel, Sword Belisa, and Telekinetic Hwidon. You've heard of them, I presume?"

Bertel, Belisa, Hwidon...

Names I'd heard of but didn't know specifically.

But I couldn't admit that.

"Of course."

It wasn't a lie since I had heard of them.

"Then let me explain in more detail. Many people are participating in these ruins, but as you know, small teams face a high risk of annihilation in explorations of this scale. It's gotten worse recently."

"Has something happened recently?"

"The dungeon is larger than we thought, and three people have successfully contracted Noble Artifacts. Though they're the lowest grade."

Three people already?

"Things will get more intense from now on."

"Indeed. If you go with a small team, you're likely to be overwhelmed in the ruins. Less than half of the small exploration teams that have entered so far have returned. But if an elite force of dozens attacks, that's a different story."

He handed me his business card with a smile.

The emblem of the Adventurer's Guild was clearly engraved on the card.

"May I have some time to think about it?"

"I'll wait until tomorrow."


**


Early the next morning, I headed to the back alleys of Valencia with only Aria.

This was where real information circulated—information you could never obtain from official guilds.

Information brokers have their own guild too.

And I had just purchased information about brokers in each region from my regular broker, "Rat."

"I want to buy information about adventurers. Here's a recommendation letter from 'Rat,' the Royal Capital's information broker."

The shabby-looking information broker extended his hand with a fishy smile.

"Five silver. Payment in advance."

An amount that would have shocked me just a month ago.

But now I had some financial leeway.

"A generous customer indeed. I'm 'Worker Ant,' Valencia's information broker. Ask me anything."

I spent an additional seven silver coins purchasing various information.

But the information was quite substantial, so I didn't mind the expense.

"So the Valencia Adventurer's Guild itself isn't a group of swindlers."

"They've been doing business in this region for half a century. And even if they were swindlers, they wouldn't have the guts to try to con the 'Appraiser' who's rumored to be backed by the Church of Light."

"So that's how the rumors have spread."

"Word is that Father Marcel, a candidate for the next bishop, has taken a liking to you, Captain."

Father Marcel is a candidate for the next bishop?

I was slightly surprised, but it wasn't a bad thing.

After all, it was that priest who recommended me as a Holy Warrior.

It's good when someone in your network gets promoted.

"Let me ask one last thing. Is this ruin exploration really safe?"

"Ruin exploration and safety are difficult words to put together, sir."

"But wouldn't it be different if we go in large numbers like this time?"

"Internal conflict over treasure might be even more dangerous. Especially with Noble Artifact contracts at stake. When greedy people gather together..."

"Thanks for the advice."

After giving the information broker two more silver coins as a tip, I headed to the Adventurer's Guild.

The atmosphere was quite different from the Mercenary Guild. It was more luxurious, and people were dressed more extravagantly.

Administrator Charles waved his hand excitedly as soon as he saw me.

"Captain Leon! Have you decided?"

"I'll join."

"Excellent choice! Now let me tell you about the team formation. A total of 10 leaders will each lead 5-6 team members into the ruins. You'll be one of those 10 leaders, Captain Leon."

"Is it appropriate for a newcomer like me to receive such treatment?"

"Of course! You have a 7th rank Holy Warrior title and command Sword Expert-level subordinates. Plus, with your special ability to recognize talent... you're exactly the kind of talent we need for this exploration."


**


Two days after accepting Charles's proposal.

I was sitting at a large round table in the Adventurer's Guild.

Ten leaders seated around the massive wooden table.

The heavy atmosphere characteristic of battle-hardened warriors filled the space.

For a moment, it truly felt like facing the legendary Knights of the Round Table.

Most of them were Sword Experts or similarly skilled individuals, so their faces were quite impressive.

Two people in particular stood out.

The one-eyed man, despite being grotesquely twisted by a curse, exuded an elaborate aura like an asymmetrical sculpture.

The red-haired woman was like a sharply crafted glass sword, dangerously sharp.

Beautiful, but with a keenness that seemed capable of leaving deep wounds from the slightest touch.

It was the twisted sculpture, the one-eyed man, who broke the silence.

One-Eyed Bertel.

They say the eye he lost to a curse couldn't be restored even by a priest's healing, but thanks to that, he awakened to magic swordsmanship?

"Now, let's discuss the most important issue. The order of attempting contracts when Noble Artifacts are discovered."

The solemn atmosphere that had pervaded until just now vanished without a trace at those words.

The air instantly turned cold.

Someone's hand subtly moved toward the hilt of their sword.

"Naturally, it should be by skill level, shouldn't it? It's reasonable for the strongest to try first."

Sword Belisa. Along with Bertel, she was among the strongest swordsmen here.

"Hehe... you speak sense."

"Let's all try not to kill each other."

All of them seemed very familiar with this situation.

Knights of the Round Table, my ass.

They're just Round Table gangsters.

Ch.17 - Trap Card Activated
"But if we fight here now, there will be injuries..."

One of the warriors with a dagger cautiously voiced his opposition, but Bertel snorted.

"Injuries? We have priests. As long as you don't die, everything heals. Whether arms or legs fly off."

Ironically, he was famous for being cursed so that priests' healing wouldn't work on him.

*Completely insane.*

The atmosphere grew increasingly hostile.

Some had already placed their hands on their weapons.

Clang!

Bertel, rumored to be the strongest, and Belisa, rumored to be the second strongest, finally clashed their weapons.

"Belisa, do you think you can beat me?"

"We'll have to fight to find out!"

Just as chaos was about to erupt.

"Calm down, everyone."

An elderly man stood up abruptly.

A faint magical barrier formed around him, forcibly separating Bertel and Belisa who were on the verge of dueling.

"Hwidon, you magician! What are you doing? Want to die first?"

Bertel raged, but Hwidon calmly raised his hand to stop him.

"If you get injured fighting now, you won't be able to use your strength in the ruins."

"I said we can get healed!"

Again, this man was famously under a curse that made healing impossible.

"You might not know since it's been a while since you've seen a priest, but to properly use limbs healed by priests, you need at least a month of rehabilitation, generously speaking half a year."

"It doesn't matter since I'll win anyway!"

"The problem is that our side will be weakened, you blockhead! For a magician like me, having slightly impaired limbs isn't a big deal, but it's different for axe-wielders, sword-wielders, and spear-wielders like you, isn't it?"

Several people nodded at his words.

"That's true."

"It's common sense."

"It's difficult to even move properly for about a week."

Huh?

But Aria was able to use her strength well from the first day of treatment.

She even slaughtered Bull Jack, an opponent of equal rank, just days after regenerating.

Is it individual difference?

But there was no time to think deeply about it.

"So what are we going to do?"

"How about drawing lots? In the end, isn't it the gods who decide who gets which Noble Artifact?"

Hwidon suggested.

"It is the fairest method, actually."

"Better than getting injured in a fight."

Two people agreed. But only those two.

"Drawing lots? Leaving it to luck..."

"I don't like it."

Especially Belisa and Bertel shook their heads vigorously.

"Hwidon, I somewhat acknowledge your point, but drawing lots is not the way. Let's use another method."

"What other method?"

"Simple. We contract with the Noble Artifacts in order of who spends the most money. The money collected will be used for common expenses."

Suddenly, the atmosphere in the meeting room changed subtly.

When money was mentioned, the team leaders' eyes became calculating.

They seemed to be considering their financial situations.

"Then let's declare how much each of us can contribute right now."

Bertel took the lead.

"I'll start. 80 gold coins."

"Hmph, I'll put in 100 gold."

Belisa one-upped Bertel with a smug expression.

"Then I'll do 120 gold!"

Bertel raised the price.

The two began competing, and others started calling out amounts in turn.

At that moment, knowledge from my past life's gaming experience flashed through my mind like lightning.

The Noble Artifact contract system.

Noble Artifacts choose their own masters.

They select the most suitable person among those present.

That means even if you're last in line, you can become the artifact's master if you're there.

So spending money here is foolish.

After everyone called out amounts, raising them higher and higher, finally it was my turn.

"I'll go with 0 gold."

The meeting room instantly fell silent.

All eyes turned to me.

"What?"

"0 gold?"

"Are you joking?"

But I answered calmly.

"I'm just going for the experience; I have no intention of spending big money on this."

Bertel laughed incredulously.

"Hahaha! Then you'll be last in line. Well, enjoy the view at least."


**


Several days later, we finally reached the entrance of the ruins.

We had traveled a full day and a half from Valencia's bustling streets through the barren northern plains.

"So this is the ruin in the Montenegro Mountains?"

The sight before us was overwhelming enough to make us forget the fatigue of our journey.

A massive stone structure rising from the ground like part of the mountain range was so tall its top seemed to touch the clouds.

"I didn't expect the entrance to be so large..."

Even seasoned mercenaries looked awestruck by its grandeur.

"Well then, let's go in!"

When One-Eyed Bertel, rumored to be the strongest in the expedition, shouted, about 100 adventurers organized their ranks and stepped through the massive stone gate.

The moment we entered, a cold, damp air enveloped our skin, completely different from the dry air outside.

We hadn't walked far inside when it happened.

"GRAAAAH!"

A bone-chilling roar that seemed to shake the entire cave erupted from the darkness.

The horses startled and reared, while some rookies screamed and fell to their knees.

Simultaneously, the scouts who had disappeared into the darkness earlier returned with pale faces.

"Death Knights! Five of them!"

Tension spread throughout the formation at the scout's urgent cry.

At the Crossbell abandoned mine, we barely defeated one, losing a comrade in the process.

Five of them? I felt a chill down my spine, but the situation was fundamentally different this time.

"Form a defensive line! Mages to the back! Warriors to the front!"

The captains' shouts echoed through the cave.

The confusion was brief.

The experienced adventurers moved in unison like a single organism.

Warriors formed a three-row defensive line with shields, while mages began chanting spells from the rear.

"Fire mages attack first!"

As soon as Hwidon's order fell, dozens of fireballs blazed through the darkness.

In an instant, the Death Knights evolved into "Flame Knights."

Of course, this didn't make them stronger.

Rather, showing a fatal weakness to fire, their armor melted and their movements became noticeably sluggish.

Expert-level swordsmen rushed out from behind the defensive line toward the weakened enemies. After a brief flash of sword light and metallic sounds, the Death Knights collapsed powerlessly.

"That was too easy?"

"Good thing we came in large numbers! These things were nothing!"

Some adventurers boasted, slinging their weapons over their shoulders after the unexpectedly easy victory.

The formation quickly became noisy as tension dissipated.

But at that moment, an old female mage, one of the leaders, struck the floor with her staff and shouted sharply.

"Don't underestimate the dungeon!"

Elena from the Alchemist Guild.

Though not exceptional in combat ability, she was a renowned expert in dungeon exploration knowledge, support magic, and alchemy.

The commotion subsided at her crisp voice.

"This is just the entrance. The real danger starts now."

Elena warned, scrutinizing the surroundings with her wrinkled eyes.

"Look at the magic formations carved into those walls. Most have weathered and lost their function, but some traps are still active. Also be careful of places where the floor stones are subtly different colors. One wrong step and you could end up in the afterlife."

Despite her serious warning, One-Eyed Bertel snorted mockingly.

"Come on, old woman. Don't scare us too much. Do you think we're rookies? With an expedition of this size, we can force our way through any trap!"

With that, he confidently strode forward and slapped his palm against the wall with the magic formation Elena had just warned about.

"Hey, this much is nothing—"

Bang!

At that moment, the magic formation where Bertel's hand touched emitted a flash of blue light.

The light instantly spread like a spider web across the walls, floor, and ceiling, forming a massive formation.

"Bertel, you crazy bastard!"

"Oh no, it's a teleportation formation! Everyone stay together!"

Elena's scream-like shout was heard, but it was already too late.

A blinding light completely covered my vision, and a strange sensation of floating enveloped my entire body.


**


The next moment, I was standing in a completely different place.

A pungent, musty smell of mold and damp air.

Cold water rising to my ankles.

I looked around after regaining my senses, but saw no sign of Aria, Lucia, or anyone else.

Instead, I heard rough breathing and cursing beside me.

"Damn it! What the hell is going on!"

The flame-haired female swordswoman, "Four-Sword Belisa," nervously ran her fingers through her hair.

The woman rumored to be second in combat ranking in the expedition turned to me with a furrowed brow.

"You... what was your name again? Le... Leo? Leon?"

Despite our equal status, she didn't even know my name properly.

Well, what can I do?

I, a nobleman who's more educated and learned, should be patient.

"It's Leon."

"Ah, right. Leon. Explain what's happening here. Where did all my subordinates disappear to!"

"I don't know. I can't see my subordinates either."

There were only the two of us, myself and Belisa.

Ch.18 - Snake Blade Swordswoman
"Damn it all! This is all because of that one-eyed lunatic!"

The gruff voice echoed hollowly as it bounced off the cave walls.

"The church didn't excommunicate him for nothing. To get caught up in that madman's recklessness..."

She kicked a small pebble on the ground with the tip of her foot.

The splashing sound of water seemed to express her anger.

Well, that's not wrong.

That one-eyed bastard was definitely the root of all this trouble, but now wasn't the time to dwell on it.

"Rather than finding someone to blame, I think our priority should be finding a way to survive."

It was my job to calmly assess our surroundings.

No sooner had I finished speaking than another sound broke the silence.

"Keee-"

Simultaneously, hundreds of faint red dots flickered and glowed in the thick darkness of the ceiling.

The dots, lighting up one by one, spread like the Milky Way in an instant.

"Damn it."

Belisa spat out a short curse.

Before we could even appreciate their beauty, all the glowing dots moved at once.

"KEEEEEEK-!"

With an ear-piercing, high-pitched ultrasonic screech, a swarm of "giant bats" poured down like a waterfall.

It was less like living creatures and more like a storm filled with murderous intent.

"Of all things, it had to be these! Mage! Mage!"

It's always the mage's job to sweep away enemies that overwhelm with numbers rather than strength.

She instinctively called for magical support.

But...

"There's no way we have one."

"Son of a..."

Belisa moved instinctively.

As if her body remembered that hesitation was synonymous with death.

"HYAAH!"

With a battle cry, she drew her sword from her waist, tracing a snake-like trajectory through the air.

Snake Sword.

It was a dazzling sword dance worthy of her nickname, but the current enemies weren't just one or two.

Clang! Clang-clang-clang!

Sharp metallic sounds erupted from all directions.

It wasn't her sword cutting through bat bodies.

It was the sound of their claws scraping against her armor.

It didn't take long for the number of times her armor was scratched to exceed the number of times her sword cut through the air.

"These vermin...!"

Some of them managed to break through her defense, grazing her arms and shoulders.

At this rate, she'd either be shredded along with her armor or suffer excessive blood loss from hundreds of small wounds.

All of this registered in my eyes.

The memories of my past life, the monster information I'd encountered countless times in the game, appeared vividly before me.

Their tough skin deflects ordinary sword strikes.

They live in groups, using ultrasound to locate and communicate.

And...

[Critical Weakness: Loss of directional sense and nervous system disruption at specific high-frequency sound ranges]

"Sound... sound was their weakness!"

That was the only way to overcome this hellish chaos.

"Belisa! My backpack! Protect it no matter what! I'll draw their attention!"

"What? Hey, what are you—"

Before her incredulous question could finish, I drew the dagger from my waist.

Then I bent down toward an old metal plate lying randomly on the floor.

I placed the blade of the dagger against the metal plate and scraped it with all my might.

Kaga-gak—CLANG!

The terrible noise made even me reflexively grimace.

But for the bats, it was a shock of a different dimension.

"KIEEEEK?!"

Their screams changed to confusion and pain.

And the bats' focus shifted all at once toward the source of the noise—not Belisa, but me, scraping the metal plate with my dagger.

Oh shit.

Fortunately, the bats rushing toward me had their flight paths comically twisted.

They crashed headfirst into empty space, collided with each other, and fell to the floor in droves.

In that cacophony that paralyzed their sensory organs, the only predator still in their right mind moved.

The snake-like sword came alive once more.

Unlike the desperate defense from moments ago, this was a one-sided massacre.

The flash of the sword showed no mercy toward the confused prey.

Necks were severed, wings were torn, and bodies slammed into the floor.

I was the one who orchestrated this hellscape.

Of course, I wasn't satisfied with just directing.

I put away my dagger.

Instead, I drew the longsword from my waist and cut the throats of the staggering, flying creatures.

How much time passed?

The terrible noise, screams, and metallic sounds stopped all at once.

All that remained were piles of bat corpses bleeding red blood everywhere.

In the silence, the only sounds were our rough breathing.

The acrid smell of blood and the pungent odor of scraped metal mixed with the musty cave air.

"Haa... haa..."

With her sword tip planted on the ground, Belisa barely supported her upper body as she spoke.

"Kid, you're not bad."

Her gaze lingered on me briefly before turning toward the endless darkness of the cave.

"Let's find somewhere to rest for now."

We settled in a relatively dry corner of the cave.

Belisa took out a piece of hard, dried jerky from her waist and began chewing it with a grimace.

Beside her, I opened my backpack.

The sound of taking out a small pot, ingredients, and a water container echoed unusually loudly.

I prepared the green vegetables that had grown alongside moss in the shaded areas of the ruins and put them in the pot.

"Hmph, is a mercenary nobody playing house?"

Belisa shot at me, looking at me incredulously.

"We don't have time to eat such..."

Instead of answering, I lit a small fire and placed it under the pot.

I threw in water-soaked jerky, a bit of flour, and all the vegetables.

Before long, a warm, savory aroma pushed away the musty air.

Silently, I ladled the soup into a wooden bowl and handed it to Belisa.

She seemed to hesitate for a moment, then reluctantly put down her jerky and accepted the bowl.

As the hot steam wafted up, her brow relaxed slightly.

Belisa carefully swallowed a sip of the broth.

Unlike the jerky she had been chewing aggressively, she emptied the soup slowly and steadily.

When her stomach was full, she spoke.

"That one-eyed bastard was originally excommunicated from the Church of Light. All that talk about him being stronger than me is just a baseless rumor. After all, a warrior who can't receive healing magic is practically under a death sentence."

"I see."

I answered casually.

But she didn't know how to be casual.

"Kid, what do you think? Between that guy and me, who would win?"

I looked at Belisa's face.

She was beautiful.

And in my eyes, being beautiful meant...

She had talent.

"I think your talent is superior."

The corners of her mouth turned up slightly.

"But fights aren't just about talent, are they?"

"What do you mean?"

"He's cursed but gained some strange power in exchange. They say he uses something like Sword Force."

"You think some cheap trick like that makes a difference? The disadvantage of not being able to receive healing magic is much greater!"

"Isn't surviving until now without healing magic proof of his skill?"

One-Eyed Bertel.

His reckless personality that made many enemies, and a body that couldn't be healed.

Despite all that, the fact that he was still alive with all limbs intact earned him high regard.

Of course, no one thought his pseudo-Sword Force was comparable to real Sword Force, but...

Still, Sword Force was Sword Force.

They say his name consistently appears in debates about the strongest Sword Experts in the kingdom.

Compared to him, Belisa was...

Just considered one of many high-ranking Sword Experts.

That's what the information broker had said.

Of course, I didn't say that out loud.

"...Hmph. Well, I suppose that could be true."

Surprisingly, she conceded without argument.

**

At that same time, in another part of the ruins.

One-Eyed Bertel was with Belisa's subordinate mercenary.

The mercenary was currently preserving his life by timely disparaging Belisa and praising Bertel.

"Ha, hahaha... As expected of Lord Bertel! To discover such a Noble Artifact! Although attempting to contract with it is dangerous, the Church of Light would surely reward you if you brought it to them."

Before them lay an ominous sword that looked like something a demon would use.

Bertel grabbed it without hesitation.

"L-Lord Bertel! That's too dangerous! It should be surrendered to the nearest church immediately...!"

Church. At that word, Bertel's single eye turned cold.

'What have those church bastards ever done for me?'

They excommunicated him at their whim because he was cursed to be immune to healing magic, and because of the power he manifested to survive.

And now they want him to hand over this treasure to them?

Ignoring his subordinate's protests, Bertel placed his hand on his heart without hesitation.

Black energy engulfed him, and moments later, with eyes that had lost all reason, he turned and thrust his hand into his subordinate's chest.

"Kuhak...!"

After absorbing his subordinate, a hungry voice escaped Bertel's lips.

"Not enough... need someone stronger..."

He turned his head. He seemed to have sensed something.

"Master... Master's energy... But wounded... I can win."

Bertel walked into the darkness.

**

The short rest was over.

At least now we had enough of a relationship that we didn't have to worry about being stabbed in the back.

We continued down the dark passage in search of an exit.

And finally, at the end of the path, we faced a stone door of overwhelming size.

A massive stone wall with no doorknob or keyhole.

Only ancient characters faintly glowing on the surface.

"Damn it...! What now? How are we supposed to open this thing?"

Belisa couldn't contain her anger and struck the stone door with her fist.

I stopped her and quietly gazed at the characters engraved on the door.

...This room.

It was definitely, definitely "that."

In my mind, the forgotten walkthrough information from the game in my past life was faintly trying to resurface.

Ch.19 - I Must Save Them
Bang!

Belisa's sword collided with the stone door, only to bounce off with a heavy boom.

The ancient characters engraved on the door glowed more vividly, as if mocking her attack.

"Damn it, damn it! Why won't it even scratch?"

Unable to contain her frustration, she swung her sword several more times.

But the attacks were meaningless.

With each blow, the stone door only responded with a more solid and heavier silence.

That's not something that can be broken by force.

This door is a "resonance lock."

A magical device that resonates with physical impacts to make its structure even stronger.

Clumsy attacks only serve to lock the door more tightly.

To break it with pure force would require at least a Sword Master or an Archmage.

Or perhaps someone who had already contracted with a high-level Noble Artifact.

That's impossible for us right now.

But I had a solution.

This is a puzzle to be solved with wisdom, not strength.

I grabbed Belisa's heaving shoulder.

"It's useless. That door gets stronger the more you hit it."

"What? Then what are we supposed to do? Rot here forever?"

"No."

I shook my head and pointed to the patterns on the stone door. Seven of them, each with different sizes and shapes.

"What am I supposed to do with those?"

"They're like musical instruments."

"...Musical instruments?"

"Yes. It opens with the correct 'musical scale,' not physical force. Like piano keys."

"How do you know that?"

Her voice was full of obvious suspicion.

At times like this, actions speak louder than words.

Instead of answering, I drew the dagger from my waist.

While she watched with folded arms, I approached the stone door.

Relying on memory, I recalled the melody I had heard countless times in the game.

I gently tapped the first pattern with the dagger's handle.

'E'

A clear, pure sound echoed.

Second, third... I tapped all seven patterns in order according to my memory.

'G G G E G E G G G A G'

The moment the exact scale was played, the light emanating from the characters on the stone door ceased all at once.

'C C C C C C A A A A G A'

Rumble...

With a heavy noise that shook the entire cave, the stone door that had probably been closed for thousands of years finally slid open sideways.

"You crazy genius! How the hell did you know that?"

"I read it in a book."

I made up an excuse, but fortunately it seemed to work.

"As expected of a noble! Amazing!"

Beyond the stone door was a surprisingly ordinary stone room.

However, the spring in the center of the room was an exception.

A pitch-black water that seemed to absorb light was swirling, and around it rose a chill that was eerie just to look at.

"Oh no, it's a cursed spring! Don't go near it!"

Belisa exclaimed in horror, blocking my way.

But I was certain.

That was undoubtedly the "thing" I had been thinking of.


**


If I was lucky, I was lucky.

When the light from the teleportation formation faded and I regained consciousness, having a familiar face beside me certainly fell into the category of good fortune.

But why, of all people...

I stole a glance at the side profile of the girl walking silently beside me.

The silver-haired girl, Aria.

Her combat ability was beyond question.

But she was, how should I put it... a bit off.

It was when we discovered the corpse of an adventurer in the corner of the passage, his armor crushed.

The worn cloth doll hanging from his waist, probably belonging to a family member, caught my eye.

I unconsciously swallowed a short sigh.

But Aria was different.

She didn't even glance at the corpse.

She only scanned potential threats—the darkness beyond the corpse, cracks in the ceiling, shadows on the floor.

Eyes like looking at a roadside pebble.

Like an emotionless doll.

With that overwhelming talent...

Perhaps she really might surpass her slave status and take a place beside my brother.

Will she become... my sister-in-law? That doll-like girl?

Come to think of it, there was only one moment when that doll-like girl pretended to be human.

That was when she was in front of my brother, Leon.

Only then did she at least pretend to smile with clumsy aegyo.

The rest of the time, like now, she acted like a machine indifferent to everything alive.

I had the futile thought that I wished I had fallen here with the chatty Canna instead.

At least the silence wouldn't have been this heavy.

Our footsteps and the sound of water droplets falling from the walls were the only things emptily filling the corridor of the ruins.

That's when it happened.

"Coming."

It was the first word she had spoken unprompted.

Awkward, but terribly calm and clear.

Her voice cut through the silence like a knife.

"W-what's coming?"

I asked with a sinking feeling in my heart.

My question seemed not to reach her.

Instead of answering, Aria drew the sword from her waist without any preparatory movement.

There was not a hint of hesitation or emotional fluctuation in her movement.

Her gaze was fixed on the far end of the corridor, where thick darkness lay.

I also gripped my magic staff more firmly and stared where she was looking.

At first, I couldn't see anything.

But soon, I realized something had changed.

The density of the air seemed different.

Something heavy and evil began to mix into the damp and musty air of the ruins.

An unpleasant pressure that seemed to pierce my lungs with each breath.

And from the darkness, a single figure slowly revealed itself.

Click, click.

Rhythmically echoing footsteps.

A silhouette drawing ever closer.

And finally, when the faint light leaking from the tip of my magic staff illuminated his face.

I could recognize who he was.

One of the expedition leaders and known as the strongest among them.

"One-Eyed... Bertel?"

But the atmosphere was completely different.

Dark red blood vessels were protruding around his one eye, and an eerie mana wave that was hard to believe came from a living being was flowing from his entire body.

And that coming from his sword.

A dark red haze was rising along the blade.

A sinister energy that seemed to writhe as if alive, seemingly devouring even the light from my magic staff.

Like the one I had seen from my father's sword...

No, that's wrong.

It was fundamentally different.

Is this the power of the devil from the rumors?

Or is it the ability of the sword itself, which seems to have consumed its owner?

"Sword Master...."

From his mouth leaked a low voice like that of a hungry beast.

Perhaps he had a complex about not being a complete Sword Master himself.

Having already lost its reason, it endlessly repeated the same word like a broken phonograph.

And finally, it moved.

Clang!

The blue sword and the dark red sword collided head-on.


**


"This isn't a curse. It's for viewing information."

"Are you crazy? What are you talking about?"

Belisa's urgent cry landed on my back.

But I didn't stop.

I dipped both hands into the pitch-black swirling spring water.

A strange liquid that was ice-cold yet oddly had no sensation.

There was no hesitation.

I scooped up the water and poured it into my mouth.

"Ugh... Aaaargh!"

In an instant, the world turned upside down.

In the game, this event ended with just a line of text saying "felt tremendous pain" and a slight HP reduction.

Reality was different.

Pain erupted as if ice picks and burning iron skewers were simultaneously thrust into every blood vessel in my body.

My vision flashed red and blue.

"Hey! Leon, are you okay!"

Belisa's scream faded into the distance.

A terrible sensation of my consciousness shattering like glass and scattering.

Through it all, I gritted my teeth and endured.

I had to withstand this.

How much time had passed?

All the pain disappeared as if it had never existed, like a lie.

And in my mind, something new unfolded.

It was a map of this vast ruin.

Through this new vision, I finally saw my scattered companions.

Fortunately, Lucia and Aria were together.

But the sight was not one of hope.

It was despair itself.

Lucia's magical barrier flickering precariously as if about to break at any moment.

Aria, already with a broken sword, breathing heavily.

And in front of them both, One-Eyed Bertel, toying with them with overwhelming power and wearing a corrupted smile.

He was slowly raising his hand to deliver the final blow.

In my vision, Aria was being pushed back.

No, "pushed back" was too gentle a description.

It was a one-sided violation.

The corrupted Bertel's attacks were leisurely, but their trajectories pressed down on Aria like an unavoidable disaster.

Her movements with the broken sword were desperate.

But even those desperate struggles repeatedly lost their way because she was shielding Lucia behind her.

As the price, a new wound was carved in red on Aria's shoulder.

"Flare!"

The spell Lucia shouted melted away hopelessly into the dark red energy surrounding Bertel before it could even touch him.

Magic didn't work.

She couldn't win with a sword.

I was a powerless spectator in this "Observation Room," only able to watch everything.

That's when it happened.

Aria's defense finally collapsed.

I could see Bertel's hand reaching for her neck.

It was the finishing blow.

This can't continue.

I didn't gain this power just to watch this scene.

A fragment of memory flashed through my mind.

Another hidden function of the "Observation Room."

A dangerous device that would turn the user into a dimensional stray if the coordinates were set incorrectly.

The "Emergency Transfer Device."

Without hesitation, I turned around.

"Hey, where are you suddenly going...!"

I heard Belisa's voice, but I didn't even have time to explain to her now.

I placed my hand on the most complex pattern among the ancient characters engraved around the spring.

I have to save Aria.

That single thought suppressed the fear of failure.

As I poured in magical power, the pattern beneath my feet burst like a flash of light.

My vision burned completely white, and a sensation of my body disintegrating enveloped me.

Ch.20 - I've Come To Save You.
I first saw the man standing before me not too long ago.

He was one of the leaders of this expedition, alongside my lord.

But what stood before me now was something entirely different, though it resembled him.

First, his size had doubled.

His muscles bulged grotesquely as if about to burst through his armor, and his remaining eye was bloodshot, as though every capillary had ruptured.

The sword in his hand was even stranger.

No, it wasn't just in his hand.

The sword hilt and his right hand had fused together in a disturbing way, their boundaries indistinguishable.

Had he dabbled in forbidden arts?

We had plenty of fools like him back in my homeland. Making deals with demons, using forbidden substances... bonding with suspicious artifacts like his.

Humans trying to compensate for lack of talent through shortcuts.

"Sword Master... Sword Master... Absorb! Absorb!"

He seemed to want to absorb me to reach a proper level of mastery.

To be honest, it was possible.

If he absorbed me, he might be able to use genuine Sword Force instead of that fake imitation.

But power gained that way?

It only narrows the path to the next level of mastery.

Though judging by his condition, he was beyond caring about such things.

He must have paid a terrible price when the cursed artifact fused with his body.

His intelligence had clearly deteriorated, and perhaps his lifespan as well.

Poor creature.

But the problem was that my condition wasn't much better either.

He moved first. The sword he swung with his fused arm was surprisingly nimble for his size.

I reflexively raised my sword to block his attack.

CRASH-!

With an earsplitting sound, a terrible shock traveled through my entire arm.

I was being pushed back.

Against an opponent using only a crude imitation of Sword Force, I was being forced backward.

And I couldn't even use that much myself.

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. I, who should be using Sword Force, couldn't use it, while this opponent who had no right to it was using it freely.

It couldn't be helped.

My newly regenerated arm wasn't fully functional yet.

I had never properly channeled mana through this arm.

Mana overflowed throughout my body, but when I tried to direct it to my arm—

"Ugh!"

It hurt too much.

So I had to fight with limited mana.

CRASH!

I received and deflected his attacks at efficient angles.

Though lacking in power, my sword path was superior to his.

In the instant his sword met mine.

I concentrated my Sword Aura on just that one point of contact.

CHING!

Instead of a dull crash, a clear, sharp sound rang out.

It was a precarious balancing act.

But even this was just buying time.

Eventually, I would be overwhelmed if I kept only defending.

"Fireball! Fireball! Arghhhh damn it!"

The spells cast by the mage disappeared before even touching that evil energy, providing no help.

I had honestly expected a little more...

I was reaching my limit.

But...

It felt too unfair to die without even being able to unleash my Sword Force after finally reaching this level.

It was all or nothing now.

I didn't care if this arm turned to ash again or if all my blood vessels burst.

Just once. Even just once would be enough.

If I could channel true power, even a fragment of it, into the tip of my sword...!

I forcibly gathered all the energy in my arm and tried to send it to the tip of my sword.

I condensed all my will into a single point.

Please...!

Finally, as if answering my will, a streak of light rose from the broken tip of my sword.

Unlike his murky red energy, it was a pure, sharp blue flash like starlight.

"Ah...!"

And then, not red but deep crimson.

That wasn't the flame of Sword Force.

The blood vessels in my arm burst first, and blood fountained up my forearm. But I didn't stop.

At that moment, his sword struck mine once more.

KWAAANG-!

When his sword collided with my broken one, the blue flash I emitted exploded.

His reddish Sword Force was torn apart like darkness before light.

"Kheuk?!"

He screamed at the unexpected overwhelming force and was thrown backward.

But that was the end.

The broken sword hilt in my hand, unable to withstand that pure power, crumbled.

Chwarrr...

It turned to silver dust and scattered into the air.

Everything was over.

Empty-handed, with my bleeding arm hanging limp, I looked at my opponent who had been thrown far away.

So, this is as far as I go.

...

...

Suddenly, instead of the metallic smell of blood, the scent of earth dust and sweat brushed my nose.

Under the bright sunlight, a middle-aged man put down his wooden sword and laughed breathlessly.

The man who had taken me in as an orphan and raised me like his daughter.

"Well... you're truly a step above me now. I admit it. But listen, I'm saying this not as the captain of the knights, but as your father. Don't come to training tomorrow."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm thinking of you. Stop burying yourself in the training grounds and take off that knight uniform for once. Go to a dessert shop or tea house in the capital and just sit there all day."

"And why should I take off my knight uniform?"

"Because men naturally feel protective of vulnerable women."

"..."

"You've got good style, so there will definitely be men approaching you."

"That's foolish."

"Foolish? That's what living is about! Just repeating eating, training, and sleeping isn't living!"

My adoptive father grinned mischievously.

Despite appearances, he was over 100 years old but still occasionally went out to charm women, so his words and actions were consistent.

Though I respected and loved him... I didn't follow his example in that regard.

"I have no reason to rely on a man weaker than me."

"Aish, you stubborn one!"

He pretended to flick my forehead.

"Long ago, before humanity awakened to mana, it was natural for men to protect and guard women."

It was an unverified legend.

"According to legend, humans were once monkeys, right?"

He completely ignored my words and continued.

"The point is, wanting to be protected by a man is a woman's instinct! And wanting to protect a woman is a man's instinct!"

"That has nothing to do with me."

"It does! Someday, someone like that will appear for you too. A man desperate to protect you."

...

...

Why am I remembering this now?

A woman's instinct?

Am I hoping for a prince on a white horse to suddenly appear and save me?

No one is coming to save me. I'm just a weapon.

My fate is to break in battle.

That's... enough.

This life that should have ended back then is finally coming to a close.

That's what I thought.

Then, a light flashed.

**

When I raised my head, I saw everything.

Aria standing with her bleeding arm hanging limp, having resigned herself to everything.

One-Eyed Bertel's hand, wrapped in reddish energy, reaching for her throat.

And between them, like a lie, I was standing.

Bertel's single eye filled with shock. His hand hesitated in mid-air.

I saw Aria's empty red eyes tremble ever so slightly.

I drew my sword.

In this moment, in the midst of this despair, I was the only variable.

The world slowed down.

The tip of Bertel's blade extending to take a life, each strand of Aria's silver hair as she stood like a broken doll—everything burned clearly into my vision.

My mind worked coldly.

One-Eyed Bertel.

He was strong.

An enemy I couldn't face head-on in my current state.

And Aria.

My first mercenary, the girl who served me as her master.

Overwhelming talent, beautiful appearance, absolute loyalty.

Her value was immeasurable.

But.

With my ability...

With time and effort, I could find another talent like Aria.

Was it worth risking everything here for her alone?

Logically thinking, I should retreat.

But... my chest tightened.

Rational judgment was saying "no." But my body was already moving.

My heart pounded as if it would burst.

Yes, this was foolish.

But this girl had saved me many times.

Then, shouldn't I return the favor at least once?

I gathered everything within me.

Latent power explosion.

With this, I might be able to exchange a few attacks even against a high-level Sword Expert...

My heart roared like an engine, and my muscles and joints screamed.

This was all the power I possessed.

I would explode everything I had into a single attack.

"Kugh...!"

But just before my sword collided with Bertel's, I realized.

I couldn't block this.

It wasn't simply a matter of strength. It was an attack of a different caliber that I, a mere "Sword User," couldn't hope to match.

I was going to die.

The moment that stark reality flashed through my mind.

Something "broke" inside me.

A new sensation spread through my body like an electric current.

KWAAANG-!

With a sound that shook the world, Bertel's attack and my sword finally clashed.

His reddish energy was neutralized and exploded when it met the clear energy that burst from the tip of my sword.

"Kuhek...!"

Bertel screamed at the unexpected counterattack and retreated.

As the aftermath of the explosion settled and the thick dust slowly cleared.

Silence fell.

Only the sound of my blood dripping to the floor, drip, drip, could be heard.

I tasted something metallic in my mouth. My entire body felt like it was breaking apart, but I was definitely standing.

Ah...

So this is what it feels like.

To become an Expert.

"You... you... you... think you can face me? Don't... interfere... hahaha... I will... absorb... that woman!"

I turned my gaze away from Bertel, who was muttering incoherently.

And slowly, I turned to look at Aria behind me.

Her empty eyes, which had resigned themselves to everything, now trembled slightly, focused only on me.

I wiped the blood from my mouth once, and extended my hand with a faint smile.

"I came to save you."

Ch.21 - The Decisive Battle Of The Labyrinth
I had made a cool statement, but the situation wasn't looking good.

A body swollen to twice its size, muscles bursting through armor, and a bloodshot eye.

One-Eyed Bertel was no longer a being that could be categorized as human.

I had charged in boldly, but what should I do next...

"You finally sold your soul to the devil, you excommunicated bastard!"

Fortunately, Belisa moved at just the right moment.

CRASH!

But Bertel deflected her attack with sheer force.

No, more than that...

I can see it...

I can actually see it!

The battle between Sword Experts!

I could see it clearly, vividly.

This was only natural, of course.

Now I too was their equal.

But because of that, I could see with painful clarity how unfavorable our situation was.

A direct confrontation was impossible.

That overwhelming strength and regenerative ability. That cursed body that even magic couldn't properly affect.

But...

He wasn't invincible.

Just an enemy with a slightly unusual gimmick.

If we could muster enough power, we could crush him with brute force, but we didn't have that kind of strength.

Then we'd have to break through the gimmick.

Beings of this type... yes, sometimes their shadows were connected to their bodies. Physical impacts on the shadow directly striking the soul—it sounded like something straight out of a game.

I drew the longsword from my waist. Without hesitation, I handed it to Aria, who stood with her bleeding arm hanging limply.

"Can you fight?"

She nodded.

"Take it."

Her red eyes wavered slightly.

"What about you, my Lord?"

"The stronger person should use the better weapon."

Instead, I drew a dagger from my waist. My main role in this fight wasn't as a swordsman.

Commander.

That was what I needed to be.

"From now on, I'll give the orders!"

My voice, suppressing pain, cut through the noise of the cave.

"Lucia! Create a 'Light Source' behind him! As bright as possible!"

At my command, Lucia's shoulders flinched. But she didn't hesitate to grip her staff firmly.

A ball of pure white light bloomed at the tip of Lucia's staff.

"Belisa! Draw his attention from the front somehow! Just ten seconds is all I need!"

"You little brat... I'm not your subordinate!"

Belisa gritted her teeth, but her body was already moving toward Bertel.

"The shadow!"

Aria shouted as if she had sensed something.

"Yes, the shadow. Aria, aim for the shadow!"

Belisa could barely hold her ground.

But that was enough.

Aria was already moving.

She gripped the longsword I had given her in reverse, taking the most efficient attacking stance.

Her target wasn't Bertel.

It was the dark shadow stretched long beneath his feet by the light.

That's what she was aiming for.

All conditions were met.

"Now!"

With my shout, I too sprang forward with my dagger.

While Belisa swung her sword at his upper body, I dove toward his lower half. Bertel's movement momentarily stiffened at the simultaneous attacks from the front and side.

In that moment, time seemed to slow down.

Aria's body shot forward like a flash of lightning.

"The heart?"

Bertel shouted.

But Aria's sword wasn't aimed at Bertel's heart.

It was aimed at the heart area of his shadow spread across the floor.

Shrrk.

A chillingly strange sound echoed. Not the sound of blood spraying or flesh tearing.

More like a tough fabric being ripped—an alien sound of rupture.

"AAAAARGH!"

What burst from Bertel's mouth wasn't a scream, but closer to the death throes of a soul being torn apart.

Not a single wound could be found on his body.

But from the shadow where Aria's sword was embedded, black haze rose up, and his body twisted violently as if his very existence was being denied.

The price of victory was steep. Aria was pushed back by the recoil of her attack and coughed up blood, while I lost my balance and staggered.

Bertel's eye burned with pure murderous intent toward me, the one who had planned all this.

A final strike, too fast and heavy to block with a dagger.

Just when I thought I couldn't dodge it, a silver flash intercepted it in front of me.

CLANG!

With a sharp metallic sound, Belisa, who had been thrown far away earlier, had somehow approached and deflected Bertel's sword.

If not for her sword, my heart would have already been pierced.

A strange change began in Bertel's body.

Cracks starting from his toes spread across his entire body like a dried-up rice paddy.

Crack, crack.

With a chilling sound like glass breaking, crimson light leaked through the cracks like blood vessels.

"Re... gret..."

It was clearly Bertel's voice. But the next moment, a terrible cacophony of dozens of mixed voices echoed through the cave.

"Re... gret... I... could have... become..."

Finally, his body lost its form and began to collapse into black ash.

The final words remained unfinished.

"High... est... realm..."

Those words scattered like hollow wind sounds.

When the terrible collapse ended, an unbelievable silence followed.

Where Bertel had been, only a black stain emitting a foul smell remained.

And in the center...

Thud.

His sword stood upright, its tip embedded in the floor as if it had a will of its own. The red gem on the hilt pulsed slowly a couple of times like the satisfied heart of a predator, then fell silent.

For a moment, only a breathtaking silence lingered.

It was Lucia's cry that broke the silence.

"Ugh... we won!"

She barely managed to support herself with her staff, her voice a mixture of relief and exhaustion.

"Hahaha! Finally settled that damned grudge!"

Belisa too sat down on the floor with a loud clatter of armor.

Aria dropped the longsword she had been holding. Like the sword that rolled across the floor with a clear ring, her body swayed precariously as if about to collapse.

I was the same. As soon as the tension eased, my legs gave out and I plopped down right where I stood.

The heightened senses I had gained from becoming a Sword Expert had disappeared, and only the throbbing pain from wounds all over my body reminded me of reality.

Yes, we had won.

But winning didn't mean it was over.

There was still a mountain of cleanup to do.

I decided to put out the most urgent fires first.

I treated Aria's arm with careful hands. Her arm was thin and white, hard to believe it had just displayed enough strength to tear through steel.

I wrapped bandages around it as if handling an injured bird, afraid it might break again.

I heard Belisa clicking her tongue as she watched.

"Treating her like a lover? Just tie the bandage tight enough to stop the bleeding, that's all."

I finished tying the knot, deliberately ignoring her gruff voice.

Meanwhile, Lucia was dealing with the demonic sword some distance away. I could hear her muttering.

"I don't understand what kind of idiot would think about making a contract with a Noble Artifact that practically screams 'made by demons' just by looking at it."

"That's nothing. That bastard once challenged a chef to a duel because his soup was bland," Belisa snorted, picking up the conversation.

"What? Couldn't he just ask for more salt?" Lucia asked in return.

Belisa shrugged.

"That's what I said. In the end, the chef packed up and ran away the next day, and our entire mercenary group starved for three days."

Curious, I asked, "You were in the same mercenary group?"

"Once upon a time..."

I briefly wondered if she might have developed some grudging affection for him. But that expression...

"Hehe... justice prevails."

It was pure joy.

Well... former comrade? As if. Just a walking disaster.

Now it was Aria's turn to tend to my wounds.

She grabbed my arm and began wrapping a bandage. Her touch was precise without the slightest error, extremely efficient, and...

Merciless.

"Ugh...!"

A groan escaped me involuntarily. It felt like my blood circulation was being cut off.

But Aria paid no attention and finished tying the knot perfectly, as if she were engaged in combat.

Her face even showed the satisfaction of having completed a mission.

...I should endure it since she's the one helping me.

Swallowing the pain, I turned my head to see that Lucia had also finished sealing the demonic sword.

A sword wrapped in pure white bandages, densely embroidered with faintly glowing runes.

I intended to take that to the Church of Light.

After resting for a while, the hellish pain subsided to a bearable level.

We headed to the next room.

That's when I sensed several people at the end of the corridor.

"I hope they're either my men or yours," Belisa muttered beside me.

"I hope so too," I answered quietly, stepping forward with all my hopes pinned on what lay beyond the corner.

That hope was instantly shattered.

Standing inside the room, under bright light, was our old nemesis, Roderick.

He stood there without a scratch, wearing a sinister smile as he looked our way. Beside him stood his right-hand man Bernhardt and two unfamiliar men.

The moment I saw the emblems on their armor, I understood the situation.

Knights from Roderick's wife's family...

Unlike us who had just fought a bloody battle, they were in peak condition, having exerted no effort at all. The contrast was stark between us—visibly exhausted and covered in bandages—and them, standing comfortably in pristine armor.

"You look pathetic, Leon! I was humiliated last time, but now I have three Sword Experts under my command, Leon. This is the end for you."

Roderick spoke with confidence in his victory.

But Belisa stepped forward with a casual shrug of her shoulders.

"Sword Experts? We have three as well."

Ch.22 - Revenge Is Sweet~
"You all... are Sword Experts? Don't make me laugh, Leon! I know your skills well! At best, you're just relying on that wounded silver-haired wench. You and I are on different levels!"

Bernhardt, Roderick's right-hand man, shouted.

Well, he wasn't entirely wrong.

At least one thing...

The part about being on different levels was correct.

Not all Sword Experts are equal.

Aria and Belisa were top-tier among them, while these men didn't even seem stronger than me, who had just been promoted.

"A mere dog challenging wolves!"

With that... Belisa charged forward first.

BOOM!

The first collision sounded like an explosion.

"This woman's strength is—!"

The arm of the Expert who received Belisa's sword twisted unnaturally.

The second and third exchanges followed.

It was less of a sword dance and more like one-sided destruction.

Before five exchanges had passed, the opponent's sword flew into the air.

Belisa's following strike cleaved through his armor from shoulder to waist.

Almost simultaneously with the giant's collapse—unable to even scream—a silver flash cut through the corridor.

It was Aria, who until moments ago had been standing precariously while bleeding.

They say wounded beasts are the most ferocious.

Her movements showed not a hint of hesitation or mercy.

Seven sword strikes.

No, perhaps fewer.

When Bernhardt's helmet fell to the floor with a clear sound, his head was already separated from his body.

The headless knight's body wobbled briefly before collapsing in a fountain of blood.

"Ugh...!"

The last remaining Expert was terrified.

The sudden deaths of his two comrades had made his sword heavy as lead.

His eyes frantically scanned between me, Belisa, and Aria.

His brain refused to decide where to defend or which way to flee.

That moment of rigidity was enough time to summon death.

I slipped into his embrace without making even a footstep sound.

In my hand was not the longsword I had given to Aria, but a short dagger from my waist.

The narrow gap between the eye holes of his helmet.

Without hesitation, I drove the dagger all the way into that gap.

A chilling friction sound was the last thing heard.

A shamefully brief time had passed to even call it combat.

Only the smell of blood and heavy silence remained in the corridor.

The heat of battle had disappeared as if it were a lie.

Roderick, left alone, trembled while holding his sword.

The tip of his sword no longer pointed at us but hung limply toward the floor.

"Y-you..."

He tried to say something in a terrified voice.

Instead of answering, I slowly walked toward him.

Click, click.

My footsteps echoed coldly through the cave.

With each step I took, his face turned whiter than paper.

"Now it's your turn, Roderick."

"Wait! Hold on! Spare me!"

He cried out desperately. It was a desperate cry that had thrown away all dignity and noble pride.

I stopped in front of him.

"Spare you?"

"Yes! I'll tell you whatever you want! Information, money!"

I pretended to be lost in thought for a moment.

Then, as if making a generous offer, I opened my mouth.

"Fine. Let's make a deal. Lucia, prepare the 'Magic of Oath.'"

"Y-yes! That would be good!"

Lucia's shoulders flinched.

Looking straight into Roderick's eyes, I spoke in a clear voice.

"I swear to guarantee his life in exchange for his testimony. If I break my promise and kill him... I will never be able to return to the Adelheit Duchy again."

Lucia's face turned white.

"B-brother! That oath... is truly a powerful magic that engraves on your soul! It cannot be undone!"

Her panicked voice would have given Roderick even more confidence.

I spoke firmly to Lucia.

"It doesn't matter. Hurry."

Lucia reluctantly raised her staff.

As I passed by her side, I whispered in a voice only she could hear.

"Don't forget the recording magic."

Lucia's eyes widened for a moment, then she nodded slightly as if understanding everything.

Soon, a majestic golden energy rose from the tip of her staff, enveloping Roderick and me.

Roderick, desperate to survive, began to nervously spill everything.

"Yes... I'll tell you! Everything! Conspiring with my wife to frame you for adultery was all my plan!"

His voice was fast and desperate.
Like vomiting, ugly truths spewed from his mouth.

"Most of the family inheritance would obviously go to my brother anyway! If I couldn't beat him, it was only fair to eliminate people like you or Lucia to increase my share even a little!"

"So that's why you brought in your wife's family, the Gerhardt County?"

Roderick's shoulders flinched at my cold question.

To survive, he threw away his last shred of dignity and shifted the blame.

"Th-that was Vera...! My wife Vera suggested it first! She said if you were gone, we could receive the family's full support!"

I had roughly expected this, but it seemed she was indeed the main enemy.

Inwardly clicking my tongue, I brought up another fact I had forgotten.

"You were also behind cutting Lucia's allowance, weren't you?"

At my low voice, Lucia's shoulders standing beside me trembled slightly.

For her, the grudge over allowance was probably a more realistic issue than the family inheritance.

"Y-yes! I spread false information to Father that Lucia was spending money wastefully! So please...!"

His words ended.

All his testimony scattered in the air.

I confirmed that Lucia's expression, which had been stiff throughout, relaxed slightly.

She blinked twice.

The signal that the recording was complete.

That was enough.

I took a slow step toward Roderick, who was sighing with relief.

"Good. Thank you for the valuable information."

SHUNK!

And I plunged my dagger into his heart.

The sensation of piercing his heart was vivid in my hand.

"Kuh... huk...!"

Roderick's eyes widened in disbelief.

His gaze alternated between my face and the dagger embedded in his chest.

"Y-you... oath... the oath...!"

As he spat blood with these words, I felt cold shackles being placed on my soul.

But that was all.

I nonchalantly told him the final truth.

"The oath? It was 'If I kill you, I cannot return to Adelheit.'"

"What... are you going to do?"

"I never intended to return to the family in the first place."

"Y-you tricked me...!"

"No."

I whispered gleefully into Roderick's ear.

"You just had false hope on your own."

When Roderick's corpse tumbled to the floor, I finally realized that the long battle was over.

At the same time, the tension drained away as if it were a lie.

All the wounds in my body began to scream.

The pain that had been masked by adrenaline rushed in all at once.

Belisa muttered as she looked around the blood-soaked corridor.

"Weren't you related by blood?"

I shrugged.

"That's how nobles are. We're half-siblings anyway."

"True, true. The grudge over allowance runs deeper than blood ties."

My eyes met Lucia's as she agreed with my words.

"Huh?"

"Ah!"

At that moment, we both realized.

That we too were half-siblings.

Lucia quickly turned her head away.

I naturally averted my gaze elsewhere as well.

Only Belisa giggled as she looked back and forth between us.

An awkward silence fell.

The only sound echoing in the corridor was still our rough breathing.

"Let's gather everything we have."

At my words, Aria silently began searching the knights' bodies.

I also searched Roderick's possessions and pulled out several blood-soaked papers.

One of them was actually a map.

Though not comparable to Adelheit, Gerhardt was also a great family.

Their investigation was much more thorough than some random adventurer group.

The map and information of the ruins they had created were quite detailed.

"Sanctuary of the Sleeping King... it says there's a high possibility of a high-grade Noble Artifact here."

As I muttered, Belisa, who was peeking at the map beside me, asked.

"What are you going to do, kid?"

"Both Aria and I are severely wounded. We can't fight properly in this state."

Belisa clicked her tongue and smacked her lips at my words.

"Actually, I'm not in great shape either."

The overwhelming battle just now was purely due to the difference in skill level; she too had considerable bleeding and internal injuries.

The treasure was right in front of us, but we lacked the strength to claim it.

Our priorities had changed.

From exploration to survival.

"So what are we going to do now?"

Belisa asked, leaning against the wall.

Instead of answering, I silently flipped through the bundle of letters in my hand.

Among them, my finger caught on a piece of parchment with a material distinctly different from the other papers.

A letter stamped not with the seal of the Gerhardt County, but with a strange symbol.

I carefully opened the envelope.

"This is it."

The letter contained information about a secret force that Roderick had arranged to meet separately from the main Gerhardt knight order.

A group of priests from a sect worshipping the "Goddess of Beauty."

I unfolded the map and pointed to that location with my finger.

It was the moment when the dying embers of hope flared up again.

"We're going to meet those fanatics of the mad goddess. I'll pretend to be Roderick and get treatment first."

Ch.23 - Beauty And The God Of War
"A fanatic of the mad goddess?"

Belisa frowned as she wiped her blood-stained sword with a piece of cloth.

"The Order of the Goddess of Beauty and War. People commonly call them the 'Church of True Beauty.'"

"Same difference. They might have real skills, but they've sold their sanity in exchange. Dealing with madmen isn't exactly my hobby."

"I feel the same way. But right now, we don't have a better option."

"Oh, Brother... are you sure about this?"

Lucia grabbed my sleeve with a surprised expression.

"Lucia. Right now, we need their 'definite' healing. Otherwise, we'll have to postpone exploring the ruins and retreat for now. But wouldn't that be a waste? Especially after getting Roderick's map."

"So what's your plan?"

"I'm going to pretend to be Roderick. We're half-brothers with similar builds, and we both have blonde hair, so it should be easy to fool them."

The people of this world are terrible at distinguishing faces. Especially when someone's wearing armor.

It was a gamble worth taking.

We walked through the damp, cool corridors of the ruins for some time.

"W-what's that sound?"

It wasn't just simple noise. The ground beneath our feet—no, the entire space—was subtly trembling.

"...!"

Aria was the first to react. Her hand silently moved to the hilt of her sword.

The vibrations grew stronger. And finally.

"KRAAAAAAAH-!"

It wasn't just a roar.

It was a terrible rupturing sound that mixed ear-splitting metallic noise with a bass that pressed down on everything, triggering physiological fear.

"Everyone, get ready."

As soon as I finished speaking, Belisa raised the corner of her mouth. It was the smile of a predator facing its prey.

We turned the corner toward the source of the sound.

And in the wide-open cavity, we faced a one-sided massacre and the being at the center of that carnage.

A Minotaur with a body easily the size of three adult men.

Every time its red eyes, devoid of reason, flashed, silver armor was torn apart like paper with each swing of its vicious axe, and blood and flesh splattered everywhere.

The floor was already littered with corpses too mangled to identify.

"It's the Church of True Beauty group."

Only three holy knights had survived. Behind them, a young priest desperately maintained a defensive spell. The translucent magical barrier was already covered with web-like cracks.

It was only a matter of time before the defense collapsed.

"Everyone, prepare for battle! We're saving them!"

The first to respond was a silver flash—Aria.

Her movements were explosive, making it hard to believe she was injured. Like a shooting star, she crossed the battlefield, and her sword aura rushed toward the Minotaur's flank.

The Minotaur tossed aside the holy knight it had been fighting and swung its axe at Aria.

An overwhelming attack carrying the pressure of death.

But Aria's sword was faster. Instead of dodging, she lowered her stance, dove in, and struck the monster's massive axe handle from below.

CLANG!

With a sound of screaming steel, the creature's weapon was knocked backward by the tremendous impact.

The massive body momentarily lost balance and staggered.

At that exact moment.

From the shadows that no one had anticipated, another flash erupted. It was Belisa.

SLASH!

With a sharp tearing sound, her sword precisely cut through the Minotaur's Achilles tendon, which wasn't protected by armor.

"KRAAAK!"

The beast's agonized howl shook the entire cavity.

Toward the wound that had opened, Lucia fired a prepared spell. Flames that moved like living snakes wrapped around the Minotaur's wound.

A beginner-level spell that would normally just feel slightly hot. But now, with the creature already deeply cut and bleeding, its magic resistance was ridiculously low.

SIZZLE-!

Along with the pungent smell of burning protein, a terrible sound of the wound being cauterized echoed.

"GRRRGH!"

Finally, the massive body staggered and fell to its knees.

I didn't miss that momentary opening.

I threw a dagger with all my mana concentrated at its tip toward the monster's wide-open eye. A straightforward, simple attack.

But the Minotaur, writhing in pain, couldn't block it.

WHOOSH!

With the sound of cutting through the air, my dagger penetrated straight through the creature's eyeball and into its brain.

THUD!

The monster, once as massive as a mountain, collapsed forward.

The surviving holy knights and the young priest just stood there blankly, unable to believe what they had witnessed.

After a moment, the one who appeared to be their leader staggered toward us and removed his helmet.

"Thank you. Without you, we would all be dead."

"I only did what was natural," I replied quietly.

Though my voice sounded humble, it was tinged with boredom, as if to say, 'There's no need to make a fuss over something this trivial.'

That distinctive feeling of Roderick...

The holy knight seemed momentarily at a loss for words at my attitude.

He composed himself and asked again.

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I ask who you are and which family you belong to? I would like to repay this debt."

Only then did I slowly raise my head to look at him. My gaze swept over him from top to bottom.

"I am Roderick of House Adelheit. I came here for an appointment in this area."

When the name 'Roderick' was mentioned, even the last trace of wariness on the holy knight's face melted away like snow.

I could clearly see the doubt in his eyes instantly transform into certainty.

"Ah! Lord Roderick! I've heard about you!"

He bowed deeply in respect.

He had fallen for it completely. The first button of our plan had been successfully fastened.


**


That man is not Lord Roderick.

The holy knights beside me didn't seem to notice, but they couldn't fool my eyes.

According to the information provided by the Order, Roderick was greedy and ambitious, but his abilities didn't match his aspirations. His swordsmanship was at best mid-level Sword User.

But the aura emanating from the man before me was completely different. Cool and solid like a well-forged blade—clearly in the Sword Expert realm.

The composition of his guards was also entirely different. Roderick's guards were all male Sword Experts. However, the silver-haired knight who had just driven the Minotaur like a storm and the other knight who had cut its tendons like a shadow were both women.

Above all, a Minotaur is not a monster that can be dealt with so easily, even by several Sword Experts.

Our holy knights of the Church of True Beauty have undergone harsh trials to transform the madness of the moon into power. They're different from the weak knights of the Church of Light. Even a mid-to-high Sword User can match the strength of a low-level Sword Expert. That's only in terms of sword aura quality, but it's still something.

Yet they fell like autumn leaves. Our blades couldn't even properly penetrate that monster's hide.

But these people ended the monster's life as easily as adults handling children.

Their sword aura was on a different level.

Three Sword Experts and one mid-level or higher mage. With our current forces, we couldn't properly face even one of them.

Such people saved us. And he claims to be Roderick.

What could be their purpose? Why are they hiding their identities?

My mind was tangled with complexity, but the choice was clear. For now, I had to go along with their intentions.

I slowly steadied my breathing and calmed my trembling body.

Making it look like the trembling was due to the shock of battle.

Hiding my wariness, I put on the mask of an obedient young priest.

At least for now, they were playing the role of "saviors."


**


"Your skills exceed what I've heard, Lord Roderick."

Ah... come to think of it, I'm supposed to be a Sword Expert now.

A warrior far beyond Roderick's level!

The thought made me smile broadly.

Though unintended, I might as well flaunt my recent promotion to Sword Expert.

"I've been hiding my strength for dungeon exploration."

"A wise hawk conceals its talons!"

The holy knight flattered me after I introduced myself as 'Roderick.'

And behind him, the young priest kept his head bowed, trembling slightly as if still not recovered from the terror of battle.

Everything was going according to plan.

Now it was time to move to the next phase.

"As you can see, we've suffered significant damage as well. We need healing."

"Healing is only possible through Lady Selena's divine power, but..."

As he trailed off, the young priest called Selena stepped forward.

Her youthful face was still pale, and her voice trembled as faintly as a mosquito's buzz.

"Our... our Church of True Beauty's healing may have some... very slight side effects."

But I already knew everything.

"I'm aware of that much. It's not a problem, so please hurry."

I gestured magnanimously, urging them on.

"But it's customary to explain the side effects in advance. Too many people have caused trouble because we didn't tell them beforehand."

"Please explain."

"First, our Church of True Beauty's healing is... different from the clumsy miracles of those who follow the God of Light. The effect is certain, but it comes with intense pain, like flesh being carved out."

"I already know that."

"And... one more thing. Though rare, during the healing process, my divine power may resonate with the subject's mind, allowing me to read fragments of intense memories."

Reading memories?

This is the first I've heard of this.

I quickly glanced at Lucia, who was more knowledgeable about such matters.

She nodded.

Ch.24 - The Apostle Of The Goddess Of Beauty
Damn it. Things are getting complicated.

The moment my identity is revealed, this precarious alliance will fall apart.

But I can't back down now.

"But only the highest-ranking priests can do that. You can relax—it would take at least a bishop-class cleric, maybe even a cardinal."

I turned my attention back to Selena.

The people of this world were remarkably oblivious to facial beauty.

Even the priests who claimed to worship the goddess of beauty were no exception.

Only I...

Only I could see it.

The caliber of "beauty" that her very existence radiated.

If Aria's beauty was like a sharply honed blade...

If Lucia's was like the fresh beauty of a flower bud...

This priestess possessed a beauty like a soft, perfected work of art.

And in my experience, it was usually high-ranking priests who possessed that kind of "beauty."

I silently looked over Belisa and Aria in turn.

Yes. If things go wrong...

In the worst case, I can just bury them all here.

Once I made that cold decision, my mind felt more at ease.


**


Killing intent. For a moment, I sensed killing intent from that arrogant man calling himself Roderick.

Goddess of Beauty...

Please watch over your servant.

"Hey, little priestess. Stop dawdling and start with me. Let's see how impressive you really are."

The first to step forward was the red-haired woman standing beside him.

Belisa, was that her name?

With a provocative smile, she sat down in front of me.

I glared at her briefly, then composed myself and summoned my divine power.

The silver divine power that flowed from my hands was not a merciful light. It was like a cruel brand, searing flesh and muscle to purify wounds.

The woman's muscles twisted throughout her body, and cold sweat poured down her spine.

But she bit her lip to suppress her groans.

No, her expression went beyond enduring pain—there was even a strange ecstasy, as if she were enjoying the situation.

When the healing finally ended, the woman took a deep breath and gave a distorted smile.

"Heh... quite thrilling."

At that moment, fragments of the woman's memories flowed into my mind.

Fragments of images and sensations. A history of struggles against countless powerful opponents.

The obsession with which she had continuously honed her sword.

This woman was no ordinary Sword Expert.

She was a sword demon waiting for the "catalyst" that would allow her to reach the Master level at any time.

I carefully concealed my expression and turned to the next person.

The man who called himself "Roderick" spoke to the silver-haired girl.

"Aria. You're next."

The girl silently shook her head. Then she said briefly:

"My Lord. First."

Her pronunciation was awkward, as if she wasn't fluent in the kingdom's language. The man answered firmly.

"Your wounds are more severe. That's an order."

Only then did the girl reluctantly approach me.

A face like an emotionless doll.

I concentrated divine power once again and began healing.

Deeper wounds than the previous woman. The pain would naturally be doubled.

I expected her to scream.

But.

There was no reaction.

Not a drop of sweat, not even the slightest tremor.

Like a living statue, the girl ignored all pain as if it didn't exist.

At this abnormal sight, my healing hands began to tremble slightly.

Is this possible? Is she unable to feel pain?

No, she feels it. But... she's suppressing all sensation through sheer will.

This wasn't within the human realm.

Because the girl's wounds were so deep, I had to concentrate more deeply than usual.

As divine power penetrated deep into the girl's body and soul, it burst forth without warning.

It wasn't a memory.

What overwhelmed my mind was a cold, complete, and merciless "law."

A realm where the way of the sword becomes the principle of the world, and the act of cutting becomes truth itself.

It wasn't something that could be expressed with words like training or combat.

'Sword Master.'

That word rang like an alarm in my head.

Simultaneously, fragments of the law formed a terrible image.

Mountains of corpses and rivers of blood.

On top of endless mountains of corpses and rivers of blood stood a silver-haired girl who looked even younger than now. Her eyes contained nothing living.

A scream erupted from within me.

I take back what I thought about the black-haired woman being formidable.

This is... a monster.

A living catastrophe!

Information I'd heard somewhere flashed through my mind.

The silver-haired female knight who single-handedly annihilated an entire order of knights.

The achievements and fame she had built during her Expert days rivaled those of decent Masters.

Fortunately, I'd heard she went missing in the last war.

Only her severed arms were found, they said?

But somehow she was alive with all limbs intact.

Moreover... she had reached Master level at such a young age.

My healing hands trembled violently with fear. The flow of divine power wavered precariously.

This fact... this woman's existence must be reported to the church!

I barely collected myself and removed my hands from the silver-haired girl.

The last remaining person, the man who called himself "Roderick," was walking toward me.

I involuntarily swallowed.

If that silver-haired girl was such a monster... what level was this man whom she called "My Lord"?

All sorts of imaginations began to run wild in my head.

Could he be the imperial crown prince?

Certainly, to have a Sword Master casually under his command, he would need to be at least that level for things to make sense.

Preparing for the worst, I extended divine power to him with trembling hands.

And the moment the healing began.

"ARGHHHH!"

As if mocking my expectations, an unrestrained scream burst from the man's mouth.

It was qualitatively different from the previous two "monsters"—a desperate human scream unable to endure pain.

His entire body convulsed, and thick veins bulged in his neck.

The moment I saw this, the tension weighing on my shoulders dissipated like a lie.

Thank goodness...

This one wasn't a monster like the other two.

I even felt deflated.

Then, only one thing remained.

I concentrated my consciousness deep into his soul to confirm his identity.

The true identity hidden behind the name Roderick.

I carefully scanned the edges of his soul. I was looking for fragments of memories like the arrogance unique to nobles or hidden ambitions.

But what overwhelmed my mind was not that kind of thing.

Suddenly, a flood of memories burst forth.

Towers of steel and glass rising so high they seemed to pierce the sky.

Strange metal carriages roaring as they sped along asphalt roads.

A city of lights where millions of artificial stars made night as bright as day without the sun.

The scenery of an alien world called "Earth," where none of the laws of our known world applied, struck my mind.

And.

It came rushing in.

A power more fundamental and incomprehensible than the scenery of another world.

It was a "law."

A third power completely different from this world's mana or divine power.

The ability to recognize a person's beauty the moment you face them.

This ability... clearly.

Forgotten by humanity...

Forgotten through the curse of the evil god...

The power of origin!


**


I saw Selena's eyes roll back.

She collapsed limply like a puppet with cut strings, without even screaming.

Silence fell with a thud.

"Saintess!"

The holy knights were the first to break the silence.

They rushed to the fallen Selena with cries of shock.

"Saintess? That child?"

"If she's a Saintess, she's a super high-ranking priest!"

At their exclamations, Belisa's hand moved to the hilt of her sword at her waist, and Aria was suddenly standing in front of me, blocking the way.

An immediate defensive posture.

The healing itself had been successful.

The terrible pain was gone, and I could feel the wounded areas had healed cleanly.

But what just happened?

Was I discovered?

Did she see something decisive in my memories? My mind was racing.

"Ugh... uhhh..."

Selena, cradled in the arms of the holy knights, slowly opened her eyes.

I held my breath to observe her reaction.

But there was no longer any wariness or fear in her eyes.

What resided in those two pupils was... blind ecstasy, as if she had thrown away all reason.

And deep reverence, as if facing a being one dared not approach.

What exactly did she see in my memories?

While I was trying to grasp the situation, Selena shook off the hands of the holy knights supporting her and staggered to her feet.

She didn't look at anyone else.

She approached me with entranced steps.

"Saintess, it's dangerous!"

The holy knights shouted urgently and tried to block her, but she seemed not to even recognize their existence.

And breaking everyone's expectations, she knelt right in front of me.

The shocking sight of the Church of True Beauty's Saintess kneeling before a man of unknown identity.

"Saintess, you mustn't do this!"

The holy knights rushed over and grabbed her shoulders, but she remained immovable.

Instead, she began to recite a passage from scripture in a trembling voice, but clear enough to echo throughout the cave.

"When the star from another world falls and forms the contract of the first law..."

Her gaze, burning with fanatical fervor, fixed on me.

"He shall be the Apostle of the Goddess..."

Having finished speaking, Selena, without the slightest hesitation, bowed her head until her forehead touched the cold floor.

And she cried out.

"I behold the Apostle!"

Silence fell.

The holy knights, frozen in shock and confusion.

Belisa and Lucia, looking back and forth between Selena and me with expressions of incomprehension.

And Aria, standing motionless to protect me.

I couldn't make sense of the situation.

What... what is going on here?

Ch.25 - Countess Vera of Gerhardt
"Apostle..."

The voice of the girl prostrated on the floor trembled. It was a dangerous voice, seething with sweet yet fanatical heat.

I could roughly guess what had happened.

She must have seen my ability through my memories.

To a fanatic who worships the goddess of beauty, an ability to perfectly see through beauty and talent would be nothing short of a divine miracle. It was only natural that her eyes were clouded with madness, seeing me casually wielding a miracle she couldn't reach even if she devoted her entire life.

"Rise."

"How dare I look directly at the Apostle's sacred countenance with these filthy eyes!"

Selena trembled, pressing her forehead to the floor.

"Just get up."

I spoke with an emotionless voice, but inwardly I was already getting a headache.

"What are you doing to the Saintess!"

"You suspicious character! Step away from the Saintess immediately!"

The holy knights seemed to have completely misunderstood the situation.

They had judged that the sight of their Saintess prostrating herself before a strange man must be the result of some evil spell.

Ah, things are getting more and more troublesome.

The knights' sword tips pointing at my neck happened almost simultaneously with me swallowing a sigh.

That's when it happened.

"Where do you point those filthy blades! You ignorant fools!"

Selena, who had been prostrated on the floor, rose like lightning.

Without the slightest hesitation, she struck the cheek of the chief holy knight who had rushed to 'save' her.

Slap!

A sharp cracking sound echoed through the cave, freezing everyone in place.

Not just the knight who was slapped, but all the other knights following him were petrified with shock.

"S-Saintess...?"

Selena glared at them with eyes flashing with madness.

"You dare point swords at the Apostle standing before you? Even blasphemy has its limits! Put away your swords and kneel immediately, or know that you'll die by my hand!"

"A-Apostle, you say?"

"Saintess, please come to your senses..."

"Senses? I have never been more clear-headed in my entire life!"

"..."

Meanwhile, the only person watching this suffocating situation while holding her stomach in laughter spoke up.

"Hahaha! How does it feel to become a cult leader overnight, kiddo?"

It was Belisa.

She was genuinely enjoying herself. No, she was even tearing up because she found the situation so amusing.

That woman is lucky. Having no thoughts whatsoever.

But her annoying comment served as the needle that broke the tensely frozen atmosphere.

The holy knights awkwardly stood up, and Selena reluctantly rose from her position as well.

I unfolded the map I had taken from Roderick.

"This is our destination, right?"

"Yes, O Holy One."

My temple throbbed.

"I'd appreciate if you'd keep such titles in your mind and not speak them aloud."

Selena pouted with disappointment.

Meanwhile, the holy knights seemed to have reached some conclusion among themselves.

"We are honored to join the great journey of Apostle Roderick!"

...What did those guys just say?

What?

Roderick?

Who?

I corrected them with a deep sigh.

"It's a bit late, but let me clarify. I'm not Roderick, I'm Leon."

"Leon... you mean the half-brother Lord Roderick was trying to deal with...?"

"Then what happened to Lord Roderick?"

I was momentarily speechless at their naive questions.

"Is that really important right now?"

"...Pardon?"

The holy knights all tilted their heads in confusion.

"Your Saintess just called me an 'Apostle,' didn't she?"

"Yes, but..."

"Do you think I would have left my brother alone after he tried to bury me?"

"...Oh."

"...Ohh."

"...Ohhh."

The faces of the holy knights began to show stages of realization.

Finally, one of them cautiously opened his mouth.

"Then... Lord Roderick...?"

"Yeah. I took care of him."

"...By 'took care,' you mean?"

"Permanent care."

"......"

The holy knights all shut their mouths at once.

Even the most naive person could guess where Roderick had gone by this point.

**

After the strange alliance between mercenaries and clergy began, the atmosphere in the ruins changed noticeably.

Though the presence of numerous monsters could be felt in the darkness, none dared to block our path.

Well, that made sense.

Charging blindly at a force like ours would be a foolish act that any monster with decent intelligence would avoid.

Thanks to this, we were able to advance smoothly toward our destination without any significant battles.

Finally, at the end of the damp passage, a massive underground cavern appeared.

Unlike the silence where only footsteps had echoed, this place was filled with the murmur of people.

Numerous banners occupied their respective territories.

Noble private soldiers were neatly arranged under banners, maintaining their weapons, while adventurers and mercenaries shared meat and alcohol around campfires, chattering away. There were all sorts of groups gathered, including an expedition team with exotic curved swords.

But the wary glances they cast at each other were the common denominator.

And all those gazes turned toward us at once as we entered.

Ignoring those stares lightly, I pointed with my chin to an empty space in one corner of the cavern.

"We'll wait there for now."

As we settled in and caught our breath, Belisa stretched widely and spoke.

"Ah, now that I'm relaxed, I need to go. I'm going to take a dump!"

"......"

At that moment, not just around us, but all conversations within a 10-meter radius came to an abrupt halt.

The holy knights even turned their heads away.

"Will you be okay going alone?"

"What are you talking about? Who would dare lay a hand on me?"

As Belisa looked around, several mercenaries instinctively lowered their heads.

She was right. Among the hundreds gathered in this massive underground cavern, those who could match her could truly be counted on one hand.

"Alright, be careful."

"Sure, I'll be right back!"

No need to worry, I suppose.

**

A few minutes after Belisa disappeared into the darkness of the ruins.

The entrance to the cavern, which had been peaceful for a while, began to buzz with activity again.

"There seem to be a lot of newcomers joining today."

A fairly large group was entering. Having nothing better to do, I casually observed them.

Huh?

Among them, I spotted a few familiar faces.

"C-Captain!"

From within the group of mercenaries across the way, two men and two women rushed out.

Hassan, Galen, Jane, and Canna.

"Captain, you're alive! Thank goodness!"

"I was fine, no problem. But you all seem to have had a hard time."

"We were lucky. One of the expedition teams, the Iron Fangs..."

Before they could finish their explanation, a large man approached from behind, leading his subordinates.

He was one of the ten leaders when the expedition was formed in the past.

"Hey, Leon, was it? So you're the captain of these folks? I'm Marston, captain of the Iron Fangs."

Marston patted my shoulder, acting familiar.

"Leon, captain of the Age of Romance."

"Yeah, Leon. When everyone scattered because of that madman Berdel, I thought we were done for, but we got lucky."

"Lucky, you say?"

At my question, he excitedly rambled on.

"Yeah, lucky! We landed right in front of the area with the Noble Artifact, and there's no sign of that monster One-Eyed Bertel or the Death Sword Belisa. Isn't it great not having to compete with them?"

Oh dear. He doesn't even know Belisa is right behind him.

Inwardly clicking my tongue, I played along with his words.

"Hmm, so that's what you think."

Marston, thinking I was agreeing with him, raised his voice even more as he got to the point.

"Since we have the same goal, we'll eventually need to join forces, and as the senior, shouldn't I take overall command?"

Just as I was about to respond to his pathetic proposal, at that very moment:

"Hey, you there. What was your name again... Mastong?"

A languid voice came from behind.

Belisa, who had briefly left, had returned.

She pointed at Marston with her chin and asked.

It didn't even take a second for the color to drain from the sturdy man's face.

Marston's eyes filled with shock, and he unconsciously took a step back.

"Y-Yes! I'm Mastong! D-Death Sword Belisa, Big Sis! How are you here...!"

He didn't even dare correct the fact that his name was wrong.

I chuckled and joked with Belisa.

"Big Sis, huh. Belisa Noona, you must be quite old despite appearances."

At my words, Belisa gave an incredulous laugh.

"What nonsense are you spouting, kiddo? That pig is clearly at least 20 years older than me. But in our world, that doesn't matter. If you're good at fighting, you're the big brother or big sister. Isn't that right, Mastong?"

At Belisa's words, Marston nodded so hard his head might have broken off.

"Yes, absolutely! That's exactly right!"

The man who had been acting high and mighty just moments ago, talking about seniority, now looked like a mangy dog wagging its tail before a leopard.

Desperately trying to survive, he pointed to the new power dynamic and asked:

"T-Then, should the command of this group naturally go to Big Sis Belisa...!"

At those words, Belisa frowned noticeably.

It was a contemptuous look, as if she were looking at an insect crawling on the floor.

"Me? How annoying."

She pointed at me with her chin and drove the final nail in.

"That's the kiddo's specialty."

Marston's eyes darted around wildly, unable to find their bearings.

In the end, the command fell to me.

Thus, the size of the force I led grew to almost 30 people.

That put us quite high in the rankings here. With me, Aria, Belisa, and—though quite reluctantly—Marston, we had four Sword Experts, making the quality of our force top-tier as well.

Naturally, this made us covetous in the treasure competition.

Of course, I couldn't just take a Noble Artifact just because I wanted it, but other types of treasures?

Those could be claimed through force.

And then...

The entrance to the cavern began to buzz with activity again. A new force entering. At a glance, they were about our size, and their quality wasn't far behind either.

The moment I saw the woman at their head, the blood in my veins froze.

A familiar face.

She recognized me too.

"Why are you wearing Roderick's clothes?"

A cold, sharp voice cut across the cavern.

Countess Vera of Gerhardt.

Another enemy who had framed me, and Roderick's wife.

Ch.26 - Weapons That Choose Their Masters
"Answer me, Leon! Where did Roderick go?"

As if nothing else mattered. As if the hundreds of people gathered here were mere background.

In her world, only I and her question existed.

Of course, that was just her delusion.

She and I were far too conspicuous.

She commanded a considerable number of people, and had even hired standard-bearers to fly her family's banner.

Some people even seemed to recognize her.

"The Countess herself has made a move?"

"House Gerhardt must be staking everything on this."

"A noble house without a Noble Artifact is only half complete, after all."

Low murmurs escaped from the lips of those who pretended to know something.

Their gazes held both reverence and a clear desire not to get entangled in this troublesome situation.

Thus my enemy stood before me.

What an unpleasant situation this is.

To be falsely accused of trying to do something to such an ugly woman.

It struck me anew that people in this world have no eye for distinguishing beauty from ugliness.

Well, I suppose she's a perfect match for that Roderick fellow.

In a world where appearance and talent are clearly connected, despite having no sense for appearances...

By that logic, that woman Vera is absolutely unqualified to hold the Gerhardt County title.

Whether by good luck or bad, she only ended up wearing a hat that didn't fit her because her father and siblings died sudden, unnatural deaths in a single day.

It would have been better if she'd been satisfied with that, but this woman coveted more beyond the fortune that had rolled her way.

Making her husband the Duke of Adelheit.

Framing me and Lucia with that filthy accusation was probably part of that grand scheme.

What a pathetically trivial ambition.

I raised the corner of my mouth without bothering to hide my feelings.

"My brother no longer needs those clothes."

My words were utterly dry, but their meaning was clear.

All expression vanished from Vera's face.

Silence fell.

Her ashen eyes stared at me with murderous intent, but I merely shrugged.

Lucia stepped forward with cheerful steps.

With a bright smile as if she were simply asking after someone's well-being, she said, "My second brother is probably in a place that suits him perfectly right now. A very nice place."

A final twist of the knife.

She's my sister, but sometimes her nasty personality is so impressive it's admirable.

The talent to precisely stab at someone's most painful spot with such a smiling face.

Truly worthy of being my sister.

Vera's sharp gaze turned toward Selena.

"Lady Selena! Explain what's going on here! Why are you with someone like him when you were supposed to meet my husband?"

It was a desperate cry.

But Selena's response to that question was...

Complete indifference.

She lazily examined her fingernails, even letting out a bored yawn.

Well, as a Saintess of one of the kingdom's three major churches, her authority is no less than that of a mere count.

Especially when that count belongs to a declining house.

The fight continued afterward. With words only, of course.

Starting a blade fight here would be too foolish.

In truth, this tense standoff wasn't unique to us.

I'd simply been ignoring it, but this vast cavern had long been the site of various conflicts.

Individuals entangled in old grudges growled at each other, fingering their sword hilts.

A situation that could explode at any moment. Only one thing maintained the balance.

The altar at the center.

The lingering expectation that the legendary Noble Artifact might appear there at any moment.

That alone served as the sole restraint keeping reason intact.

That strange peace shattered in an instant.

"L-look there! The altar!"

At someone's cry, all eyes turned to the center.

The ancient stone altar that had shown no reaction until now.

The characters engraved on its surface began to burn with blue light, one by one.

When the entire altar finally emitted a complete light, incomprehensible ancient language echoed from its center.

-Wen berkra rodern kaoruet!-

It wasn't a human voice.

It was a majestic resonance as if space itself were speaking.

While most were simply dazed by the mysterious phenomenon, Hassan urgently whispered in my ear.

"It's ancient language! It means 'I will choose a worthy one among those who lead the pack'...!"

Before he could finish speaking, dozens of beams of light shot out from the altar, cutting through the air.

All the hostility and murderous intent that had been boiling until just now lost meaning before this grand ritual.

Now everyone's interest was focused on one thing.

Who would be "chosen."

The light beams shot from the altar circled in the air like living creatures with will.

They floated above people's heads, swimming through the crowd of hundreds, as if examining who was worthy.

In the absolute silence where even murmurs had disappeared.

Finally, one beam of light moved.

A faint but sacred pattern appeared on the chests of those touched by the light.

The chosen numbered roughly fourteen.

They each looked down at their chests with different expressions.

And one of those beams of light flew toward me without hesitation.

Belisa muttered in a languid voice.

"If I'd known this would happen, I should have just led the group myself."

A joke, of course.

Whatever her power might be, she had no subordinates here.

The fourteen humans glowing with light were in a perfect deadlock.

Everyone was exploring, measuring, and simultaneously guarding against each other.

In the silence taut as a drawn bowstring, occasional whispers tinged with greed leaked out.

"If I kill all those guys... do I definitely get it?"

"Hey, Geralt! Why not join us instead of shedding blood needlessly?"

"Harold! Let's form a temporary alliance!"

All kinds of proposals and conspiracies floated in the air, but no one dared to take the first step.

Whoever moved first would become everyone's target.

In the end, this game of chicken wasn't about who was bravest, but about identifying who was most impatient and foolish.

And I alone was thinking differently from them.

In the previous turn-taking, I hadn't been greedy.

Getting an earlier turn didn't guarantee contracting with the Noble Artifact.

But if the artifact had set specific conditions to select a few people and even marked them like this...

The story changes completely.

This time, whoever moves first takes everything.

Without bothering to avoid Vera's cold gaze still fixed on me, I turned toward the altar.

And took one step forward.

At that moment, all the noise, whispers, and even breathing that had filled the cavern stopped completely.

Hundreds of gazes focused solely on my movement.

"Is that guy crazy?"

"There must be some hidden trap. This dungeon is full of traps!"

Voices of doubt and mockery from behind me.

I inwardly laughed at them.

In this type of event, no traps are set in the room with the final reward.

Think about it.

Even a dungeon is ultimately a facility once used by people.

If it housed a Noble Artifact, the upper class likely used this area directly.

While they might install security systems on the way to the dungeon, places like this almost never had traps.

I walked silently with countless gazes at my back, finally standing before the altar.

"How about it? Choose me instead of those fools!"

And without hesitation, I placed my hand on the coldly glowing stone slab.

The moment my palm touched the altar.

KWAAANG!

With a blinding flash, a silent wave of magical power swept through the entire cavern.

-Ryun gart. Harhart.-

A majestic voice as if space itself were resonating.

Few knew what it meant, but Hassan behind me shouted almost like a scream.

"It means the Noble Artifact has chosen its master, Captain!"

No sooner had Hassan finished speaking than light began gathering in my hand.

The light soon took form, and revealed itself as a beautiful dagger with a jeweled blade.

The moment the dagger was fully grasped in my hand, a second wave erupted, incomparably larger than before.

"Argh!"

"Ugh...!"

Those with weak resistance to magical power fell backward as if directly hit by the wave.

More dramatic changes occurred among the other chosen ones.

The faint patterns glowing on the chests of all others, including Vera.

As if by agreement, they all faded in an instant.

The time of selection was over.

The gazes that had been wary of different opponents all turned toward me at once.

It was the moment when the direction of hostility unified.

"That guy... that guy took the Noble Artifact!"

"If we kill him now, the artifact will return to a masterless state!"

"Attack together! He can't keep it alone!"

Eyes blinded by greed began to flash toward me.

"I am Leon Adelheit. If anyone wishes to be my enemy, go ahead and try."

The weight carried by the name 'Adelheit' was far greater than expected.

Those who had been overwhelmed by the name of a declining county visibly hesitated before the name of a ducal house considered among the kingdom's strongest.

But there was one problem... namely, the head of that declining county.

"He was expelled from Adelheit! He's nothing but a kinslayer who killed his brother and fled!"

At Vera's venomous revelation, the wavering eyes hardened again with greed.

If he wasn't the ducal heir but a criminal cast out by his family, that was different.

It meant there was absolutely nothing to fear.

"She's lying! That woman is lying! I guarantee it in the name of the Saintess of the Church of True Beauty!"

Selena fired back.

The guys surrounding me wavered in confusion.

Then one of them moved.

"Church of True Beauty or Adelheit, I'm taking that for myself!"

It was none other than Marston, who had been acting like a dog beside Belisa until just now.

Ch.27 - Noble Artifact Contract
Greed always stays one step ahead of reason.

No matter where you go, there are always fools who act before thinking.

The first of these fools was Marston, the captain of the Iron Fang mercenary group.

"Raaaargh!"

With a bestial roar, he gripped his massive iron mace tighter and stomped the ground.

While the others were still sizing up the situation, his action stemmed from the foolish and simple thought of moving first.

He might have been congratulating himself for acting faster and differently than everyone else.

"In the name of the Saintess, I command you! Don't touch that Apostle...!"

Selena cried out urgently as she tried to step forward.

Aria also silently adjusted her grip on the sword at her waist.

Her blade always responds first to threats directed at me.

A chilling killing intent rose around her.

Even if I stood here doing nothing, that fool's slow mace wouldn't reach me.

Aria would save me again, just like before.

But...

This time, it was my turn.

Everything was moving according to my plan.

I muttered quietly.

"Just as planned."

Just before Marston's mace cast its shadow over my head.

I firmly gripped the jeweled dagger in my hand.

Thump!

My heart pounded fiercely as mana surged through my entire body.

The dagger in my hand sucked in my mana endlessly like a black hole.

But it wasn't a painful absorption.

It was a pleasant resonance that returned the power to my body several times stronger than what it had taken.

The sensation of every cell in my body becoming filled with power.

This was the one chance I had been aiming for from the beginning.

This overwhelming sense of omnipotence. This was the reward for the gamble I had risked my life on.

According to my knowledge from my previous life's games, immediately after forming a contract with a powerful Noble Artifact of 'Rare' grade or higher, a temporary blessing called an "Awakening Bonus" is granted.

It was a kind of systemic consideration, giving new owners a chance to protect themselves from surrounding threats and firmly establish ownership of the artifact.

Information about Noble Artifacts seems largely unknown in this world, likely because those who obtain them block such knowledge, but the higher the artifact's grade, the more explosively its effects increase beyond imagination.

And considering the various performances of this artifact—the ancient language echoing in the ruins, the light radiating from my chest—it couldn't be a low-rarity Noble Artifact.

The structural certainty that a room with rewards would have no traps.

The rule that in a competition among the chosen, the first to move takes everything.

And finally, the absolute information about this "Awakening Bonus."

Without these three certainties, I would never have been the first to jump into this reckless gamble.

At this moment, I was no longer a mere Sword Expert.

Power overflowed within me.

My field of vision expanded dozens of times, and all movements became extremely clear and predictable.

Though perhaps not at the level of a Sword Master, I had at least reached the level of One-Eyed Bertel, whom we had encountered at the entrance of the ruins.

And to deal with someone like Marston, that was more than enough.

A speed that defied common sense.

"My Lord!"

In the very instant Aria urgently drew her sword and was about to stomp the ground.

I was already moving.

Whoosh!

I felt the wind pressure from Marston's mace brush against my cheek as I evaded the attack by a paper-thin margin.

With a thunderous crash, the massive weapon hit the floor uselessly, sending stone fragments flying, leaving his bulky frame wide open.

Just one step.

Before he could even think of his next move, I had already slipped inside his guard.

Before me was an ugly face twisted with greed and shock.

Without the slightest hesitation, I swung the jeweled dagger in my hand toward his thick neck.

Slice.

The sound was absurdly hollow and strangely soft.

It was like cutting silk with a well-honed blade.

The jeweled blade of the dagger sliced through his neck without any resistance.

Marston's eyes widened to their fullest extent, as if he couldn't believe what was happening.

He hadn't even realized he was dying.

His brain was still sending commands to his limbs.

To lift the mace stuck in the floor and attack the insolent man before him again.

But those commands would never reach his limbs.

His head was already separated from his body, trailing a stream of blood through the air.

Splash!

Finally recognizing reality, bright red blood gushed like a fountain from the severed neck of the body.

Soon after, the heavy body collapsed lifelessly to the floor like a puppet with cut strings.

With a dull thud, everything was over.

The time it took for a Sword Expert to lose his life: just one second.

All noise in the cavern was once again consumed by perfect silence.

Stillness.

It was a deafening silence, as if the very concept of sound had evaporated from the world.

Roll... thud.

Breaking that silence, the sound of Marston's head rolling across the floor before coming to a stop echoed unusually loudly throughout the entire cavern.

Those who had been blinded by greed and rushing to kill me just moments ago were all frozen in place. Some dropped their weapons, making no noise as they fell to the ground.

"...What did I just see?"

"A Sword Expert... like that...?"

"C-could he be a Master?"

There was no longer any greed in their eyes.

The sight of an equal-ranked Sword Expert being slaughtered in a single strike as if he were an insect.

"C-could he be a Master?"

Seeing such a sight firsthand, such a misunderstanding would be understandable.

"...Impossible."

Vera's reaction in particular was worth watching. She trembled her dry lips, doubting her own eyes.

"C-Count, what should we do? Leon Young Lord is stronger than we thought."

"R-retreat! Everyone, leave this place immediately!"

Her command was less the result of rational judgment and more like a scream born of survival instinct.

At that signal, the knights and soldiers of House Gerhardt, who had been proudly waving their banners just moments ago, completely fell apart.

There was no discipline, no formation.

There were only the struggles of frightened beasts trying to get away from the incomprehensible monster before them as quickly as possible. Pushing and tripping over each other, they miserably rushed toward the exit.

I silently watched the unseemly sight.

Right now, it wouldn't be difficult to throw the dagger and embed it in the back of their heads.

Taking the head of my enemy, Vera, would be very simple.

Should I try?

I felt a momentary temptation, but I refrained.

This "Awakening Bonus" is not eternal.

If my power returned to normal while hunting Vera, and others realized I was no longer an overwhelming force, it would become dangerous.

That wouldn't be good.

Rather than that...

I would continue the show as long as possible.

"Not as satisfying to cut as Bertel," I muttered.

Soon after, the expected reaction came.

"D-did that man kill One-Eyed Bertel?"

"I was wondering why he wasn't around."

"You're lying. Bertel was killed by your girlfriend."

Belisa spoke tactlessly, but it didn't matter. In fact, it was better this way.

The rumors would spread even further.

That Leon Adelheit's mercenary group had two top-tier Sword Experts.

"Anyone have any objections?"

"..."

"Then I'll be keeping this, if that's alright?"

The atmosphere in this cavern had completely become mine.

No one coveted the dagger in my hand anymore.

This should be enough.

With this, I could confirm ownership of the Noble Artifact without any trouble and leave this place smoothly.

Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief with that thought, it happened.

Rumble!

It started as a subtle vibration.

But it instantly transformed into a massive roar that shook the entire world.

House-sized rocks and debris rained down from the ceiling, and the ground beneath our feet cracked open like the shell of a giant tortoise.

The entire ruin was collapsing with a death rattle.

"Argh!"

"Th-the dungeon is collapsing! Escape!"

The fear that had been directed at me just moments ago now gave way to survival instinct.

Hundreds of people searched desperately for an exit in the chaos, but most passages were already blocked by collapsed rocks.

Amidst the confusion, I shouted.

"What's happening, Hassan!"

"Why are you asking me?"

"Because you seem like the expert here."

Though Lucia was also a mage, I trusted that man more when it came to Noble Artifacts.

After all, he had come all the way here from a distant southern country just to find a Noble Artifact.

"I can only speculate, but the highest possibility is that your dagger was the 'main artifact'—the very heart and power source of these ruins, Captain!"

"Main artifact? Then what about the other artifacts?"

"The rest were all just branches, decoys to protect this one!"

"S-so?"

"Now that the ruin has failed to protect its heart... it's trying to self-destruct, taking all intruders with it!"

I wasn't the only one who heard Hassan's awkward explanation.

"Damn it, run!"

"Ugh... I need to take this treasure."

"Drop the heavy stuff! Don't be greedy!"

Enemies who had been after my life just minutes ago.

But now they were no longer enemies.

They were just castaways trapped in this massive stone coffin along with me.

The ruin was sealing itself, becoming a massive tomb for all of us.

The nature of the battle had completely changed.

Those who tried to kill me, and those I had killed, now meant nothing.

Our new challenge was "survival" and "escape."

Ch.28 - Sword That Pierces The Sky
The design was perfect.

And everything went according to plan.

But... just before completion, the design was derailed by an utterly unpredictable variable.

The Noble Artifact awakening bonus still remains.

Overwhelming power courses through my body.

My vision has expanded dramatically, and I can clearly predict every movement.

But what can I do with this power?

Am I supposed to deflect thousands of falling stones?

Block collapsing walls with my bare arms?

This isn't a fight between humans.

My pitiful sense of omnipotence was nothing but a sandcastle before this massive catastrophe.

"To the exit! The exit is that way!"

I instinctively turned my head at someone's shout. But it was already too late.

Crack... BOOM!

The sound of the world collapsing strikes my ears and constricts my heart.

I exhaled dejectedly and muttered.

"Seems like... we're completely screwed."


**


My Lord finally obtained the Noble Artifact from the ruins.

My heart pounded with overwhelming joy as I watched everyone in the chamber kneel before his overwhelming power. Indeed, my choice, my faith had not been misplaced.

But that joy didn't last long.

The ruins began to collapse.

My Lord, who always maintained a poker face, showed a genuinely flustered expression for once.

This is definitely...

A completely fucked situation.

I unconsciously caressed my two arms.

The white, smooth arms that my Lord had restored to me.

But these arms were still incomplete.

I can feel it.

Every time I clench my fists or focus my strength, a precarious sensation runs through my body, as if something might snap at any moment.

It was the same when I slaughtered that one-eyed bastard at the entrance to the ruins.

In exchange for the explosive power in the moment I swung my sword, I heard something breaking from deep within my arm.

These arms are both a miracle and a ticking time bomb that could explode at any moment.

Regenerate them again, you say?

The temple's healing magic isn't omnipotent. Especially for bodies like mine that have excessively accepted power to regenerate entire limbs—they gradually develop resistance to that power.

In truth, it wasn't just about my arms.

Could my heart withstand it if I used 'that'?

But... now wasn't the time to fear such things.

These precarious arms, this precarious life, were never mine to begin with.

The one who raised me up when I was curled up like a beast in the slave market, having lost both arms.

The one who recognized my worth when everyone else despised and ignored me.

The one who crossed the threshold of the temple and gifted me new arms and a new life.

The one who saved me when I was about to break during a duel with an enemy.

Now it's my turn to save my Lord.

What does it matter if these arms crumble to dust? What does it matter if this body disappears into ashes? This life, this power given by my Lord exists solely for him.

That is the only reason for a knight's existence.

Once my resolve was set, the precarious sensation squeezing my arms felt more like a sweet harbinger of power. Instead of fearing their breaking, I decided to wring out every last bit of power dormant within them.

Quietly, but with firmer resolve than anyone, I whispered to my arms.

Hold on, my new arms.

I strengthened my resolve and pushed through the confused crowd toward my Lord.


**


"Seems like... we're completely screwed."

My dejected muttering was buried under the collapsing rumble, but the feeling of despair spread like a plague.

The terrified survivors screamed in confusion, then began to gather around me as if grasping for a final lifeline.

Not just my loyal subordinates.

Adventurers, mercenaries, even knights who had been hostile to me moments ago gathered around me in small groups.

They seemed to consider me the only hope in this catastrophe. They remembered how I had killed an Expert of equal rank like swatting a bug, and the mysterious Noble Artifact in my hand.

"Lord Leon! Is there... is there no way out?"

"Of course there must be! Lord Leon, who obtained such a powerful Noble Artifact, surely has a plan!"

But not everyone was thinking so positively.

Some had already given up, sitting down in resignation.

That's when a clear, resolute voice cut through all the noise from within the crowd.

"How dare you doubt him!"

When I turned my head, Selena was standing there.

"That woman... she looks familiar."

"Yes! Isn't she the one recently appointed as a new Saintess in the Church of True Beauty?"

"What? A Saintess at such a young age? How powerful must her Divine Power be...!"

"He certainly has a way! Even this trial must be part of our Lord's plan to test us!"

Saintess. One called the representative of God.

Seeing this Saintess blindly believing in and following me, the shadow of doubt in the skeptics' eyes cleared away, replaced by fanatical flames of hope.

Before their desperate faith, I could neither laugh nor cry.

"So you did have a plan after all!"

A plan? My plan was to escape this place smoothly and savor victory, not for the dungeon to collapse.

I forced a smile at the corner of my mouth instead of answering, and coolly reassessed the situation.

Rationally speaking, our survival probability approached zero.

All passages in every direction were already blocked by dozens of tons of rock.

We absolutely lacked the time to dig through. Even if we could, this collapse was happening simultaneously throughout the entire ruin, not just in specific areas.

We were nothing more than corpses waiting for our massive coffin to close completely.

That's when it happened.

Parting the confused crowd like a silver flash, Aria approached me.

"My Lord!"

She exclaimed, standing before me with labored breath.

"Aria, believe!"

Though her pronunciation was awkward due to her unfamiliarity with the kingdom's language, her confident exclamation made me stare at her, momentarily dazed.

I looked into her eyes.

The same light I saw when she defeated "Bull Jack" and slaughtered One-Eyed Bertel.

Without waiting for my response, Aria shouted toward those around us.

"Everyone, this way! Gather!"

She pointed her finger upward, above our heads.

The spot she indicated wasn't a cracked or weakened point.

Rather, it was the exact center of the thickest, sturdiest, and even smoothest massive rock formation in the chamber's ceiling.

"What is she trying to do?"

"Is there some teleportation circle up there?"

"Everyone, quiet!"

I roared with all my remaining strength. The chamber, filled with noise and confusion moments ago, suddenly fell silent.

All eyes turned to me. Without a moment's hesitation, I pointed to the small girl standing beside me and commanded.

"Everyone, follow Aria's instructions! Gather around her!"

My command was absolute.

Even those who were skeptical or terrified began to move reluctantly.

Watching this scene, Aria turned to me. A very faint smile bloomed on her dust-covered face. It was her purest response to my absolute trust.

The stage was now set.

Aria drew her sword. And Sword Aura began to form on the blade.

Sword Aura. A realm where one surrounds the blade with a faint energy to enhance its sharpness.

But what Aria was displaying now was on an entirely different level.

Light gathered around her sword. Mana and energy were being shaped into a tangible, physical blade. A transparent blade clearly visible to the naked eye.

That alone would qualify her as extraordinary, but she didn't stop there. She was preparing to release the concentrated Sword Force like shooting an arrow.

"Th-that is..."

"N-no way!"

People murmured.

I recalled how they had called me a Sword Master earlier.

Now I realized how ridiculous and foolish those words were.

And now, finally, I understood Aria's true skill.

Sword Master.

As all these thoughts flashed through my mind, Aria swung her sword toward the sky.

And the world fell silent.

The thunderous rumbling of the collapsing ruins that had been shaking the world moments ago ceased as if it were a lie.

No, it hadn't stopped. A greater sound and impact had numbed everyone's senses, leaving only a deafening silence.

BOOOOOOM!

As the dust cloud settled, an impossible scene unfolded above our heads.

A hole.

A perfect circular hole penetrating dozens of meters of solid rock.

Beyond that hole, the open sky was visible.

Sunlight poured into this underground dungeon filled with deadly dust like a divine revelation.

And at the center of this miracle stood Aria.

The silver-haired girl, bathed in streams of light, looked like a Valkyrie called from the heavens.

But that sacred image soon crumbled into something all too human. Drip. Crimson droplets of blood fell from her mouth, staining the floor.

Her fragile shoulders rose and fell rapidly, swaying precariously as if she might collapse at any moment.

Like a taut string snapping, her body fell forward lifelessly.

"Aria!"

My desperate cry broke the silence. Without a moment's hesitation, I leapt forward and caught her falling body in my arms.

Her body was light as a feather, and I could feel her delicate shoulders trembling slightly.

Ch.29 - Silver Fox, Golden Fox
I ran.

Through the wind rushing past my ears, I could faintly hear Aria's labored breathing as she was carried on my back.

How long had we been running? Only after the shadow of the ruins was completely swallowed from our sight did we slow our pace.

Finally, dim lights appeared in the distance.

We secured temporary lodging at an inn there.

As I carefully laid Aria down on the bed, Selena immediately approached.

"I'll begin the healing."

"Please do."

What bloomed from Selena's fingertips was a light so pure white it hurt the eyes.

The light, emanating cold sanctity rather than warmth, slowly descended upon Aria's body.

"Kuheuuugh!"

Aria's peaceful face instantly contorted with pain.

Her eyelids fluttered open with a spasm, revealing red eyes.

Her unfocused gaze wandered through empty space.

Hot tears formed at the corners of her eyes, and a single drop rolled down her cheek.

"Akai..."

It meant "it hurts" in Northern Imperial language.

Just a short while ago, she was a woman who didn't change her expression even while being healed.

Now, she was crumbling in such a fragile state.

I instinctively leaned forward and firmly held her hand.

"Haa... haa..."

Her breathing calmed.

There were no more visible wounds.

Selena carefully withdrew her hand, wiping the cold sweat from her forehead.

"Is that it?"

To my question, Selena firmly shook her head.

"No. If we push too hard here, her body might become completely resistant to divine power, or worse, she could die. Right now, Aria is in a state of severe divine power toxicity."

Her warning sent a chill down my spine.

I understood the concept of divine power toxicity.

But her having divine power toxicity?

"That's impossible. Knights from our family have recovered perfectly even after losing limbs multiple times. Divine power toxicity shouldn't happen so easily."

To my objection, Selena replied without taking her eyes off the sleeping Aria.

"Those knights and Aria are... on different levels. She seems to have broken through her limits at the extreme of physical regeneration. Beyond Sword Expert, into the realm of Sword Master. Thanks to that, she's reached an unbelievable level at such a young age, but nothing in this world comes free. And..."

"...What else is there?"

"Even before meeting the Apostle, Aria's body had already been broken and healed countless times. Even without this incident, her body was already approaching its limit."

She concluded with a tired sigh.

"In the end, healing her little by little each day, as if soothing her body, is the best option."

That night.

I looked down at the bowl of soup in my hand. It had already cooled to lukewarm.

I had deliberately let it cool, as something too hot could harm her body.

I scooped up some soup with a small spoon and carefully brought it to her lips.

Her tightly closed lips opened slightly. I tilted the spoon, holding my breath.

"Gulp."

The sound of her throat struggling to swallow food seemed unusually loud in the silence.

That was the only willful movement she could make right now.

The price she paid for wielding her sword in place of me, in place of all of us.

One spoonful, then another.

I repeated the action mechanically, without saying a word.

The sound of the spoon hitting the bowl, the sensation of it touching her lips,

And the small sound of her struggling to swallow the food.

"Does it taste okay?"

Instead of answering, she blinked very slowly. Whether that meant it was fine, or that she didn't even have the strength for that, I couldn't tell.


**


Two days after my body regained its function.

Selena was one of the strongest divine power users I'd ever seen among priests, but my body didn't respond well to her divine power.

Well... it was a side effect I'd been prepared for since breaking through my limits.

But it wasn't all bad.

First, becoming a Sword Master itself was an unbelievably good thing.

And in exchange for divine power not working well on me, my natural healing ability had increased significantly.

Even considering my Master status.

And finally...

This situation itself was an enormous reward.

In the past, the man who was my master and father said that for a woman, pretending to be weak occasionally was part of life's pleasures.

Back then, I just scoffed at it as an old-fashioned idea.

What meaning did gender differences have for superhumans who could manipulate mana?

But now, I was experiencing that old-fashioned wisdom firsthand.

"Here, Aria. It's mealtime."

The door opened, and with a familiar voice, my lord entered.

He sat in the chair beside my bed and stirred the soup in the wooden bowl with a spoon.

It was a kind gesture, cooling it down in case it was too hot.

"Ah-"

He brought the spoon to my lips and said softly.

"Ah."

Pretending to give in, I opened my mouth very slowly. The warm potato soup enveloped my tongue.

Honestly, it felt good.

One spoonful, then another.

I loved this time of surrendering myself to his care, this defenseless peace, to the point of madness.

When my lord extended the spoon again, I turned my head ever so slightly.

My lord's hand hesitated.

"Oh my."

It was a calculated mistake—letting a bit of soup spill onto the corner of my mouth.

My lord smiled slightly and wiped my lips with his thumb instead of a handkerchief.

A strange heat rose where his skin had touched.

I had no intention of ending this act anytime soon.


**


When did I notice?

When did I realize that woman was acting?

Not during the first few days. Certainly, the mana surrounding her body flickered precariously like dying embers.

But I could feel it. At some point, that flow had changed.

Quietly but powerfully, it was finding its place.

It was clear evidence that she was recovering much faster than she appeared to be.

Yet she was still leaning on my brother's arm, eating soup as if she were the most fragile person in the world.

Of course, she was our benefactor who had saved us all.

That sight of her piercing through the ceiling of the ruins was awe itself.

I hated myself for doubting such a benefactor.

But that vague sensation became a clear truth.

When Selena, the Saintess of the Church of True Beauty, entered the room to examine Aria, I eavesdropped through the door crack.

"The aftereffects are serious due to the manifestation of such powerful force that shook the foundations. At least a week..."

My brother nodded with a stern face at this perfectly reasonable assessment.

But I saw it.

A single drop of cold sweat that formed and disappeared on Selena's smooth forehead as she spoke.

And how she subtly avoided meeting Aria's eyes while explaining her condition, not once looking directly at her.

Like someone anxious about being caught in a lie.

At that moment, all the pieces fit together in my mind.

Selena knew that Aria had already recovered.

But she was calmly giving a false diagnosis in front of my brother, participating in Aria's act.

The reason, well...

She must have been scared.

After all, she was dealing with none other than a Sword Master.

I leaned against the corridor wall silently. A chill ran down my spine.

How could she want to act so spoiled, exploiting my brother's pure goodwill?

It's true that she saved everyone.

But that's that, and this is this.

My fist clenched involuntarily. But I couldn't rush to my brother right now and expose everything. I'd just look like a petty little sister trying to cause discord.

"Just you wait, you sly silver fox..."

I bit my lip coldly.

It was that afternoon.

I opened the door to the room where the two of them were.

"Brother."

"It must be too hard on you, Brother. Let me take care of Aria today. You should get some proper rest, even if just for tonight."

It was a reasonable and kind offer that no one could refuse.

My brother's eyes widened briefly at my words, then softened.

"No, it's alright—"

"It's not alright. Look at your complexion. You'll collapse at this rate."

When I cut him off firmly, he hesitated for a moment before nodding.

"...Okay, then I'll take you up on that. Thank you, Lucia."

My brother turned to Aria lying on the bed and asked.

"Aria, will you be okay? Lucia says she'll help today."

That was the moment.

I saw it clearly.

The way Aria's relaxed lips suddenly hardened.

A flash of killing intent.

It was the cold and eerie mana wave unconsciously emitted by a superhuman who had cut down countless enemies on the battlefield.

...Just as I thought.

I inwardly rejoiced.

But she was also a professional. The killing intent vanished instantly, and her face returned to that of a weak, pitiful patient as if nothing had happened.

Aria said nothing, just nodded very slightly.

She knew better than anyone that she had no grounds to refuse.

My brother, completely unaware of the subtle psychological warfare, rose from his seat with a relieved smile.

I sat in the chair my brother had vacated and took the soup bowl.

Then I scooped up some soup with the spoon and brought it to Aria's lips.

"Here, Aria. You need to eat."

Aria glared at me for a moment with her lips tightly sealed, then, as if resigning herself to everything, slowly opened her mouth.

As the first spoonful entered her mouth, I knew.

The curtain had risen on a silent war.

Ch.30 - Ability Of The Noble Artifact
After a long time, I finally had a chance to rest.

It was thanks to Lucia offering to look after Aria.

"Then I'll leave Aria to you."

"Leave it to me."

"Ugh! Ugggh! Uggggggh!"

Touched by my sister's kindness, I returned to my room and threw myself onto the bed.

The battle at the ruins, settling the bad blood with Roderick, nursing Aria. It had truly been a hectic few days.

At least I got a Noble Artifact out of it.

It would have been quite heartbreaking if all that effort had been for nothing.

Now, time to get some proper sleep.

As I surrendered to fatigue, my consciousness quickly sank into a deep abyss.

...

And then, I opened my eyes.

I wasn't looking at the familiar ceiling or dark room.

Instead, I found myself standing in the middle of an endless, empty white space.

I immediately recognized it as a dream, but the sensation was different from my usual dreams.

Information naturally flowed into my mind.

That's when it happened. A faint light emerged from my waist. It was the jeweled dagger I had obtained from the altar in the ruins.

As the dagger's light gently illuminated the entire space, translucent windows began to appear before me.

[I am the Dagger of Expansion, a Noble Artifact.]

"Dagger of Expansion?"

[I am a tool that amplifies the user's abilities based on their capabilities. By manipulating the windows below, you can examine the abilities and potential of those registered as your subordinates in various aspects.]

The window shown by the artifact's will displayed my very own "Mercenary Management System."

[Aria] [Lucia] [Galen] [Jane] [Canna] [Hassan]...

Selena and Belisa's names weren't visible.

That made sense, as they weren't my subordinates.

But this is...

Very good.

Previously, I could only vaguely guess at someone's talent based on their appearance.

But now, in this dream, I could examine the abilities of those registered as my "subordinates" in much greater detail.

It might be disappointing that it wasn't a combat-oriented Noble Artifact, but thinking about it, this might actually be better.

Rather than increasing my own power, drawing out the full potential of my people and giving optimal commands is my true strength.

Anyway...

Name: Lucia, Hair color: blonde, Eye color: blue, Weight: 52kg, Height: 165cm, Body fat percentage: 18.3%, Muscle mass: 37.2kg, Bone density... MBTI: INTJ, Mental conditions: brother complex...

The amount of information is truly overwhelming.

"Can I adjust this?"

[Yes, you can.]

"Then change it to a format similar to the games from my previous life."

[Understood. I will transfer the information momentarily.]

Fortunately, the transferred information wasn't much different from the games of my previous life.

Ability scores increase with each level.

The critical growth happens up to level 11.

Until then, abilities grow explosively, after which growth slows dramatically.

That's why level 11 is essentially the maximum level.

And when someone has special talent in a specific area, stars (★) appear next to that ability score.

No stars (★): Related ability increases by 1 per level up (Average)
One star (★): Related ability increases by 2 per level up (Promising)
Two stars (★): Related ability increases by 3 per level up (Talented)
Three stars (★): Related ability increases by 4 per level up (Genius)

Of course, these ability scores weren't everything.

For instance, if a Sword Expert with attack ability 90 fought a Sword Master with attack ability 80...

The Sword Master would win without question.

So these weren't actual ability scores but rather base values.

"Why is it so similar?"

[The "game" in Master's information and the "rules" of this world are very similar, but there are differences. For more details...]

"But they're roughly the same, right?"

[Estimated match rate: 95.5%]

"Well, I'll go with this for now."

A 4.5% difference is within the margin of error.

Now, who should I check first?

I decided to save the most anticipated information about Aria and Lucia for later.

Good things are best savored last.

First, I checked the members with the lowest expectations. Galen and Jane. I touched the windows with their names.

[Jane] - Current Level: 3
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 76 → 84
Mana: 15 → 23
Ranged Attack Skill: 61 → 85 (★)
Defense Skill: 19 → 35 (★)

[Galen] - Current Level: 6
Health: 91 → 101 (★) (Status Effect: 91)
Mana: 18 → 23
Attack Skill: 70 → 80 (★) (Status Effect: 65)
Defense Skill: 15 → 25 (★)
Status Effect: [Aging]

"Hmm..."

Not bad, but somewhat mediocre.

Galen, as a former royal guard, had one star each in health, attack, and defense skills, but the "Aging" status effect was seriously holding him back.

With his rock-bottom mana ability, there wasn't even hope that he might belatedly reach a breakthrough to resolve his aging.

Is he destined to gradually weaken like this...

With a bitter feeling, I was about to close the window when I noticed a peculiar item at the very bottom of the information screen. Not a formal ability score, but an additional ability.

Galen
[Life Skills]
Instructor Skill Lv. 4
Eloquence Skill Lv. 3

Instructor skill at level 4? This was an unexpected harvest. While his personal growth might be limited, he had excellent talent for making those weaker than him stronger.

So that's where his talent was hidden.

I closed Galen's information window with a satisfied smile. It was an unexpected discovery.

[Canna] - Current Level: 2
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 72 → 99 (★★)
Mana: 28 → 46 (★)
Attack Skill: 66 → 75
Magic Skill: 18 → 36 (★)
Defense Skill: 13 → 40 (★★)

[Hassan] - Current Level: 7
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 85 → 89
Mana: 92 → 104 (★★)
Magic Skill: 72 → 84 (★★)
Defense Skill: 24 → 28

Oh ho!

Better than expected. While not quite mercenary aces, with proper training, they could become notable talents in their own right.

My heart beat pleasantly at discovering these unexpected gems in Canna and Hassan.

But the real treasures were still waiting.

My sister Lucia, the talented mage.

And Aria, the beginning of everything and my sharpest sword.

Truly exceptional prospects.

*Gulp*

Swallowing hard, I opened the last two windows simultaneously.

My eyes first went to Lucia's information.

[Lucia] - Current Level: 4
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 47 → 75
Mana: 132 → 160 (★★★)
Attack Skill: 15 → 22
Magic Skill: 87 → 115 (★★★)
Defense Skill: 12 → 19

Traits: Fire Affinity (Exceptional), Mana Control (Exceptional)

Insane.

For a promising mage, nothing else mattered.

Mana and Magic Skill.

The higher the sum of those two, the more amazing they were; the lower, the more hopeless.

In that sense, she was the greatest magical genius, one who could even defy the gods.

But...

Like most mages, her health and defense were pathetically weak, best described as "paper-thin."

I felt proud yet also like I was walking on a precarious knife edge.

To send this child to the battlefield, I would need to provide her with perfect protection so that no one could lay a finger on her.

Finally, I shifted my gaze to Aria's information window.

I couldn't believe my eyes.

[Aria] - Current Level: 10
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 151 → 155 (★★★) (Status Effect: 121)
Mana: 108 → 112 (★★★) (Status Effect: 99)
Attack Skill: 95 → 99 (★★★) (Status Effect: 90)
Defense Skill: 51 → 55 (★★★)

Un... believable...

A laugh of disbelief escaped me.

Health, mana, attack skill, defense skill, even mana.

There wasn't a single major ability that was lacking.

Every ability score had three stars without exception.

She was truly well-rounded. No, "well-rounded" was far too inadequate a description.

She could excel as both a warrior and a mage—a perfect hexagonal stat distribution.

But...

[Status Effects]

Unstable Body (Arm): Aftereffects of past injury and incomplete healing.
Divine Power Addiction (Terminal): Mana conflict due to excessive divine power injection.

Two debuffs hidden behind perfect ability scores. Like limiters on a top-class supercar engine.

Fortunately, the situation wasn't hopeless. Both status effects could be treated.

Some tricky measures would be needed, but it wasn't an insurmountable problem.

I now had a top priority task.

Aria, my most powerful weapon and precious comrade.

Bringing this incomparable talent to 100% of her full potential.

That was the goal I needed to focus on right now.

For that... I needed to return to the Royal Capital as soon as possible.

But first, I needed to get plenty of sleep.

As I prepared to drift from this mental world into deep real sleep...

"Brother! Brother! Wake up quickly!"

Lucia's urgent voice pulled my consciousness back.

I barely managed to open my eyelids and mumbled.

"Ugh... let me sleep a little longer..."

"Look at this! Holy shit, something crazy happened!"

Lucia shoved a newspaper from the Royal Capital in my face.

In my half-asleep state, I began reading the headline.

And at that moment, all drowsiness vanished instantly.

The massive headline on the front page hit me like a brick:

<Countess Vera of Gerhardt Publicly Proposes to Young Lord Leon Adelheit>
<Fated Love Between the Kingdom's Most Beautiful Countess and a Fallen Young Duke?>

What... the fuck?

Ch.31 - Squash Those Damn Rumors Quickly.
"Ah, shit..."

The curse slipped out of my mouth.

"O-Orabeoni... W-What is this...?"

"Hoo! Hoo!"

A pitiful hooting sound.

A faint shadow appeared at the window.

It was a white owl delivering newspapers. You know, like those mysterious birds of prey from Harry Potter.

The creature was tilting its head, staring directly at me.

It seemed Lucia had forgotten to pay for the newspaper.

I took out two copper coins from my wallet and held them out to the owl.

Without hesitation, the owl grasped the coins with its talons.

Then it took off gently, disappearing into the sky.

Its wingbeats were peaceful, as if nothing had happened.

A stark contrast to the current situation.

I turned my attention back to the newspaper. The article was ridiculous.

It was full of nonsense about Vera falling for me and refusing her arranged marriage to publicly court me, about the destined love between a fallen young lord and the most beautiful countess.

I wanted to rush to the Royal Capital and grab that journalist by the collar.

But that wasn't the priority right now. Calming Lucia down came first.

Lucia still stood holding the newspaper, looking dumbfounded.

"Calm down, Lucia."

"Then... Orabeoni...?"

She couldn't finish her sentence. She seemed to think I might actually marry Vera.

It was absurd.

"Do you think I'm crazy enough to marry that woman?"

I hurriedly prepared to leave for the Royal Capital.

I had to extinguish these rumors personally before they spread further.

The one fortunate thing was that Aria's condition had improved considerably.

She could move around her room on her own now.

I even saw her awkwardly swinging a wooden practice sword she'd picked up from beside the bed.

But no matter how much she'd improved, it would be too much to take her on the long journey to the Royal Capital. Recovery had to come first. I asked Selena and Lucia for a favor.

"I'll head to the Royal Capital quickly. Please take care of Aria for now. Find a place nearby where she can rest and recover."

"She can recover at our Church of True Beauty temple."

Aria became visibly anxious upon hearing my words.

Her desire to follow me seemed to radiate from her entire body.

She desperately resisted, mumbling in broken Kingdom language.

"All better! Can... swing... sword...!"

But I was firm.

"Recovery is important. Rest well for now."

At my words, Aria's shoulders slumped. She finally bowed her head and mumbled in a low voice.

"I'll bring you a gift, so wait for me."

The words I quietly offered. At that moment, Aria's head perked up.

Only then did she stop whining.

After confirming this, I finally turned to leave.


**


So I departed for the Royal Capital.

By my side were my subordinates... Hassan, Galen, Jane, Canna, and... Belisa...
Huh? Belisa?

"Why are you coming along, Noona?"

"Looks interesting. And all my men seem to be dead. I'm thinking of working with your mercenary group for a while."

"I see."

Well, it's not a bad thing. With both Aria and Lucia absent, having her strength with us would be beneficial. Of course, she demanded quite a lot of gold, but considering her skills, it was a fair price.

"So from today, you're my subordinate too, Noona."

"Well... I suppose so."

And so, with five subordinates, I headed toward the Royal Capital, and about a week passed.

The massive gate leading to the Royal Capital loomed before us.

Two guards at the gate were scrutinizing those below with sharp eyes.

Six armed men and women. We clearly didn't look ordinary, so the guards' gazes were filled with wariness.

"Who goes there? State your name and affiliation."

"Leon. Leon Adelheit."

As soon as my name left my lips, the guards' eyes widened.

"L-Lord Leon?"

"The hero of Crossbell and victor of the Montenegro incident, that Lord Leon?"

At first I thought it was because of the Adelheit name, but it wasn't about my family.

They were reacting to the name Leon itself.

Hehehehe. I laughed inwardly. Yes, that's me.

The gazes around us changed too. People passing by the gate all turned to look at me.

"Leon? Could it be that Lord Leon?"

"Wow, that's the hero!"

Yes, praise me! Praise me more!

The small child within me, starved for recognition, cried out.

But the words that followed instantly soured my mood.

"The one who's been spreading rumors about an affair with Countess Gerhardt?"

"There's been a lot of talk about it lately."

It seemed my excessive fame in the capital was thanks to that Vera woman stirring things up.

Her intentions were obvious. She must have realized I'd obtained a Noble Artifact from the ruins.

But she still seemed to treat the fact that I had a Sword Master named Aria under my command as mere rumor.

If she had been certain of that truth, she wouldn't have pulled this kind of stunt.

A 'Noble Artifact Contract' was a symbol of nobility.

Anyone who contracted with a Noble Artifact could invariably obtain a title.

But that was merely obtaining a title. Building your family into a proper noble house in your generation was a completely different story.

That's why most Noble Artifact users, the newly powerful, choose a path.

Just like a hero who defeats the Demon King marries the princess, they form marriage alliances with suitable families and bring that power into their fold.

Such families often had influence and reputation but no Noble Artifacts.

Families that once had Noble Artifacts but lost them to theft, destruction, or seizure, or families with Noble Artifacts but no talented individuals to contract with them—declining families.

Such families would naturally try to seduce emerging Noble Artifact users for their family's survival.

The Gerhardt County was a prime example.

"Will the Young Lord accept that marriage?"

The murmuring around us continued. The nonsense kept coming.

"He probably will. Countess Gerhardt is famous for her beauty."

Whatever the case, there was a scandal between us, and she was supposedly famous as a "beauty." She wasn't quite renowned as the kingdom's most beautiful woman, but she was among the top few among the high nobility with the title of countess.

"Wow, that woman really has no conscience. She's your enemy."

Belisa blurted out, and I silently nodded.

"So how do you plan to quell these rumors?"

Galen asked with a serious face.

I was silent for a moment. All sorts of possibilities crossed my mind rapidly.

A sardonic smile spread across my lips.

"Head-on confrontation!"


** [Vera Gerhardt] **


My father, brother, and sister fell one after another.

With their deaths, the title of countess became mine.

But the joy was short-lived; our family had lost all the Noble Artifacts we had preserved for generations.

And I had no talent for swords, magic, or anything else. The only thing I had confidence in was my body.

The choice was clear. A husband.

I seduced Roderick Adelheit with this body.

I calculated that the second son of Duke Adelheit would be able to give me one or two Noble Artifacts remaining in his family.

But that was a grave miscalculation. Adelheit was a family strictly based on merit. They wouldn't invest a single penny in someone lacking ability. In other words, as long as the eldest son of Adelheit was alive, my husband had no chance.

The eldest son was an unbeatable existence through conventional means.

So I strategically began to check the other Adelheit bloodlines.

My targets were those without talent or those undervalued in the knight family due to their magical talents.

I thought that even if they couldn't inherit precious things like Noble Artifacts, eliminating them would allow us to claim a larger share of the family's assets after my father-in-law's passing.

With the assets inherited from my husband's maternal family and the remaining funds from the Gerhardt family, we accumulated quite a fortune.

But no matter how much money we had, it was useless. No one was willing to sell us Noble Artifacts.

Just as I was beginning to tire, a rumor reached my ears. The Noble Artifact of the Montenegro Mountains.

My husband and I exclaimed simultaneously.

"We must obtain that!"

That was our downfall. My husband, who ventured there to obtain the Noble Artifact, died.

At the hands of his brother, Leon Adelheit, whom my husband and I had judged to be without talent.

And I realized.

Seducing an Adelheit was the right choice.

I just chose the wrong Adelheit.

I was confident I could seduce Leon just as I had seduced Roderick.

My gaze turned to myself in the mirror. I was one of the kingdom's most beautiful women.

"Now, let's go. To that party Leon is scheduled to attend."

My maid responded quietly to my words.

"Yes, Countess."


** [Leon Again] **


Several days passed after entering the Royal Capital. It was time to attend the social party.

It was a place where only one knight could be brought along. I chose Belisa.

Though she was a mercenary, she looked quite convincing in knight's attire.

"Hmm... 90 points."

In the carriage heading to the party venue, I murmured while looking Belisa up and down.

"What?"

Belisa glanced at me.

"Your figure... and there's something only I can see."

At my words, she twitched her eyebrows.

"Why not 100 points?"

I burst into laughter at Belisa's playful retort.

The party venue was splendor itself.

Nobles gathered in small groups under the chandelier lights, laughing merrily.

As we made our way through them, all eyes focused on us.

Thanks to Countess Gerhardt's public proposal, I was already the hot topic of this social circle.

Before long, I encountered Vera Gerhardt there.

She was wearing an elegant dress.

The moment her gaze, which had been engaged in conversation with surrounding noble ladies, met mine, a calm smile bloomed on her face.

As if she had prepared in advance, she approached me without hesitation.

"Young Lord Leon. It is an honor to meet you like this."

Seemingly enjoying all the attention focused on us, she continued in an even more elegant posture.

"A few days ago, I dared to send a hasty letter proposing marriage to you. But that feeling is sincere. I am captivated by your achievements, abilities, and above all... your profound inner self. Please, would you join me in raising the Gerhardt family and... making greater contributions to the kingdom?"

Her words didn't waver in the slightest.

It was a smooth marriage proposal, like a perfectly scripted play.

I listened to it all quietly.

Her elegant figure...

Sweet voice...

And perfect acting...

And finally, I told her what truly came from my heart.

"You look quite disgusting."

Body: 40 points. Face... 0 points. So the total was 0 points.

The party venue was instantly enveloped in silence.

Vera's face turned pale. The noble ladies around her were too shocked to close their mouths.

"Oh, my..."

"To be so direct in public..."

But I continued regardless.

"Countess Gerhardt. What you want from me isn't marriage, but a Noble Artifact. And I..."

I slightly revealed the jeweled dagger at my waist.

"I already have better options."

Ch.32 - Objection!
The party hall froze after just a few exchanges.

All the nobles who had been murmuring under the chandelier lights now fixed their gazes on us.

I slowly savored their stares and the changes in Vera's expression.

The smile on that woman's face vanished as if it had never existed.

Her pupils trembled slightly, and her lips pressed firmly shut.

Her cheeks began to flush red, and her neck visibly contorted with anger.

She had likely never experienced this kind of dismissal before.

In this world, physical appearance was primarily judged by one's figure.

Her figure was considered among the finest among high nobility, so a direct insult to her appearance must have been both unfamiliar and devastating.

But what could she do? Even her supposedly impressive figure was nothing special compared to Belisa standing beside me.

And as for her face...

"Stop frowning. Your already ugly face is becoming even more unbearable to look at."

This wasn't just empty talk.

To put it mildly, I was desperately fighting back nausea.

People in this world are insensitive to facial features.

But I alone could see the truth. That truth became even clearer after I obtained the dagger.

Appearance in this world wasn't just about looks.

A person's essence—their talent—was also manifested in their physical form.

Most humans simply couldn't perceive this essence.

Only I could recognize it.

Her flared nostrils were so large that she resembled a pig more than a human.

Her small eyes were deeply sunken, and her crooked lips twisted even more grotesquely when she smiled.

Add to that her protruding fangs, and she looked like a goblin straight out of a nightmare.

There couldn't be an uglier woman. No, it would be more accurate to call her a monster beyond human categorization.

But... people of this world couldn't see it.

Let me reiterate: people in this world cannot distinguish facial beauty from ugliness.

"To openly reject such a beauty..."

"Young Lord Leon must be quite upset about what happened before."

"Well, he nearly fell to ruin because of that incident and barely managed to recover..."

"A woman past her prime, relying only on her figure, now facing humiliation."

The nobles' sympathy turned toward me, and her "public proposal" became a laughingstock.

Vera could no longer maintain her pretense of elegance.

Where her smile had completely disappeared, a fierce madness now showed.

Her face twisted extremely, and her voice shook violently with rage.

"Leon Adelheit! How dare you insult me like this?!"

"Yes, I insulted you. What are you going to do about it, mistress of the declining Gerhardt family?"

At those words, several nobles snickered. They didn't even try to hide their mockery.

Naturally, Vera and Roderick had many enemies.

Regardless of social status, there were more people who took pleasure in the Gerhardt family's downfall than those who regretted it. That was another reason for their rapid decline.

"Fine then! I'll reveal your hideous truth to everyone! Kinslayer! Leon Adelheit, you are a Kinslayer! A murderer who killed Roderick Adelheit!"

When she shouted forcefully, a momentary silence fell over the party hall.

"Did you hear what the Countess said?"

"Kinslayer!"

In this world, human life isn't valued particularly highly.

In an era where nobles wearing swords are mocked if they haven't killed at least once.

But nobles killing each other was different.

And even more taboo was kinslaying.

Those who killed members of their own family were called Kinslayers and became objects of contempt.

"Is this the tragedy of the Duke's family?"

"Could that Young Lord Leon really have..."

"But it's just the Countess's one-sided claim without evidence."

"Well, trusting anyone from the Gerhardt family would be foolish."

Vera seemed to regain her composure after hearing their reactions.

"If it's evidence you want, here it is."

A small crystal orb in Vera's hand emitted a flash of light.

The light shot upward and expanded into a massive projection in the center of the party hall.

It seemed Roderick had been enchanted with a specific magic that periodically transmitted what he saw and experienced in video form.

That magical item had recorded, with terrible clarity, me killing Roderick.

The footage showed a dark, damp corner of a dungeon. Under dim torchlight, Roderick's face was contorted in desperation. Then came my appearance.

The scene of me, with a cold expression, pointing a dagger at Roderick's chest.

The moment the dagger pierced Roderick's heart, his body collapsing, the life fading from his eyes—every detail was faithfully reproduced.

She deliberately edited it to repeatedly show only the brutal scenes.

Once. Twice. Three times.

The footage played the cruel moment over and over.

Roderick's agonized expression.

His body slowly crumbling.

And my expressionless face.

All of it played endlessly before the eyes of the nobles filling the party hall.

"This can't be... Is this real?"

"Kinslaying... How! How terrible!"

"If the Duke of Adelheit and the eldest son and daughter learn of this...!"

Despite the commotion, I remained extremely calm.

First of all, there's one thing they misunderstand.

Father? Eldest brother? Eldest sister?

They wouldn't even bat an eye. Of this, I was certain.

To them, Roderick was nothing.

A dullard who couldn't even break through the Expert barrier despite approaching forty.

Such a person wasn't considered a proper Adelheit.

Of course, until recently, the same applied to me.

I at least had the potential for development being younger than Roderick, but whether it was me or Roderick, we were both considered family waste.

That's why when Roderick framed me, no one in the family took my side.

They probably saw it as a good opportunity to quietly dispose of the "waste."

But by the same token, Roderick was also nothing.

Whether the useless second son and the useless third son fought, or one was framed and exiled, or even killed—they had no interest in the infighting of the family waste.

They probably even secretly enjoyed it.

"Ah... Roderick died?"

"Hehe... he was the weakest among us."

That is the Adelheit way.

But Vera either didn't know this, or wanted to claim a mental victory despite knowing it, as she displayed a forced smile in her intoxication with victory.

The sight was disgusting.

Her unnatural smile revealed her crooked fangs more clearly, and beneath them, her mouth glistened as if filled with saliva.

"I take back what I said earlier. When you smile, you look even more fucking hideous."

"How dare you, you kinslayer..."

I didn't deny those words.

It was true, after all.

Roderick deserved to die, but there was no doubt he was my biological half-brother.

However, I needed to make one thing clear first.

"Who was it that just proposed to this kinslayer?"

As my words burst out, the murmuring in the party hall instantly stopped.

The nobles' gazes moved confusedly from me to Vera, then back to me.

In the ensuing silence, a new kind of murmuring began.

"He's right. The Countess knew who killed her husband, yet still proposed to him?"

"Even if she wanted the Noble Artifact that badly... truly a despicable woman."

"The Gerhardt bloodline shows its true colors."

The explicit criticism that escaped someone's lips spread quickly throughout the entire party hall.

"Still, the fact that you're a kinslayer doesn't change!"

"And you're a woman who proposed to a kinslayer?"

"This... this... this!"

She already seemed unable to bear the contemptuous gazes pouring in from all directions.

I looked at her leisurely.

"And the accusation that I tried to rape you was a false charge you pinned on me. Am I crazy? Rather than doing it with you, I'd rather buy a goat and roll around with it!"

At my words, Vera's face twisted once again.

"It wasn't a false charge! You really did try to rape me!"

With that face saying those words, I felt like laughing. I felt like punching her.

Even if I punched that face about 10,000 times and completely ruined it, the gods would probably applaud me for removing something so ugly.

With a face like that... claiming I tried to rape her?

Of course, the scandal with her occurred before I awakened my ability to discern facial beauty and ugliness.

But even so, the scandal between her and me was completely fabricated.

The stage was sufficiently set.

Now it was time to deliver the finishing blow.

My gaze quietly turned to Belisa standing beside me.

"Lady Belisa!"

At my call, Belisa raised her head.

The woman who had been joking with me in the carriage was now fully immersed in her knight cosplay.

Her spine straightened, her gaze fixed forward. Her posture was perfect.

Her voice was, as expected, disciplined.

"Yes, my lord."

"My lord," she says. That's something Aria would say.

I barely managed to suppress the laughter that threatened to emerge in this bizarre situation.

"Bring that out."

Belisa's hand moved toward a small device concealed at her waist.

With that small gesture, the tension in the entire party hall reached its peak.

Everyone's gaze was fixed on Belisa's fingertips.

Ch.33 - Stepsister
The light that burst from the crystal sphere soared into the air, spreading into a massive projection in the center of the party hall. It was much clearer and considerably longer than Vera's.

Unlike Vera's silent projection, this one provided vivid sound as well.

The scene showed the eerie landscape deep within a dungeon.

A damp floor, dim torchlight. And there, clearly displayed, was the scene of Roderick and the Sword Experts from House Gerhardt ambushing me cowardly from their hiding place.

"You look pathetic, Leon! I was humiliated last time, but now I have three Experts under my command, Leon. You're finished."

The voice of the deceased flowed through the air.

What followed was an intense battle... no, rather than a battle, it was a one-sided slaughter.

In the projection, Aria and Belisa took flight.

Roderick's desperate resistance and the coordinated attacks of the Experts were meaningless.

Belisa, with her red hair flowing, demonstrated overwhelming power.

In just a few exchanges, an opposing Expert collapsed to the floor.

Like toy soldiers breaking without resistance.

And I too, seizing the moment when my opponent was flustered, achieved victory despite wielding the disadvantageous weapon of a dagger.

The nobles filling the party hall could barely breathe.

Their eyes, filled with shock, were fixed on the movements within the projection.

"The rumor about having a Sword Master under his command must be false... but knights of that caliber would certainly generate such rumors."

"The silver-haired knight... and that red-haired knight guarding Young Lord Leon... they're formidable warriors. Top-tier Sword Experts."

"They might not match the Grand Young Lord of Adelheit... but they could give the Grand Young Lady a good fight."

"Young Lord Leon is clearly an Expert too! At least mid-tier or above!"

Of course, having only recently reached Expert level, I was merely low-tier, but it was true that I had easily killed an opponent of equal rank in just a few exchanges by taking advantage of their confusion.

It's hard to imagine that an ordinary low-tier Expert could kill another low-tier in just a few exchanges, so such misunderstandings were not unreasonable.

In the projection, Roderick knelt and begged me for forgiveness. His face was a mixture of desperation and fear. To him, I made an offer.

"I swear to spare your life in exchange for your testimony."

"The affair with your wife... that was a false accusation! Leon, it was my scheme to drive you out of the family...!"

He gasped for breath. His rough breathing could be heard vividly from the projection.

"Trying to kill you in the ruins... that was also planned with Vera! I also secretly cut off the support going to Lucia...!"

"Tell me about all the other crimes you've committed."

"I committed rental fraud against commoners, and hired thugs to ruin competing businesses!"

A stream of large and small crimes he had committed while doing business with Vera poured from his mouth. His voice gradually faded, and then—

Thud.

The dagger pierced Roderick's heart.

His eyes widened in shock. Hope instantly turned to despair, and then to emptiness.

"You... you swore..."

"I never had any intention of returning to the family anyway."

With that, the projection ended.

"Though my return to the family was at stake, I believed that sparing such a villain, even setting aside my personal grudge, would be wrong! Kinslayer? Would you consider such a person your brother?"

My question echoed throughout the party hall.

"Young Lord Leon is right!"

When one person shouted, others began to cautiously agree. Their voices gradually grew louder.

"Such a man doesn't deserve to be called a brother!"

"True justice isn't showing mercy to someone like that!"

"A disgrace to the kingdom's nobility!"

"If my brother did such things, I too would have killed him!"

The atmosphere in the party hall had completely reversed.

Gazes of condemnation and contempt turned toward Vera, and her face twisted even more.

"That doesn't change the fact that you're a kinslayer! Regardless, it's a fact that you killed your own brother! I'll report this incident to the kingdom's court! I demand a fair trial!"

Her scream-laced shout echoed throughout the party hall.

Vera seemed determined to use this situation as a final means to trap me, shouting with all her might.

At her words, even the murmuring of the nobles momentarily ceased.

I maintained an outwardly calm expression.

But this... was a bit troublesome.

Self-defense. Yes, that's what it was.

Roderick had tried to kill me, and I eliminated him to survive.

However, even with clear testimony and evidence, the fact remained that I had killed a defenseless opponent.

The trial would be lengthy. Once such major cases begin, they typically waste at least a year, often five, sometimes even ten.

If I had to spend time on a trial, not only would I be unable to run my mercenary company, but the power-building plan I was just about to start would be ruined.

I wanted to avoid it. This tedious and wasteful fight, at least.

There was one way. Getting support from my family.

Matters that occur within a family should be resolved within the family. That's the basic principle of kingdom law.

But... Father? Elder brother? Elder sister?

They wouldn't even bat an eye.

They'd probably just mock me, saying, 'The trash killed each other.'

Should I just flee the kingdom?

While I was lost in thought—

Suddenly, a massive wave of mana was detected at the entrance of the party hall.

That energy instantly overwhelmed the entire murmuring hall.

Like a violent wave swallowing all noise, the gazes of the confused nobles turned simultaneously toward the entrance. Their faces showed shock and instinctive fear.

It was such overwhelming energy that mages would instinctively cower, and knights would unconsciously grasp their sword hilts.

Soon, a sharp-featured beauty entered proudly, leading several knights.

From each of her steps emanated a power that transcended time. She must have been over 40, but as a superhuman top-tier Sword Expert, there was no trace of aging.

Rather, her strong and restrained beauty accentuated her presence even more.

"Who's that woman? She looks crazy strong."

It was Belisa, forgetting her knight-to-lord roleplay and speaking casually.

Does this woman think I know everyone at this party?

Fortunately, I did know that blonde-haired swordswoman.

"Eleonora Adelheit."

My half-sister and the only woman among the three prized horses of Adelheit.

That was her identity.

The nobles showed immediate reactions.

Their gazes toward her were filled with undisguised reverence.

Whether due to the weight of the name "Adelheit" or an instinctive shrinking before a powerful figure, some bowed their heads in fear and dared not look at her directly.

A silence so complete that even breathing seemed inaudible fell wherever she passed.

Yet occasionally, there were those who gazed at her with eyes full of competitive spirit.

Like Belisa standing beside me.

The knights escorting Eleonora followed her expressionlessly.

Their presence was also extraordinary.

All of them were mid-tier Sword Experts or above.

The fact that Eleonora, who was neither the head of the family nor higher than third in rank, could command dozens of such individuals—

That was the true strength of the great House Adelheit.

With such a family, it was understandable that they wouldn't even properly acknowledge me or Roderick, who had struggled at the level of Sword Users despite carrying their blood.

Eleonora Adelheit paid no attention to the crowd's gaze.

Her steps crossed the center of the party hall without hesitation, heading straight toward me.

The knights followed her, and all eyes were fixed on them.

"It's been a while, Leon."

This was the first time she had addressed me this way.

She usually called me or Roderick "trash."

For Eleonora to call me "Leon," and even informally say "It's been a while"—

My mind was momentarily confused.

"Yes, it has been a while, Big Sis."

My response came out instinctively.

Though startled by her change, the formal address stuck to my tongue out of long habit.

Eleonora continued in a calm voice, as if ignoring the murmurs around her.

"I came here today to discuss your return to the family."

What?

Eleonora Adelheit.

My elder sister and one of the influential figures in House Adelheit along with my father and elder brother.

The most cold and pragmatic of them all.

For her to publicly declare support for me, who had been treated as trash?

Return to the family?

Only then did I realize. A fact so obvious that I might have suppressed it for too long.

That I too was now a Sword Expert.

I composed my expression as much as possible.

With tightly closed lips and unwavering gaze, I looked at my sister, Eleonora.

"Before that, there's a matter that needs to be resolved."

My gaze turned directly toward Vera Gerhardt. She flinched as if trying to avoid my eyes. The attention of the entire party hall once again focused on Vera.

And... the perfect finishing touch.

"Who was that again?"

She couldn't even remember Vera's face or name.

Ch.34 - Joint Trial Of The Three Schools
The commotion swirling around the party suddenly lost its way.

At its center stood Vera, gathering the fragments of her shattered pride as she barely managed to squeeze out her voice.

"I am... Vera Gerhardt, Countess and wife of Young Lord Roderick Adelheit."

As if that were her last remaining shield. The tip of her chin trembled slightly.

All eyes naturally turned toward Eleonora.

"The wife of that cripple?"

Silence choked everyone's breath.

"Yes, the wife of that cripple," I answered in Vera's place.

"Then she must be a cripple too."

It was an ice-cold statement.

Eleonora Adelheit was the eldest daughter of the ducal family. However, her official title was Baroness.

In contrast, Vera Gerhardt's official title was Countess.

According to the hierarchy of duke-marquis-count-baron, the difference should be like heaven and earth, but the world didn't operate on such simple logic.

Vera wasn't just an ordinary countess. She was the head of a declining family that had lost all its Noble Artifacts.

Meanwhile, Eleonora had an extremely solid backing from her family.

If she wanted, obtaining a count's title wouldn't be particularly difficult.

Just like her father and brother, she simply subscribed to the belief that rather than wasting energy on such trivial matters, she'd rather swing her sword one more time.

That was what it meant to be an Adelheit.

Being third in the Adelheit hierarchy meant you could call a declining count a "cripple" in broad daylight without any consequences.

"Is that... your father's, His Excellency the Duke's will?"

That was the last lifeline she could cling to.

"Yes. It's the will of Adelheit."

All color drained from Vera's face. Her body swayed slightly as if her legs had lost their strength.

From the corner of the party hall, soft whispers arose.

"My goodness, no matter what, to call her dead brother-in-law... a cripple like that."

"Does it mean they can't forgive someone who tarnished the family honor even after death? How frightening, truly frightening."

Was she serious?

Did Eleonora know all about Roderick's evil deeds? Was that why she despised him?

No.

That couldn't be.

To her, Roderick was just a "weakling."

Someone without talent for the sword, who became the family's disgrace. Nothing more, nothing less.

Eleonora's earlier coldness had vanished, and she was smiling brightly at me.

It was the face of an older sister looking proudly at her admirable younger brother.

But I knew the truth.

Just a few months ago, I too was nothing but a "cripple" and "failure" to her.

That's why I will never return to that insane family.

But there's no need to say that here.

"Sister, there's one thing that concerns me."

"What is it?"

"There's an 'Oath Magic' I made with Roderick. Because of that constraint, returning to the family might be difficult."

At my serious words, Eleonora chuckled.

"The family has 'Noble Artifacts,' Leon. Such petty tricks from those lowly magicians can be broken easily with them."

Lowly magicians.

The deep-rooted contempt embedded in those words.

That's right.

To this house of swordsmanship, the Adelheits, magic was always treated that way.

A convenient tool to assist swords on the battlefield. Or a second-rate skill too cumbersome for knights to learn.

Nothing more, nothing less.

I realized once again.

This was why Lucia, a magical prodigy, couldn't have her talent recognized and had to remain an outsider in the family.

Her talent, by this family's standards, wasn't even acknowledged as "talent" to begin with.

"That should work then."

It was then.

"AAAAARGH!"

A forgotten presence that no one at the party had paid attention to screamed, proving her existence.

It was Vera.

With reason and calculation evaporated from her eyes, only venom and madness remained.

Pointing her finger at me, she spewed out a curse-like scream.

"Then I'll ask in the name of God! I demand a religious trial!"

Unable to rely on secular power, she declared her intention to put me on trial using the sacred authority of the three major religious orders that oversee the entire kingdom.

Even if direct legal punishment might be difficult, a guilty verdict would brand me as "one who has sinned against God," severely damaging my reputation.

That was the last desperate act chosen by a woman who had lost everything.

"Want me to help?"

It was Eleonora. Her expression showed not concern, but boredom, as if looking at an annoying insect.

"Not necessary."

"I thought so."

She didn't ask further.

Of course. The Adelheits have an information network incomparable to the Gerhardts.

She must already know.

That Vera's final desperate move had no chance of success from the beginning.

**

The morning in the Royal Capital was as busy as ever.

Amidst the sounds of carriage wheels and the energetic shouts of merchants, a particularly shrill voice pierced through.

"Extra! Extra! The trial of the century is about to begin!"

Turning the corner, a skinny newspaper boy appeared, desperately waving newspapers with ink barely dry.

Adorning the front page of that crude paper was none other than my story.

My name, Leon Adelheit, printed in large type.

Light, Beauty, Order.

News that the three major religious orders, who claim to be God's representatives controlling the kingdom's spirit, were holding a joint trial to judge the sins of a mere noble.

Passersby tossed a few coins to receive newspapers.

"Are you confident, Captain?"

"I have no reason not to be."

Standing thus at the center of the storm, I moved proudly toward the religious court.

I stood before the doors of the courtroom.

No sound leaked from inside. The calm before the storm.

The holy knights guarding the door gave us a brief nod.

"Are you ready?"

Instead of answering Galen's question, I offered a faint smile.

At last, the heavy doors slowly began to open inward.

With a creaking sound of metal grinding, the faces of hundreds filling the gallery and the imposing silhouettes of the judges entered my view.

Now, it was time for the show to begin.

Vera's side opened fire first.

A crystal ball video showing Roderick dying by my hand floated in the air. His agonized expression and my cold face created a stark contrast as they played on repeat.

"Look! At that cruel kinslayer!"

Starting with Vera's accusation, the lawyers she hired attacked me fiercely.

I silently endured all the arrows of criticism.

And when they finished speaking, I opened my mouth.

"It was self-defense."

Minimal self-protection against someone trying to kill me. Nothing more.

At my calm assertion, people nodding their heads could be seen throughout the gallery.

To be frank, if you ask whether I was completely innocent, that wasn't exactly the case.

After all, I did kill a defenseless opponent who could have been spared.

But so what?

The fact that the "disgusting" Roderick, whose various crimes had been exposed to the world, was killed by his half-brother was seen not as a crime story but as a heroic tale.

And fundamentally, religious groups tend to care about the public opinion of their followers.

That was the first reason why I couldn't lose this trial.

Public opinion.

Shortly after, a familiar face took the witness stand for my side.

It was Marcel, who had recently been promoted to bishop. The gold embroidery on his new bishop's robe sparkled particularly brightly under the lights. As if still awkward with its weight, he swallowed once before speaking.

His voice, belying his initial nervousness, filled the entire cathedral with the distinctive projection of a trained clergyman.

It was an impassioned speech about how I was the hero of Crossbell, and how evil and corrupt Roderick and Vera had been.

Of course, about half of that speech wasn't based on his direct observations, but rather on rumors he had plausibly embellished.

But what did it matter? It was a clear fact that Roderick was reviled as trash throughout the Royal Capital, and most of the rumors about him were true.

Marcel spread his arms like an actor decorating the final act of a dramatic play and exclaimed:

"Therefore, in the name of our order, I demand Leon's innocence, and the excommunication of both the dead villain and the living villain!"

As his exclamation ended, I saw the bishop of the Church of Light sitting at the judge's bench nod ever so slightly.

That was the end. The possibility of one of the three major orders striking against me had completely disappeared.

When the Church of Light's turn ended, the heavy atmosphere in the courtroom subtly changed.

Next was the Church of True Beauty.

The atmosphere became even more blatant. This was less an interrogation and more like a tea party asking after my well-being. It was a far cry from the Church of Light, which had at least pretended to interrogate me.

The bishop from the Church of True Beauty, wearing a gentle smile, offered me compliments instead of questions.

"On behalf of our order, I thank you once again for saving our Saintess, Sir Leon."

"I only did what was natural."

At my humble response, he nodded with satisfaction.

"I hear your skills have improved remarkably recently? Like your father and brother, you're destined to reach the highest realm before long."

"Thank you."

There was no need to think about the reason.

It was because their Saintess was on my side.

This was the second reason why I couldn't lose this trial.

A severe, blatant, and therefore absolutely certain connection.

Vera was also watching, gritting her teeth, as this obvious favor was showered upon me.

She must know too. That two religious orders were already on my side.

But she didn't give up. Her last hope now seemed to rest entirely on one place, the Order Church.

If even one of the three orders delivered a guilty verdict, it would be enough to damage my honor significantly.

I heard that the amount of lobbying money poured into the Order Church was enough to uproot the entire foundation of the Gerhardt family.

Perhaps because of that, unlike the previous two orders, the atmosphere of the Order Church was quite cold.

At last, the lengthy interrogation came to an end.

The judge rose from his seat to make the declaration, and all noise in the cathedral ceased.

"I shall declare."

The first to speak was the representative of the Order Church, who had no connection to me whatsoever.

Ch.35 - Judgment Of Order
The representative of the Church of Order slowly surveyed the audience with a stern face.

Finally, he spoke.

"The sin of kinslaying is a grave offense before God, one that is rarely forgiven."

Across the room, a smile escaped from Vera's lips.

"Hehe... hehehe..."

Her shoulders shook with maniacal laughter. She was certain of her victory.

But the judge's words continued without emotional fluctuation.

"However, Young Lord Leon Adelheit's situation was by no means an 'ordinary' one."

With those words, Vera's laughter instantly ceased.

The judge methodically listed how Roderick had first tried to kill me, how he had cleverly framed me for numerous false charges, and how his soul had already been corrupted by irredeemable evil.

His voice was dry, but his words were sharp as daggers.

The moment for the final declaration arrived.

"Therefore, our Church of Order declares that Young Lord Leon Adelheit cannot be held accountable for this sin..."

The judge paused briefly and turned his gaze toward Vera, who stared into empty space with vacant eyes.

"...This is our declaration."

As the declaration ended, the laughter that had stopped in Vera's mouth erupted again.

"Kuh... kuhehe... ahahaha!"

But it was no longer the laughter of someone victorious.

From the audience came exclamations like "God truly sees everything" and "Justice prevails."

I inwardly scoffed at the scene.

Justice?

What a joke.

This was the third reason why I was bound to win.

It was the product of ruthlessly cold "statistics" and "politics."

In the history of the past several decades, religious trials with all three major denominations participating rarely ended without unanimous decisions.

Light, True Beauty, and Order.

These three massive pillars check each other while simultaneously watching each other's moves. None wants to become isolated by turning the other two into enemies.

The scales were tilted from the beginning.

They simply chose the safest option for their own security, not for divine will.

Justice was merely an attractive wrapping.

Like a play that had been rehearsed in advance.

The representative of the Church of Light rose from his seat.

He smiled warmly at me, then raised his voice toward the audience.

"The Church of Light also declares Young Lord Leon Adelheit innocent! Moreover, I hereby announce that Young Lord Leon has already received the title of 'Holy Warrior' from our church—he is a hero of our denomination!"

Finally, the representative of the Church of True Beauty, dressed in splendid silk ceremonial robes, stepped forward.

He looked once with sad eyes at Vera, who had collapsed to the floor, then once at me with compassionate eyes before speaking.

"Our Church of True Beauty also declares Young Lord Leon innocent."

"Wowww! It's unanimous!"

But his words weren't finished.

"Rather, the vile evil deeds of Roderick and Vera are the greatest sins that have defiled God's beauty! At this moment, our church declares their excommunication along with the Gerhardt family!"

The word 'excommunication' echoed around the high ceiling before gradually settling down.

After a heavy silence, hushed whispers began to rise like the rustling of dry leaves.

"The complete downfall of the Gerhardt family..."

"They were barely holding on with the Church of True Beauty's backing, but now they've been abandoned."

"Shh, be quiet. They'll hear us."

"So what if they hear?"

"Still, they're a Count's family..."

"How long do you think they'll keep their title?"

Having lost everything, Vera sat there as if she'd lost her mind.

I glanced at her briefly before turning my head away.

She wasn't even worth my attention anymore.

Even looking at that woman's fucking face made me feel disgusted. My eyes are already full enough with pretty and beautiful things.

**

After the commotion left by the trial had barely subsided, a peaceful day passed.

As if yesterday's tension had been a lie, the air in the lodging was stagnant with languor.

What broke that peace was the sound of a door being flung open.

Bang!

Before I could even lift my head, familiar silver hair filled my vision.

"Master!"

It was Aria.

Before I could register the surprised faces of Lucia and Selena standing at the doorway, she flew toward me like a cannonball.

Thud!

I stumbled back a couple of steps from the unexpected heavy impact.

There was no trace of the fragility from a few days ago in Aria, who had thrown herself into my arms.

If anything, she was too healthy.

The soap scent that wafted over, the feel of her firmly recovered body.

And even the satisfied breathing as she nuzzled her face against my shoulder.

The image of her just a few weeks ago, unable to properly swallow even soup, was nowhere to be found.

This felt almost like raising a large dog.

While Aria contentedly squirmed in my arms, Selena took a step forward.

"First, congratulations on your victory at the trial, Leon."

"It's all thanks to you, Saintess. And thank you for taking good care of Aria."

Selena smiled gently at my words of gratitude.

"I only did what needed to be done."

She seemed to choose her words carefully before cautiously bringing up the main point.

"It would be proper to declare you as an 'Apostle' of our Church of True Beauty, but I judged it premature. Too many political issues could become entangled both inside and outside the denomination. Please understand..."

Selena trailed off apologetically.

"Instead, I lent all my power to completely ruin Vera Gerhardt."

Changing the subject, Selena began talking about Aria.

"Regarding Aria's condition... it's remarkable. Even considering her status as a Sword Master, this level of natural healing ability exceeds common sense. Thanks to that, her external wounds have recovered much faster than expected."

"That's fortunate."

At my brief response, Selena shook her head, as if to say the good news wasn't all there was.

"The fundamental issue of 'divine power addiction' hasn't been resolved."

That was certainly a problem that would need time to solve gradually.

The discussion about Aria's condition concluded for now.

"And regarding another matter, I've brought an answer about the purification of the Noble Artifact you previously inquired about."

She was referring to that "cursed sword" obtained from the ruins.

"I made inquiries in advance. For handling such evil artifacts and completely purifying their curses, the conclusion was that the 'Church of Order' is indeed the best expert, better than us. While our divine power excels at handling life, their methods are more efficient at erasing evil energy embedded in objects. They have to be good at something, I suppose."

I nodded inwardly at her words.

I had asked Bishop Marcel of the Church of Light a similar question, and the answer was essentially the same.

Both denominations were pointing to the same place.

Belisa, who had been listening quietly, smirked and said:

"Church of Order? So they're actually good at something. I thought they were just an inferior sect with poor healing abilities."

It was a terribly practical prejudice commonly accepted among adventurers and mercenaries.

I naturally expected Selena, as a clergy member, to correct that statement.

But Selena merely nodded with a gentle smile.

The rebuttal came from an unexpected person.

It was Hassan.

"The Church of Order and Prosperity... While their ability to heal or confront demons may be lower than other denominations, they are... said to be the best at purifying evil artifacts or blessing farmland."

His explanation continued.

"They are depicted as a genderless deity, or in some places with masculine features as the 'Thunder God,' or in others with feminine features as the 'Earth Mother.' They're a major denomination, even worshipped as the supreme deity in some regions."

Belisa blinked once at his extensive knowledge, then shrugged.

"I've learned something new."

"You could say they're like mercenaries who can't fight but excel at other things."

Selena maintained her gentle smile while delivering these barbed words.

**

The Temple of the God of Order and Prosperity,

Located near the administrative district of the Royal Capital, it completely betrayed my expectations of an imposing fortress or ornate cathedral.

There were no sky-piercing spires or massive statues flaunting authority.

Instead, we were greeted by a neat, enormous building resembling a university or central library, made of well-trimmed gray stone and windows filled with light.

A priest who greeted us heard our business and bowed respectfully without a moment's hesitation.

Following his guidance, we arrived at a research room deep within the temple.

"I will guide you to an expert."

The room was filled with all sorts of strange tools, measuring devices, and numerous books.

The elderly priest who greeted us was more like a scholar, with his long white hair roughly tied back.

He gave me a nod of acknowledgment before immediately turning his attention to the "cursed sword" I was carrying.

As I carefully unwrapped the cloth covering the sword, the air in the room momentarily grew chilly. An ominous and evil energy seeped from the reddish blade.

But in the elderly priest's eyes was not fear, but the curiosity of a craftsman who had discovered a rare antique.

He carefully examined the sword with specially gloved hands.

After scrutinizing the sword for quite some time, he finally spoke.

"This is a very precious treasure, and simultaneously an extremely dangerous object. I sincerely thank you for bringing such an item to our denomination."

By kingdom law, purified Noble Artifacts like this became the property of the denomination. However, they had to provide appropriate compensation.

He began to talk about the compensation.

"Normally, one who makes a great contribution to the denomination should receive a fitting title, but since Sir Leon already has the Holy Warrior title from the Church of Light... that would be difficult due to diplomatic issues. Instead, I will give you the opportunity to personally select weapons from our denomination's treasure vault up to an equivalent value in points."

Weapons.

Aria's sword couldn't withstand the fight against One-Eyed Bertel.

The capital's denomination treasure vault.

Even if not at the level of a "Noble Artifact," I might be able to obtain a weapon that could at least withstand a few clashes with one.

I bowed to the elderly priest without hesitation.

"I accept with gratitude."

Ch.36 - Armory
I took her small hand in mine and spoke softly.

"Let's go."

"I want to go too! I want to go too!"

Belisa shouted like a child as she ran over to us.

In the end, the three of us entered the treasure vault together.

Creeeeak—

The place was far larger than I had expected. In a space that seemed endless, hundreds, perhaps thousands of weapons lay dormant under a dim light, covered in dust.

The musty smell of metal and old oil typical of a warehouse stung my nostrils.

Belisa, her eyes sparkling as she looked around, pressed close to me and whispered.

"Wow, there must be so many valuable weapons here! Can we just take them all?"

"We're not here to steal, Lady Belisa."

At my rebuke, she pouted.

Thanks to recent events, she now held a knighthood, albeit an informal one.

Of course, it was closer to a title that could be bought with money—which I had paid for—but nonetheless, her current status was that of a proud knight of the kingdom, not an adventurer who could turn into a thief at any moment.

"Are all these weapons 'owned' by the church?"

"Yes, they are."

At the Elder Priest's concise answer, I looked around once more. A collection of this scale was no ordinary matter.

"Where did you gather so many weapons from?"

"Most of them were weapons blessed by evil gods or tainted by wicked curses that our Church of Order and Prosperity has purified over a long period of time."

"If they've been purified, shouldn't they be fine?"

"The weapons themselves are not problematic. However, occasionally, the previous owner's 'lingering will' remains strongly attached."

"Lingering will? You mean tools can have will embedded in them, like Noble Artifacts?"

"A lingering will forms when a warrior of a certain caliber, even if not a Noble Artifact user, continuously infuses their will into a weapon. In such cases, the tool becomes subordinate to its master's will."

"I see..."

"They will only fully yield to their previous master or someone who surpasses them. In other words, most weapons here are like stubborn old men who have no intention of accepting a new master."

After the Elder Priest finished his explanation, we split up to search among these "stubborn old men" for any weapon that might be waiting for a master.

Belisa's eyes were immediately drawn to the largest weapon.

It was a double-bladed axe that looked vicious just by looking at it.

"Hup!"

She tried to lift the axe with a short grunt, but it didn't budge, as if it were glued to the floor.

"Nngh!"

Veins bulged on Belisa's arms.

She managed to lift it eventually, but her arms trembled like aspen leaves as she raised it to shoulder height.

At this rate, it seemed impossible for her to wield it in actual combat.

She finally put the axe down on the floor. A metallic 'thud' echoed through the warehouse.

"Why is this so heavy? Is this what you call a lingering will?"

The Elder Priest chuckled at her grumbling and shook his head.

"No, it's just heavy. It wasn't made for humans to use in the first place."

"If not for humans, what, was it used by some big monster?"

The Elder Priest answered Belisa's sarcasm with satisfaction.

"Precisely. It was wielded by a renowned Orc Warlord. Orcs are significantly stronger than humans, and among them, Warlords are the strongest. It would be difficult for an ordinary human to properly handle it."

"Don't people usually melt these down into ingots?"

"Usually, yes. However, that item is a rare masterpiece among orc creations, so it seemed too valuable to melt down, and thus we keep it here."

In the end, even Belisa had to give up.

While Belisa abandoned her attachment to the orc axe and began examining other weapons, I observed Aria.

She didn't even glance at the other weapons.

Like someone who had known her destination from the beginning, she walked without hesitation toward the deepest, most remote corner of the treasure vault.

It was a space where even the faint magical light emitted by the other weapons didn't reach—a place where only darkness and dust had settled.

Aria's footsteps finally came to a halt.

Where her gaze fell, there was only a longsword carelessly placed on a worn wooden stand.

No elaborate decorations, no intricate patterns.

Just a crude piece of metal made solely for the function of being a "sword," covered in the dust of ages.

Unlike the other weapons with their arrogant auras that discriminated against potential owners, this one didn't even emit the faintest trace of magical power.

Anyone would see it as either a failed creation or something discarded by an ordinary soldier.

But Aria stood before that sword as if entranced.

In her red eyes, it seemed as if everything else in the world had been erased.

Only that sword filled her entire world.

Like someone who had found their lost heart.

"Hey, slave knight, what's so interesting about that piece of metal..."

Belisa approached the sword with a sneer. But as she got closer, her words trailed off and her eyes narrowed. Finally, she exclaimed in astonishment:

"Black Iron! Could it be... a solid Black Iron sword?!"

The Elder Priest silently nodded at her words.

It was no wonder Belisa was so shocked.

Black Iron.

True to its name, this pitch-black metal that seemed to devour even light was one of the materials most mages and alchemists hated to work with.

It had such extreme resistance to magic that almost no magical enchantment was possible.

Yet its physical durability was among the highest.

Because of this, it was said that if a master who could handle it with pure skill without relying on magic got their hands on it, it could match the power of a low-grade Noble Artifact.

Of course, it had clear disadvantages.

Its price also matched that of a low-grade Noble Artifact.

How could such a precious item be abandoned here, covered in dust?

I asked the Elder Priest with curiosity.

"Where did you get such a treasure?"

"That... was donated directly by Young Lord's family, the Adelheit Duchy."

"From our family?"

"Yes. Do you remember the 'draw' that the Grand Young Lord, one of the kingdom's only three Sword Masters, achieved after a difficult battle against an Expert from the Kaisel Empire in the north just a year ago?"

I remembered it well. How much commotion that incident had caused in our family.

That duel where my eldest brother, the symbol of our family, and the imperial knight had exchanged arms.

Of course, my brother's arm was completely restored with a Divine Power shower, but that duel was taboo to even mention within the family.

While a draw between two Masters would be understandable, a draw between a Master and an Expert was too humiliating for the Master.

"I do remember."

"That sword is the weapon used by that imperial knight at that time."

"A solid Black Iron sword would be a treasure worth reclaiming during peace negotiations... but they didn't take it back."

The Elder Priest answered in a low voice.

"From what we've learned... that knight belonged to the 'Imperial Princess's' faction in the imperial civil war that broke out shortly after."

As soon as he finished his explanation, Belisa, who had been listening beside us, drew a nonchalant conclusion.

"Must be dead then. Anyway, finders keepers, right?"

She gave a mischievous wink and strode toward the sword.

I instinctively looked at Aria.

A situation where she might lose the treasure she had discovered first.

But her red eyes remained as calm as a lake.

As if she knew from the beginning that the sword would not choose Belisa.

Belisa's hand reached out toward the hilt without hesitation.

At that very moment.

Ting—!

With a sharp, eardrum-piercing sound, Belisa's body was thrown back as lightly as a piece of paper.

"Ugh!"

She let out a short groan and stepped back a couple of paces. She barely managed to keep her balance, nearly falling to the floor.

Belisa looked down at her palm. Like it had been burned by hot iron, her entire palm was bright red and trembling slightly.

As if he had expected this scene from the beginning, the Elder Priest said quietly.

"As you can see, it's no ordinary item. Many have tried to wield this expensive sword, but all have failed. After all, it's a sword that allowed an Expert without a Noble Artifact to match a Master who used one."

While Belisa backed away, fuming, Aria still couldn't take her eyes off the sword.

Her red eyes held only that dust-covered old longsword.

How much time passed?

Eventually, she quietly approached me and carefully but firmly tugged at my sleeve.

"My Lord! That one! That one!"

She sounded like a child who had spotted the most wonderful toy beyond a display window and was begging for it.

I want that sword.

It has to be that sword.

Give me that sword.

Her eyes were saying all this.

I looked down at her silently for a moment.

What a strange child.

If she wanted to, she could take everything in this treasure vault. No one here, not even I, could stop her.

But she doesn't do that.

Despite having the strongest power in the world, she always asks for my permission as if she were the weakest being in the world.

As if the standard for all her actions depended solely on my will.

I gazed into her red eyes for a moment.

Those eyes do not lie.

She was proving to me with her whole being that she could do it, that she was the rightful owner of that sword.

Then, as her master, there was only one thing to do.

To believe in her potential.

I smiled slightly and then gave a small nod.

"Alright, try it."

The red eyes that had been filled with intense determination now clearly showed relief and pure joy.

She made a short, happy "Woo!" sound, then turned without hesitation.

Ch.37 - Reclaim
Step by step.

Aria's stride showed not a hint of hesitation.

Her face remained calm, like someone reuniting with a long-forgotten possession. Her slender fingers reached for the sword hilt, gently wrapping around the worn, crude leather handle.

That was it.

No explosive sound, no blinding flash.

Aria lifted the sword from its stand as easily as picking up a dry twig.

"W-what? Success on the first try!" Belisa's exclamation broke the silence.

"This can't be... this can't be... such an impossible thing."

The old priest muttered in a dazed voice.

But it made perfect sense.

Though they say the sword's original owner fought equally with my eldest brother, how could a mere Sword Expert be on par with a Sword Master?

That duel wasn't an equal match. It was just a desperate gamble that happened to pay off.

The Aria before me now is no amateur gambler.

She's a true Sword Master.

"It seems the weapon has chosen a new master," I said.

He finally nodded after a long pause, seemingly regaining his senses.

While Aria quietly admired her sword, Belisa had already turned away.

"Forget swords, I want to check out the polearms."

She headed straight for the section lined with spears and polearms.

As her eyes scanned through the numerous weapons, her gaze fixed on one spot.

A massive spear taller than herself.

It was a monstrous weapon with a steel shaft like a log, topped with a blade as large as an adult man's head.

Just as Belisa reached for this imposing weapon—

Crack-sizzle!

Sharp sparks erupted from the spear tip, as if rejecting her.

Like disturbing a sleeping beast, the lingering will of the previous owner threatened her.

Instead of backing away, she grabbed the shaft without hesitation.

Creak!

With a sound like the spear was screaming, even more violent sparks burst from her grip.

But that was all.

Belisa simply gripped the shaft tighter, saying nothing.

Eventually, the wild sparks subsided.

As if yielding to her overwhelming strength, the spear's resistance completely ceased.

Swoosh!

Belisa casually swung the massive spear, now fully acknowledging her as its master.

The sound of it cutting through the air was a perfectly satisfying blast.

"Excellent!" she exclaimed.

It was the perfect tool for a warrior with tremendous destructive power.

Unlike her, I moved deeper into the armory.

My role isn't the vanguard.

What I needed wasn't overwhelming firepower, but durability to withstand any crisis.

My attention was soon caught by a longsword with a moonlight-blue glow along its blade.

As I reached for the sword, I felt a different kind of resistance than Belisa's spear.

Not physical sparks.

*How dare someone like you.*

A cold, arrogant will seemed to flow directly into my mind—a chilling mental pressure.

I didn't back down.

Instead, I confronted that arrogant will head-on with my consciousness.

*You will serve me!*

I felt the sword's will hesitate momentarily.

Not missing that split-second opening, I firmly grasped the hilt.

The cold resistance melted away like snow.

Instead, a cool yet solid stability flowed up my arm.

At that very moment, information seeped into my mind as if the sword's will was whispering directly to me.

That it had magic imbued within it.

But that was all.

It didn't reveal what kind of magic, or how powerful it was.

Well, it doesn't matter.

I can just ask.

"It's a magical item. What kind is it?" I asked.

"When you channel mana into it, it creates a barrier. Would you like to try it?" the priest replied.

I nodded and concentrated mana into the sword in my hand.

Responding to my will, the faint blue light surrounding the blade intensified.

Woong—

With a low resonating sound, blue light particles burst from the sword's crossguard.

They condensed in mid-air into translucent hexagonal shapes, interlocking to form a massive shield covering my arm.

It was nearly the size of a tower shield, yet I felt no weight.

A dense magical membrane that slightly distorted the space behind it.

When I cut off the mana flow, the shield silently shattered into particles of light and dispersed.

In a moment of crisis, it could save my life at least once.

Just as we were about to leave the armory—

"Hmm, please wait a moment."

The old priest opened a dusty leather ledger and began calculating something, his dry finger tracing through entries.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Heh heh, perhaps it's because the three of you have such excellent taste... Unfortunately, the value of the weapons you've chosen far exceeds the points allocated as reward for the purification request."

The situation was clear. We didn't have enough points.

The solution was simple. One of us would have to give up their weapon.

I fixed my gaze on Belisa's enormous spear.

Perhaps my stare lingered too long on the spear.

Belisa seemed to read my intention and frantically hugged the massive weapon to her chest.

"Urgh! No! This one's mine!"

The sight of this large woman desperately clutching a monstrous weapon bigger than herself was quite bizarre.

Watching this scene, the old priest finally burst into laughter.

"Pfft..."

He composed himself with a fake cough.

"The point shortage can be solved quite simply. If you complete a 'special request' for our order."

The old priest paused briefly to gauge our reaction.

"Of course, I guarantee the compensation will be worth it. You can keep all three weapons you've chosen."

Wait, suddenly a request?

"Furthermore, when Lord Leon eventually rules his territory, our order will bestow blessings of prosperity and abundance on that land for three years, free of charge."

When I didn't respond, he hastily continued.

"Additionally, I promise the payment for the request itself will be an amount beyond your imagination."

Hmm...

These were exceptional terms.

"The conditions are too good!" Belisa exclaimed, her eyes shining.

She was right.

The conditions were good.

No, not just good.

Suspiciously good.

Nothing in this world is free. Rewards of this magnitude meant something enormously dangerous lurked beneath.

Hiding my thoughts, I spoke with a neutral expression.

"Let's hear it first."

"You'll need to go to the Saban Kingdom in the south."

Saban Kingdom.

Not just a territory or city, but an actual sovereign nation.

"And what's the mission?"

"The mission is to quell the chaos consuming the kingdom. Along with 150 elite troops we'll provide."

'Saban Kingdom,' '150 elite troops.'

As these words combined in my mind, I realized the true weight of the mission.

This was a national-level request.

Not a simple subjugation mission, but direct intervention in a civil war or comparable large-scale conflict within a country.

The excited atmosphere from acquiring new weapons had completely vanished.

A heavy silence fell over the armory.

Belisa broke that silence.

"You haven't mentioned what we'll be fighting against."

The old priest faced us directly, as if deciding not to hide anything.

"I'll be frank. Orcs."

Orcs.

The moment that word dropped, all playfulness disappeared from Belisa's eyes.

The exceptional rewards, the order's direct involvement—everything made sense now.

Because in this world, orcs were no mere cannon fodder.

A species whose pure physical abilities easily surpassed humanity's.

It wasn't just a common battlefield rumor that a three-year-old orc could tear apart three well-trained soldiers—it was an established fact.

The only reason humans could still claim dominion over this continent was that orcs had low intelligence and rarely produced individuals capable of manipulating mana.

Even so, orcs remained humanity's primary adversary.

That's why orc subjugation represented both tremendous danger and enormous opportunity.

In this world, a record of successfully leading a war against orc hordes.

That was a prime example of the "honorable experience" valued in noble society.

To undertake such an honorable task with proper—no, excessive—compensation.

While also building a strong relationship with one of the kingdom's three major religious orders.

There was no reason to refuse.

But...

Was that really all?

I couldn't shake the uneasy feeling that I was missing some crucial piece in these seemingly perfect conditions.

What could it be?

"Does our captain have to take orders from those Saban Kingdom bastards?" Belisa broke the silence before me.

With the massive spear resting on her shoulder, she glared suspiciously at the old priest.

Rather than being flustered by her direct question, the priest slapped his palm as if he'd forgotten something important.

"Ah, I didn't mention this. Command authority lies with Lord Leon."

"How far does this command authority extend?" I asked.

"All operational authority, including the 150 troops provided by the order and some local order forces."

"What, really?" Belisa exclaimed in surprise.

The old priest nodded gently.

"Yes, really."

Unexpected full authority.

There was no need to weigh the options anymore.

With this, all conditions were perfect.

"I accept," I said.

Ch.38 - Free Gacha
The moment I set foot at the gathering point promised by the church, what I saw wasn't 150 people, but 1,000.

"Is that an army?" Aria asked, looking slightly bewildered.

But Belisa, whose mercenary experience far exceeded Aria's, had a different opinion.

"That's what conscripts look like. I've seen worse people sent to the battlefield."

"Worse people?"

"Sometimes they use people without arms as meat shields."

"You mean the temple heals them before using them?"

Lucia looked at Aria as she spoke, but Belisa shook her head.

"What nonsense are you talking about, little mage? If they could do that, they'd hire ten able-bodied men instead. They just put the disabled on the front lines without any treatment. While they're dying, the healthy ones kill the enemy."

Such tactics certainly existed.

Whether they were efficient was debatable.

Well, at least among the crowd of 1,000 filling the training ground, there weren't any such disabled people.

But even so, it looked less like an army and more like a massive refugee camp.

A desperate job fair for those clinging to their last hope of survival.

That was the true nature of this place.

"You can select 150 of them to take with you," the escort priest said calmly.

"Most of them aren't even actual followers of the Church of Order, are they?"

Despite my blunt observation, the priest nodded without showing any sign of embarrassment.

"That's correct. There are many refugees these days, and they won't be picky about whether it's us, the Church of Light, or the Church of True Beauty, as long as we provide them with a way to make a living."

"What caused them to become refugees?"

"There could be various reasons, but... it's the Orcs, of course."

It was the answer I'd expected.

In the end, the purpose of this expedition, this desperate situation, everything—at the root of it all were the Orcs.

Orcs attack villages. People flee. Farmlands are devastated. More people starve. Then they have to flee elsewhere. An endless cycle.

"Would you like to begin the selection immediately?"

I firmly shook my head.

"I'll observe them for a day before selecting the personnel."

The priests' expressions changed, as if surprised. Usually, it was customary to quickly select people and begin training.

But I had a different plan.

It's difficult to judge true ability based on appearances alone. I needed one night.

More precisely, I needed time to use my special ability.

**

That night, lying in my quiet bed, I closed my eyes.

With deep breaths, I calmed my consciousness, and a familiar sensation came over me.

A blue interface appeared in the darkness, and countless pieces of information began to align.

Fortunately, all of them seemed to be temporarily registered as my subordinates. Everyone appeared in the system.

Despite the enormous number—1,000 people—the system processed all the data without faltering.

Complex figures appeared in rows above each name. Talent, ability, growth potential, special skills... everything was reduced to cold numbers.

I ignored all other talents.

Growth rate, defense, special skills—none of that mattered right now. I had neither the time nor the luxury for long-term development.

I needed just one thing.

"Attack skills" that could be used immediately.

"Sort the data in order of close combat skill level."

[Understood]

As I gave the command, the 1,000 dots quickly began to disappear.

Like being filtered through a sieve, those who fell below the standard were erased from the screen one by one.

When the filtering was complete, only about 130 individuals remained.

[Lucas] - Current Level: 1

Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection

Attack Skill: 68 → 78

Defense Skill: 0 → 10

Health: 72 → 82 (★)

Mana: 31 → 41

His initial attack skill was as high as 68.

Except for health, he had no stars, so his future looked bleak, but for a Level 1, this was enough to make him an ace.

[Colombis] - Current Level: 5

Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection

Attack Skill: 65 → 75 (★)

Defense Skill: 15 → 20

Health: 76 → 81

Mana: 30 → 35

I don't know where he gained his experience, but he was an experienced rookie.

His defense skill was quite high, making him perfect for carrying a shield and being placed in dangerous positions.

But his growth rate was too low to develop him as a shield specialist.

I couldn't see anyone worth keeping for the long term.

I had hoped there might be a hidden gem, but not a single one appeared.

But it didn't matter. I wasn't expecting long-term growth anyway.

These people were "consumables" to be used and discarded for this mission alone.

As that word lingered in my mind, a strange sense of guilt flashed by. They too were someone's family, someone's precious people.

But there was no time to indulge in sentimentality.

I created a selection list with those 130 as the core.

The remaining 20 were filled with those who seemed to have decent defense or other useful stats.

**

The next morning at dawn. The crowd of 1,000 gathered at the training ground looked at me with a mixture of hope and anxiety.

Thanks to the Noble Artifact's function, I remembered everything I had seen in my dream perfectly.

I could select 150 people on the spot without hesitation. Accurately and quickly, as if reading from a prepared list.

"Dorf, Lucas, Sara, Mano, Krieg..."

With each name I called, relief washed over the faces of those chosen.

"He's filtering out those with good physiques and picking those skinny ones instead."

"Lord Leon must know what he's doing. He's known for his eye for talent."

I heard some escort priests whispering.

Indeed, my selection seemed strange from an outward perspective.

I had chosen small or older individuals over strong, robust men.

But they didn't know. That I had confirmed their true abilities, not just their appearances.

"This is unfair! Why not me?"

One of the rejected men couldn't contain his erupting anger.

He was a well-built man. His close combat defense and health were certainly decent for his physique.

But not good enough to invest in, and above all, he had zero stars in growth potential.

In the original game, I never looked at anything else for low-talent meat shields. Only the initial close combat attack skill. That was the key.

No matter how high their defense or how good their physique, it's useless if they can't kill enemies.

Facing the resentful gazes of the rejected, I calmly said:

"This is my choice."

The discontent of the rejected still murmured. Some even clenched their fists and stepped closer.

That's when I quietly placed my hand on the sword at my waist. The moment my hand touched the hilt, the mana in the air vibrated subtly.

"Ugh..."

The man closest to me backed away, gasping for breath. Others did the same.

The overwhelming weight of mana pressed down on the training ground.

That aura, which only an Expert-level master could produce, intimidated the instincts of living beings.

I hadn't even drawn my sword. I had merely placed my hand on the hilt, yet the crowd of 1,000 all bowed their heads at once.

"Are there any further objections?"

No one answered my quiet question.

That settled any further complaints.

"Then, the selected 150, please follow me."

They were relieved to have been chosen.

But that wasn't the only kind of voice I heard.

Some revealed subtle anxiety about my young appearance, which had selected them.

"He's young. Looks like a young master who's just come of age. Though his martial skill is undoubtedly impressive."

"He's an Adelheit after all. But even the heir of Adelheit, despite being a Sword Master, has made several mistakes in war. We can only hope he's wiser than his brother."

It seems the notoriety of my much-respected older brother occasionally removing his brain has spread even to them.

While it's understandable for beasts like Roderick with less intelligence than my big brother, it was truly lamentable that Lucia and I were also disadvantaged by association.

Just then, Lucia, slightly angered, cut in:

"Are you underestimating us? You'd be shocked if you knew how amazing my Oppa Leon is."

She spoke while conjuring a small flame at her fingertip.

The murmuring of the 150 ceased momentarily. The atmosphere changed subtly with the appearance of the mage sister.

"With a Sword Expert and a mage who can cast spells without incantations, we probably won't die miserably."

As soon as the selection was complete, a high priest of the Church of Order appeared with supply managers.

"Lord Leon, preparations are complete. We can depart immediately."

There was no reason to delay.

I paused briefly and looked at them slowly.

"I don't promise safety. But there's a reason I chose you all."

Belisa interrupted in a loud voice:

"You heard our Captain? Don't doubt, just follow. This person is scarier than he looks!"

Her hearty laughter instantly eased the tense atmosphere.

"We move to the port in one hour."

The order was concise.

A massive transport ship was already docked at the port.

"My Lord, the sea!"

"Yes, it's the sea."

Aria and Lucia, seeing the sea for the first time, looked around curiously. Hassan, feeling the southern wind, wore an expression that seemed to long for his homeland.

Galen and Jane were examining the newly joined 150.

"Captain, are you sure about this? Those people..."

Galen asked cautiously.

"It'll be fine."

The ship began to move.

We'd be stuck on this ship for about a week.

Given the ship's rocking, sword training would be difficult.

Then it was time for... what I'd been putting off.

Aria's archery training.

Ch.39 - The Place We Arrived By Ship
I already knew from the system that Aria's ranged base stats weren't particularly good.

[Aria] - Current Level: 10
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 151 → 155 (★★★) (Abnormal State 121)
Mana: 108 → 112 (★★★) (Abnormal State 99)
Attack Skill: 95 → 99 (★★★) (Abnormal State 90)
Ranged Attack Skill: 70 → 72 (★)
Defense Skill: 51 → 55 (★★★)

But her level compensated for everything. It wasn't "terrible" by any means, and sufficient as a temporary measure. However...

Sword Combat Skill: LV5
Spear Combat Skill: LV4

Compared to these, she had no ranged combat skills at all.

The most efficient way to use her would obviously be placing her on the front lines, but I couldn't do that with her body not yet fully recovered.

I might consider it against weaker enemies, but I didn't want to do that against Orcs.

Learning at least one ranged attack technique would be advantageous for survival.

Actually, I only realized after gaining this ability that I was the one with higher talent for ranged combat. That's why I've been training whenever I could.

Swoosh!

The arrow that left my hand cut through the wind and embedded itself reasonably well into the wooden target in the distance.

"That's how it feels."

Aria nodded silently. With hands quite different from when she held a sword, she awkwardly adjusted her grip on the bow.

**

My lord is trying to teach me something.

Of course, my lord is weaker than me.

In my homeland, he might at best hover around the level of a low-ranking knight.

But... he still carries himself like a knight.

Comparing him to me is unfair to begin with.

I can't be 100% certain, but I doubt there would be anyone stronger than me in my age group across the entire continent.

That's why training my lord has usually been my responsibility.

But today was the opposite.

What my lord brought me was a bow.

A bow...

Isn't it ultimately a cowardly weapon used by those who lack the courage to stand on the front lines?

Yet strangely, I didn't feel bad about it.

I liked the very fact that my lord was teaching me something.

Perhaps it was because of his concern for my physical condition, which was quite humbling.

It seems the malingering I did after overexerting myself at the ruins left a deeper impression on him than I expected.

I've become quite familiar with the kingdom's language now, but I sometimes deliberately roll my tongue and call my lord "zhoo-goon."

I find it amusing.

"Here... shoot like this."

Swoosh!

Despite being on a rocking ship, my lord's arrow flew quite steadily and struck the target.

His gaze turned to me. After a moment's hesitation, I awkwardly mimicked the posture he had shown me.

The wooden bow kept slipping in my hand, unlike a sword hilt.

The sensation of the taut bowstring brushing against my cheek felt strange.

But under my lord's guidance, I shot the arrow. It traced a terrible trajectory and plunged into the sea.

"It's okay, everyone starts like that."

There was a hint of laughter in his voice.

Once more.

This time I pulled the bowstring with greater concentration.

The flow of the wind, the subtle movements of the swaying deck, and my lord standing before me.

Everything felt different from usual. This too was time spent with him.

**

A week passed.

Time on the endless sea was boring, but by no means meaningless.

I wasn't the only one who felt it was like dating.

I completely entrusted military training on the ship to Galen.

His "Instructor" level shown by my system exceeded expectations, and his background as a former royal guard combined with his experience transformed the 150 men—who were little more than a ragtag bunch—into something resembling proper soldiers. He was definitely a man who knew how to handle people.

Of course, that alone wasn't enough.

Like me, Galen also held the title of Holy Warrior from the Church of Light, and when this was announced, cheers erupted.

Naturally, my own Holy Warrior title, higher than Galen's, was also revealed.

If I'd known they would react like this, I would have disclosed it sooner.

Ironically, what drove away the fundamental doubts stemming from my youthful appearance was the "Holy Warrior" title from the Church of Light, not the Church of Order.

Neither I nor they were devout followers of the Church of Order anyway.

In fact, attaining the position of Holy Warrior in an even larger religious order than the Church of Order played a decisive role in establishing me as "an extraordinary figure, not an ordinary one."

Thanks to this, the suspicious atmosphere from the first day of selection had completely disappeared.

"Captain, we've arrived at the port of Saban Kingdom," Galen reported.

I nodded.

The massive anchor descended with a thunderous sound, and the heavy hull collided dully with the dock.

"Everyone, prepare to disembark."

"Are we almost there now?"

"No, we still have about a week to go."

I heard a few soft sighs of disappointment.

But inwardly, I thought it was actually a good thing.

On the battlefield, the first to die aren't the weakest soldiers, but those who tire first.

The forced march ahead would be the most effective training to discipline these ragtag troops and build the minimum stamina needed to endure in actual combat.

After all, soldiers who march well fight well.

**

Several more days passed.

"Once we cross this valley, we'll reach our destination."

Finally, we entered a narrow valley with dense trees all around and steep cliffs like knife cuts on both sides.

A heavy, eerie energy hung in the air as if even the flow of air had stopped.

Instinct sent a warning signal.

This kind of terrain was practically made for ambushes.

"Everyone be careful! In places like this, you must watch your surroundings!"

And bad feelings rarely miss the mark.

Whoosh-!

From the cliff above, from bushes as tall as a person, a streak of black lightning flew down.

Without time to dodge, with a dull thud, an arrow deeply embedded itself in the shoulder of a soldier standing at the very front of the formation.

"Argh!"

Simultaneously, "Waaaah-!" ear-splitting battle cries erupted from all directions.

Dozens of men wearing shabby, worn-out uniforms poured down from the cliffs like spiders and burst out from the bushes on both sides of the road.

It seemed defeated soldiers had transformed into bandits searching for food.

Though their weapons were rusty and chipped, their eyes gleamed with hunger and greed.

"Form a shield wall! Don't break formation!"

At the shout, soldiers reflexively pressed together, crouching like a giant steel hedgehog.

The area around me was still solid.

The fact that a Sword Expert and a high-level mage were guarding my side served as a psychological shield of steel for my direct subordinates.

But a little further away, a completely different tragedy was unfolding.

The edges of the formation, stretched out to the left and right, collapsed helplessly.

Gaps opened between shields that should have been tightly interlocked, and bandits like hungry wolves penetrated through those gaps.

Once breached, the hole spread uncontrollably like a bursting dam.

"Damn it, was the training insufficient?" Galen muttered beside me, grinding his teeth in frustration.

No, that couldn't be.

I shook my head inwardly.

My system doesn't lie.

Their spear and shield skill levels had definitely grown steadily during the voyage.

Technically, they shouldn't have been overwhelmed so one-sidedly.

The soldiers around me were fighting reasonably well, weren't they?

It was entirely a matter of confidence.

"Reform the shield wall! Hold your positions!"

Galen's shout was hopelessly drowned out by the prayers and screams of terrified soldiers.

The scene before us was no longer a battlefield.

It was a slaughterhouse of sheep thrown defenseless before a pack of wolves.

"Oh, for crying out loud! Get out of my way, you idiots!" Belisa's shout tore through the battlefield.

With a massive spear in one hand, she roughly pushed aside the panicking, fleeing soldiers like herding cattle.

Her target of anger wasn't the bandits, but the allies failing to do their job.

While Belisa exploded with rage as she advanced toward the front, Aria was the complete opposite.

'Can't be helped.'

That was exactly the expression on her face.

A cold annoyance, as if reluctantly having to chase away noisy insects.

Quietly, but without the slightest hesitation, she drew the black iron sword at her waist.

Swoooong-

The chilling sound penetrated between the screams of terror.

The situation was a complete mess.

There was no way to correct the collapsed military discipline and the terrified flock except by overwhelming force crushing everything.

And so, I declared:

"We'll break through the front."

Galen's eyes widened beside me.

"C-Captain... it's too dangerous..."

But without waiting for his objection, I drew my sword.

A longsword enchanted with defensive magic that could deploy a barrier in emergencies.

I trusted this, but more fundamentally, I trusted myself.

If all else failed...

Aria would save me, I suppose.

What these soldiers needed now wasn't textbook tactics.

They needed an overwhelming, shocking sight to shatter the fear embedded in their minds.

I needed to prove that the bandits they believed to be wolves were actually mere rabbits before us.

When you crush a snake's head, its body stops on its own.

"Let's go."

Together with the two women, I hurled myself toward the most chaotic and dangerous-looking part of the battlefield.

Toward the center where the bandits' main force was located.

Against the tide of retreating allies, I charged toward the heart of enemy territory.

"H-he's an Expert! That guy's a Sword Expert!"

One bandit shouted after seeing my sword aura.

"Get a grip, you idiots! Experts aren't the only ones who can use sword aura! Anyone decent with a sword can use it! He's just a somewhat skilled Sword User!"

It was a plausible argument. Indeed, even Sword User-level fighters could imitate crude sword aura.

So first...

Let's take care of this bastard.

Just as he was about to say something more, I had already penetrated into his embrace.

And then, I simply drew a single line from top to bottom.

Crack-

His crude iron armor, the body inside it, and even his last words.

Everything split precisely in half and collapsed to either side.

Naturally, mere sword aura from a Sword User could never accomplish such a feat.

A chilling void formed around me.

The bandits didn't dare rush at me, but merely surrounded me from a distance with terrified gazes.

In that moment of silence, a forgotten memory suddenly came to mind.

Ch.40 - Mission Over Before It Even Began?
In my previous life, there was a game similar to this world.

In that game, there was a common saying:

"If you have to fight, fight human-type enemies. They're the easiest."

After numerous patches and the addition of various enemy types, that saying lost some of its luster.

But the basic principle remained unchanged.

Among the many enemies, humans were relatively manageable.

Unlike the undead, humans feel fear, and when they bleed, their morale breaks.

They don't have unpredictable special abilities like magical beasts, nor their tenacious vitality.

At most, as their level increases, their basic attack and defense power grows stronger.

Of course, this isn't exactly easy either, but at least...

There were definitely fewer instances where, despite having the upper hand in combat power, my cherished ace mercenary would get unfairly slaughtered while I smashed my keyboard in frustration.

So they were honestly strong, which made them easier to deal with, and there was less unfairness.

Moreover, bandits were honestly weak rather than honestly strong, making them mere experience point suppliers that couldn't inflict meaningful damage to an elite mercenary corps of a player who had reached a certain level.

"If you have to fight, fight human-type enemies. They're the easiest."

Incidentally, this saying was also common among mercenaries in this world.

I scanned the bandits before me once more.

They weren't completely hopeless.

They clearly showed some signs of training.

They knew how to form rudimentary formations and how to position spears and shields at the front.

But that was all.

Each face bore the desperation of the starving rather than a soldier's fighting spirit.

They must have reached their limit to consider attacking an armed army.

Even if it was mostly conscripts.

The strategy for such armies was simple.

In games or reality.

Their desperation was both their strongest weapon and their most fatal weakness.

That desperation might allow them to fight for now, but...

Once their momentum broke, they'd collapse like a sandcastle.

It began with our mages' incantations.

"Flame Wave!"

"Stone Missile!"

"Mages! The enemy has mages!"

"Damn, two of them!"

With the bandits' screams, Lucia and Hassan completed their incantations.

The scorching wave of flames that burst from Lucia's hands engulfed the densely packed bandit formation.

With each sweep, nearly ten bandits were charred black without even a chance to scream.

To survive that, one would need to be at least a superhuman who could handle mana, however crudely, but there seemed to be no such individuals among that ragtag group.

The air filled with terrible smoke and the smell of burning flesh and leather.

If that was widespread slaughter, Hassan's magic was precise execution.

His stone missiles didn't have the wide range of Lucia's flames, but their power was on another level.

A massive stone spear, weighing several tons, flew with a thunderous sound and struck the head of someone who appeared to be the bandits' commander.

Thud!

The sound of a human skull directly meeting a massive rock.

Followed by a horrific bursting sound.

Ah... that's instant death without question.

"Damn it, kill the spellcasters first!"

"How are we supposed to do that? Their side is impenetrable!"

Crack!

Hassan's high-mass magical stone throw precisely hit the one who had suggested killing the spellcasters first.

This time, he didn't die instantly since it wasn't his head that was hit, but his right arm was completely crushed.

Like a human stepping on an insect's leg.

He rolled on the ground like a beetle with its wings and legs cut off, while another guy next to him shouted at the top of his lungs.

"Charge! Charge!"

"Their spear wall is sharp! Charging is suicide! We need to attack elsewhere first!"

"So we just keep taking hits from the mages?"

"Shit..."

Killing the mages first. It's common sense in battle, but impossible for them.

We had placed our most elite troops around the mages.

Canna and Jane's main duty was essentially to guard those two mages.

That position wouldn't be breached.

The most efficient enemy number reducers on this battlefield were the two mages.

But those who brought the most blood and carved fear directly into the enemy's hearts were different.

The protagonists of the battlefield were always the close combat masters.

One Sword Master.

And one Expert who approached that level.

Aria possessed sword aura stronger than anyone else here.

But perhaps she had accepted my advice not to overexert herself?

She wasn't using her sword aura.

Yet, despite this, her sword effortlessly cut down enemies.

Her new Black Iron sword didn't break bones or armor.

Instead, it seemed to find its own path like a living creature.

The gaps in the bandits' crude armor.

The eye holes in helmets.

The armpits of shield-bearing arms.

It penetrated the most vulnerable and shameful vital points of the human body without the slightest error.

Without any bursting sound, only the chilling sound of tendons and flesh being smoothly cut followed her trajectory.

She wasn't fighting. She was simply conducting a one-sided dismantling operation.

With each step she took, a corpse silently fell.

Finally, someone lost their mind at that surreal dance.

"Raaaaargh!"

A giant who appeared to be the leader finally exploded.

His eyes were bloodshot with burst capillaries, and the massive iron mace in his hand trembled with rage. He charged with such force that the ground shook, his eyes fixed only on Aria.

But it wasn't Aria who blocked his path.

"Where do you think you're going!"

With a short cry, something like a comet flew in from the side of my vision.

It was Belisa, charging across the battlefield like a massive siege hammer.

Her target was singular: the leader's heart.

Boom!

An eardrum-shattering sound. It was impossible to believe it was the collision of two humans.

The leader's roar changed to an absurd groan, and his massive body, pierced by a spear, was briefly lifted into the air before being slammed to the ground.

That single blow was the period at the end of the long, tedious battle.

When the leader fell, the bandits' resistance completely ended.

The remaining ones threw down their weapons and ran away as fast as they could.

Belisa, who had concluded the battle, pulled her spear out of the corpse by stepping on it, then thrust it into the ground with a thud. Then she proudly puffed out her chest.

The majestic appearance of a victor dominating the battlefield.

That was fine up to that point.

The problem came next.

Belisa immediately turned her gaze to me...

Huh? What's with that look?

The fierce beast that had just pierced the enemy leader's heart was nowhere to be seen. Instead, there was a large dog waiting for its master, saying with its whole body, "I did well, right? Praise me!"

Eyes sparkling with expectation. Looking like she might wag her tail any moment.

Belisa, were you this kind of character?

I'm used to Aria acting like this now. It's our private play.

But where was this expression hiding in that beast-like female warrior?

My head became more complicated than the battlefield.

But there was another problem.

A cold energy felt from the other side.

It was Aria.

She didn't say anything, but her silence spoke volumes. Standing askew, her steady gaze at me was filled with dissatisfaction.

'What's so great about her taking down just one? I quietly cut down more than ten.'

That kind of feeling.

I suddenly realized.

I'm now like a cat toy caught between two beautiful beasts.

One side sparkling with pure expectation like a Siberian Husky.

The other side glaring coldly like a white leopard.

Who do I praise first? The other will get upset.

Both at the same time? That's weird too.

Do nothing? Then both will be upset.

Damn, I didn't feel this way even when dozens of blades were pointed at me on the battlefield.

"Ahem."

I had to escape this suffocating situation somehow.

"Galen! How's the battlefield cleanup going?"

I hurriedly looked elsewhere.

The top priority for escaping a crisis is always changing the subject.

"Yes, Captain!"

Galen came running.

Aria and Belisa didn't react further, so fortunately my topic-changing strategy seemed to work.

"Count the casualties, classify the prisoners. Disarm the survivors immediately. And interrogate the prisoners!"

"Yes!"

When selecting mercenary recruits, I had checked a few with high 'torture' skills.

I thought we might need them, but...

Looking at the man dragged before me, that wouldn't be necessary.

He's already finished.

A completely empty shell who had lost all will to fight. There was no life in his eyes.

"Name."

"Godric..."

"Where are you from?"

"Bentan... Village..."

Well, it's the story I expected.

Originally a farmer from Bentan Village near the Saban Kingdom border, became a militia, got wiped out by orcs. After starving for days, they finally had no choice but to rob others.

A typical case of a refugee-turned-bandit.

Just in case, I threw in one last question.

"What about Karak?"

Our destination. The church's supply base city.

"Karak... Karak... that place is already finished."

Huh?

"What did you say?"

"A week ago... the 'Green Tide' swept through. By now, there are no living souls there, only hungry orcs and flocks of crows. It's just a ghost town of ashes and bones..."

With those final words, the man fell completely silent.

Wait.

What?

My mind went cold.

The mission the church gave us was to subjugate the orcs.

But the destination city was already fallen a week ago?

We lost our destination before our mission even began.

Ch.41 - Green Apocalypse
One week?

So while we were training on the ship, Karak was already a sea of flames.

The victorious cheers froze somewhere in our throats, and 150 pairs of eyes fixed on me at once.

Galen's face turned pale.

"Captain... what about our mission?"

"We're going to Karak."

"What did you say?"

Canna shouted.

"You just said it's already over! You're taking 150 people into a place crawling with orcs?"

Even Belisa furrowed her brow. Despite her usual "shut up and smash things" attitude, even she seemed opposed this time.

Only Aria silently stared at my face. I tried to read something in those clear eyes, but...

Well, I can't tell what she's thinking.

Just then, one soldier cautiously raised his hand.

"Captain... sorry, but may I say something?"

"Go ahead."

"This... I don't think it would be a breach of contract if we just turned back."

"That's right. This is an unavoidable natural disaster."

"The orcs were much stronger than we thought..."

"It was an impossible mission from the start."

That's true.

But...

"It's not your place to make that judgment."

The soldier's face hardened.

"It's not mine either."

"Then... whose is it?"

"The Church of Order."

The soldiers' murmuring briefly stopped.

"If we abandon our mission and return, what will the Church say? 'Oh well, can't be helped. Good job' and just give us our gold compensation?"

Some hung their heads.

"Or will they think 'cowards made excuses and ran away'?"

Silence fell.

"The mission has changed. Not protection, but rescue."

In truth, the simplest option was withdrawal.

Report to the Church of Order that "the destination has already fallen and the mission is impossible" and return.

But that wasn't a good choice.

It might be easier for now, but we'd likely never receive missions from the Church of Order again.

Once labeled as having "breached contract," other churches wouldn't trust us either.

But recklessly attempting to clear out the orcs was beyond our capabilities.

However... there was a third way.

Rescuing the Church of Order officials.

Or at least civilians would be good. If we rescued survivors connected to the Church of Order?

Our trustworthiness would actually increase, and we could expect new connections with the rescued individuals.

Above all, we could claim "mission modification and success" rather than "mission failure."

"Rescue... you think there are survivors?"

"There will be."

I filled my voice with confidence.

In reality, I had no such certainty, but if a commander wavers, so do their subordinates.

"Karak was a major stronghold of the Church of Order. Some officials or clergy must be hiding somewhere."

The soldiers' murmuring began to change.

"If we rescue them, we haven't failed—we've succeeded at an even more important mission."

"I understand. I haven't served under you long, but Captain has always been right."

Fortunately, Galen was an intelligent man. He stepped forward and began persuading the others.

"The Captain is a Noble Artifact user!"

His voice carried strength.

"And Lady Aria has skills approaching a Sword Master!"

She's actually a real Sword Master, but no need to mention that.

I casually pulled out the dagger strapped to my right leg and waved it. A clearly extraordinary item with a blue glow.

It doesn't have flashy abilities like cutting down dozens of people at once, but there's no reason to tell them that.

"Is that... a real Noble Artifact?"

One soldier gasped.

"I heard! A mercenary group with a Sword Master won the Northern Noble Artifact Contest!"

The murmuring gradually shifted from anxiety to anticipation.

Morale was somewhat restored.

Now for the real reason.

"Orcs don't stay in one place for long."

"Why not?" Canna asked.

"They're a warrior race. Farming? Boring. City management? Even more boring."

A few soldiers chuckled.

"Karak is likely just an empty shell now. The main force has probably moved on to find their next prey."

Belisa nodded.

"That's right. Orcs can't settle down. They have to keep moving."

Hassan agreed.

"I saw it in the South too. A few weeks after orcs swept through... people would crawl out from the ruins."

"But it's still dangerous. There might be remaining orcs, and survivors might mistake us for enemies..."

"You're right. We'll approach cautiously. Charging in blindly? That's suicide."

Lucia bit her lip.

"Oppa... what if the orcs are still swarming everywhere?"

"Immediate withdrawal. If it looks dangerous, we leave right away. Lives come first."

**

We walked for another full day.

Some probably hoped Karak would be swarming with orcs.

So we'd have to withdraw.

But contrary to their expectations, there were hardly any orcs in Karak.

The few remaining ones weren't so much a rear guard as just old and sick stragglers left behind by the horde.

One of them appeared in the distance, and I drew my bowstring toward it.

Archery.

This was my specialty even before my past life memories returned.

Although I never received proper recognition in my sword-obsessed family, even in this world of mana and superhumans, it often proved more effective in war than swordsmanship.

The arrow left the bowstring.

Headshot.

The orc, with an arrow lodged in its head, thrashed around briefly before finally collapsing from exhaustion.

It definitely has incredible vitality.

"Whoa..."

"From that distance? Insane..."

Despite magic being commonplace in this world, even mages, as far as I knew, couldn't hit targets from this distance. The same was true in my past life's game.

At this distance, the only one who could hit enemies wasn't a sword user, axe user, or spell user...

Only an archer.

I shot and killed every orc I spotted.

Jane, our mercenary group's only other archer besides me, also shot arrows beside me but couldn't match my accuracy.

Still, hitting one out of two shots was good enough.

Despite common misconceptions, orcs, especially lower-ranked ones, aren't particularly filled with fighting spirit.

When they see their comrades dying before their eyes, and realize they're outnumbered, their morale breaks and they flee.

With just a few shots, the nearby threats were eliminated.

After dealing with the orcs, we briefly reorganized our formation. The soldiers' faces showed relief mixed with new tension.

"Now the real work begins. We need reconnaissance since we don't know what lurks in Karak's ruins."

"Reconnaissance?"

"As planned earlier, we'll split into five groups of 20 for scouting. If you encounter orcs, don't engage. If you absolutely must fight, form a spear wall and release the provided kites to request support. And collect everything related to orcs. Especially flags—bring those back without fail!"

"Flags?"

"Each orc tribe has its own unique flag. Looking at it tells us which ones attacked."

Hassan provided additional explanation.

"It was the same in the South. Just by seeing the flag, we could estimate their size and movement patterns."

The soldiers began gathering in their pre-arranged groups.

I called the group leaders separately.

System check confirmed they all possessed the "Loyalty" trait.

At least I wouldn't have to worry about being stabbed in the back.

"Group leaders are responsible for their members' lives. Don't take unnecessary risks, and retreat immediately if anything seems off."

"Yes, sir!"

All five answered in unison.

The group leaders were already decided, and now it was time to select another key position.

"You there."

I pointed at a tall man standing in the front row of Group 1.

He was startled and stared blankly at the finger pointing at him.

"M-me?"

"Yes, you. Step forward."

"You too."

This time I pointed at another sturdy man standing at the far left. He was also tall with broad shoulders.

I forcibly appointed five tall, well-built men.

There was no special criteria. I just picked guys who would look good standing with flags.

"You'll be the standard-bearers for each group."

Galen laid out five flags he had prepared in front of them.

The symbol of the Church of Order—a golden balance scale on a white background.

The flags weren't very large, about forearm length in both width and height. But they were clear enough to be recognizable from a distance.

"We're supposed to carry these around?"

One of the men who received a flag asked. His face showed a hint of confusion.

"I'm not asking you to fight enemies with flag poles."

I tried to reassure him of his concerns.

In games, standard-bearers might swing their flag poles while fighting on the front lines, but reality is different.

"What's the point of fighting with a flag only to damage it? Just come back alive, that's the goal."

"Then what are these for?" another standard-bearer asked, waving his flag pole.

"They're for signaling. And..."

I paused briefly and looked at each of their faces in turn.

"They're also symbols of hope for survivors."

"Symbols of hope?"

"If there are any Church of Order members who survived in Karak, they'll know the moment they see that flag. They'll think, 'Ah, salvation has come.'"

**

There was actually another reason for ordering reconnaissance.

The expression "green tide."

A massive invasion of thousands of orcs swarming in simultaneously.

All of this overlapped with a scene from my past life's memories.

The apocalypse event that appeared in the middle of the game.

The Great Orc Invasion.

What players called the "Green Apocalypse."

If not handled properly, it literally meant the entire game world would be destroyed by orcs.

Not just a regional conflict, but a survival game with the continent's entire civilization at stake.

An event where hundreds or thousands of fragmented orc tribes united under a single Warlord to challenge humanity.

Orcs don't usually unite.

Tribe A encroaches on Tribe B's territory, Tribe C steals Tribe D's prey. They're typically divided by internal conflicts.

But what if a powerful Warlord appeared and unified all tribes?

Game over.

No, really over.

Human civilization wiped out.

When the event begins, orc hordes start appearing simultaneously in various locations.

First, small villages on the frontier.

Gradually spreading to larger cities.

And if the initial response fails...

The orcs' numbers increase exponentially.

And eventually...

Humanity falls.

I needed to confirm whether this event was really happening or not.

I desperately hoped it wasn't.

Ch.42 - Unexpected Proposal
The scouts began to appear one by one.

Behind them followed a procession covered in dust, like ghosts. Young people, the elderly, children, women desperately clutching something to their chests. The hollow steps of those who had lost everything.

There were no high priests or knights in shining armor as I had expected. Just ordinary faces rescued from the ruins.

But Karak was the land of the Church of Order. The residents here were followers of the Church.

Depending on how it was framed, this rescue could be considered a significant achievement.

The political calculations in my head finished quickly.

Some approached me.

"I can fight."

"I learned spear techniques from my father."

These were blatant requests to join my mercenary group.

"Galen."

He approached immediately at my call.

"Distribute food. That's all they need for now."

The real harvest would begin after I fell asleep.

**

That night, the system displayed information about the twenty or so survivors on the screen.

Most were garbage, but...

[Cole] - Current Level: 1
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 55 → 85 (★★)
Mana: 28 → 38
Attack Skill: 60 → 80 (★)
Defense Skill: 5 → 35 (★★)

[Lina] - Current Level: 1
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 45 → 75 (★★)
Mana: 48 → 78 (★★)
Attack Skill: 55 → 85 (★★)
Defense Skill: 5 → 25 (★)

Two people. There were two with usable talent. This was unexpected luck.

**

The next day, another scouting party arrived.

They brought about thirty more survivors.

The camp quickly became crowded with over 50 refugees.

And so another scouting party arrived, and the arrived scouting parties went out again...

A few days later, I gathered the hundred or so people who weren't selected.

"I can't take all of you. I'll only accept Cole and Lina."

Despair flashed across their faces. But I wasn't finished.

I placed food and weapons seized from bandits before them.

It wasn't much, but better than nothing.

"Take these and head north."

I didn't know what their chances of survival would be.

But that was the best I could offer them.

Two weeks later.

The results of the scouting weren't just the people they rescued.

"Here, Captain, the orc items you wanted."

The open space in front of the tent was piled high with rusty metal.

Broken swords, dented helmets, and pieces of masterless armor were tangled together.

"What are you going to do with this scrap metal?" one mercenary asked.

Another snickered, "Isn't it obvious? Melt it down and sell it. Orc-made stuff uses ridiculous amounts of metal, so it's worth something as scrap. Unlike goblin crap."

I let their trivial conversation pass through one ear and out the other.

Mere piles of metal weren't my concern.

My gaze was fixed on one thing only: the banners they had dumped in a heap.

Blood-red.
Ice-cold blue.
Nerve-grating yellow.
Rotten moss green.

A terrible disharmony, as if a madman had spilled paint cans across the battlefield.

Each orc tribe uses its own color. The fact that so many different banners were mixed together from one battlefield.

It proved only one fact.

Irrefutable evidence that dozens, perhaps hundreds of tribes had gathered under a single banner.

This wasn't speculation. It was certainty.

The scattered puzzle pieces in my head came together to form a single word.

'Green Apocalypse.'

The name of the calamity that had devoured half the continent and erased countless kingdoms from the map in the game of my previous life.

An approaching disaster, a future close to the end of the world.

And I was the only one who knew it.

**

Should I tell someone about this?

Of course I should.

But who would believe me?

Making prophecies based on memories from a previous life? I'd be lucky if they just thought I was crazy.

Only one person came to mind who might listen.

Saintess Selena.

The fanatic who glimpsed fragments of my memories and knelt down calling it "the goddess's revelation." She might believe this terrible truth if packaged properly.

As I wandered through this maze of thoughts—

Thwack!

A dull impact struck my back, making me stagger.

Turning around, I saw Belisa with a massive spear casually slung over her shoulder, grinning.

"Why the look of a man who's lost his country? Lighten up a bit."

She plopped down beside me and nodded toward the pile of spoils beyond the campfire.

"You're not worried about not getting a good price for that scrap metal, are you? It should fetch a decent sum, so stop worrying."

What a ridiculous misunderstanding.

Here I was, weighing the fate of the world, and she was discussing scrap metal prices.

That absurd gap somehow cleared my head.

I made my decision.

"Belisa."

"What?"

"Just hypothetically. Think of it as crazy talk."

"When have you ever talked sense?"

Ignoring her smirk, I continued.

"What if some crazy orc warlord appeared and united all the scattered tribes? What do you think would happen?"

Belisa stared into space for a moment.

"I can't even imagine... but if I had to answer, human extinction? No, maybe not that extreme. But we'd have to give up our place as rulers of the continent."

She concluded simply and shrugged.

She wasn't wrong. Well, the premise was flawed to begin with.

In the game, the "Green Apocalypse" was an event that only started after players had grown sufficiently. With my current forces, it would be like hitting a rock with an egg.

But this isn't a game.

In a game, you have to follow predetermined strategies, approaches intended by the game developers.

But in reality?

Wherever I go becomes the path, and achieving the goal by any means is the strategy.

"Alright. Let me change the question."

"What now?"

"The orcs aren't completely unified yet. What if the warlord dreaming of an empire is just beginning to flex his muscles in his territory? Is there anything we can do?"

A different tone of voice. She seemed to notice it too.

Instead of answering, Belisa let out a long, heavy sigh. Only the sound of burning firewood remained between us.

After a while, she spoke.

"This warlord, is he smart?"

"Hmm, I don't think so."

Poking at the campfire, Belisa muttered quietly.

"War should be viewed in three phases."

She drew a line on the ground with a stick.

"Phase one is information warfare. First, figure out who hates whom, who's ambitious. You need to find bait that will make them tear each other apart."

I watched her silently. She continued.

"Phase two is chaos. Pick the most hot-tempered and stupid tribal chief first and take his head. But make sure they don't know it was us. It helps to leave a rival tribe's weapon next to his corpse. Make them suspect and accuse each other of betrayal. Orcs lead with their fists rather than their heads, so they're suckers for this kind of division."

"!!!"

"And the final phase three is assassination."

She threw the stick into the campfire.

The rising flames cast strange shadows across her face.

Was this really the simple, straightforward Belisa I knew?

That level of strategic insight would qualify her as a high-ranking advisor.

Completely different from her usual blunt self.

That's when it happened.

Without taking her eyes off the flames, she said:

"You just thought something rude, didn't you?"

It wasn't a question. It was the assertion of someone who saw right through me.

"W-what are you talking about? I was just surprised that your strategy was sharper than usual for you."

Only then did Belisa turn to look at me with a smirk.

"Hmph. Then from now on, look at me with eyes of respect instead of those rude eyes, Captain."

She definitely looked different.

Once I started seeing her differently, everything about her looked different.

Respect aside, to be honest, this woman had an incredible body.

My gaze brazenly traced her figure.

Shoulders broad and firm from wielding that massive spear.

Yet they flowed smoothly into her back and narrowed to a slender waist.

The firelight licked at the solid abs occasionally visible through the gaps in her leather armor. Watching her sweep through a battlefield with that body would be a work of art.

It wasn't just her figure. Her face wasn't bad either. No, she was beautiful.

If Aria possessed the cool, sharp beauty of ice that might cut if touched, this woman had the beauty of a flame that threatened to consume everything.

Her vibrant brown skin and clean-cut features had a magnetic pull just by looking at them.

Of course, I was the only one in this world who could properly judge beauty.

As I stood there, lost in admiration of the work of art that was her—

Crack, the sound of burning firewood seemed unusually loud.

Without taking her eyes off the flames, she asked in a casual voice, as if inquiring about tonight's dinner menu:

"Want to sleep together?"

Silence fell.

All the words of appreciation that had filled my head a moment ago evaporated instantly.

The sound of burning wood.
The chirping of night insects.
I couldn't hear anything.

Only her voice lingered like a ghost in the empty space.

I probably had my mouth open, wearing a very stupid expression.

With difficulty, I squeezed out a sound from my throat.

"What?"
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"Should we sleep together?"

For a moment, my brain stopped working. What did she mean?

In the middle of the night, just the two of us sharing the same tent?

Because it's cold? Or to prepare for a possible attack?

...
...

Of course, I wasn't naive enough to continue with such foolish thoughts.

Her meaning was perfectly clear.

The question was "why." Until now, there had never been that kind of atmosphere between us. Not that I knew of.

No, perhaps what I call "atmosphere" is just my own bias, having lived my entire previous life as an outsider.

Belisa is popular.

That's an undeniable fact.

This explains some of my confusion.

Aren't popular people said to be like creatures from the animal kingdom?

A world where everything becomes possible with just eye contact, without any special catalyst or narrative.

It's a realm impossible to interpret with my system, but nonetheless, it was happening in the real world.

Incomprehensible yet real.

Just like quantum physics.

Right at that moment.

"My Lord!"

"Oppa!"

Two voices simultaneously broke the silence, emerging from different directions in the bushes.

Belisa and I jumped back reflexively, startled.

The campfire flickered unsteadily as two girls appeared from the darkness.

Silver hair gleamed coldly in the firelight.

Ainis's expression was several times colder than usual, and beside her, Lucia's eyes had narrowed dangerously like a lynx spotting prey.

"Ah, Ainis. Lucia. What brings you here... Just having a strategy meeting with Belisa...."

I rambled nervously, but the two girls' gazes were fixed not on my face, but on the dangerously close distance that had just existed between Belisa and me.

"My Lord... is this... strategy?"

Ainis asked haltingly. Her limited command of the kingdom's language seemed inadequate to express this complex situation. She shook her head vigorously.

"Not strategy... this is... something else."

Ainis's gaze turned toward Belisa.

"Belisa... bad woman."

Though direct and simple, her words struck like a blade, filled with sincerity.

Belisa, at the center of the situation, snickered. She didn't seem flustered at all; rather, she appeared to be enjoying the situation.

"My, are you jealous?"

"Jealous... what is?"

Ainis tilted her head.

Belisa replied, clearly amused.

"You don't know that word yet. Look it up in the dictionary later."

"Oppa, what were you trying to do with this woman?"

"Lucia, calm down! This is a misunderstanding. Really, nothing..."

"If it was nothing, why were you so close to her?!"

At Lucia's sharp questioning, Ainis, standing beside her, nodded vigorously in agreement.

"That's right! My Lord... too, too close!"

Even in this tense confrontation, Belisa maintained her relaxed smile, as if finding everything entertaining.

"I guess we're done for tonight. But our 'strategy meeting' isn't over yet, Leon."

"My Lord... 'strategy meeting'? What meeting?"

"Oppa, really! Why are you alone with such a dangerous woman?"

I rubbed my forehead with a deep sigh.

It seems resolving this misunderstanding might be harder than preventing the world's destruction.

**

"We need to talk, Oppa."

I grabbed Oppa's arm. If I left him next to that snake-like woman any longer, who knows what might happen.

Ainis silently followed behind me, and the three of us entered the nearest tent.

As the tent flap came down, blocking out the commotion outside along with Belisa's sly gaze, I felt my tension finally release.

That was really close. I might have expected this from Ainis, but I never imagined Belisa would be so direct.

And where did Ainis pop out from anyway?

Still appearing out of nowhere without a sound.

Inside the tent, Oppa broke the awkward silence first, speaking urgently as if seizing an opportunity to explain.

"I'm sorry I only told Belisa first. I should have discussed it with you two first, but it was such a sudden hypothesis that I wasn't confident."

"Hypothesis?"

"Yes. This isn't something we can just ignore."

Oppa's face was unusually serious. I folded my arms and waited for his next words, wondering what excuse he was setting up.

"Remember those Orc banners we collected during the recent reconnaissance? How they were all different colors? Do you know what that means?"

"...That different tribes are mixed together, I suppose."

"Exactly. Creatures that should be fighting each other to the death were gathered on the same battlefield. This... this is evidence that a powerful leader has emerged and is uniting them."

Oppa continued his lengthy explanation. I barely suppressed a laugh of disbelief.

So that's all he wanted to say.

I cut off his words and got to the point.

"So the conclusion of your grand hypothesis is that all the Orc tribes have formed an alliance and are going to attack us?"

To my sarcastic question, Oppa, seemingly too tired to defend himself further, simply replied with a short:

"...Yeah."

His rambling showed no signs of stopping. He claimed that scattered Orc tribes were gathering under one banner to devour the continent.

The monster ecology professor at the Academy would rise from his grave to hear such nonsense.

It would be more realistic to say ant colonies were invading humanity.

True, there were multiple Orc banners mixed together. But in such cases, it's not an equal alliance.

It means a powerful tribe has enslaved weaker ones.

While seeing so many mixed banners is rare, even so, an Orc grand alliance?

Something that hasn't happened in thousands of years, happening now?

It's just a flimsy excuse.

To cover up that embarrassing scene with Belisa.

As soon as Oppa finished speaking, I snapped:

"So why were you having this brilliant strategy meeting alone with her, pressed up against each other?"

"T-that's..."

Oppa's mouth opened and closed. He couldn't even find a poor excuse.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Ainis's eyes sparkling.

That innocent silver fox would swallow poison if Oppa told her to.

But I'm different.

The problem is, there isn't just one fox to be wary of.

If Ainis is a silver fox cub that breaks down people's defenses, Belisa is a red desert fox armed with cunning.

The moment you let your guard down, she'll easily tear out Oppa's heart—that kind of dangerous female.

Oppa is fatally weak against women like her.

I had to keep watch.

"Oppa."

"...Yes?"

"...Please be careful, for heaven's sake."

This wasn't a warning about Orcs.

He just nodded silently with a tired face.

**

In the past few days, we had a bit of luck.

We rescued several priests of the Church of Order from a pile of ruins. Oppa was briefly excited about how this would earn him favor with the Church, but that was it.

He quickly returned to his gloomy face, muttering like a ghost, "But that's not the problem now... the Orcs... the Orcs..."

Honestly. How long is he going to go on about those Orcs?

Just then, an Orc wandering in the distance caught my eye. No way I'd miss such a stupid target.

As I gathered magic at my fingertips, another figure shimmered like a mirage over the ridge.

Another Orc? My brow furrowed automatically at the tiresome thought.

But something was off.

I withdrew my magic and narrowed my eyes. Hair fluttering in the wind, light footsteps striking the ground.

Not a monster.

A person.

Not just one. Two, three... the shadows kept multiplying.

What appeared over the ridge was a procession of about thirty armed people carrying a flag with a white background and an iron boot emblem.

They were different from our scraped-together group. Even at a glance, they were well-trained, with a solid, steel-like presence.

A force that couldn't be ignored.

A sharp whooshing sound.

The arrow struck precisely between the Orc's eyes.

My prey was stolen.

Of course, this wasn't the time to dwell on such trivial complaints.

I shook Oppa's shoulder.

"Oppa, wake up! There's another human group!"

The drowsiness instantly vanished from Oppa's face as he rubbed his eyes.

He immediately moved to the front of our unit to face them.

The other side broke the silence first.

A man with a face full of scars at the front of the group spoke.

His voice was rough like metal, but his tone was surprisingly calm.

"Are you Commander Leon Adelheit of the Age of Romance mercenary group?"

"I am."

"I'm Brock, commander of the Iron Boot mercenaries. We received a request from the Church of Order to cooperate with you."

"Welcome, Commander Brock."

Brock glanced around before speaking.

"I have more to discuss."

"What would that be?"

"It doesn't seem appropriate to talk about it here."

He nodded toward our command tent.

"May we go inside?"

I immediately blocked Oppa's path. I couldn't let that weathered mercenary commander be alone with Oppa.

"I'm coming too."

Eventually, we all entered the tent together.

"What did you want to discuss privately?"

Instead of answering, Brock checked the tent entrance once more. Only after confirming no one outside could eavesdrop did he lean forward.

Despite his rough build, his voice had dropped even lower.

"This is highly classified information that most of my members don't know... but the Church of Order... they say Commander Leon's claims appear to be true."

"T-then..."

Brock swallowed hard.

"The Orc hordes are forming an alliance."
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Swish, swish.

The orc blood that had soaked into the blade stained the cloth as I wiped it away.

Once, twice, three times.

With each careful wipe, the black iron surface gradually returned to its original form.

A shining black like the night sky.

A luster that only black iron could produce.

This sword had been my number one treasure for a long time.

When I first lost my weapon... I was very sad.

But there was no time for that sadness to linger.

Both arms severed.

To be precise, one arm was cut off by a half-crazed Sword Master from the Luden Kingdom, and before I could even get treatment, I returned to battle only to get caught in a civil war and lose my other arm...

Anyway...

In the face of that terrible reality, worrying about a weapon was a luxury.

One might say, "Couldn't you just get healed by a priest?" But the bigger problem was that I was sold into slavery.

They said recovery becomes more difficult as time passes. If you remain in an amputated state for too long, your body adapts to that condition, making complete recovery impossible even with powerful healing magic.

Fortunately, thanks to that person, I was able to recover before it was too late.

Moreover, through the residual divine power that seeped into my body during the temple's healing process, I was able to break through to a new level—a blessing in disguise.

If I hadn't met my lord then...

I didn't even want to imagine it.

Not being able to hold a sword.

That would have been like my very existence disappearing.

But now things were different.

My lord had restored my arms and even given me back this beautiful sword.

The weight of the black iron sword transmitted through my fingertips. Heavy yet perfectly balanced.

*Night, you worked hard today too.*

I spoke to Night in my heart.

Night wasn't just a weapon.

It would become my Noble Artifact.

There are three ways to obtain a Noble Artifact.

First, inheritance.

But this is a privilege reserved for those born into it.

Second, dungeon exploration.

My lord was a prime example of this.

But this too involves ridiculous odds.

Countless adventurers risk their lives venturing into dungeons, but those who actually find true Noble Artifacts can be counted on one hand. Most just lose their lives.

And finally, the third way.

Continuous resonance with a specific weapon.

Spending a long time with one sword, coming to completely understand each other's existence. When weapon and user become one, eventually the weapon itself is elevated to a Noble Artifact.

It's the most difficult method, but also the most certain.

Night isn't a Noble Artifact yet. But someday it will be.

By being together every day, fighting every battle together, sharing my blood and sweat.

Someday Night too will become a true Noble Artifact, gaining a special power unique to me.

So I can better protect my lord.

I carefully sheathed the sword.

Tomorrow, and the day after, I will continue to stand by my lord's side with Night.

That was my reason for existence, and the only path for Night to become a true Noble Artifact.

As I was spending time with Night...

The tent entrance opened slightly.

"Aria! Aria! Big news! Your brother was right. The orcs really are forming an alliance."

It was Lucia.

To be honest, it was impossible to understand 100% of what she was saying.

The Luden Kingdom language was still difficult for me.

But I clearly heard the word "orc."

"Orc... we fight? Good."

At first, I thought she might be another of my lord's women. But she turned out to be my lord's younger sister.

She was a decent companion to talk with.

"Sigh... must be nice to be so simple-minded."

Lucia sighed and plopped down beside me.

"Simple?"

"We're probably going to raid a nearby orc settlement this afternoon."

"Afternoon... raid."

I slowly repeated after her.

"That's right. Brock's mercenary group will join us too, so it should be a bit better, but we still need to be careful."

"Be... careful."

"Orc raid, orc raid! Got it?"

Lucia emphasized with gestures, seemingly accommodating my unfamiliarity with the kingdom's language.

"Orc... raid... afternoon."

I nodded.

"Night, it's time to eat."

**

Aria was muttering something to her sword.

It was in the Imperial language.

The way she spoke with that gentle smile made it even more chilling.

I hurriedly left the tent.

Wow, she's really creepy...

I didn't actually understand Imperial well enough to know exactly what she was saying.

But hearing her mention "Night" or something, I figured she must be talking about offering blood to the goddess of night, or something like that.

To say such terrifying things with an angelic smile.

Well, I suppose you have to be that kind of murderer to become a Sword Master.

I thought about the Sword Masters I knew.

Two of them. Three including her.

Those two were literal psychopaths born under the star of murder. So there was a high probability she was the same.

I should... be careful, right?

**

The orc settlement we planned to attack was larger than expected.

Beyond the crudely erected wooden fence, dozens of tents were visible, with orcs moving between them.

Including Brock's mercenary group, our total force was about 180 men. I had command.

It was an official order from the Church of Order, and Brock acknowledged this as well.

"By numbers alone, the enemy outnumbers us. More orc warriors than human soldiers... a frontal assault doesn't seem advisable."

I nodded in agreement.

Of course, we had several asymmetric forces on our side, so we wouldn't lose in a direct confrontation.

But...

The casualties would be enormous.

A quarter of our soldiers, perhaps half.

Maybe even more.

"Charging into an enemy encampment would be foolish."

I said, taking out my bow.

People often say that level doesn't matter for archers.

This might seem true. After all, it's nearly impossible to imbue arrows with aura.

The same applies even to Expert-level swordsmen who can freely emit sword aura.

Once it leaves the body but still maintains aura, is it really sword aura? It's sword force.

Indeed, in games, strength-related stats weren't important for archers at all.

But...

Reality is different.

The more powerful the bow, the more drawing it becomes a trial in itself.

A great bow tests not its master's technique, but their raw strength first.

Ultimately, the first requirement of an exceptional archer is not skill, but overwhelming power.

This was a fact proven by the history of my previous life.

Yi Seong-gye.
Lu Bu.
Jumong.

Among the legendary heroes renowned for their archery, not a single one lacked formidable strength.

And my strength...

The power of an Expert tempered by this world's mana...

I dare say it surpassed even those legends.

Brock admired the bow in my hand.

"That's no ordinary bow."

"It was carved from a minotaur's horn."

I replied, nocking my first arrow.

With a creaking sound, I drew the bowstring to its limit—a feat impossible for ordinary people.

I steadied my breathing. My target was an orc wandering in the middle of the encampment far away.

Wind direction, distance, the creature's movement. All noise in the world disappeared, leaving only these three variables in my mind.

About 700 meters.

Just before the tightly drawn string could snap, my fingers quietly released it.

Twang-!

"...Impressive. Not only drawing that monstrous bow, but piercing the crown of its head with a single shot."

I nonchalantly replied while nocking the next arrow.

"After I blow a few more heads off, they'll come crawling out on their own."

Aria beside me had the same type of bow but wasn't shooting.

Of course, her strength surpassed mine by one level... no, several levels, but drawing a bow and hitting a target were different matters.

Even the Sword Master, boasting the highest combat power on this battlefield, was merely a spectator now.

I shot a total of six arrows, four of which hit their mark.

The moment the fourth orc collapsed with an arrow in its head.

Finally, the orcs lost their patience and began pouring out from behind the fence with angry roars.

They had walked right into the range of ordinary archers of their own accord.

Not missing the opportunity, Brock shouted.

"Archers! Fire!"

No sooner had his command fallen than the Iron Boot mercenary group's archers raised their bows in unison.

A moment of silence.

Then the sound of dozens of bowstrings releasing simultaneously split the battlefield.

A dozen orcs ultimately fell, becoming porcupines riddled with arrows.

That gruesome sight finally provoked the main force huddled inside the tents.

"GRAAAAH-!"

With a death cry that shook the ground, dozens of orcs tore through the tents and charged out.

A charge.

This was the only tactic orcs knew how to employ.

A terrifying tactic that would instantly tear apart the formation of untrained militia, but a predictable pattern meant there was a way to counter it.

And my soldiers had been trained for this very moment.

"Spearmen! Form a spear wall!"

At my shout, Galen bellowed the order again as if spitting blood. The spearmen he had personally trained moved like clockwork.

They planted their feet firmly on the ground, aligned their shields, and thrust their spears forward in unison.

Dozens of sharp spearheads glinted toward the orcs.

Finally, an orc with arrows sticking out of its body and eyes rolled back in rage leapt to the front.

"SCREECH!"

The creature, forgetting its pain, bravely hurled itself toward the forest of steel before it.
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"Squeeeeeal!"

The orc at the front threw himself onto the spear blade with a shriek.

It was a courageous charge. But the end of reckless courage is predetermined.

In a one-on-one duel, the outcome might have been different.

Perhaps instinct would have twisted his body to avoid the spearhead.

But what the creature faced was a forest woven of steel.

Twelve spear blades pierced through his body simultaneously without delay.

Blood erupted like a fountain.

This was the long spear formation, the graveyard of all who charge.

Elites selected and raised only from those with talent.

Even with minimal training time, the results were this decisive.

"We... we killed an orc!"

"We did it!"

Cheers erupted from all around.

Orcs are undeniably strong.

Brute strength that can tear apart a human face with bare hands, durability that deflects dull blades.

But so what?

Primitive humans, without even mana, hunted mammoths more massive and ferocious than these creatures.

They deflect dull blades?

In other words, before properly sharpened weapons, they're merely organic matter.

"Squeeeeeal!"

A second creature trampled over its comrade's corpse as it charged.

All it wore was a crude piece of leather. Most didn't even have that much.

Arrogance in their tremendous endurance.

That arrogance might have worked against the ragtag militia they usually faced.

But my soldiers are different.

The second creature leaped in, using the corpse at the front as a foothold.

The result was the same.

More spear blades penetrated its abdomen, tearing through its entrails.

The third.

And the fourth.

Orcs jumped into the forest of steel spikes like moths to a flame, falling one after another as chunks of meat.

It was then. Thinking they had gained the upper hand, the spearmen's formation wavered slightly.

Galen, not missing that moment, shouted as if spitting blood:

"Maintain formation! Don't withdraw the spear wall! We're winning!"

That shout firmly planted the feet of the soldiers who were about to get carried away back onto the battlefield.

As corpses impaled on spearheads piled up, hesitation crept into the green monsters' charge.

They tried to outflank us and target the rear.

It was an unexpectedly clever attempt for orcs, but I had already anticipated this move.

"Change the formation to a circle!!"

Following my order, the formation had already changed to a circle.

From any direction, all that awaited them were sharp steel teeth.

Eventually, the orcs could only squeal without charging any further.

A momentary balance.

What broke that balance was, surprisingly, Aria.

Her archery skills were clearly less refined than mine. Her aim was unsteady and her posture awkward.

But...

Her raw strength was incomparable.

Whoooosh-!

A thunderous sound that seemed impossible for a bowstring, like a siege weapon.

The arrow shot with that sound grazed an orc's forearm.

No, I thought it had grazed it.

The next moment, the place where the creature's arm had been was completely gone.

Flesh and bone fragments scattered through the air.

"It was as if the arrow carried Sword Aura. I must have seen things."

Brock beside me couldn't hide his astonishment.

That astonishment was the signal.

The archers unleashed a rain of arrows all at once.

Though incomparable to Aria's monstrous shot, the rain of death created by dozens of arrows was threatening enough for the stationary orcs.

Stand still and become porcupines, or charge in and become meat chunks.

Those were the only two choices left for them.

Of course, there was also the sweet option of retreat. But their twisted pride wouldn't allow it.

Show their backs to humans who were clearly fewer in number?

For orcs, even low-ranking ones called a "warrior race," that would be a humiliation worse than death.

In the end, the conclusion drawn by their stupid brains was one:

Charge.

Once again, with a ground-shaking roar, a green wave surged forward.

"Maintain formation! Don't withdraw the spear wall!"

Galen's voice cut through the battlefield with a metallic edge.

"Those creatures are about to break!"

His words weren't empty boasting.

Finally, the first betrayer appeared.

One creature threw down its weapon and turned its back, screaming.

"Squeeeeeal!"

We've won. This is victory!

That was my judgment internally.

The momentum of charges hitting the blood-soaked spear wall was visibly diminishing.

Partly due to their reduced absolute numbers, but there was a bigger reason. The learned helplessness of "it's no use."

That was eating away at their morale.

And now there was a deserter.

That scream would soon spread like a plague across the entire battlefield.

But it was at that very moment, as the orc was passing by the largest tent:

"GRAAAAAAAH-!"

A roar that tore at the eardrums, on a completely different level from before.

What emerged, tearing through the tent, was a monster.

A bulk a head taller than the other orcs.

Not shabby leather pieces, but steel armor covering its entire body without gaps.

And what it held in its hand was not a crude club or axe.

It was a massive war hammer, as large as the upper half of a human body.

That enormous hammer swung horizontally toward the betrayer's back with a chilling sound as it cut through the air.

There wasn't even a thud.

The upper body of the fleeing orc burst into a red mist.

"Th-that...!"

"Warrior-class orc! Damn it, there's not just one! There are three!"

Warrior-class orcs were different from the soldier class below them from the very look.

An overwhelming presence visible at a glance.

While the soldier class fought exposing bluish-green muscles under rags, the warrior class was literally a moving fortress of steel.

If human armor considers practicality and the wearer's convenience to some minimal extent, their armor was made with only defense and weight in mind.

Two hundred kilograms would be laughable; these madmen strode across the battlefield wearing iron armor weighing over a ton.

The very fact that they could bear and move with that weight effortlessly proved that their physical abilities far transcended the human category.

On top of that, they could handle mana.

In human terms, they were Sword Experts.

Of course, the sophistication of their mana manipulation would be inferior, but their overall combat power, combining pure destructive force and endurance, was comparable.

And the most troublesome point was...

The fact that ranged attacks were almost ineffective.

A body enhanced with mana, plus that insane level of iron armor.

It was obvious that ordinary arrows would bounce off without even leaving a scratch.

And then, the charge began.

Like watching a supercar from my past life, it was like a massive tank plunging down a hill.

Not just one, but three simultaneously.

The ground shook and the air tore.

As they closed the distance, the archers drew their bowstrings in unison.

But it was meaningless.

Ping, ping, ping-!

They couldn't even make a dull sound. The arrows just bounced off helplessly like flies hitting metal.

At that sight, the spearmen's formation stirred.

It was then. From beside me, a quiet but firm voice was heard.

"My Lord."

It was Aria.

The Black Iron sword she had drawn gleamed coldly like her resolve.

"No. You stay back, Aria."

"But...!"

"I want your protection. I'm a bit scared of those things too."

Of course, my true thoughts were different. Even for a Sword Master, facing those monsters with a body not yet fully recovered was a reckless move.

But if I told the truth, her pride would be wounded.

"...Yes."

With her answer, she took up her bow again. Mana, far more blatant than before, condensed at the tip of her arrow. A technique only possible for a Sword Master.

If hit by that, even a warrior orc wouldn't survive.

Ping-!

But the arrow missed.

And so the orcs' charge drew ever closer.

Meeting that charge head-on would be suicide.

The momentum could crush bones, flesh, and even the spears they held in one go.

Not just inexperienced conscripts, but even a Sword Expert could die instantly from one blow.

This isn't an exaggeration. I guarantee it as a fellow Sword Expert.

But...

As massive as their size.

As heavy as their weight.

They were extremely vulnerable to changing direction.

A train once on its track cannot stop itself, after all.

"Hassan! Cast your hole-digging magic right in the path of the orcs' charge!"

"Understood!"

With a ground-shaking boom, the massive body of the warrior orc at the front disappeared from view.

"Squeeeeeal!"

That's going to hurt quite a bit.

The second one following had no time to avoid and crashed onto its comrade's back.

A terrible metallic sound of armor hitting armor.

And then the third one.

In an instant, the trap was filled with huge metal and meat chunks.

Hassan, who had orchestrated this spectacle, couldn't even stand in place.

His body trembled slightly and staggered.

Sweat poured like rain over his already dark skin, and his lips were dried and bloodless.

His face had turned ashen.

These were typical symptoms of a mage on the verge of magical exhaustion.

"Well done! You're today's MVP!"

It was an expected result. Magic that instantly transforms ordinary ground into a massive pit capable of swallowing three of those massive monsters at once.

As powerful as it was, the mana consumption was also at a murderous level.

But the creatures' misfortune was that our mercenary group had more than one mage.

My sister, Lucia, stepped forward as if to fill Hassan's place.

"Created Oil!"

A black, sticky liquid flowing from her fingertips poured like a waterfall into the pit.

Oil creation.

A practical magic she hadn't learned before because it was the opposite of her specialty in fire magic.

But it seemed the results of her consistent private lessons from Hassan recently were showing.

And in her other hand, a crimson spark was flickering.

"Flame Arrow!"
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"Flame Arrow!"

A trail of fire cut through the air and fell into the pit.

BOOM!

With a thunderous roar, a massive pillar of flame shot up into the sky.

The entire pit became a gigantic furnace, blazing with intense heat. Even from a considerable distance, the heat was so intense it made my face burn.

And then... screams.

"ARGHHHH! AAAAARGH!"

The death throes of the warrior orcs filled the battlefield as they burned in flames hot enough to melt steel.

At this horrific sight and sound, the orcs who had been regrouping retreated in terror. Watching their strongest warriors burn helplessly seemed to strip away their last shred of courage.

I didn't bother chasing them or shooting arrows. Those defeated stragglers didn't matter anymore.

Eventually, the screaming stopped.

"Did we get them?"

Was my ominous question the cause?

It wasn't over.

"Captain! Not yet!"

In the center of the flames, a dark shadow was still writhing.

Even as melted armor dripped down like blood, the creature remained standing on two feet.

Just one of them.

"Spearmen! Surround the pit! Stab it to death!"

Following the order, the spearmen swiftly surrounded the pit.

Dozens of spear tips rained down like steel rain toward the creature.

Clang! Clang! Ting!

But the spears that struck the creature's body bounced off with sparks instead of piercing flesh.

Cries of despair erupted from the soldiers.

"Damn it, it won't pierce!"

"The armor melted, but is its skin made of steel?"

"Impossible...!"

As if mocking the soldiers' despair, the burning monster struggled more fiercely.

The pain seemed to fuel its fighting spirit.

It raised one burning arm and gripped the edge of the pit.

Its blackened claws dug into the dirt.

Then... with all its might, it began pulling its burning body up onto the ground.

In that moment, the worst-case scenario flashed through my mind like lightning.

The moment that thing gets out, at least twenty men will die.

No, with bad luck, easily thirty.

I could see the burning monster's muscles bulging. Strength was gathering in those steel-like arms.

Should I... step in myself?

Or perhaps Aria?

That's when it happened.

"Move aside, youngsters!"

With a rough shout, Belisa pushed her way through the spearmen, shoving them aside with her shoulders.

She snatched a spear from the nearest soldier, almost tearing it from his hands.

"H-hey... that's my spear!"

"Shut up and watch carefully!"

Belisa didn't stab at the creature like the spearmen had.

Instead, she raised the spear above her shoulder. Her entire body curved like a bow in a javelin-throwing stance.

Seeing this, Brock cried out in alarm.

"That's insane! A javelin throw at that close range?"

The distance to the pit was barely 3 meters—too close to build up proper power for a javelin throw.

The blazing flames and the struggling target made it difficult even to aim.

But Belisa just grinned.

"Who do you think I am!"

As soon as she finished speaking, her arm whipped forward.

Whoosh!

With a sound that split the air, the spear became a flash of light, flying toward the burning orc's nape.

Thud!

With a dull sound, the spear tip precisely penetrated the one gap between armor plates.

"...Grrrgh..."

But even that wasn't enough to kill it instantly.

The orc's vitality far exceeded that of humans.

Even considering the tenacity of the elite warrior class, this was clearly beyond common sense.

Perhaps judging that the threat around me had disappeared?

Aria silently approached the pit.

Slash—

The half-emerged creature's head flew through the air.

Its massive body tumbled back into the flaming pit.

With that, everything was over.

The cheers and screams that had filled the battlefield ceased as if they'd never existed.

Someone broke the suffocating silence with a murmur.

"...We won."

An overwhelming victory. Zero casualties.

Yet no one cheered.

Instead of joy, the soldiers' faces showed shock and fatigue.

From the very first battle, they had faced a monster that defied classification.

"Are we going to have to fight like this from now on?"

The only reason we could take it down without injuries was because we had our own "monsters" who could match or exceed it.

The soldiers might feel powerless, thinking they couldn't do anything.

But separate from that, the usefulness of these gathered soldiers had also been proven.

Their spear wall had excellently blocked the wave attacks of the lower-ranked orcs.

What was needed now wasn't criticism, but encouragement.

I needed to wash away their fear and plant pride in victory in its place.

"Everyone must have been afraid."

At my first words, I saw some of them flinch.

"That's natural. If you hadn't felt fear in front of such a monster, that wouldn't be bravery—it would be stupidity."

I paused briefly, scanning each of their faces.

"But despite that fear, not a single one of you broke formation."

I pointed to the ground where we had stood our ground.

"Your spear wall didn't break. Dozens of orcs came like waves, but they couldn't cross this line. Because you held firm, our mages in the rear could catch their breath, and our strongest warriors could seize the opportunity to deliver the decisive blow."

When I finished speaking, Galen slapped his knee and chimed in.

"The Captain is right! Warrior-class orcs are supposed to be handled by knights, not soldiers like us! Considering that, this was a perfect victory!"

The atmosphere began to lighten gradually.

I decided to drive the point home.

"This victory belongs to all of you. So, I'll give you a reward worthy of it."

At those words, the soldiers' eyes lit up.

"Tonight, everyone gets double pay and alcohol! Since there are no injuries, we saved on medical expenses! Drink and enjoy to your heart's content! You've more than earned it!"

"Hurraaaaah!"

Finally, the cheers I'd been waiting for erupted.

As the soldiers' cheers subsided, I headed toward the pit.

The flames had died down, but the rising haze with its foul smell reminded me of the entrance to hell.

At its center lay the orc's body, charred like a lump of coal.

Unlike the other two whose forms had completely disappeared, this one that had resisted until the end was different.

This creature, a head taller than the other warrior orcs, exuded a strange pressure even in death.

It wasn't simply because it was bigger, or because of trauma.

"Captain Brock."

At my call, he approached.

"Yes, Captain Leon."

"Don't you think there are several strange things about this being just an ordinary warrior class?"

"What do you mean?"

I nodded toward a part of the melted armor.

"First, those markings on the armor are unusual."

They were completely different from the crude scribbles typically engraved on orc armor. Geometric patterns that maintained their form even through the flames.

They weren't mere decorations. They were clearly magical markings designed to control the flow of magical power.

At my observation, Brock's face hardened.

"...Indeed, that's... hmm... armor forged by a shaman. Usually only Warlords wear such armor, and it's rare for a simple warrior class to have it."

"And that too."

My gaze shifted to the massive war hammer still clutched in its hand.

The size of the hammer itself was unreasonable, but the real issue was elsewhere.

Despite having rolled in the center of a fire inferno, it retained its cool steel luster without a single scorch mark.

That incredible durability.

I turned to him and spoke quietly.

"Did you know that among orcs, there are those called 'heroes'?"

At my question, Brock thought for a moment before speaking.

"Yes. I've heard stories about exceptionally strong and large ones..."

"It goes beyond mere strength. After countless battles, like human heroes, they acquire their own unique weapons. Not quite Noble Artifacts, but weapons on their way to becoming them. Like that hammer."

"Surely not. Wasn't that just a legend? An exaggerated tale among mercenaries..."

"It's not exaggeration. They're powerful beings equivalent to top-tier Sword Experts, just below Sword Masters in human terms. Such creatures actually exist."

Well, unless you're in a special unit that exclusively deals with orcs or a scholar obsessed with monster ecology, it would be hard to believe.

It was natural for a mercenary who mainly fought humans to think it was just a legend.

"I only knew it as a legend..."

"We just killed one of those legends."

Brock exhaled a genuine sigh of relief.

"So creatures like that aren't common, then."

At his words, I gave a bitter smile.

In my previous life's game, players nicknamed the Green Apocalypse event as the "Mass Farming of Useless Uniques Event."

In other words... it meant that orc heroes with unique weapons, like the one we just faced, would spring up like mushrooms.

But there was no need to tell the old man that right now.

Ch.47 - Aftermath And...
Whether I had been sleeping as usual or simply lost in deep contemplation, I cannot say.

In an instant, the scenery before my eyes changed with a familiar sensation.

An infinite darkness where countless particles of light floated.

This was the space of the Mercenary Management System that unfolded only within my mind.

With a thought like a gesture, the status windows of my core members appeared.

As expected, there was no change in their radiance.

For those who had already leveled up to some extent, this level of battle was merely a breeze in a teacup—too insignificant to discuss growth.

I felt no disappointment.

My interest had never been in them from the beginning.

As I shifted my gaze, the dust-like afterglows filling the void caught my eye.

The true harvest of today's battle. The rookie mercenaries I had gathered as "cannon fodder."

It was as I expected.

[Aiden LV.1 → LV.2]
[Liana LV.1 → LV.2]
[Finn LV.2 → LV.3]

As I concentrated, fragments of information emerged from the darkness.

I had no expectations for these people from the start. The only selection criterion was the minimum ability to serve as shields.

Even with their level increases, the stat improvements were minimal—strength +1, vitality +1, and the like.

But that wasn't what mattered.

One person becoming stronger is a trivial change.

But a hundred people becoming stronger simultaneously is a massive variable that can overturn tactics themselves.

Their shields would withstand enemy attacks one more time in the next battle, and their spear thrusts would be slightly more accurate than before.

In the end, victory and defeat are determined by such paper-thin differences.

In the darkness, the corners of my mouth curled up slightly without my realizing it.

This was the true meaning of "management."

By my hand, my army was growing stronger.

That's when it happened.

A cold question suddenly pierced through my mind like an awl, cutting through my satisfaction.

What exactly was the nature of their "level up"?

Obviously, this world has no convenient concepts like levels or experience points.

Strength is the result of harsh training and practical experience being engraved into bones, muscles, and the brain.

Of course, experiences like today's battle, where one overcomes the fear of death, can serve as stepping stones for growth.

But there's no rule where levels conveniently increase just by landing the final blow on monsters, as in games.

Yet my system clearly showed it.

The fact that those without special talents had "leveled up" after just one battle.

Two hypotheses came to mind.

First, that invisible rules—a level system—actually exist in this world, but people simply aren't aware of it.

...That's nonsense.

Just visit any mercenary guild and you'll find people who would laugh at such a hypothesis.

Old mercenaries who have fought for decades yet remain at the same skill level, or have even dulled over time.

Those with mere "experience" were clear evidence against it.

Then only one answer remains.

This strange growth is a phenomenon stemming entirely from my ability, the "Mercenary Management System."

The conclusion that my system goes beyond merely "recognizing" talent to directly "influencing" growth.

Within the small group that is my mercenary band, I am a separate "rule" that defies the laws of reality.

If that's the case.

If this hypothesis is true.

I am not just a commander who "gathers" talented individuals.

I can be a trainer who "creates" strong soldiers even from ordinary people.

I pray that this second hypothesis is correct.

**

A full season had passed since we first repelled the Orc forces.

Three months.

In that time of blood and sweat, the eyes of those once-ragtag rookies began to hold killing intent.

Now they resembled a proper "army."

The forces filling the campsite had swelled to about 450 men.

There were two reasons our forces had more than doubled.

One was that we absorbed those survivors we rescued who showed usable talent.

The other was that the Church of Order had sent entire new groups like Brock's mercenaries to support us.

By now, we matched the private army size of a mid-ranking noble family.

Of course, that's just talking about numbers.

In actual combat power, I'm confident we would be overwhelming.

During the bustling breakfast time.

The aroma of baking bread and the warmth of hot stew pricked my nose inside the tent.

It was an ordinary, lively morning like any other.

Until someone cast their shadow before me.

"......"

It was Aria.

She sat down across from me, holding a tray, without saying a word.

When there was no battle, she always stayed within a certain distance of me, erasing her presence.

But this was the first time she had sat directly opposite me, even exuding a silent pressure.

In that moment, the noise filling the tent seemed to fade away.

I could feel several soldiers glancing in our direction, checking the atmosphere as they moved their spoons.

"My Lord."

I stopped my hand that was about to scoop up some stew at her quiet call.

"What is it?"

Aria didn't avoid my gaze. Those silver eyes seemed to pierce right through me.

"I want a reward."

Her kingdom language was quite fluent now.

No trace remained of the awkwardness from when we first met.

I put down the bread in my hand for a moment.

"A reward, huh."

It was an interesting request. I quickly calculated the possibilities in my head.

"What do you want?"

The most likely answer was money. A salary increase request.

Legally, her status was my property.

But not once had I treated her like a slave.

Like other mercenaries, I paid her wages every month without fail.

...Well, I did pay her too little.

Considering her contributions, the current wage was practically exploitation.

It was right to increase it.

As if waiting for my reasonable speculation to end, she opened her mouth.

And the answer from her lips mocked all my rational assumptions.

"Spend time with me. Just the two of us."

"*cough*"

I tried to swallow some stew reflexively, but the hot liquid went down the wrong way and got stuck in my throat.

Aria just watched expressionlessly as I hurriedly grabbed a cup of water to moisten my throat.

I wasn't the only one surprised by this absurd situation.

I could feel the eyes of those glancing at us from around the dining hall widening.

When I finally stopped coughing, Aria continued as if reporting a prepared mission.

"Look at flowers."

"......"

"Eat delicious food."

"......"

"And at night, I want to see the pretty stars."

This was clearly a date request.

I began to examine the silver-haired girl before me as if seeing her for the first time.

That stoic face where not even a fragment of emotion could be found.

The way she always followed me silently like a shadow.

The girl who was like a cold blade.

That Aria was now expressing her desires so honestly.

Perhaps this was her true self, I was thinking at that very moment.

BANG-!

With an eardrum-shattering sound, the table right next to us shook as if about to break.

Utensils jumped on trays, and stew broth splattered everywhere.

In the now-silent dining hall, all eyes turned to the source of the noise.

Aria's, mine, and the gazes of the many mercenaries who had been spying on us all fixed on one spot.

I didn't know when she had gotten there.

Diagonally across from Aria, Lucia had jumped to her feet.

Her shoulders trembled slightly as she planted both fists on the table.

Her face was flushed red like a tomato about to burst.

"Wait!"

Her cry cut through the silence.

"I'm coming too!"

I stared blankly at Lucia for a moment at this unexpected declaration.

Her gaze was directed not at me, but at Aria sitting across from me.

She was burning with raw hostility, like a young predator whose prey had been stolen.

"You're trying to monopolize Oppa! No way!"

At Lucia's outcry, Aria spoke for the first time.

"Why not?"

She revealed her true feelings without the slightest hesitation.

"I want to spend time with Oppa too! And I will!"

Now I understood the situation.

This kid was clearly jealous.

Aria paid no mind to Lucia's intense reaction.

She simply, quietly brought another spoonful of stew to her mouth.

That nonchalant attitude further fueled Lucia's anger.

"Hey, you! Are you listening? I'm Oppa's sister, so I should have priority, right?"

A sister's priority.

At those words, Aria finally stopped moving.

She slowly put down her spoon and raised her head to look at Lucia.

"What kind of date would a sister have with her Oppa?"

It was an ice-cold, logical rebuttal.

Lucia's face contorted as if she'd hit a wall.

The air in the dining hall froze. The only sound was the unconscious swallowing of the mercenaries watching the scene.

In this suffocating standoff, I reflexively opened my mouth.

"Um... couldn't we all just go together?"

At that moment.

The two pairs of eyes that had been directed at each other simultaneously turned toward me, as if receiving a single command.

Aria's eyes filled with killing intent, and Lucia's burning eyes.

Though the temperature of those two gazes was dramatically different, the meaning contained within them was exactly the same.

Ah.

By the time I realized something had gone wrong, it was already too late.

Ch.48 - End Of Rest
The two pairs of eyes that had been glaring at each other as if they wanted to kill each other suddenly turned toward me in unison, as if by agreement.

One was cold as ice, the other like molten lava.

Despite the difference in temperature, their message was clear. 'What did you just say?'

Ah. Too late.

The commotion that had filled the dining hall vanished like a lie. The clinking of utensils, the crude jokes—all gone.

Hundreds of mercenaries were waiting to see the conclusion of this absurd love triangle.

A trickle of cold sweat ran down my spine.

This pressure was on a completely different level from being surrounded by a large orc battalion.

I stuffed the remaining food into my stomach without even tasting the stew.

Finally, that damned picnic day had arrived.

It was a procession more intimidating than festive.

On my right, Lucia clung tightly to my arm, chattering away, while on my left, Aria followed like a shadow, keeping half a step's distance.

Her silence was heavy enough to swallow all of Lucia's chatter.

On my left, a time bomb that could explode at any moment; on my right, a bomb with a hair trigger. With each step, I felt like I was walking a tightrope.

"Oppa, look over there! Flowers everywhere!"

When we reached our destination, Lucia shouted toward the vast field. Indeed, the wildflowers filling our view were spectacular.

"That spot looks good! Where the sunlight is strong!"

The place Lucia pointed to was a hill bathed in bright, scorching sunlight. Just then, a voice broke the silence from the opposite side.

"...Too noisy. That side is better."

Aria's fingertip was pointing toward a quiet, shaded area by a stream.

Once again, both gazes turned to me.

Trying to avoid the worst in this minefield of a situation, I unpacked our things in an awkward middle ground where sunlight and shade intersected.

The result was terrible.

My back pressed against the bumpy ground, and some unidentified insect crawled over my legs.

No sooner had we settled than the second round of battle began.

"Oppa, try this on!"

Lucia placed a flower bracelet she had somehow woven onto my wrist.

Though irregularly shaped, it was vibrant with the lively colors of wildflowers.

She straightened her chest proudly, glancing sideways at Aria as if to say "look at this."

Aria didn't move a muscle.

She simply rose quietly and disappeared into the forest. When she returned moments later, she silently opened her palm before me.

On her palm, a blue wildflower glistening with dew shone like a jewel.

It possessed an elegant beauty of a completely different class from Lucia's bracelet.

On one wrist, a childishly innocent flower bracelet; in my other hand, a noble blue flower.

All I could do was let out a hollow laugh.

The highlight of the war came at lunchtime.

"Oppa, say 'aah'!"

Lucia pulled out chicken legs and large sandwiches she had baked herself from a big basket. It was a hearty menu full of her characteristic thoughtfulness.

At that moment, Aria quietly unwrapped her bundle.

A wooden box wrapped in white cloth.

When she opened the lid, perfectly cut fruits were arranged like a painting.

Those must have been sliced with a Sword Master's blade technique.

As I chewed on the sandwich Lucia had handed me, I speared a piece of fruit with the small fork Aria offered.

It was quite luxurious.

That's when it happened.

"SQUEEEEEAL!"

A sharp scream broke the peaceful (at least on the surface) picnic atmosphere.

An angry wild boar burst out from the bushes.

"Oppa, get back! I'll handle this!"

Lucia excitedly drew the staff from her waist.

Her face was flushed, as if thrilled at the chance to show off.

But before she could even take her stance—

With a whoosh, a small pebble flew like lightning from the corner of my vision.

Thwack!

The pebble hit precisely between the wild boar's eyes.

Though not a vital point, the severe impact caused the boar to roll over several times before collapsing.

Everyone's gaze turned to where the pebble had come from.

Aria was slowly lowering her hand, still in the position from which she had thrown the stone.

Her expression remained indifferent, as if she had merely been annoyed by the commotion caused by the boar.

Lucia stood frozen with her staff raised, biting her lip in frustration at having her moment in the spotlight so unceremoniously ended.

And with that, our picnic came to an end.

**

The weight of the wild boar on my shoulder was nothing compared to the exhaustion of the day.

Aria had insisted on carrying it herself, but I politely declined.

I felt compelled to carry this sole trophy from the fierce picnic with my own hands.

It had been a day more exhausting than war.

"Sigh~"

As I gazed at the setting sun and let out a sigh, my adjutant Galen approached.

"Captain, you have visitors."

There was an unusual tension in Galen's voice.

"Visitors?"

"Yes, they're waiting by the tent. They seem to be... important people."

Visitors, huh.

I had some idea. Our contract with the Church of Order was nearing its end, so someone would be coming for either settlement or extension.

This would be our third renewal already. We'd managed to turn things in our favor each time, so this time should be no different.

I dragged my tired body toward the central tent.

That's what I thought until I reached the tent.

Until I realized my prediction was only half right.

In the central clearing of the campsite, two completely different groups were occupying the space in front of my command tent.

On one side were the faces I had expected.

A priest from the Church of Order in a pure white robe, with two holy knights guarding him.

Their armor, emblazoned with sacred symbols, gleamed brightly, but their expressions were as sour as if they'd eaten something foul.

The problem was the group standing opposite them.

The emblem of the Luden Kingdom, my homeland and the self-proclaimed ruler of this land.

A middle-aged civil official wearing silk clothes embroidered with that emblem, and royal guard knights protecting him.

They were like oil and water with the Church.

And the two groups were facing off with obvious hostility.

My head throbbed.

The Luden Kingdom. In its territory and the four countries essentially treated as its vassals, the Church's influence had never surpassed that of the royal family.

While the Church might casually replace kings in weaker kingdoms, Luden was second only to the Empire in power.

And now a kingdom official and a Church priest were growling at each other in front of my tent.

What were they plotting?

The moment I revealed myself.

In the tense atmosphere that seemed ready to snap, all eyes from both sides flew toward me like daggers.

"Are you Leon Adelheit, the Young Lord who leads this mercenary group?"

The kingdom's civil official broke the silence.

With a face as slick as if oiled, he appeared to be nearly fifty years old.

He examined me from head to toe as if appraising merchandise.

"I am. What brings someone from the royal capital all the way to this remote border of a vassal state?"

At my question, the man smiled with satisfaction.

"Let me introduce myself first. I am Baron Belisian. I believe you've heard of me."

I quickly searched my mind for the name Belisian.

Fortunately, I knew the family. A rising noble house that began as knights and was elevated to baronage during his father's generation. A family that grew through loyalty to the king alone.

Though only a baronial house, they wielded more influence than many counts due to the favor of the Luden royal family.

"I know your reputation well. I was particularly impressed by how your father risked his life to save the previous king."

"The blood of Adelheit is indeed different."

The baron continued with an exaggerated exclamation.

"News of your exploits has traveled on the northern winds all the way to the royal capital. His Majesty highly values your achievements in repelling the orc hordes and stabilizing the border."

"You flatter me."

"It's no flattery. His Majesty seeks your presence. Your mission here is complete, so he commands you to return promptly to the capital and report on your progress."

A royal command.

An absolute order from the king that no nobleman of the kingdom could refuse.

And above all else.

It was significant that they had sent Baron Belisian, known to be a close confidant, rather than someone else.

The intensity of a distant king's message to a faraway subject is determined by the rank of the messenger.

Though I was a nobleman of the kingdom, I had no title yet. For them to send a baron from the king's inner circle meant I couldn't refuse.

I had half made my decision when the Church priest, who had been standing like a ghost until now, stepped forward.

Ignoring Baron Belisian as if he didn't exist, he stared directly at me.

"Captain Leon. Your contract with the Church remains valid."

His voice was low, but the meaning it carried was as cold as a blade.

"Surely you haven't forgotten that it's still too early to judge that the northern threat has completely disappeared."

Fulfill the contract. Whatever the royal command, your promise to us comes first.

At those words, Baron Belisian openly snorted.

"Even a child knows which takes precedence—a royal command or a mere mercenary contract. I trust the captain will make a wise decision."

"Hmph! That might be true if he only operated within the kingdom. But isn't Captain Leon the leader of a mercenary group with a continental reputation?"

"It's merely youthful entertainment and training—he is a nobleman of Luden!"

Two enormous gazes tried to ensnare me like ropes.

On one side, the massive Church wielding "contract."

On the other, absolute power brandishing "royal command."

In that moment, I truly realized.

The whole day I'd spent sweating between Aria and Lucia had been a happy dilemma by comparison.

Just when I thought I could catch my breath, a wave the size of a house was crashing down on me head-on.

Ch.49 - Royal Audience
A rebellious noble who defied the royal command.

A shameless mercenary who discarded his contract like an old shoe.

Neither was a good choice.

"Both of your arguments have merit."

That's when it happened. A clear, unwavering voice came from behind me.

When I turned around, I saw Lucia standing there, though I wasn't sure how long she had been there.

"Lady Lucia Adelheit, I presume."

The Baron's rigid demeanor changed slightly. He too knew my sister's name.

Until just a few years ago, it was Lucia, not I, who had received higher acclaim, so this was only natural.

Lucia, not intimidated in the slightest, stepped forward toward the center of the two factions.

"Baron, wouldn't completing the border handover procedures before carrying out His Majesty's orders be the true duty of a loyal subject?"

"Hmm..."

The wrinkles between the Baron's brows slightly faded.

"And Father, blindly preventing a noble of the Luden Kingdom from following royal orders would only worsen relations between the church and the royal family. That cannot be the will of our merciful God."

"Hmm..."

The priest's tightly closed lips parted slightly.

The flow of air changed.

It was an exquisite move that pierced through both principle and practicality.

The Baron and the priest briefly exchanged glances.

Belisian Baron was the first to speak. He broke the silence with a dry cough.

"...Very well. I will grant a two-week grace period until your successor arrives and completes the handover."

With those words, the two influential figures turned away without hesitation.

As if it had never happened, the weight that had been pressing down on the campsite disappeared like the ebbing tide.

**

The storm had passed, but the cleanup remained.

As the master of the garrison, I had to entertain my two guests.

Fortunately, we had a wild boar caught today. I hurriedly prepared a table with meat and alcohol from our meager supplies.

Dinner with the priest from the Church of Order was dry.

We merely confirmed a few clauses and clinked glasses meaninglessly. It was a familiar process I had already experienced three times.

But dining with Baron Belisian was an entirely different matter.

The food on the table was identical to what we had earlier.

Yet somehow, the bread, hard as stone, wouldn't go down my throat, and the stew had cooled with only oil floating on top.

I couldn't taste anything from the meat.

The King's closest confidant.

This was my first experience sitting face-to-face with someone of such status, across both my lifetimes.

We were alone in the tent.

I didn't call for Aria.

The Baron had also dismissed his guards.

If I were to post guards here, it would be like spitting in his face.

A clear sign of distrust and provocation.

Only silence filled the tent.

Only the nervous sound of my knife scraping against the plate echoed.

Finally, breaking the silence, the Baron spoke.

"The heroic tale of defeating the Orc horde has reached even the Royal Capital."

Typical aristocratic speech.

"A hero so young from our kingdom. And with the blood of the noble Adelheit family. It wouldn't be strange if your rank surpassed mine in ten years."

It was a worn-out tactic. Lowering defenses with empty praise.

"You flatter me."

"And that's not all. I've heard rumors about the Noble Artifact you fortunately acquired. Heaven must be on your side."

Luck.

Is that all it looks like to you? Mere luck?

If you're going to praise me, at least do it properly.

My insides twisted, but I maintained a calm expression.

"Not everything in the world goes as planned, so I consider luck a part of skill."

How many more rounds of this tedious probing went back and forth?

He quietly put down his wine glass.

The soft thud echoed through the tent. It was a signal marking the beginning of the main topic.

"By the way, Young Lord Leon. I hear you've engaged the Orcs dozens of times with almost no troop losses. Truly remarkable."

"It's simple, Baron. My mercenary corps was created specifically to hunt Orcs from the beginning."

"Orc hunting..."

The Baron's eyes gleamed with interest. A silent pressure to elaborate.

"Most Orcs have what can barely be called armor. They have none. Their metalworking is more like hammering in a kitchen than a forge, so proper armor doesn't reach the soldier ranks."

"They could at least wear leather armor."

"They consider it useless. In fights among themselves, those leather pieces offer little protection."

"Makes sense, given their strength and preference for axes and blunt weapons."

"Exactly. Also, since they mostly face human farmers or bandits, they don't take much caution."

"Hmm, that makes sense."

"So I taught my soldiers just one thing: form a spear wall and hold. That alone is enough to stop their crude charges."

"But spear walls eventually break, don't they?"

I continued with a smile, as if I'd been waiting for this question.

"Of course. That's why we have mages and archers. Another weakness of Orcs is their complete lack of ranged attack options. First pin them down, then pick them off from a distance. This simple tactic works remarkably well."

When I finished explaining, the Baron leaned forward.

The chair scraped against the floor.

It was the first time his relaxed posture, maintained throughout the meal, had crumbled.

"Amazing. I'm truly impressed. No one in the capital would believe you carry Adelheit blood anymore. ...Oh, I misspoke. I-I-I-I'm sorry!"

He seemed genuinely flustered, stumbling over his words.

Implying that people of our family are known for brawn over brains.

Not entirely wrong.

"It's fine. The gods are fair, rarely granting both martial prowess and strategic mind to one person."

"Ha ha! To hear such words from someone who possesses both, well..."

The Baron's laughter ceased. His gaze sharpened like a blade.

"Then tell me. This 'tailored tactic' of yours. Would it work against specific human armies as well?"

I answered without a moment's hesitation.

"Of course."

**

The two weeks passed like an arrow.

My successor was not a mercenary but a holy knight from the Church of Order.

Apparently, he was one of the knights who had seen these soldiers in their previous state before departure.

He was momentarily speechless when he saw the soldiers I had lined up in front of the tent.

His gaze swept from the precisely aligned spear tips to each disciplined soldier's face. Considering the day when the church had first dumped these ragtag refugees on me, his reaction was understandable.

"Are these... really the same soldiers from back then, Captain?"

"I merely encouraged the courage that was already within them."

"I'm truly impressed!"

The holy knight expressed his gratitude several times and promised appropriate compensation in the name of the church.

With our handshake, my mission in the Saban Kingdom came to a complete end.

**

"The Royal Capital! It's the Royal Capital!"

Lucia's excited cry burst forth.

The scenery of the Royal Capital, which we were returning to after months, was almost violently splendid to eyes accustomed to the desolation of the frontlines.

As if making up for being trapped in the countryside, Lucia spent a full day running around, filling her lungs with the capital's air.

After that hectic recovery from travel fatigue ended...

The next day, the atmosphere in the carriage heading to the royal palace was heavy, as if yesterday's commotion had been a lie.

Even Lucia's face, dressed in well-pressed formal attire, showed faint tension.

"...Brother. The reason we were summoned. It must be because of the Orcs, right?"

"Probably."

Her guess was likely correct.

Although the Saban Kingdom was practically a vassal state of Luden, it was still a conflict in a different country.

But the flames of the Orcs know no borders.

They wouldn't leave me, now confirmed as an Orc warfare specialist, in a foreign country during this time when Orcs were active again.

To put out the most urgent fires in the most efficient places.

That was the king's role, and I was willing to be his sword.

The corridor leading to the royal palace's audience chamber was cold and long.

Two visitors who had met the king before us passed by with stiff faces.

A place where heaven and hell are divided by one person's word.

Finally, a resounding voice echoed in front of the massive doors.

"Leon Adelheit, Lucia Adelheit. Entering!"

A dizzyingly high ceiling, marble floors chaotically reflecting light pouring through windows, and a single throne at the far end.

Lucia and I walked forward, treading on the endless carpet.

I could feel the gazes of numerous nobles lined up like walls, watching us.

Finally stopping before the throne, Lucia and I bowed deeply with proper etiquette.

"We are honored to be in Your Majesty's presence."

Only the coldness of the marble could be felt on my forehead.

How much time passed?

"Raise your heads."

A quiet but commanding voice that dominated the entire vast space.

When I slowly raised my head, I faced the king for the first time in my life.

He reminded me of a Hollywood actor from my previous life... a handsome middle-aged man.

Though not particularly tall, his figure seated on the massive throne did not appear diminutive.

Rather, the weariness and weight of rulership made him seem larger.

He was the king.

And not an ordinary one.

Levantorio III, who had become king after killing his own brother in a bloody succession struggle.

Of course, tales of his knightly valor were now just old stories.

His bloodless face and the shadows under his eyes suggested his health was not good, but his gaze directed at me was sharp as a blade.

Finally, the king spoke.

"I hereby appoint Leon Adelheit as Commander of the 4th Corps on the northern Chrono Empire front!"

This appointment was completely different from what we had expected.

Ch.50 - Imperial Frontline Legion Commander
In an era of sudden orc uprisings, I naturally expected missions related to orcs.

Exterminate orcs camped at some mountainside.

Repel orc bands plundering frontier villages.

It was all so predictable and obvious.

But the voice emanating from the throne shattered my shallow expectations.

The frontline with the Chrono Empire.

Commander of that place, no less.

"Lucia Adelheit is hereby appointed as your official adjutant."

The king's declaration continued.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Lucia's shoulders trembling slightly beside me.

"Your surprise is understandable. A military commander at that age. It's unprecedented in history."

"Your Majesty. Forgive me, but may I ask one question?"

The air in the audience chamber rippled subtly.

The gazes of nobles lined up like walls pierced me like blades.

Instead of answering, the king signaled with his chin for me to continue. For the first time, a glimmer of interest flashed in his eyes.

"The current threat to our kingdom is the orcs on the frontier. Shouldn't we prioritize dealing with those monsters who are currently plundering our citizens, rather than the imperial front that has entered a lull due to the ceasefire?"

The king's lips curled up, very slowly and crookedly.

It wasn't anger or mockery.

"This isn't a crisis, but an opportunity."

"...An opportunity, you say?"

"Think about the orcs' sphere of influence. Is it closer to our kingdom, or to the Chrono Empire? Which side?"

There was no need to answer his question.

"When they begin their full-scale uprising, the first to bleed will be the Empire. Not us."

A grand and ruthlessly cold picture.

"Have you forgotten the humiliation of the last war? The disgrace of surrendering three fortresses and paying reparations."

Each of his words was as precarious as walking on thin ice.

"Moreover, your half-brother trembled before a mere Sword Expert who wasn't even a Sword Master. Since that day, how do you think those arrogant imperials have been looking at us?"

Swish.

For the first time, Levantorio III rose from his throne.

His shadow stretched long, as if to swallow me whole.

"Now is the time for revenge. Right now, when they're tearing each other apart in succession disputes, and the orcs are holding the Empire back. We will reclaim what we lost."

His eyes were no longer looking at me.

Beyond me, he was targeting the heart of the Empire.

Of course, considering that the main reason this man could become king was the weakening of the previous king's authority due to defeat in the war with the Empire, it felt a bit strange, but isn't that just how international politics works?

Actually, that wasn't the issue. The entire continent might be engulfed by a green calamity, yet he's coveting land beyond the border.

The moment I resolved to intervene somehow, based on my past life knowledge...

I thought that perhaps I was overestimating the situation.

Even in the game from my past life, world events varied greatly depending on difficulty settings.

Some definitely ended as localized disturbances.

What if this was such a case?

Then this wouldn't be a wrong choice.

"As expected of Your Majesty!"
"I'm amazed!"
"This time we'll surely give the Empire a taste of their own medicine."
"Young Lord Leon will handle it well. With that Adelheit bloodline, after all."

Those surrounding us each threw in a comment.

Judging by that atmosphere, I had no choice. No, it never existed to begin with.

"I will carry out Your Majesty's will."

Above my bowed head, the king's voice, filled with satisfaction, descended.

"Good. You, of all people, will accomplish this with ease, Commander Leon!"

**

Thud.

With the heavy door closing behind me, the pressure weighing on my lungs finally released.

But before the sigh of relief could even disperse in the air:

"Congratulations, Commander Leon. You'll be discussing the practical matters with me from now on."

It was Baron Belisian.

"I'll be joining you as well."

Lucia was the one who interjected.

Baron Belisian drew a line, gently but firmly.

"While I appreciate the Young Lady's enthusiasm, this will be a conversation between just the commander and myself. Unless His Majesty specifically orders otherwise, I cannot admit a third party."

"I've also been appointed as deputy commander."

Lucia countered without backing down.

The baron deflected her objection with a practiced smile.

"Your appointment as deputy commander is separate from this discussion. I'll treat you to tea another time."

Lucia's lips parted as if about to say something.

There was no need to create meaningless friction.

When I restrained her with a look, she bit her lip in frustration and turned away sharply.

Thud, thud, thud.

Lucia's angry footsteps echoed down the corridor as she walked away.

The baron paid no attention to her attitude and crossed the corridor with familiar steps, opening a door to a room.

His demeanor suggested it was his own bedroom.

Inside, a maid stood quietly.

"Bring tea and refreshments."

Of course, the maid was ugly. The facial recognition disorder of people in this world is really something else.

"His Majesty has great expectations for this mission."

The baron opened the conversation while lifting his teacup.

I cut through his perfunctory compliments and went straight to the point.

"Baron, how do you plan to supplement the 4th Corps' manpower?"

"Conscription? What are you talking about? We'll obviously use your mercenary group as is."

For a moment, the world's sounds seemed distant.

"I only have about 50 men under my command."

"Hahaha! Of course I'm not asking you to fight with just those 50! Young Lord, you have such an innocent side."

He waved his hand dismissively.

"Then, what exactly is the plan?"

"The royal treasury will 'invest' in your mercenary group."

Indeed, a method befitting this world.

People from modernized worlds naturally think that national defense should be maintained by standing armies under government control.

But for pre-modern societies, establishing and maintaining a standing army beyond a certain size is quite difficult.

That's why it was common even in my past life for states to co-opt what were essentially mercenary groups.

An era of improvisation where, if you had strength, they would buy you status and make you nobility.

Such haphazard personnel management wasn't unique to this world.

Similar cases were abundant in my home world, Earth. The ultimate example would definitely be the Duchy of Normandy.

Pirates became French dukes, and eventually even seized the English crown.

Everything made sense.

Except for one thing.

"May I ask one more question?"

"Speak freely."

"If you're making such an extraordinary investment, why me? Aren't there more experienced and seasoned commanders than myself?"

"Experience? Of course that's important. But that's not what His Majesty is focusing on. The ability to gather rabble and train them into useful soldiers in a short time—isn't that an innate talent that money can't buy?"

**

The explanation the baron left behind seemed perfect on the surface.

Flawless logic, promises of exceptional support, and even sweet praise.

But the more I thought about it, the stronger my sense of dissonance grew.

Training ability?

What nonsense.

In this world where a single sword can bring down walls and one spell can overturn battlefields, what use is gathering a hundred random men?

True power comes not from "numbers" but from differences in "caliber."

What the kingdom lacks isn't ordinary soldiers.

And above all, the most fundamental question:

Adelheit.

The family with military might second only to the royal family, the kingdom's second house.

Which also means they're potential traitors who could target the king's neck at any time.

If judged purely by military strength, the royal family has two Sword Masters. But one is the ailing king.

Our Adelheit family also has two Sword Masters. One is my father, called the strongest active warrior, and the other is my eldest brother.

And they're giving a huge sum to invest in a military corps for the second son of such a family?

It made no sense.

What is the king's true intention?

Of course, the royal standing army and direct knights. Their numbers alone easily overwhelm our family's private soldiers.

In quantity, about five times more.

The same goes for the number of Sword Masters.

While the royal family has only two, counting all those who have sworn loyalty to the king, there are nearly ten publicly known.

Compared to that, Adelheit has... five?

But even this level of military power, from a state management perspective, isn't a healthy structure.

It must feel like a thorn in their throat.

Yet they choose me?

If they needed a reliable sword, there were plenty of other options.

People like Baron Belisian, loyal to the king to the bone, are everywhere.

Could it be...

A cold sensation crawled up my spine.

What if the real reason the king selected me wasn't to use my talents?

What if it was to remove a dangerous sword from the dangerous scabbard that is Adelheit, and place it under the king's watchful eye?

Or.

Taking it one step further.

What if the plan is to throw me to the most dangerous frontline and let me be "consumed" by the Empire's blade?

If not that...

Perhaps they're using me to divide the massive Adelheit family from within.

If it's this scenario, that's a different story.

If it's this one, I'd gladly become the king's chess piece and dance enthusiastically.

While money and fame might bring titles, a "duke's title" is a different matter altogether.

Numerous hypotheses collided in my mind, creating a whirlpool.

A tangled skein of threads.

But what I needed to do right now was clear.

First, I should meet with Lucia.

Ch.51 - Imperial Front: Legion Commander (2)
When I opened the door to the room, Lucia was sitting in a chair, anxiously biting her nails.

She jumped up from her seat, startled by my presence.

"Brother!"

"I'm back."

"...How did it go?"

I sank deep into a nearby chair and began my story.

My private meeting with Baron Belisian, the absurd plan for troop reinforcements, and my suspicions about the king's true intentions behind it all.

Lucia listened in silence. As I continued speaking, her intelligent eyes grew cold and distant.

When I finished, she broke the silence and concluded my thoughts.

"So you suspect they're either using us as disposable pawns, or as chess pieces to keep the Adelheit family in check."

"That's right. What do you think I should do?"

"Either way, we can't refuse the king's orders."

"Still, we can't just let ourselves be manipulated. Whatever the king is planning, we need to prepare. Should I... ask the main family for help?"

Before I could finish, her sharp response cut through the air.

"Absolutely not."

Her voice was thick with contempt and disgust.

I didn't particularly like Adelheit either.

But far more than me, Lucia hated the Adelheit name.

Now, I could understand why.

Before regaining my past life's memories, I was just a useless person.

I thought I was better than Roderick, but that was about it.

No matter how hard I tried, my swordsmanship never improved. I was half-resigned to failure, and it seemed natural that both Roderick and I would appear as mere insects to my sister, who was a top-tier Sword Expert, or to my father and eldest brother, who had reached the Master level.

I even thought I was lucky to be born into the Adelheit family rather than some third-rate house, where I wouldn't have lived so comfortably.

I only started feeling resentful after Roderick's false accusations made my life miserable. And even that bitterness faded somewhat after I somehow reached the Expert level and regained some recognition.

But Lucia was different.

She was born with exceptional talent.

It's just that her talents weren't what the family wanted.

If she had been born into a family based on magic rather than martial arts, or even into a more normal martial arts family than Adelheit, she would have been treasured.

Unfortunately, she was born into the Adelheit family. Because of that, her talent was considered insignificant.

To gain the family's recognition, she studied more desperately than anyone at the magic academy and achieved remarkable results.

But what she received in return wasn't encouragement, but cold indifference and dismissal.

The greater her expectations had been, the deeper and more festering her wounds became.

It would have been strange if she didn't hate them.

But that was one thing, and this was another.

"We don't have a better option."

"Your suspicions are reasonable. But your perspective might be wrong," she said calmly.

"What do you mean?"

"The current king is weak."

It was a declaration.

"Well, he did seize power through a coup."

The current king, Levantorio III, killed the previous king and took the throne when the former king's authority weakened after being blamed for losing the war against the Empire.

As one of the strongest swordsmen in the country, he showed his toughness by personally beheading his own brother, but that proved to be a mistake. The former king had placed a curse on his own body that would consume whoever killed him, and because of that, the man who was once considered the strongest alongside my biological father is now just a sick old man.

With his children also being unremarkable, the royal authority has considerably weakened.

"If he still had his prime fighting power, he could have gathered supporters through that strength alone, but that's impossible now that his illness has worsened. It's obvious where such a king would turn for support. He would try to draw in nobles from outside the mainstream as his personal forces. The prime example would be someone who bears the Adelheit name but isn't part of the Adelheit mainstream—someone like you, Brother."

It made sense.

But the suspicion stirring in my mind wouldn't easily subside.

Something felt missing—a crucial piece.

"Is that your only basis?"

"It's enough. This might not be a trap, but a genuine once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Too precious to kick away because of hasty suspicion."

But the Lucia before me showed not the slightest hesitation.

This wasn't an emotional judgment born from her dislike of the main family.

Her voice, her posture, her direct gaze meeting mine.

Everything about her embodied the word "certainty."

Her status window that I had checked before:

[Lucia Adelheit]
[Loyalty: 98/100 (Absolute Trust)]

Numbers don't lie.

I put an end to my long deliberation.

"Alright, I'll trust you."

At my answer, the tension weighing on Lucia's shoulders seemed to finally melt away a little.

"By the way, Brother, I think we should check on Aria before heading to the front lines against the Chrono Empire."

"Aria?"

"She's from the Chrono Empire, isn't she? The very empire we'll be fighting against. Won't that be a problem in this war?"

All the complex calculations about the king and the Adelheit family that had filled my mind instantly evaporated, replaced by the face of a silver-haired girl.

Come to think of it, I knew almost nothing about Aria.

Her extraordinary talent with the sword.

And her absolute loyalty to me.

That was all I knew.

I had never properly asked about what kind of life she had lived, or why she had become a slave in such a miserable state.

I thought it wouldn't be appropriate to ask before she told me herself.

Her loyalty to me was guaranteed by the system, and moreover, until recently she could barely speak, so I couldn't ask.

"She is from the Empire, but... I don't know what she did there either."

"Then why don't you ask her directly now?"

Lucia's suggestion was perfectly reasonable.

"...I suppose I should."

**

The Church of True Beauty's treatment room was a quiet space filled with a subtle fragrance.

In front of Aria, who sat on a white bed, Saintess Selena was examining her arms and shoulders with faint divine power at her fingertips.

"This is truly amazing. Your recovery rate is remarkable even compared to your last examination. The muscle fatigue has almost disappeared, and your mana flow is completely stable."

Selena spoke with admiration in her voice.

Aria simply received Selena's touch without much response.

"Have you received divine power treatment elsewhere recently? Or perhaps some special medicine..."

"No."

The answer was short and firm.

"The examination is complete. You're in perfect condition."

"Then I'll go now."

As Aria was about to get up from the bed, Selena quickly continued.

"Wait! I heard he gave you some time off. Do you have any plans to go somewhere fun?"

"Pft."

A small snort escaped from Aria's lips.

She slowly turned her head to look at Selena. Her silver eyes were filled with derision.

"I need to stabilize my level and internalize what I gained from the battle with the Orcs."

"But at your age, being a Sword Master already, shouldn't you have some fun? You should enjoy your youth!"

Aria looked down at Selena with a cold gaze as she adjusted her collar.

"With that kind of mindset... no matter how good your luck, you'll never reach my level at my age."

"Crazy bitch..."

Despite the blatant insult, Aria showed no reaction.

It could have been because Selena regularly examined her body, but the reason was different.

"Thank you for the compliment."

Aria had genuinely taken it as praise, not sarcasm.

"Sigh... really, you're an impossible crazy bitch."

Just as Selena was about to continue her grumbling, at that very moment—

Knock, knock, knock.

A polite but firm knocking sound came at the door.

"Excuse me. Young Lord Leon Adelheit has just returned from the royal palace. He is looking for Lady Aria."

The moment that name was mentioned, a miracle occurred.

The muscles that had been frozen stiff on the ice-cold face of the girl melted away like spring snow.

The chilling gaze she had been giving Selena just moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

In its place, a very faint but unmistakable warmth bloomed, a smile like sunshine.

A clear, childlike laugh escaped softly from her lips.

"Where is he?"

Even her voice had risen by a tone.

"He's waiting with Young Lady Lucia at the 'Red Afternoon' teahouse in the center of the Royal Capital..."

Before the messenger could finish, Aria's body was already in motion.

There was not a hint of hesitation as she picked up the sword that had been leaning beside the bed.

With a swift sound, the blade was drawn into the scabbard at her waist.

It was a movement filled with such killing intent that it seemed like it could cut skin just by passing near.

But the sword was perfectly controlled, as if it were a part of her body.

Well, if she couldn't do that much, she wouldn't qualify as a Sword Master.

Aria's steps were unwavering.

Behind her followed hurried footsteps that seemed to have forgotten the dignity of a Saintess.

About halfway down the corridor.

Aria's feet stopped without warning.

"...Why are you following me?"

A pressure that would have frozen an ordinary person in place.

But Selena, though hesitating, still managed to speak.

"That's my business!"

She shouted in frustration, then seemed surprised at herself and clamped her mouth shut.

Aria was silent for a moment, just a brief moment.

"I see."

Without another word, Aria started walking forward again.

Not wanting to lose sight of her, Selena once again followed with quick, small steps.

Ch.52 - Putting My Inner Self In Order
Knock knock.

A cautious knocking sound came from somewhere.

"Come in."

Two familiar silhouettes appeared through the open doorway.

One had the silver hair I expected.

And the other had bright green hair, which I hadn't expected at all.

It was Aria, and behind her, Saintess Selena peeking her head in.

Clack.

The sound of a teacup being set down beside me rang out with unusual irritation.

I didn't need to look. It was Lucia.

She too was on edge because of the various sudden events.

But Aria seemed completely oblivious to the tense atmosphere.

As if the surrounding air didn't matter to her, she walked toward me without hesitation.

"My Lord. You called for me."

"Yes, sit down."

I gestured with my chin toward the empty seat. My gaze naturally shifted to the person beside her.

"But Saintess Selena, what brings you here..."

"Oh, Aria's body isn't fully recovered yet! I'm like a guardian! Absolutely, never, not because I was curious!"

It was clearly the excuse of someone who had followed out of curiosity.

I sighed inwardly but simply nodded on the outside.

She was on my side, after all.

Wasn't she the woman who regarded me as some kind of reborn savior?

There was nothing I couldn't say in front of her anyway. Thanks to her strange ability, she had probably already read all my memories.

Compared to what she'd already seen in my memories, what I was about to discuss barely qualified as a secret.

It would soon be splashed across newspaper headlines anyway.

Aria moved toward the empty seat beside me.

Screech—

With a short friction sound, Lucia blocked the path with her chair.

Aria paid no attention to this.

She simply squeezed herself into the space between the chair and my body, a gap less than a handspan wide.

Now only silence remained in the tearoom.

Three pairs of eyes were all fixed on my lips.

I faced Aria directly.

"Aria. I have something to tell you."

"Speak, My Lord."

"The king's real objective wasn't orc subjugation."

I paused briefly.

"I've been appointed Commander of the Fourth Corps. I must face the Chrono Empire at the frontlines."

Aria didn't answer. She just kept looking at me.

"The Chrono Empire is your homeland. If you don't want to be part of this fight, you can step back."

Surprisingly, Selena was the first to break the silence.

"That's insane! It's a clear violation of the armistice treaty! Using orcs as an excuse for a preemptive strike gives the Empire a perfect justification for war! The Church won't overlook this!"

Her criticism was completely accurate.

I noticed Lucia silently nodding beside me.

But Aria, the actual core person in this conversation, was surprisingly calm.

No, looking again, she was far from calm.

In her red eyes, there wasn't a trace of sadness about her homeland or anguish about her situation.

Rather, from their depths rose a cold, sharp light, like a well-honed blade.

Her slightly upturned lips resembled not joy, but a predator who had finally cornered long-awaited prey.

She seemed... eager for battle.

Everyone's gaze focused on Aria.

She quietly opened her mouth.

"So. When can I start fighting?"

"...Wasn't the Empire your homeland?"

"Homeland? What does that matter? The one sitting on the throne now isn't the Emperor. My family, my friends, all of them... died or were taken by his hands. Even these arms that you restored to me, My Lord, I lost them to them."

Her gaze finally turned to me. Her face seemed to be forcibly suppressing something boiling inside.

"So this isn't an unprovoked invasion. It's the realization of justice. The current imperial regime is a crime just by existing!"

It was a passionate outcry.

But ultimately, it was just armchair theory.

Rebels are evil? By that logic, our king is no different.

A rebel who killed his own brother and stole the throne.

But I didn't bother pointing that out.

She was on my side, and that fact alone was enough.

I had confirmed that fighting the Chrono Empire was what she truly wanted. That was sufficient.

"I understand, Aria. I've heard your determination. Now that we've confirmed our goals align, let's adjourn for today. I'll communicate the detailed plans later."

At my firm words, Aria responded with a deep bow.

**

My brother's footsteps completely faded down the corridor.

In the room where the teacup's warmth had cooled.

Now only three remained: me, that silver-haired knight, and the spectator Saintess.

My brother doesn't know much about that girl. He was busy, but before that, he seemed to trust her absolutely.

But I'm different.

Just by stirring up a few of my connections from magic university on the Empire's side, interesting facts came out like dust.

"Losing both arms in the Empire—that's a lie, isn't it? You lost one of them here."

A snicker escaped from Aria's lips. Not a sneer. A genuinely amused laugh.

"Well, it was a bargain. Trading for that half-baked Sword Master's arm. He's probably recovered his arm by now, so I'd like to face him again."

That languid voice.

To so casually criticize 'him' who was once the embodiment of fear to me.

Honestly, it was satisfying.

That bastard.

I stepped closer and faced her directly.

"So, when do you plan to reveal your true identity to my brother? Lady Ainis."

Even at my words, she didn't raise an eyebrow. She just shrugged.

"I have no intention of telling unless My Lord asks first. Past identities are meaningless. I'm just a loser who couldn't protect my master."

"I'm sure."

"And if you investigated me that much, you'd know that I could become a Count up north not because I was noble, but because I was lowborn."

Indeed, after learning that fact, I stopped seeing her as a competitor. Seeing her bitter expression, I may have pushed too hard.

"But thanks to that, you could challenge my not-so-beloved eldest brother even when you were below his level. If you fought now, you'd win 100%, right?"

"There's no such thing as 100%. He probably never expected to tie with an Expert. But... I'm confident I could win 99 times out of 100."

**

My Lord's family. That 'half-baked' Sword Master.

Though I belittled him as half-baked, he wasn't completely talentless.

I was just an overwhelmingly exceptional genius.

I walked the proper path to overcome barriers.
Of course, some might think my very existence deviates from the proper path, but let's set that aside.

What I gave up to gain talent doesn't particularly help in reaching the true ultimate realm.

I looked at the blonde mage before me.

An impudent woman who investigated me, but I need to get along with her.
After all, she's My Lord's sister.
More precisely, she seems to be the only one among his several half-siblings that he trusts.

So here... I should badmouth the ones he doesn't trust.

"That man, the legitimate son of Adelheit, won't grow any further. He broke through his limits using unorthodox methods."

It's not even badmouthing. This is established theory.

"What exactly do you mean by 'won't grow further'?"

"Exactly what I said. Junior Sword Master. That's that bastard's limit. Since Sword Master is considered practically the highest realm, many resort to unorthodox methods at that point, but to my eyes as a true Sword Master, I even question whether such people should be called Sword Masters at all. Well, both in the Luden Kingdom and the Chrono Empire, there are too many such people, so they keep it quiet."

"Hehehehe."

As soon as I finished my diagnosis, I saw the blonde mage's mouth spread into a wide grin.

Pure, 100% joy, without even trying to hide it.

She looked like she might start drooling.

So easy to read.

Well, anyway. She's a useful woman.

It wouldn't hurt to humor her like this occasionally.

"Still, you should tell him someday."

The blonde mage added, with quite a serious face.

I shrugged.

"If My Lord asks, I'll tell him then, but he already has enough headaches without me adding to them."

I saw Lucia sigh. Her expression suggested she had given up.

"You're really... Do as you please. I don't want to give my brother more headaches either."

The blonde mage rose from her seat as if our conversation was over.

That's when it happened. The Saintess, who I thought was just a spectator, opened her mouth.

A cold sneer hung at the corner of her lips.

"My, you're not the only one hiding something from 'him,' Aria. Maintaining informational superiority, making judgments alone. Isn't that more like you?"

Her gaze was directed precisely at the blonde mage.

Lucia's head snapped around.

A different kind of killing intent could be felt in her gaze now.

"I told you. I don't want to make my brother's head more complicated. And speaking of hiding things, you're one to talk, aren't you? You memory-reading woman."

Memory-reading woman. Not wrong.

It's the main reason why that church is viewed with suspicion by other factions.

But the green-haired Saintess didn't even blink.

She even showed a relaxed smile.

"My, that's not hiding anything. 'He' already knows about it, doesn't he? How could that be a secret?"

I saw the blonde mage's face freeze.

Hmm.

Are those two going to fight?

About to rise from my seat, I leaned back comfortably again.

Honestly, this looks kind of interesting.
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I straightened my back, which had been comfortably leaning back. Indeed, this was starting to look interesting.

It was Lucia who broke the icy silence. She continued speaking with a voice that didn't hide her contempt.

"The Church of True Beauty is famous for having many deranged fanatics. Well, their specialty is peeking into other people's memories at will. Keep doing that, and eventually you'll lose yourself too. Isn't it more surprising that anyone maintains their sanity?"

Oh. This time she's directly attacking the other's foundation. Not elegant, but quite a powerful blow. Let's see how the Saintess responds.

But the green-haired Saintess remained unshaken. She simply shook her head as if feeling sorry and asked in a gentle voice.

"Are you... doubting your brother?"

For a moment, I was impressed.

Instead of countering head-on, she twisted the direction of the attack and sent it right back. She transformed Lucia's criticism about "reading memories" into an impious act of doubting "her lord's memories."

"...What?"

Confusion spread across Lucia's face. Her previous momentum had completely vanished.

Selena continued with a smile.

"What I read was 'His' memory. What I looked into was 'His' heart. When you worry that I might go insane in the process, does that mean there's something terribly wrong in 'His' memories? My, I don't doubt 'Him' in the slightest..."

"It's not my brother I'm doubting. It's you. As a Saintess of the Church of True Beauty, you must know about the mentally ill who become so deeply immersed in someone else's memories that they mistake themselves for that person."

"I am a Saintess. I am... qualitatively different from such people."

A defense leaning on authority, drawing a line between herself and the "mentally ill." It was a poor move compared to her previous sharp counterattack. Now if the blonde mage delivers the final blow, this fight will be over.

I held my breath, waiting for the next move.

A silence like the calm before a storm filled the room.

...But a minute passed.

The two were still just glaring at each other.

...Two minutes passed.

Was this a prolonged reconnaissance? Or were they contemplating their next moves?

...Three minutes passed.

They were just having a staring contest.

My shoulders, which had been raised in anticipation, slumped hopelessly. What, is this it?

To stop fighting at the most interesting moment. This is disrespectful to the audience.

Finally, unable to bear it any longer, I spoke up.

"Aren't you going to fight?"

Instantly, the air in the room completely froze.

Both of their gazes turned toward me simultaneously, as if by agreement.

The hostility that had been directed at each other was now fully focused on me.

Why?!!

I was just genuinely curious about what would happen next!


**


My desk was perfect.

The 4th Corps organization chart with the smell of fresh ink, the budget plan showing substantial royal funding, and the monthly training schedule.

Everything seemed to be running smoothly on its predetermined course. At least on paper.

On paper...

Reality was different from paper.

The messenger's report before me was like a red line drawn across that perfect plan.

"Most of the soldiers who promised to come for interviews haven't arrived. Whether it's the influence of existing nobles or not, weapons and equipment procurement continues to be delayed. The knight order that promised support keeps repeating they 'have other missions' and effectively refuses to help... It's even difficult to secure a training ground."

In short, nothing was working out.

I tried not to change my expression outwardly, but Lucia, who was listening to the report beside me, was different.

"So we have to find people among riffraff again?"

Lucia grumbled openly.

It wasn't an impossible option. I had the eye to see through people's talents. I was confident I could find gems among seemingly ordinary people and polish them. If only there was enough time.

That was precisely the problem.

Time. There was an absolute lack of time.

I wanted talent that could become immediate fighting strength in a short period...

"What exactly is the problem?"

Lucia finally snapped at the messenger, unable to contain herself.

The messenger glanced nervously between Lucia and me before finally stammering out a response.

"It seems... other noble families are openly obstructing us. They appear to resent His Majesty directly creating a new corps."

Well, the emergence of a new power always faces opposition.

To the established powers, we must look like intruders coming to take their share. But this was beyond what I had imagined.

I expected some opposition, but shouldn't the king who gave me these orders provide some cover?

"Has His Majesty said nothing about this situation?"

At my question, I could see sweat beading on the messenger's back. He looked like he wanted to say something but didn't dare speak it.

"Well... His Majesty is currently very busy... that is..."

Looking at the messenger's face as he spoke, I immediately regretted asking. Sweating profusely while watching my reaction, his expression even held a hint of reproach as if saying, "Why are you asking when you already know?"

I let out a short sigh inwardly.

While I was clicking my tongue internally, my impatient sister exploded first.

"Why are you being so evasive! I already know the First Prince has caused trouble again—I read it in the newspaper!"

Lucia's forthright exclamation echoed through the room. The messenger's shoulders flinched at her voice, which fearlessly uttered the taboo words.

He bowed his head deeply, his face a mixture of embarrassment and fear, as if he had heard something he shouldn't have.

That too was one of Lucia's roles as the second-in-command of my faction.

The messenger broke the heavy silence again. He raised his bowed head and courageously delivered his original message.

"...And, the reason for my visit. The Chrono Empire frontline corps commanders' meeting is scheduled for this afternoon."

It was time for the commander of a ghost corps with neither soldiers nor weapons to report achievements in front of other corps commanders.

I silently nodded.


**


The royal palace's military conference room. The place where corps commanders responsible for the Chrono Empire's frontlines gathered.

This was a meeting held every few weeks, and it was only my second time here.

But all that greeted me was hostile silence, devoid of any warmth.

The gazes of the veteran corps commanders seated around the round table were as cold as if looking at an unwelcome guest.

They hadn't shown it so openly at last month's meeting when the king maintained order, but things were different now that the king was busy cleaning up after his incompetent son.

I opened the documents I had prepared. Of course, there wasn't much content. Having just been appointed corps commander, I couldn't report on the status of a ghost corps with no soldiers or weapons.

"...That concludes my report. The 4th Corps is currently in the preparation stage for establishment, and we will strive to become combat-ready as soon as possible..."

Before I could finish speaking, the 2nd Corps Commander snorted and flipped through his papers.

"Combat-ready, you say. Commander Leon, we have no troops to spare from our subordinate units. Our situation isn't exactly comfortable either."

With that as a signal, snickers and murmurs of agreement erupted from all around.

Mainly from the subordinates of the 2nd Corps Commander and the 1st Corps Commander.

Their attitude was clear. They neither recognized me nor intended to help.

Enemies surrounded me. The solid, cold wall of the establishment, unwilling to let a young newcomer enter their fortress.

In that suffocating atmosphere, I searched for a last hope. My gaze landed on one side of the round table.

The 3rd Corps Commander, Eleonora von Adelheit.

My half-sister.

Unlike the other old men, she was still young. Bearing the same Adelheit name as me, she might be the only ally who could break through this stifling situation.

But her attitude was certainly different from the others, in a completely different way.

"......"

She was sleeping, with her head tilted slightly to the side.

I could almost hear her regular breathing. Without the slightest movement.

For a moment, I almost let out a laugh of disbelief.

"It seems Miss Eleonora is lacking sleep."

The 1st Corps Commander, Count Tormaniu, opened his mouth with a smirk.

It was a blatant slight, cleverly omitting the title "Commander."

But my sister, the subject of his comment, remained peacefully asleep, and his mocking gaze was now directed at me.

"Hmm. I seriously question whether it was a wise decision to entrust an entire corps to a young man with little experience. Of course, one could say it's better than the 3rd Corps Commander dreaming away over there, but Commander Leon isn't overwhelmingly skilled for his age like his sister, is he?"

Low laughter spread throughout the conference room at his words.

"You're right."

"I agree."

Tormaniu, with a satisfied face, drove in the final nail.

"Isn't this clearly a biased appointment, with His Majesty giving too much power to the Adelheit family?"

At that moment, I realized this was no longer an attack directed at me personally.

It was a direct challenge against the family behind me and the king who had placed me in this position.

His face still wore the arrogant smile of a victor.

...Or was it really?

Just then, I noticed a tiny bead of sweat on his forehead. He was currently mocking me and perfectly controlling the flow of this meeting... so why was he sweating?

Suddenly, a realization struck me like lightning.

Ah. I'm not necessarily the weaker party here.

They fear me. Not me as a novice corps commander, but the "king's favor" behind me. At the very least, they believe I have the king's absolute trust.

And... there are four corps commanders here. Two of them bear the name "Adelheit."

Even if one of them is currently wandering in dreamland.

My anger, which had been grinding my teeth, cooled down. I began to see the board again.
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They feared me.

Well, strictly speaking, they weren't afraid of me personally.

It wasn't rookie Corps Commander Leon they feared, but rather the "king's favor" hanging behind my back and the name "Adelheit."

The calculation was brutally simple.

The royal military force doesn't constitute a majority of the kingdom's power.

But the moment our family's strength is added to it, even calculating just by numbers rather than quality, it exceeds the majority.

In other words, if they could just recruit Adelheit, one of the most prominent anti-royal families, King Levantorio III's currently precarious royal authority would skyrocket due to the legitimacy it would provide.

Power takes precedence over legitimacy.

This entire picture must have been crystal clear to the other nobles.

"Finally that incestuous bastard king is drawing his sword! He's attempting absolute monarchy instead of feudalism!"

"And those idiots from Adelheit are happily going along with it! Not realizing their necks will be next!"

I could almost hear these hallucinations. They were probably swallowing similar thoughts, if not exactly these.

Of course, no one dares speak these words aloud. The moment they do, it's treason.

As my anger cooled, I could finally see the board again.

I was no longer the weak one.

No, I never was weak to begin with.

Just look at my half-sister. She's sleeping. How is that the behavior of someone weak?

Of course, there were several holes in their grand misconception.

For instance, I wasn't on good terms with my family, and even I myself didn't know what the king truly thought of me.

But that hypothesis.

The king dreams of absolute monarchy, and to use as his blade, he chose Adelheit—second only to the royal family in military might but famous for their simple minds.

It was disturbingly rational.

A scenario so clichéd it was realistic, something you'd find on any page of a history book.

The king's ultimate goal is to strengthen royal authority.

If not that?

Then he's simply incompetent.

My gaze returned to the 1st Corps Commander, Count Tormaniu.

That ostentatious aggression was a defense mechanism. The desperate struggle of an old predator protecting his food bowl.

Beside him, the 2nd Corps Commander.

He couldn't bare his teeth openly like Tormaniu.

While inwardly agreeing, he was cautiously watching to see if it was safe to fully commit to that side.

Because he lacked solid backing.

The rest were merely observers.

Clever spectators ready to wag their tails at whoever won this fight.

The Adelheit knights standing at attention behind me probably weren't thinking much at all.

I didn't even need to look back.

One of Adelheit's family mottos is "Don't use those who scheme," which says it all.

The calculation was complete.

I broke the silence and spoke.

"Count Tormaniu is correct."

"W-what do you mean?"

"I certainly lack experience. So I will prove myself. Not with words, but with results."

"Prove? What are you talking about?"

My gaze slowly circled the round table once.

Then fixed back on Tormaniu.

"Two years. Within two years, I will capture one of the Chrono Empire's fortresses."

Silence.

A strange stillness, as if dice thrown in the air had frozen mid-fall.

Clang!

The sound of a brass pipe hitting the marble floor thundered through the meeting room like lightning.

It was the 2nd Corps Commander. Horror erupted on his bloodless face.

"What nonsense! Are you insane?"

His cry was the starting signal.

Murmuring. Whispers that began in one or two places instantly spread into uncontrollable noise.

"Are you suggesting all-out war with the Empire!"

"Breaking the armistice first? Is that young fool in his right mind?"

"His Majesty would never permit such a thing!"

"Of course not! After how hard we fought for that truce!"

That cry of "the king would never allow it."

Most of these old men had no idea of the king's true intentions.

Before King Levantorio III became busy cleaning up after his incompetent son, I met with him quite frequently.

The red lines drawn across massive military maps.

The actual funds moved and special units reorganized.

The participants in secret meetings convened almost weekly.

I saw and heard all of this firsthand.

This wasn't just a paper plan.

The king would never miss this golden opportunity while the orc armies were stirring up trouble for the Empire.

That was common knowledge for anyone in the king's inner circle.

No, even before being in the inner circle, these were just men with pathetically poor intelligence. Mere noisy obstacles.

But the 1st Corps Commander Tormaniu was different.

His face was also frozen in shock, but deep in his eyes, something was calculating frantically.

He wasn't denying it.

He vaguely sensed that what I said wasn't "impossible."

"Corps Commander Leon. Are you serious about this?"

"Of course. If I fail, I will not only step down from my position as Corps Commander, but also report my incompetence to His Majesty and apologize publicly."

The corner of his mouth twisted upward.

An ugly smile, like looking down at prey caught in a trap.

He took the bait.

"But if you succeed...?"

Instead of answering, I once again slowly looked around the meeting room.

Those enjoying this chaos, those trembling with anxiety, and those with no thoughts at all.

After confirming everyone was focused on this conversation, I fixed my gaze back on Tormaniu.

And smiled.

"Then, Count, you can step down from your position as Corps Commander."

A declaration essentially saying: if you're so confident, let's bet your position on it.

Hearing this declaration, Count Tormaniu's face twisted with a mixture of bewilderment and rage.

He stood up abruptly, pushing his chair back. The oak chair scraped against the floor, making an unpleasant noise.

"Preposterous! Why should I agree to such a gamble!"

"Count, you said I lack experience and am incompetent. Then aren't you certain I'll fail? If failure is guaranteed, this isn't a gamble but an opportunity. How strange."

It was an artfully laid trap.

The moment he refuses, he acknowledges the possibility of my success. It proves his confidence was mere bluster.

I smiled leisurely.

Now was the time to deliver the final blow.

"Besides... Count, you've led the 1st Corps for over 30 years. Yet you haven't captured a single Chrono Empire fortress. In fact, I believe you lost to the Empire in the last war."

That was the moment.

"Wahahahaha!"

Clap! Clap! Clap!

From the Adelheit seats, applause and cheers erupted like a bomb.

Dignity? Face? As if such words never existed in those muscular brains, it was a primal expression of joy.

Some of them had openly disrespected me in the past, but regardless, they were on my side now.

Tormaniu's face turned bright red.

"Y-you young brat! You know nothing of the world, yet you dare try to manipulate me!"

He shouted something, but it was drowned out by those barbaric cheers.

"Hahaha! Manipulation? What nonsense!"

"Just admit you're scared!"

"Why not accept the young man's challenge, my lord Count!"

He couldn't hold out any longer.

With trembling hands clutching his coat, he fled the meeting room.

Boom!

The heavy door closed with a sound like a death rattle.

Tormaniu's faction followed him. Hurriedly pulling out chairs and gathering papers, they looked no different from retreating defeated soldiers.

Of course, I was left with the task of "capturing a fortress within two years," but the game was my complete victory.

After all, they were the ones who tucked tail and ran first from a bet where positions were at stake.

Actually, come to think of it, there's no need to honor it. They were the ones who got scared and ran away when I proposed the bet. The bet itself never actually materialized.

In the wake of the storm, only an eerie calm remained.

In the middle of that silence stood the 2nd Corps Commander.

Neither standing nor sitting properly.

Frozen in an awkward posture like a taxidermy specimen, he was just watching everyone else nervously. Following Tormaniu would damage his pride, but staying didn't feel right either.

"I, I..."

Just as he was about to make some excuse—

"Mmm... nyaam..."

With a sound like a baby tiger, the regular breathing stopped.

Everyone's gaze turned to one side of the round table.

My half-sister, 3rd Corps Commander Eleonora von Adelheit.

She had just woken from her long nap.

Rubbing her eyes with small hands, Eleonora asked in a dazed voice.

"Did His Majesty arrive? Why is it so noisy?"

"No, Big Sis. Tormaniu just got upset and went home."

"What? That's nothing special."

Eleonora yawned widely without even covering her mouth, then buried her face on the desk again.

"T-then I'll be taking my leave as well."

The 2nd Corps Commander made a tactful exit.

With the retreat of the defeated soldiers complete, the meeting room was filled entirely with Adelheit's atmosphere.

"Wow, that was so satisfying, Young Master!"

"To see that old man tuck his tail and run! The Adelheit blood truly shows!"

Their faces overlapped with memories of them gossiping about me in the past, but I didn't mind.

That's just the nature of power.

It was then.

"By the way, how's Lucia? What's that tiny one up to these days?"

That casual question from the still half-asleep Eleonora.

With those words, the exhilaration I felt from subduing Tormaniu cooled rapidly.

I hated my dead half-brother, Roderick.

But that was ultimately a fight between similar types.

We were equal in our rock-bottom family ranking.

Once I became his equal in ability, the bullying naturally stopped.

But Lucia and Eleonora were a different story.

My younger sister had even less standing in the family than I did.

In contrast, while Eleonora was the lowest ranked, she was still counted among Adelheit's three prized horses.

Eleonora's "pranks" toward such a sister were nothing short of one-sided abuse.
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"Anyway, that bitch Lucia... I made her an official staff member of the 4th Corps, but she's nowhere to be seen. Does she have no intention of working?"

That was typical of Eleonora's way of speaking. Either she didn't know how to mince words, or she knew but chose not to.

Just then, a sly voice cut in.

"Come now, don't be like that, Young Lady. Showing up alone with such confidence is quite characteristic of the Adelheit family, isn't it?"

The owner of that voice defending me was the same mouth that used to criticize Roderick and me as a pair, claiming we were talentless bastards wasting family resources.

As if trying to cover his past, he flattered me even more.

"I heard the Duke himself always did the same in his youth."

Apart from that irritating flattery, the statement itself was true.

The eccentricity of appearing at council meetings without so much as a single attendant or horse.

In any other family, it would have been evidence of a leadership void, but in Adelheit, even that was a proud tale of valor.

I answered briefly.

"I was a bit under the weather."

One of Eleonora's eyebrows rose. The corner of her mouth curled into an obvious sneer.

"Or was it that you couldn't stand to see my face?"

I was momentarily speechless at this unexpected direct hit. Her knights jumped in as if they'd been waiting for this moment.

"Tsk, that's how all mages are. In the end, they're just knight assistants."

"The worst are the ones who think they're the main characters. Makes me want to smack them upside the head."

I was displeased.

Even though Lucia wasn't present, this was clearly mockery.

Mockery of the Young Lady of the family they served.

Even if Lucia had been here, their backbiting would simply have become frontbiting.

In the end, all this mockery stemmed from one thing: Lucia had chosen "magic" instead of the "sword."

"Anyway, Young Lady, don't worry too much about it. She's just a bastard daughter with no talent for swordsmanship. If you concern yourself with such things..."

That was as far as he got.

The knight's voice suddenly cut off. Why?

Perhaps because my gaze and Eleonora's, which had been looking elsewhere, simultaneously turned toward him as if by agreement.

Smack!

Eleonora's palm struck the back of the knight's head with resounding force.

It happened in the blink of an eye. No one present even registered when she had moved from her relaxed position in the chair.

"Ugh!"

With a sound that couldn't even be called a scream, the knight's head bent forward at an unnatural angle.

He crashed to the floor and twitched like a frog before going still.

Eleonora dusted off her hands and said coldly:

"I alone am enough to insult my sister. You're not worthy to run your mouth about her."

Of course, Eleonora wasn't particularly doing this for Lucia's sake.

It was just that this idiot had done something idiotic.

Me, Lucia, Eleonora, and Roderick whose bones had likely turned to dust by now—we were all bastards.

Yet we could still carry the Adelheit name and act as nobles for one reason alone:

We had awakened to mana at a young age.

Without that talent, we would have lived as servants in some corner of the family, not even knowing our own bloodline.

This bastard who was gossiping about Lucia and then forgot that fact, blabbering about "bastard daughter" and whatnot... was seriously stupid.

I looked over the other knights.

Sneers.
Schadenfreude.
Indifference.

Nowhere was there any sympathy for their colleague sprawled on the floor.

About half showed no particular reaction.

The rest snickered among themselves as if enjoying the spectacle, looking at their fallen comrade with contempt.

"Tsk, he's supposed to be a Sword Expert, but one gesture from the Young Lady laid him out like that."

"Hey, how can you compare a novice who just reached that level with the Young Lady who's on the verge of becoming a Sword Master? They're in completely different leagues."

"Different leagues."

Those words pierced my heart like a dagger. I too was a Sword Expert.

But the difference between me, who had just recently reached this level, and her, who had stabilized at this level for over a decade and was aiming for the next, was vast.

As I was lost in these thoughts, a languid voice crept into my ear.

"Leon."

She was suddenly standing right behind me.

"It's been a while since we've met like this. How about crossing swords?"

I waved my hands in refusal. This wasn't modesty. It was a purely realistic survival instinct.

"You and me, Noona? Not a chance. I've only just stepped into this realm, not even stabilized yet."

I nodded toward the knight collapsed on the floor.

"Really?"

"If we're talking about stability in this realm, that guy would be better than me."

The corner of her mouth curved upward, and then—

Her fist disappeared from my sight.

No, it was moving too fast to see. But instinctively, my body moved.

Crack!

A disgusting sound of bone and flesh twisting. The tremendous impact traveled up my arm and straight to my spine.

I hadn't simply blocked it. Beneath my forcibly enduring body, the marble floor screamed and cracked like a spider web.

"...What are you doing?"

The sensation in my arm that had barely blocked the blow disappeared, replaced by terrible pain coursing through my entire body.

"You lied first."

Eleonora shrugged nonchalantly.

"That guy sprawled over there couldn't even react to my punch. For the record, I didn't hold back for either of you. The fact that you blocked it and he couldn't even react clearly shows the difference in your abilities."

"..."

"Well, we'll have a proper duel next time. For now, take him to the infirmary. Despite appearances, he's a Sword Expert, and if he dies, Father will have something to say about it."

Implying that if he weren't a Sword Expert, she wouldn't care whether he lived or died.

"Well then, little brother."

Only after she had completely disappeared did I exhale the last breath remaining in my lungs.

"Phew..."

I shouldn't have come alone.

If Aria or Belisa had been with me, I wouldn't have been thrown around like prey before that woman's overwhelming presence.

Of course, there were valid reasons for not bringing them.

Aria was uncomfortable to bring to this place due to her Imperial origins, and Belisa openly showed competitive spirit toward Eleonora.

So what options remained? Other members of my mercenary group?

They were far below the standard required for this gathering.

Rather than bringing along a bunch of riffraff, appearing alone "confidently" was better for maintaining my dignity.

Well, I achieved my purpose anyway.

My body was just paying the price.

**

And so I returned to my lodgings.

Creak.

As soon as I opened the door, Lucia, who had skipped the meeting despite being a staff member, poked her head out and asked:

"How was it?"

Even though I was the one who had suggested it.

"Because you didn't want to see Eleonora, I went alone and got thoroughly beaten up."

I answered while hanging my outer garment on the rack.

Lucia's face instantly hardened. She bowed her head deeply.

"I'm sorry... really sorry. I should have gone with you..."

"It's fine. Even if you had been there, it wouldn't have made much difference."

"But... there's something to report."

Just from her tone, I could tell it wasn't good news. As I entered the room, an aide in a dust-covered uniform was standing there with an anxious face.

"Go ahead."

The aide swallowed dryly and began speaking in a trembling voice.

"The wagon carrying our supplies... as soon as it passed through the city gates, all four wheels... simultaneously crumbled."

"Crumbled?"

"Yes. Like centuries-old dead wood, the wheel axles turned to sawdust and collapsed. Only fine brown powder remained at the scene."

I furrowed my brow.

"Continue."

"The document files meant for the recruitment officer also didn't burn, but melted away, turning brown. Strangely, no other items were scorched at all, only the documents corroded without a trace."

Wagon wheels and documents. Two completely different methods of destruction. But with the common element of "brown."

"The armory was the same. The lock... overnight, it turned into reddish-brown rust powder and fell to the floor. The guards swore they never left their posts, but by then all the promised swords and spears had disappeared."

All the incidents left no evidence while producing the most devastating results.

"What about the food?"

"With a foul moldy smell... all the food sacks had rotted and collapsed. Other warehouses were fine, but only ours was affected. Some say it was a coincidence, but... that's nonsense."

Lucia muttered in a voice suppressing anger.

"A coincidence? That's not even funny."

Her brow furrowed. Her blue eyes grew cold.

"Do you have any idea what this is?"

"Yes. Magic that instantly disrupts an object's timeline and causes it to rot. The brown mana residue left at each scene... this is the 'Seal of Corrosion.'"

"Is it a special magic?"

"Of course it is. It's magic that a specific group keeps tightly hidden and doesn't share with others."

"Specific group? Which one?"

"The Lumenia Duchy."

Even I, with little knowledge of magic, knew the name. The renowned magical house that received a dukedom in Luden Kingdom, a place that valued swords over magic.

"Touch of Decay."

"Exactly."

It was practically their trademark magic.
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"The Lumenia family. The only family to achieve the rank of Duke solely through magic. Especially their 'Touch of Decay' spell is famous for its powerful effect without requiring any incantation."

She was explaining as if she thought an Adelheit blockhead wouldn't know about prestigious magic families, but this was common knowledge to anyone from the Luden Kingdom.

Even Adelheit children, blockheaded as they might be, would certainly know this. After all, besides Adelheit, Lumenia was the only other proper ducal family.

Duke Adelheit.
Duke Lumenia.
While there were others who held the title of Duke, they were all princes.

Naturally, their actual power couldn't match even that of a Count, let alone a Duke.

Adelheit of the Sword.
Lumenia of Magic.

Some people considered the two families equals, but looking deeper, the story was somewhat different.

Adelheit, said to carry the blood of giants.

Of course, that was an unprovable legend.

Even if it were true, that blood would have thinned and diluted over hundreds of years.

Yet, as if mocking those who dismissed it as mere legend, Adelheit consistently produced monstrous warriors in every generation.

The current generation's "Three Stallions" were proof of that. If not for certain issues, perhaps I would have been included, making it the "Four Stallions."

Perhaps because of these tangible results, many knights genuinely believed in Adelheit's bloodline.

What about Lumenia then?

"They definitely claim to have dragon blood..."

"Bullshit."

Lucia cut me off with contempt before I could finish.

"That's just what they go around claiming," I added, and Lucia nodded briefly in agreement.

Few said it openly, but most mages thought the same.

That they didn't inherit blood, they merely 'claimed' to have inherited it.

There was a plausible reason why mages particularly distrusted Lumenia's bloodline.

It wasn't simply because they had more rational thinking than mindless muscular knights. (Though that was a small part of it.)

The reason was simpler.

Unlike Adelheit, Lumenia didn't produce individuals with world-shaking, transcendent talent.

They merely birthed children with slightly stronger magical power, an advantage that could be found in other noble families as well.

"Their bloodline factor is of inferior quality. If you asked me to create it, I could probably do it in about ten years of isolation. Any decent magic family, even at the Baron or Count level, would have something similar. Instead, those guys gather external magic, modify it, and share it only within their clan."

That's what Lucia had said once.

There were even ominous rumors that they had modified their magic to respond only to their family's blood.

The truth was unknown. No one had ever seen their family magic firsthand.

Among them, the most powerful was said to be the "Touch of Decay."

"Getting entangled with them isn't exactly pleasant," I muttered quietly.

"Are you afraid of them?"

A great family standing shoulder to shoulder with Adelheit. Of course they were threatening. But the essence of my current headache wasn't simply about power.

"Their eldest daughter is the Crown Prince's fiancée."

"It won't be a family versus family confrontation."

As I muttered, Lucia's brow furrowed.

"Then what's the problem?"

"Their second daughter. We don't get along."

"Second daughter?"

"Yes. Bianca von Lumenia."

The middle name "von." Unlike Lucia and me, it meant she was a direct descendant from the legal wife.

"How did you end up on bad terms?"

"It's from the Royal Academy days. You know, Brother. There were many who whispered behind my back, calling me a 'hybrid' who came from a swordsmanship family but clung to magic instead."

"Yes, you mentioned it in your letters."

"Bianca was the worst among them. She was two years older than me, but my skills were far superior. I think that's what bothered her most. One day, while I was studying alone in the library, she came with her gang to pick a fight."

She continued in a mocking tone, as if imitating Bianca's voice.

"'Hey, hybrid! Got praised by the professors again? Don't get cocky. This isn't your place.'"

"..."

"Then... she rotted all my magic books. With that damn decay magic."

"And then?"

"Then... I just blasted her away. My innate magical power was several times greater than hers. That's probably the biggest reason why Bianca hates me to death."

In the end, it was a simple story.

Bianca, a legitimate noble from a magic family, couldn't handle Lucia's overwhelming talent, whom she had dismissed as a 'hybrid.'

"That's when I clearly realized. Their bloodline is fake."

A sneer formed on Lucia's lips.

"We Adelheits may not have much else, but our magical power is genuine. Compared to that, Bianca is... hmph."

A snort escaped her. My sister, who despised our family so much, yet took pride in the power that blood gave her. What a contradictory figure.

Of course, pointing that out would be tantamount to picking a fight, so I didn't. Instead, I pointed out something else.

"The problem is that we can't dismiss this as an individual's transgression. Lumenia has a marriage alliance with the royal family. Their eldest daughter Isabella is engaged to the First Prince. In this situation, if we carelessly provoke them..."

Lucia lightly cut off my concerned words.

"Hmm... nothing will happen."

"What?"

Her blue eyes looked straight at me.

"Brother, lend me Aria for a while. I'll handle this myself."

Is she doing this because of a personal grudge?

I swallowed those words.

My sister Lucia isn't foolish enough to act on emotion alone. She's the strategist who memorizes complex magical formulas like eating breakfast and manages this mercenary group's affairs.

That confidence must have a basis.

"Alright."

At my immediate approval, Lucia's eyes widened. She hadn't expected me to permit it so readily.

I grinned at her.

"I once heard: 'If you doubt, don't use; if you use, don't doubt.'"

It was quite a plausible maxim I'd picked up in my previous life.

"I know better than anyone that I won't betray myself. So no need for long explanations."

**

My steps leaving the room were surprisingly light.

"No need for long explanations."

My brother's final words echoed in my ears, bringing warmth to a cold corner of my heart.

Brother was always like that.

He gave trust instead of doubt, authority instead of questions.

He is a true leader. Someone who built this much power from being an exiled orphan, gathering slave girls and wounded soldiers. Someone who sees value where others don't and makes the impossible possible.

That's my brother's trust. He entrusted everything to me.

I had to repay with results the trust of my only lord, my only family, and someone who could become even more.

Yes, let's go.

I headed straight to the training ground.

Under the setting sun, dust swirled hazily, and the air was filled with the smell of iron, sweat-soaked leather, and the rough breathing of men and women.

A noisy, murky, disgusting space. But in the middle of it all stood an alien presence, seemingly unrelated to all this chaos.

The "Silver Fox," Aria.

In the past, she was compared to a wolf rather than a fox, but now she was closer to a fox than a wolf.

Her sword cut through the air silently. Like flowing water or blowing wind, every movement was elegant and deadly without any excess.

A white face without a single bead of sweat, emotionless red eyes devoid of any feeling.

She looked not like a human training, but like a steel doll meticulously crafted solely for slaughter.

I like that about her. It's proof that she's fundamentally different from those fools who become complacent after reaching some level of mastery.

Like me, she instinctively knew that to stand at the top, one must continuously temper oneself.

Finally, when Aria put down her wooden sword, unstained by a single drop of blood, I approached her.

"Do you need something?" she asked, noticing me first.

When dealing with this fox-like girl, beating around the bush is the most foolish thing to do. I got straight to the point.

"I need your sword. I have some annoying bugs to catch."

At my words, Aria's silver eyebrow twitched slightly.

She saw right through my meaning. As expected, she's quick-witted. Her lips parted slightly, and a quiet voice flowed out.

"What kind of bugs?"

"Bugs similar to me."

"Are you suggesting we hunt mages?"

"Yes."

"Why me?"

Finally, the main point. I looked straight into her red eyes.

What this woman needs isn't money or honor. Only one thing moves her: her own sense of worth.

I gave her the words she most wanted to hear, at the most precise moment.

"Because you're needed."

"By you?"

I whispered the decisive words in her ear.

"Not by me. By Brother."

Deep in those emotionless red eyes, a very faint flame-like thing bloomed.

That wasn't simple loyalty.

It was too hot to be the devotion a sword offers its master, and too pure to be a woman's love for a man. Perhaps it was a feeling she herself hadn't realized.

"Fine. When do we move?"

It was an emotionless voice, with all the subtle trembling from before gone.

But that was enough.

I knew exactly the most reliable switch that moved her.

Our interests were now perfectly aligned.

"Tomorrow at dawn would be good."
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The dawn air cut into the girls' skin.

Under the navy sky breaking into daylight, the dull bell sound from a distant clock tower sliced through the damp silence.

Aria leaned against the stone wall, silently staring into empty space, while Lucia pointed at a spot on the unfolded map. Five kilometers north of the royal palace.

"It's here. The weapons and supplies we're supposed to receive should be waiting around there."

"Are you certain she'll come?"

"Yes. For two reasons. First, I spread rumors that there are many coveted items among the supplies being transported."

"Couldn't the other side be suspicious?"

"She's not that smart. And second, she takes great pride in her concealment magic. It's actually quite troublesome how good it is."

"Concealment magic... how pathetic. Such amateur magician's tricks are meaningless before my perception."

"That's exactly it. She won't imagine a Sword Master would be coiled up waiting for her."

Aria pushed herself off the stone wall.

"Well then, let's begin."

Aria's attire was simple.

A brown tunic and black pants.

Instead of the weight of armor, she wore ordinary clothes that could easily blend into a crowd.

Her waist felt empty. She had left her beloved sword 'Bami' at the mercenary headquarters.

But there was no sense of unease. Her bare hands were enough.

Following the deep tracks left by the carriage on the dirt road, Aria moved silently like a shadow.

Her senses spread out around her like an invisible net. The faint stirring energy of metal and leather from inside the carriage. Those were the supplies they were supposed to receive.

That's when it happened.

Like a stone thrown into the calm surface of her perception, alien presences were caught.

Eight o'clock direction. Approximately 200 meters. Life forces holding their breath.

Aria's hand moved without hesitation into her garment. As soon as her fingertips touched the cold crystal, she channeled the minimum amount of mana into it.

The crystal vibrated slightly, sending a brief signal.

[They're hiding northwest of here.]

As soon as the signal ended, her body reacted first.

Aria melted between trees and bushes like a fading shadow. Not a single dry leaf crushed beneath her feet, not even the air current stirred.

Eventually, the targets revealed themselves in a clearing. Six figures wrapped in worn robes.

What emanated from their grasp was a sickly green mana, ominously rippling as if it would corrode the surrounding air.

However, they hadn't used magic yet.

The mages were merely sharing mana with the slender female mage in the center. No magic had been cast yet.

Simple waiting couldn't serve as evidence. She needed to capture the exact moment when the spell was completed and the magic activated.

Aria perfectly concealed herself behind the nearest tree. Erasing her presence as if becoming one with the contours behind her, she pulled out a lens-shaped magical tool the size of her palm from her garment.

As faint magical power seeped in, the lens silently began capturing the scene.

Now all that remained was for the prey to step into the trap.

'She is indeed skilled in concealment magic.'

The sensation of space subtly distorting. Transparency, sound suppression, and presence concealment all at once—quite an elaborate trick.

At that level, it could deceive the eyes of an ordinary Sword Expert. That very confidence was blinding them.

One of them periodically cast detection magic, but that sensory net merely swept past the space where Aria was, catching nothing.

The realm of erasing the very presence of a living being. A domain those people couldn't even imagine.

Well, there was no reason for mere mages of that caliber to prepare for a Sword Master's presence. Whether they prepared or not, the result would be the same.

Just then, a neurotic voice leaked from the shadows of the robes.

"Lady Bianca, when do we start?"

"Don't be impatient. The carriage has stopped, so it'll be soon."

Bianca's voice was filled with arrogance.

"Rather, let me finish telling you about that half-breed. Lucia, I mean."

Lucia.

The moment that name emerged, all of Aria's nerves focused on the sound.

The recording lens in her hand was still pointed at them, but that had now become a secondary concern.

"But Lady Bianca, calling a direct descendant of Adelheit a 'half-breed' is a bit..."

Before he could finish, Bianca snapped sharply.

"What direct descendant? Her mother was a nameless human. She's just a half-blooded illegitimate daughter."

An awkward silence followed that venomous remark. But the silence didn't last long.

Encouraged by Bianca's contempt, another person eagerly opened his mouth.

"That's right. She was such a gloomy girl at the academy. Always buried in some corner of the library..."

"Eating alone in the cafeteria, disappearing without a word after class."

"So you remember."

Aria listened silently.

"From second year, it got worse. Her magical power suddenly increased and she became arrogant, but her magic control was a mess."

Bianca's voice was overtly laced with jealousy.

"Once I went to the café in front of the academy, and would you believe it, she didn't even look at the cake and only ordered the cheapest coffee. Then she sat across from me and said, 'With this money, I could buy two more magic ingredients.' Ugh, she was such a turn-off."

'Poor control, but abnormal magical power.'

'Just the two of them at the café.'

Aria pieced together the past from these scattered fragments of conversation.

'Early in their enrollment, they were friends, or something close to it. Their skills were comparable, or perhaps Bianca had the upper hand. Then her peer's talent exploded.'

A faint sneer appeared at the corner of Aria's mouth.

Talent corrodes friendship and breeds jealousy.

The process of once-close people growing apart and eventually coming to hate each other.

It was such a common story that even watching it was tedious.

Bianca's voice continued with mocking laughter.

"Plus, she was a terrible braggart. Specializing in fire magic but claiming she could also handle ice and earth magic. Does that make any sense? When I asked her to show me, she backed out saying she wasn't skilled enough yet."

Another mage chimed in with astonishment.

"Three attributes? Isn't that a realm that even those who've reached the level of Archmage can barely attempt after turning forty?"

But Aria knew it wasn't bragging.

The scene of Lucia wielding magic that encompassed both fire and earth on the battlefield flashed through her mind.

And above all...

'Multiple attributes. Not uncommon talent in the Empire.'

Of course, the 'talent' these mages imagined and the 'talent' in the Empire differed from their very roots.

For a moment, the scent of disinfectant flashed like an illusion in Aria's nostrils.

Talent forcibly bloomed on steel beds.

Numbers assigned to subjects that weren't human.

The experimental subjects given magical talent were different in kind from Lucia's, but ultimately the essence was the same.

"After second year, when her magical power was growing, she also said her magical capacity was increasing endlessly. As if she were some great Archmage without limits to her growth. Everyone experiences magical growth that stops at a certain point, but she acted like she was special..."

'That probably wasn't bragging.'

Aria thought. Lucia's magical power was no less than the 'subjects' of the Empire. Her control might be immature, but her total capacity and growth potential were real.

If it was several years ago when her magical power was significantly less, it wouldn't be strange to feel like it was endlessly increasing.

"She was definitely full of herself."

One subordinate flattered Bianca.

"She had outstanding magical power, but in every other aspect, Lady Bianca, you were 'a cut above.'"

'Was a cut above.'

Aria didn't miss the carefully chosen past tense verb. A cowardly flattery swallowing the question 'And now?'

Satisfied with the agreement around her, a cruel smile spread across Bianca's lips.

"But the best part is something else."

Her voice sank low and secretive.

"This is a secret I'm only telling you... A long time ago, when I was somewhat close to her, I heard something."

But what returned was not eager response, but awkward silence.

They still hadn't completely shaken off their fear of openly mocking Adelheit's promising talent.

Bianca's eyebrows twitched irritably.

She glared at her subordinates for a moment as if examining frightened mice, then opened her mouth demonstratively.

"She acted like she knew some great secret. Probably jealous after seeing my sister get engaged to the prince."

"I didn't know she was such a braggart. That's quite something."

"She only told me. This was already four years ago."

"Indeed, you were quite friendly with her back then..."

That's when it happened. One subordinate who failed to read the atmosphere tilted his head and asked.

"Four years ago... wasn't that before Lady Isabella's engagement to the First Prince was announced?"

In that moment, all surrounding noise ceased as if it were a lie.

The smile on Bianca's lips disappeared instantly. An ice-cold gaze flew toward the source of the sound.

The subordinate who had asked the question seemed to realize what he had said, turned pale, and lowered his head.

Watching this scene, Aria's mind spun even faster.

Completely separated from the noise, it was rotating coldly.

'Growing magical power,' 'multiple attributes.' All true.

Then what about this absurd 'prince' story?

As Aria was slightly confused in thought...

"Let's begin."

Under the robe, Bianca's lips twisted cruelly.

With that single word, the chaotic thoughts disappeared as if cut by a knife.

Now, it was hunting time.
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"Om Gardo Boom Satra!"

The strange language echoed like a chorus from the mouths of the five mages surrounding the area.

*A spell I recognize.*

Their incantation functioned like a massive amplifier, designed to boost the magical power of Bianca who stood at the center.

"Virbyu Sarmyu Zul Gaihama! Akra Akra Sul Satra!"

As Bianca's chant finally joined in, the condensed green mana expanded explosively.

The damp smell of earth and the revolting stench of rotting vegetation assaulted the nose.

The moment that spell touched the carriage, all supplies inside would turn to dust.

At that moment, a small 'click' sounded from Aria's pocket—a tiny metallic sound only she could hear.

It was a signal that the recording lens had completed its task.

*Evidence secured.*

Now all that remained was neutralizing them. But she couldn't move carelessly.

With six mages in formation, approaching the primary target, Bianca, was nearly impossible.

Of course, if killing were the objective, that would be a different story.

Even from this distance, even without a sword, there were countless ways to pierce a heart. But the request was for capture.

*"A live Bianca is worth more than a dead one, so try not to kill her if possible."*

The most efficient method was to cut them down one by one from the outside.

Aria's gaze fixed on the two mages standing closest to her.

The first prey had been chosen.

Aria's foot kicked against the wooden pillar behind her.

Under the incredible impact—unbelievable for a human kick—the wood cracked with a groan and splintered.

Converting the recoil into pure momentum, Aria's body became a silver afterimage flying low across the ground.

The first victim: a mage distracted by a range-extension spell, leaving his back completely exposed.

With a silent landing, Aria's hand grabbed his arm.

Her left hand pressed down on his shoulder while her right twisted his elbow upward.

Crack!

A dull, unpleasant sound of the joint being wrenched out of place.

"Aaaagh!"

A scream erupted from his mouth before it could fully form.

But before that scream even finished, Aria's body was already moving toward the next target.

Her knife hand mercilessly drove into the jaw of the second victim, who had turned in surprise at the sound of screaming.

Thwack!

From the first kick to this point, barely a second had passed.

Bianca, realizing that two streams of magical power supporting her had been simultaneously cut off, turned her head in confusion.

The green mana swirling around her wavered like a wave.

What she saw was her two subordinates already unconscious on the ground, and the silver nightmare standing before them.

It was Aria.

"W-what?!"

Bianca's mind went blank.

The mage's cool-headedness was gone, replaced by the instinctive terror of a noble lady in danger.

"Ugh...!"

She let out a groan like a scream and waved her hand in the air.

It was the only spell she could cast without an incantation.

An emergency escape spell that would forcibly transport her to a pre-designated location.

A blue mana vortex swirled beneath her feet, forming a complex magical circle.

Whoosh!

With the sensation of space twisting, Bianca's body turned into a beam of light and disappeared.

About 500 meters away on a small hill. When her vision cleared again, her feet were standing on solid earth.

The killing intent she had felt behind her was gone as if it had been a lie.

"Phew... haa, haa... thank goodness..."

Bianca placed her hands on her knees and took rough breaths.

Her heart was racing wildly, but at least she was alive. She was safe.

Now it was time to think about how to handle this situation.

*First, I need to contact the family...*

She slowly raised her head with a sense of relief.

And froze.

Right in front of her, with the dawning light at her back, stood a familiar silhouette.

Elegant blonde hair fluttering in the wind. Deep blue eyes that seemed to see through everything.

It was Lucia.

As if she had been waiting for her for a long time, Lucia leaned against a tree and greeted her with a relaxed smile.

It was so natural, like meeting an old friend.

"Hello, Bianca."

"H-how are you here...?"

She instinctively stepped back, barely supporting her legs that almost collapsed beneath her.

Lucia was enjoying this pitiful sight.

"I knew exactly where you'd run to. You've always had a habit of fleeing to the highest place, somewhere you can look down on everyone when you're in danger."

"D-don't talk like you know everything!"

"I don't know everything. I only know what your feeble mind can come up with. There are still things I don't understand. For instance... is this truly the will of your House Lumenia?"

That question carried a chilling killing intent, unlike the mockery from moments before.

Bianca swallowed hard. Her trembling pupils desperately searched for another escape route, but they were on a hill open on all sides.

As if trying to maintain her last shred of dignity, she straightened her trembling chest and shouted:

"Y-yes! It's my family's will!"

Lucia's gaze meticulously examined Bianca's face.

The pale forehead beaded with cold sweat, the quivering lips, and above all, the anxious eyes desperately avoiding her own.

The corner of Lucia's mouth curled up slightly, either in contempt or as if she had realized something.

"You did this on your own."

"W-what are you talking about!"

Bianca denied it almost like a scream, but that reaction was the clearest confirmation.

"Wow, impressive. Is it because of your inferiority complex toward me?"

Bianca's face flushed bright red from her neck to her ears.

"Inferiority complex? Me, feeling inferior to a half-breed like you? Don't be ridiculous!"

"What's ridiculous about it? Your magical capacity is lower than mine, and now even your magical control, which you were so proud of, can't match me."

"Y-you...!"

"Family honor has nothing to do with it. You just can't stand me, so you're throwing a childish tantrum."

"Half-breed! Half-breed! You're just a half-breed with commoner blood!"

Bianca screamed like someone who had lost her mind. It was the last shred of pride she could cling to.

But Lucia's expression showed no reaction to those screams.

There was only boredom, as if watching a childish tantrum—neither contempt nor anger.

"You still haven't earned your father's approval, have you?"

Bianca's shoulders jerked violently.

"T-that's not true...!"

"Overshadowed by your talented sister, treated as a nonentity in your family because of your mediocre abilities. So you're desperate to prove your worthless existence somehow, even like this."

At Bianca's pale fingertips, green mana writhed like a venomous snake that had lost control.

"What would you know!"

But Lucia neither dodged nor cast a spell.

She simply raised her palm lightly, as if shooing away a flying insect.

At that moment, a clear white barrier the size of a hand mirror unfolded in front of her palm.

Hiss—

When the whip of poison touched the transparent barrier, instead of a massive explosion, it dissipated pathetically with a deflating sound.

Lucia continued speaking with the same smiling face as if nothing had happened.

"Calm down, Bianca. This is exactly why your father ignores you."

"Aaaaaaah!"

With a scream that had lost all reason, green mana began to surge from Bianca's entire body like a river breaking through a dam.

Her pupils also burned with a sickly green light, and mana vapor rose from her skin like a heat haze.

"Shut up! Just die!"

A storm of pure destruction, on a completely different level from the crude magic bullets from earlier. Intoxicated by the sensation of overwhelming power, Bianca spread her arms wide with a crazed smile.

"Yes! Yes! This magic! This feeling! I've won this time! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die!"

Bianca screamed hysterically, certain of her victory. She was completely intoxicated by the temporary sense of omnipotence given by the rampaging magic.

Aria, who had somehow "cleaned up" Bianca's subordinates, was now leaning against a tree watching the scene.

*Oh my, what an idiot.*

She clicked her tongue inwardly.

Magic rampage. A forbidden technique that sacrifices emotions to temporarily boost output.

One could momentarily gain threatening power. But the price was severe.

Aria had witnessed its aftermath countless times in the Empire. A technique forcibly injected into talentless test subjects or mercenaries who had hit their limits.

Of course, the immediate magical increase was evident, as the storm of green magic Bianca was emitting was certainly formidable.

But...

Aria didn't consider even a 1% chance that Lucia would lose.

This wasn't about technique overcoming power.

It was simply that...

Lucia's magical capacity was far greater.

With superiority in both technique and power, there was no room for variables.

As if to prove this, Lucia finally moved.

She merely sighed lightly as if bored and flicked her finger once.

At that moment, the storm of green magic swirling around Bianca stopped in mid-air as if time had frozen.

In the quiet stillness, dozens of green magic bullets suspended in the air all changed direction at once.

Like a loyal army deciding to serve a new master.

The green barrage formed an elegant spiral and returned toward Bianca, their original master.

"W-what?!"

The sight of her own magic returning to her with bared fangs.

Bianca tried to cut off the flow of magic in shock, but the control of the magic had already left her hands.

It was already too late.
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There was no time to dodge.

The dozens of green flashes that Bianca herself had fired now bared their fangs at their master.

Swoosh!

It wasn't an explosion.

Like insects burrowing into flesh, the mana bullets clung to Bianca's body with a revolting sound.

Her robe covering her shoulders reacted first.

Sizzle!

The silk rotted and collapsed, giving off the damp smell of cemetery soil.

Then her sides, thighs, arms.

Green contamination bloomed in sequence across Bianca's body.

Crack, crack!

The skin touched by the mana bullets lost its color and turned corpse-like, a sickly blue-green.

"...!"

She couldn't even scream.

Only the sound of air tearing through her throat escaped.

This was the "Touch of Decay" that Lucia had seized control of and returned to her.

Originally, it wasn't a spell meant to kill people.

But the result was more horrific than death.

Bianca's once luxurious hair crumbled lifelessly.

Her fair fingertips turned black, twisting like gnarled tree branches.

What coursed through her body wasn't excruciating pain.

It was the sensation of living decay, all her senses slowly rotting away.

Bianca's knees buckled helplessly.

She collapsed on the hill, curling up like an insect.

The noble young lady's appearance was nowhere to be seen.

In her place remained only some nameless thing, covered in expensive cloth scraps, rotting away.

"It... it hurts! It hurts!"

A sensation like acid dissolving the nerves throughout her body.

With her death cry, uncontrolled mana overflowed into the surroundings.

The once-green grass transformed into black ooze, and the solid earth decayed with a foul stench.

Bianca writhed like a worm at the center of this contamination.

Her eyes turned toward Lucia, the only intact being.

"Sa... save me..."

A desperate plea barely uttered.

She desperately stretched out her decaying fingers, but her hand only clutched at empty air.

It was meaningless now to even discuss victory or defeat.

Everything was over.

"Heya!"

Aria, who had approached unnoticed, looked down at the fallen Bianca.

"For someone you called a friend, you're pretty cruel."

"Who said she was my friend? Besides, injuries like that will heal quickly if we take her to Selena."

"The surface might. But the mana circuit that's completely fried from that mana overload—I doubt even that old Saintess could guarantee recovery."

"Mana overload? That?"

"I'm certain. I've seen the aftermath on battlefields more than once. That sudden explosion in her mana capacity—what did you think it was?"

"...I thought she'd improved."

The conversation between the two girls paused briefly.

At their feet, Bianca was still twitching slightly.

The stench of decay permeated the cold dawn air.

"So. How do we move her now?"

At that question, the two exchanged glances.

Aria firmly shook her head first.

"I don't want to."

"Me neither."

Lucia stepped back with disgust.

"I feel like my skin would rot just from touching her."

"Let's just contact someone and ask them to handle it."

"Good idea."

They reached a conclusion all too easily.


**


The news that Lucia and Aria had just brought was truly remarkable.

They had captured Bianca Lumenia, the second daughter of the Lumenia Duchy, while she was attempting to destroy our mercenary supplies.

It seemed to be an independent action, unrelated to her family's intentions.

My head throbbed after assessing the situation.

What on earth was she thinking, pulling such a stupid stunt?

"So, what are you going to do, Brother?" Lucia asked, studying my expression.

Her blue eyes held a subtle expectation.

A silent pressure to seize this opportunity for confrontation. Though difficult with just my forces, if I borrowed the power of Adelheit, who always viewed Lumenia as a thorn in their side...

It might be feasible.

But...

"I have no intention of attacking them for now. I already have enough headaches dealing with those Imperial Corps Commanders. I don't want to expand the front lines further."

The Lumenia Duchy was the Crown Prince's in-laws.

Though his image had been tarnished recently, he was still the Crown Prince. Attacking him now would be madness.

"Aren't you being too cautious?" Lucia's lips protruded in dissatisfaction.

I understood her feelings, of course.

But this wasn't a matter to handle emotionally.

"I'm not saying I'll forgive them. Instead of war, we'll start a business. Ransom. I plan to extract a proper price."

The fault lies with them.

Though I was intimidated by their background, they too were self-proclaimed royalists who had openly caused an incident against the king's wishes.

This wouldn't end with just a bit of money.

The corners of my mouth curled up slightly as I considered what would be most efficient to demand in exchange for this incident.

After sending Lucia away, I pondered briefly before rising from my seat.

I needed to check the hostage's condition myself. My steps naturally led to the temporary detention space behind the barracks.

The creaking door opened to air that stung my nose with a mixture of medicine and dust.

Looking at her now, the woman huddled in the corner appeared beautiful.

Not that my eyes were playing tricks on me.

Objectively speaking, her appearance was slightly above average.

But it didn't matter.

This woman was a golden goose who would earn me an enormous sum.

The horrific wounds where her skin had rotted away had disappeared without a trace.

The expensive potions poured in after Selena's treatment had paid off.

On the surface, she appeared perfectly recovered, the very image of a delicate noble lady.

However, inside was different.

The mana circuit shredded by the mana overload would be beyond repair even for a god.

For a mage, it was equivalent to a death sentence.

Sitting in a chair with my chin resting on my hand, I spoke.

"I haven't yet informed the Lumenia Duchy of your exact condition. I intend to receive appropriate compensation for the damages we've suffered."

No sooner had I finished speaking than the woman's head bowed so low it nearly touched the floor.

"Th-thank you! Thank you so much!"

Her voice cracked as if her throat was constricted.

Along with her desperate words of gratitude, her back trembled pitifully.

The fact that her family didn't know she had become a cripple incapable of using magic.

That must have felt like a lifeline to her.

Though she was considered less talented compared to her sister, she had still been regarded as promising in her own right.

They would gladly pay a hefty price, believing they would receive back a fully functional mage.

This seemed like it could be wrapped up appropriately.

Duke Lumenia valued appearances, so he would surely meet my demands, if only to quietly cover up his daughter's foolish actions.

But that...

Was just my own arrogant and naive thinking.

One day passed, then two, with no reply.

At first, I thought it was simply delayed due to their internal affairs.

Even so, this was a matter concerning the life of a direct blood relative of the ducal family.

By the second day, cracks began to form in my composed demeanor.

What did this silence mean?

And on the morning of the third day.

Sitting down for a meal, I realized everything had gone wrong.

"......"

Lucia's hand paused as she picked up the newspaper as usual.

Her gaze remained fixed on one page, unmoving.

She wasn't reading the newspaper with her typical indifferent expression.

"Lucia?"

"Brother, this..."

I took the newspaper she handed me.

Along with the smell of cheap ink, large print struck my vision.

[Bianca, Second Daughter of Lumenia Duchy, Dies Suddenly]

For a moment, it felt as if all brain function had ceased.

What was I reading?

The article was clear.

An official announcement from the duchy that Bianca von Lumenia had died last night from an unknown sudden illness.

The Imperial social circles were reportedly in great shock at the unexpected news.

And the last paragraph of the article poured ice water down my spine.

[...The duchy stated, "There may be someone impersonating our daughter," adding, "It's possible to disguise oneself as the deceased with certain magic, so please do not mistake anyone claiming to be her for the real person."]

I was dumbfounded.

This was a move I'd never even imagined.

After receiving my letter demanding ransom, this was their conclusion?

Instead of acknowledging their daughter's kidnapping and negotiating, they declared her dead.

They had eliminated the hostage's value with their own hands.

No, it didn't stop there.

Now the Bianca in our hands was no longer "the second daughter of the duchy."

She was merely "a fraud impersonating the second daughter of the duchy."

The golden goose had turned into rotten goose meat overnight.

"Ha..."

A hollow laugh escaped me without my realizing it.

That afternoon, while the shock from the newspaper had yet to fade, an unexpected visitor arrived.

"A guest?"

"Yes, someone from the Lumenia Duchy."

"Show them in."

On his chest was the distinct emblem of the Lumenia family.

A direct mage of the duchy.

With what face had they come to see me?

The man spoke with a warm smile, as if meeting an old friend.

"I've heard much about Young Lord Leon's reputation. They say you enjoy His Majesty's full favor. Our Lumenia family also pledges loyalty to His Majesty. In a way, we could be considered on the same side."

Such transparent words.

Despite my silence, the man maintained his unwavering smile.

Perhaps the newspaper announcement was all an act, and this was groundwork for secretly retrieving their daughter?

Just as I was entertaining such trivial thoughts, the man's words shattered my expectations.

"Recently, our family experienced an unfortunate incident. As you know, our second young lady... has passed away."

He even closed his eyes briefly and reopened them, as if genuinely saddened.

I was too stunned to speak.

"But you see, troubling rumors have reached us that someone impersonating our young lady is in your possession. This is a most unpleasant fraud that could leave a serious stain on our family's honor."

And then, in an exceedingly polite and courteous voice, he made a proposal I could never have imagined.

"Therefore, we wish to handle this impersonator directly with our own hands, to completely remove our family's concerns."

Ch.60 - Suddenly She Looks Beautiful
The opponent's behavior was clearly irrational.

I take a moment to organize my thoughts.

In my previous life, an "injury" was a disaster that could end a promising career.

But this world was different.

Even severed limbs could be perfectly restored with a single prayer at a temple.

Most injuries weren't obstacles that blocked one's future.

Of course, there were clear exceptions.

One of them was mana overload.

Restoring twisted mana circuits was dozens of times more difficult than regenerating severed arms or legs.

Especially for a pure mage rather than a knight, it was a death sentence worse than death itself.

And my opponent was...

Lumenia, the kingdom's premier magical family.

Those who had reigned at the pinnacle of magic for hundreds of years.

Such people couldn't possibly be ignorant about the dangers of mana overload.

In fact, they would know better than anyone.

This raises a question.

Throughout their long history, had there truly never been a case where a family member experienced mana overload?

If, just if...

They possessed a magical item or Noble Artifact that could monitor the condition of family members in real-time?

Something directly connected to their bloodline or mana that could detect their status even from afar?

The newspaper announcement.
The unexpected visit.
And... the proposal to "handle" their own blood relative personally.

Hmm.

They already knew everything.

That their daughter had become a "broken product" who could never use magic again.

From their perspective, I must look like a con artist trying to swindle them with this broken product.

But if that's the case, a new question arises.

If they simply considered me a fraud, why would they come personally to "handle" the situation?

It would be cleaner to just leave her to rot in our hands.

Lucia, who had been quietly listening to the conversation beside me, stepped forward.

"She's our prisoner. Whether she lives or dies is our decision. We might even torture her for useful information."

At her provocative statement, the man faintly furrowed his brow as if troubled.

Was he uncomfortable imagining his precious family's young lady being tortured?

No. That couldn't be it.

The man sighed lightly and pulled out a parchment scroll from inside his coat.

"As payment for 'allowing' us to personally dispose of that blasphemous impostor pretending to be our young lady, we offer these benefits."

The document he presented was filled with dense writing and a list of enormous compensations.

Gems that could be immediately exchanged, magical materials—all together worth well over a thousand gold coins.

The shock made my mind go blank.

This was a proposal that far exceeded common sense.

Not a ransom to save his daughter.

Money offered to ensure they could kill their own daughter with their own hands.

I turned my gaze to Lucia. She was far more knowledgeable than me about these complex noble intrigues.

Sure enough, she wore a relaxed smile like someone who had seen through everything.

She seemed to feel a kind of exhilaration.

"So the rumors were true. Those unsavory rumors that after 'that incident,' His Majesty became quite disappointed in the Crown Prince."

In that moment, the gentle mask fell from the man's face.

"Mind your words."

His voice carried a chilling killing intent that wasn't there before.

Ah, I see.

At this point, with the marriage to the Crown Prince just around the corner.

If the independent actions of the family's second daughter were to become known, it would shake not only the Lumenia family's reputation but their political standing as well.

Above all, they couldn't tolerate even the slightest harm coming to their future son-in-law, the Crown Prince, on whom they had staked everything as a family.

So they made their daughter a "dead person," cutting off all potential problems at the root.

"Well, it's not wrong, is it? The royal Bloodline Ability didn't manifest as expected, and on top of that, he recently caused trouble."

"But he is the only one who has awakened the royal Bloodline Ability, so there is no issue with the succession."

That was the official line.

Whether the Crown Prince had half-baked talents that fell short of expectations or caused minor incidents, he was the "only" option at present.

From the king's perspective, he was the one and only blood relative that couldn't be exchanged for anything.

Of course, like other noble families, there might be hidden blood relatives here and there, but the fact that they hadn't been revealed yet made their status obvious.

They were probably chaff who couldn't manifest the Bloodline Ability or even mana.

That's why I couldn't understand.

After hearing those words, why was Lucia still smiling?

What was she so confident about?

A few more words were exchanged afterward.

But in the end, everything just went in circles.

Lucia boldly stated her position while probing their weaknesses.

The Lumenia emissary didn't back down, using royal authority as his shield.

I silently watched their spear and shield clash.

And,

"......"

In the corner, a maid serving tea was trembling with a face that looked like she might pass out at any moment.

On the tray in her hands, the teacups clinked together with a delicate sound.

Clink, clink.

The only honest sound in this suffocating space.

In the end, it was the Lumenia emissary who stood up first.

"I shall take my leave for today."

His final greeting was neither an admission of defeat nor a claim of victory.

After he left, a heavy silence hung in the tent for a while.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"Hmm. What are you planning to do now?"

Lucia snickered at my question.

She picked up the now-cold teacup and took a leisurely sip.

"What do you mean, what? It's not us who are in a hurry, but them."

Her eyes turned toward the figure standing frozen in the corner of the tent.

Lucia's lips curved upward.

"Isn't that right, Miss Maid?"

The shoulders of the "maid," who had been occupying space like a transparent ghost until now, began to tremble faintly.

No.

She was no longer a maid.

Perhaps unable to withstand the emotional turmoil.

The veil of transformation magic that had faintly wrapped her facial contours dispersed like a mirage.

The appearance of an ordinary freckled girl disappeared, revealing the bare face of a pale Bianca Lumenia.

"Hic...!"

Finally, the suppressed crying burst forth.

The tray slipped weakly from her hands and fell to the floor.

Crash!

With a loud shattering sound, teacups and teapot scattered in all directions.

Bianca collapsed to the ground like the shattered porcelain.

"Waaahh...!"

Well, it made sense.

She had just witnessed her family offering a mere thousand gold coins as the price for her life.

And it wasn't even money to save her life.

It was a kind of assassination fee to ensure she was properly killed.

Her reaction was only natural, too natural.

I silently waited for her cries to subside.

Eventually, when the crying died down and only thin sobs remained.

I approached behind her hunched back, casting my shadow over her.

"Bianca Lumenia. I have a proposal for you."

I bent my knee to meet her at eye level.

Ash-gray eyes, empty with despair, turned toward me.

"Become my subordinate."

Her eyes widened slightly.

An expression of incomprehension.

I continued.

"Have you heard about my ability? I can discern people's talents."

"Talent discerner..."

"Yes. And you still have talents that I can use."

Of course, that was a blatant lie.

But what she needed now wasn't truth. It was a ray of hope, even if it was like grabbing a rotten rope.

"That broken body of yours, it's not like there's absolutely no way to fix it."

At those words, light appeared in her empty eyes for the first time.

Desperation.

Of course, it wasn't like there was absolutely no way.

But I had not the slightest intention of using something so precious on someone like her.

All of this was just a setup that Lucia and I had prepared in advance.

The duke's daughter abandoned by her family, having lost everything.

Sweet whispers to make her completely loyal to our side.

I didn't rush her.

Rather, I slowly withdrew my outstretched hand, giving her time to think.

"Think about it carefully."

Of course, she herself had little value left now.

A broken mage, a scandal-ridden outcast from her family.

A liability that could endanger us if handled carelessly.

But...

There was one.

One real reason why I wanted to take her in.

If she accepted my proposal and became my "subordinate"...

Through the status window in my dreams that only I could see, I would be able to examine everything about her in detail.

Her stats, characteristics, and... everything she had learned and mastered until now.

Among those would naturally be the arcane magic of Lumenia, the kingdom's premier magical family.

Knowledge they had exclusively monopolized for hundreds of years, never revealing even a single line to outsiders.

It was a treasure of incalculable value that couldn't be bought even with tens of thousands of gold coins.

I looked down at the woman sitting on the floor, breathing heavily.

The woman who had seemed like a liability until just now began to look different.

Perhaps she only appeared ugly because my standards had become too high, and aside from her freckles, she might be reasonably pretty?

Of course, that was nonsense.

Ch.61 - Battle Of Wills Between Strong Women
Three days had passed since then.

On the morning of the fourth day, Bianca Lumenia swore her loyalty to me.

That night, I lay in bed and quietly closed my eyes.

As my consciousness gradually sank, a familiar sensation enveloped my entire body.

All sounds and sensations of reality faded away, and I felt myself falling into an endless black space.

A sanctuary of my ability that only I could enter.

I reached out into the void, summoning the status windows of my subordinates before me with practiced ease.

First, Lucia.

[Lucia Adelheit] - Current Level: 6
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 49 → 54
Mana: 140 → 160 (★★★)
Magic Skill: 95 → 115 (★★★)
Defense Skill: 13 → 19

As expected, monstrous potential.

Next, Hassan.

[Hassan] - Current Level: 7
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 85 → 89
Mana: 92 → 104 (★★)
Magic Skill: 72 → 84 (★★)
Defense Skill: 24 → 28

Stable and excellent stats.

And then...

[Bianca Lumenia] - Current Level: 5
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 55 → 60
Mana: 80 → 90 (★)
(Currently at 70% reduction due to severe mana backflow. Current value: 24)
Magic Skill: 85 → 95 (★)
Defense Skill: 10 → 15

The potential sum of her mana and magic skill—the two most important attributes for a mage—couldn't even match Hassan's.

She didn't possess overwhelming firepower like Lucia, yet her defensive capabilities were just as pathetically low.

Of course, in this world, mages themselves were valuable personnel, so before she was broken, she might have been somewhat useful.

But now, she was nothing but damaged goods.

I closed her status window without mercy.

After all, these shallow numbers weren't what I was after.

My true purpose lay elsewhere.

I quietly commanded the void:

"Show me the list of learned spells."

At that moment, a new information window cascaded before my eyes in the black space.

Dozens of spell names filled the scroll.

Among basic spells like Fireball and Ice Arrow, certain names stood out.

[Lumenia-style Mana Control Technique]
[Arcane Magic: Touch of Decay]
[Family Secret: Prison of Jade]

The secrets that the Lumenia family, the kingdom's premier magical house, had monopolized for hundreds of years.

Their secret techniques, supposedly passed down only to direct bloodline members, were laid bare before my eyes as explicit information.

It wasn't just the names that were visible.

The structure of the spells, the intonation of incantations, the sequence of enchantments, and even the optimized mana flow.

Like well-drawn blueprints, all their secrets were contained within.

Normally, extracting these spells through interrogation would be impossible. They would have surely employed some trick to prevent others from speaking about them.

But this way...

I slowly curled up the corners of my mouth.

One thousand gold coins?

Don't make me laugh.

The value of this information was worth no less than the entire tangible assets of the Lumenia family.

In this deal, I had won.

And by a huge margin.

But what I gained wasn't just that.

At the next Corps Commander meeting held a few days later.

There, I could confirm another result brought about by my choice.

Last time, I came alone due to various reasons. But today, not only Lucia but also Aria, Belisa, and twenty others followed behind me.

As I opened the heavy door and entered the meeting room, all eyes turned to me.

Duke Tormaniu, who had openly shown hostility last time, deliberately avoided my gaze.

His anxious gaze was directed at the empty throne, the king's seat.

Eventually, the door opened again, and everyone stood up.

Levantorio II.

The sole sun of the Luden Kingdom entered the meeting room with an indifferent expression.

It seemed the various issues related to the prince had been settled for now.

He still exuded a dignified charm of middle age, but he looked much worse than before.

As the king took his seat, the meeting began in suffocating silence.

Reports and discussions went back and forth, and finally, when it was my turn.

The king's gaze fell on me for the first time.

I calmly reported on recent achievements and future plans.

I didn't mention a single word about the friction with the Lumenia family.

When my report ended, the king looked at me for a moment, then spoke softly.

"I see. Corps Commander Leon, I understand. I will assign two knight orders and one magic battalion to you, so do not disappoint my expectations."

"I will follow your command, Your Majesty!"

I rose from my seat and knelt without a moment's hesitation.

I could feel the other corps commanders stirring around me.

I was equally surprised.

The confrontation with the Lumenia family, who were the king's closest allies and in-laws.

Because of that, I had prepared for the worst-case scenario of falling out of his favor.

But the result was the opposite.

With a satisfied smile, I looked around at the other corps commanders seated nearby.

In particular, my gaze turned to Duke Tormaniu, whose fidgeting was quite a spectacle.

He was sweating profusely, trying his best not to make eye contact with me.

No, it wasn't exactly me.

The object his gaze fearfully avoided was the silver-haired girl standing quietly behind me. Aria.

Even though she was merely staring into space with an indifferent expression, Duke Tormaniu was trembling like a frog before a viper.

It couldn't be simply because she was my subordinate.

When the meeting paused briefly, I washed my hands in the bathroom.

Hassan, who had accompanied me as an attendant, quietly spoke while looking at me through the mirror.

"The rumors have already spread throughout the Royal Capital. Rumors that Lady Aria is a 'Sword Master.'"

"Weren't such rumors around before?"

"They were, but this time it's different. The Lumenia family tried to quietly cover up Bianca's incident in their own way. But... they couldn't prevent it from reaching His Majesty's ears."

"So His Majesty personally ordered a secret investigation, and the truth was revealed in the process?"

"Yes. The fact that the one who subdued Bianca Lumenia wasn't an ordinary skilled knight. The report apparently recorded it as 'an unknown master with sword aura beyond the realm.'"

So that was it.

Aria's skills, which had only been floating around as rumors, had been confirmed as 'fact' through an official secret investigation by the royal family.

I washed my face with cold water.

No wonder.

Duke Tormaniu, who would have tried to pick a fight with me even in front of the king during the last meeting.

That was why he had become as silent as a mute who had eaten honey.

Duke Tormaniu's cowardly appearance represented the inner thoughts of most gathered in this meeting room.

But not everyone was like that.

Far from being overwhelmed by the weight of a Sword Master's existence, there was someone who sent an overt gaze as if trying to confirm its reality.

Her short blonde hair shone vividly in the light.

Unlike other corps commanders who wore armor or elaborate uniforms, she was dressed in a simple officer's uniform that prioritized mobility.

Nevertheless, the pressure emanating from her body was second to none.

She rested her chin on her hand, wearing a smile that suggested interest.

And that gaze was directed at only one place, neither the king nor me.

It was aimed at Aria, standing behind me.

It wasn't fear or wariness.

Pure fighting spirit that only a strong person who meets another strong person could show.

And Aria, receiving that gaze, still didn't move a muscle.

Did Aria know that her indifference would provoke the other even more?

As soon as the meeting ended, the 1st and 2nd Corps Commanders left the meeting room as if fleeing, as though they had made an appointment.

His Majesty the King approached me and gently patted my shoulder.

"Deployment is in a week. Don't try to change too many things at once."

"Understood."

I bowed my head in respect.

After the king and his attendants had all left, only the 3rd and 4th Corps remained in the once-crowded meeting room.

As I raised my head, my half-sister, Eleonora, was striding toward me.

She passed by me and stood directly in front of Aria.

The two were similar in height, but their auras were completely opposite.

Eleonora, golden like a blazing flame, and Aria, silver like still ice.

Eleonora spoke first, her voice as cold as ice.

"So you're the one? That experiment who nearly killed my brother and fled from the Empire."

Where on earth did she get that information?

Well, with the Adelheit family's intelligence network, knowing that wouldn't have been particularly difficult.

Despite Eleonora's words filled with killing intent, Aria neither confirmed nor denied.

She just stared at her opponent with doll-like, emotionless eyes.

Perhaps that silence grated on Eleonora's nerves.

A smile like honey laced with poison spread across her lips.

"Impressive at such a young age. Well, I've heard that the Empire's experiments gain tremendous talent in exchange for losing something else. Like being incapable as a woman?"

That was something I had deliberately avoided saying after seeing her condition.

At those words, for the first time, a change appeared in Aria's expression.

Her silver eyebrows, which hadn't moved at all, twitched ever so slightly.

And her lips parted.

Her voice was still cold, but there was a sharp blade hidden within it.

"Wouldn't I still be better off than those who will never see beyond the Sword Master level in their lifetime?"

Ch.62 - I Will Make You King
Our Aria has really improved her command of the kingdom's language.

And specifically in ways that cut right to the core of a person.

What she said to Eleonora essentially meant:

"Become a eunuch and a Sword Master."
versus
"Remain whole, but rot in the same position forever."

If a noble from another family had heard such words, they might have been quite troubled.

But her opponent was an Adelheit.

Becoming a eunuch?
Becoming barren?

Such trivial concerns.

If cutting off their own genitals would increase their chances of becoming a Sword Master by even 10%, people from my family, the Adelheits, would line up laughing as they carved themselves.

To such people, the question of "womanly functions" versus "growth as a swordsman" wasn't even worth considering.

That's why the recent argument was clearly Aria's victory.

This wasn't a simple decision on points.

It was a perfect knockout, exploiting the opponent's own values to back her into a corner she couldn't escape.

"My, are you angry? How cute. But it was my brother who forcibly broke through to the next level, not me. Isn't it a bit cowardly to say such things to me?"

Eleonora tried to maintain her composure, but I didn't miss how her hands trembled.

"I'm not venting. I'm simply stating facts. You too seem unable to reach my level through normal means. Am I wrong?"

With those words, a chilling silence fell between the two.

No more words were exchanged.

But their gazes clashed in the empty air more fiercely than any blade.

One burned as if to incinerate everything, while the other was cold enough to freeze the entire world.

Eleonora's purpose was actually obvious.

She wanted only one thing.

A real battle against a true Sword Master.

That was the most primal method for those at the pinnacle of swordsmanship to struggle toward the next level.

She didn't have much time left.

The Adelheit family has one cruel tradition passed down through generations.

If a family member who reaches the highest level of Sword Expert fails to become a Sword Master by their own power by age forty, the family performs a special "procedure."

This is a secret body modification technique unique to the Adelheit family, different from the Augmented Human procedures performed in the Chrono Empire.

Those who undergo this procedure immediately gain the power of a Sword Master.

But in exchange, they are shackled, unable to advance beyond that level for the rest of their lives.

And naturally, throughout the long history of the Adelheits, almost no one had become a Sword Master through their own power.

Eleonora was the first to break the tense standoff.

Her shoulders trembled slightly, and in the next moment, she vanished from my sight.

An explosive movement.

She kicked off the floor of the conference room and dove toward Aria at a speed almost impossible for human eyes to follow.

With a sharp metallic sound, the sword drawn from her waist became a streak of golden light.

But Aria didn't draw her sword. Rather, she didn't even move, as if there was no need.

She simply raised her left hand lightly, as if taking a breath. Just as the golden flash was about to touch her fingers—

Clang!

A sound like space being torn apart.

Aria casually caught the tip of Eleonora's ferociously advancing sword with just two fingers.

In that moment, Eleonora's eyes filled with shock. She immediately withdrew her sword and delivered a sharp horizontal slash aimed at the neck.

But that attack too was blocked by Aria's casually extended right palm, deflecting harmlessly away.

Every attack shattered meaninglessly, as if hitting a massive steel wall.

As all her attacks were blocked like a child's play, Eleonora's face twisted with rage and shame.

"Kugh...!"

With a beast-like groan, she gathered all her remaining strength and raised her sword high above her head.

Her sword blazed with a golden aura like the sun.

A final strike. But this time, Aria didn't block.

She quietly raised her right hand and met the descending blade with a hand-edge infused with pure silver-white sword aura.

CRASH!

With an ear-splitting sound, Eleonora's lifelong companion, her famous sword, shattered like a wine glass.

Dozens of steel fragments scattered across the floor.

**

I watched the two women before me with bated breath.

On one side was Eleonora.

The woman who had turned my childhood into a living hell.

Her arrogance, that gaze that looked at others like insects, her cruel way of speaking that rubbed salt in wounds.

Everything was exactly as I remembered.

And on the other side was Aria.

Aria deflected all of Eleonora's attacks as casually as swatting away annoying flies.

The more desperately Eleonora swung her sword, the more she was pushed back.

While this was natural given the difference in their levels, I was still thinking how easily she did it with bare hands when—

CRASH!

Eleonora's sword shattered like glass.

A chillingly sweet thrill ran through my body.

An exhilarating pleasure climbing up my spine.

That arrogant woman who always looked down on me and trampled everything I had now stood there with a dumbfounded expression.

Pathetically.

Utterly miserably.

I slowly raised the corners of my mouth.

Never in my life had I experienced such a satisfying moment.

My smile...

My smile... couldn't be hidden.

Ah... our eyes met.

But so what?

You're the loser here.

"...You just overwhelmed me with the sheer amount of mana," said the loser.

And our silver knight mercilessly cut down even that pitiful pride.

"Yes. And you have no mana."

Of course, Eleonora is a genius.

Strength, reflexes, speed. All physical talents necessary for a swordsman—she's in the top 0.1% among knights.

Add to that the massive support from the great Adelheit family, and she had the perfect environment.

It was exactly the same for me and her "big brother."

He too, despite receiving all the family's expectations, ultimately couldn't overcome the Master barrier on his own and underwent the "procedure."

This is the curse placed on the Adelheit bloodline.

A cruel game of chance passed down through generations.

Either born with an overwhelming body and average mana with high probability.

Or with a below-average body and overwhelming mana with very low probability.

Her overwhelming physical abilities.

And my overwhelming mana reserves.

Neither alone was enough to reach the level of "Sword Master."

Half-talents where body and mana couldn't harmonize.

That was the Adelheit curse.

If only it had been the opposite.

If the Adelheit bloodline more frequently manifested overwhelming mana instead of overwhelming physical prowess.

Our family would have been recorded in history not as a house of swords, but as the continent's premier family of mages.

Since in that field, magical power and talent for handling it are all one needs to succeed.

Had that been the case, we would never have seen the likes of Lumenia daring to raise their heads and claim to be Luden's premier magical house.

But unfortunately, God didn't grant such mercy to the Adelheits.

Those blessed with mana like me were mutations that appeared maybe once every two generations.

Even surviving wasn't easy.

Our bodies were too fragile to handle such powerful mana.

In childhood, even a mild cold could become life-threatening.

Throughout the long history of the Adelheits, only three "mana specialists" including myself had safely passed the age of fifteen.

I stopped thinking and returned to the reality before me.

In front of me stood my half-sister, now without even her sword.

She was the possessor of the "perfect body" that our family boasted of.

The woman who looked down on me like an insect in childhood, despising me as the family's shame.

But now she just stood there blankly, her sword—which had been everything to her—shattered.

In that moment, a realization flashed through my mind.

The defective ones weren't me, but them.

Incomplete beings who couldn't surpass their own limitations and had to rely on the family's "procedure."

I didn't pity them.

I only despised them.

I am no longer the oddity with a weak body and abundant mana.

While they need both sword and mana to be perfect, I am a mage.

Mana. With overwhelming mana alone, I am perfect.

With this change in perspective, all the pain, anger, and satisfaction I had experienced until now felt like a long rite of passage leading to this one truth.

As a child, I often imagined.

That I wasn't really a child of this family.

That I was switched at birth, or perhaps inherited blood from some other great magical family.

Otherwise, how could a child with powerful mana and a fragile body like me be born into the Adelheit family, famous for swordsmanship?

As I grew, that fantasy became a plausible hypothesis.

There were rumors that the royal family sometimes secretly had children with distant relatives of powerful families, and if the child's talents were ambiguous, they would be incorporated into the direct line of that family.

Perhaps I too was the product of such a secret?

It was the only hope that could explain my reason for existing.

I delved into the Adelheit family tree and bloodline factors for years to prove this hypothesis.

Well, the results were cruel. Sadly, my blood was indeed 100% pure Adelheit.

But because of that, I encountered a truth I never expected.

Not my secret, but someone else's.

After learning that secret, I made a decision.

I would make him...

A king.
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The troops gathered by my lord numbered nearly two thousand.

The knights bestowed by the king stood at the vanguard of the march, their banners fluttering as brilliantly as their gleaming armor.

Behind them marched the mage battalion, followed by an incongruous group—Saintess Selena of the Church of True Beauty and her attendants.

Knights, mages, and even priests—a proper military force. This massive army now belonged entirely to him.

My position was at the head of the knights.
I was riding a horse after quite some time.

I'd been given several horses, dedicated equipment, and even a Squire to polish my armor and prepare my meals.

Those young ones, as well as the knights I encountered, bowed and addressed me as "Lady Aria."

That wasn't the only change.

"Aria! Let's have lunch together!"

These past few days, Lucia's attitude had been subtle. Though our relationship hadn't been hostile before, there was definitely an invisible wall and sharp wariness between us.

At some point, that solid boundary had dulled, replaced by an incomprehensible kindness.

It didn't take long to figure out why. The calculation was simple.

She had realized it—that I had an "Augmented Body." That I was a machine who had lost her function as a woman and couldn't bear children.

This kindness was a declaration that she no longer considered me a competitor. Sympathy, or perhaps relief.

Well, it doesn't matter.

I had sorted out my feelings about that long ago, very long ago.

But that raised a new question.

If I couldn't be my lord's woman, what about her?

My lord's half-sister. Siblings with shared blood.

Is this Luden Kingdom a mad country that permits incest? Or is she alone mad?

Chewing the bread handed to me, I quietly studied Lucia's profile.

She seemed lost in deep thought, her gaze fixed on something distant.

I couldn't easily determine whether her mind was filled with pure sibling affection for my lord or a twisted madness that sought to devour even her own blood.

"Why are you suddenly staring at me like that?"

Sensing my gaze, Lucia turned her head and asked.

I reflexively averted my eyes.

*The incestuous desires in your head are interesting.*

That was something I couldn't possibly say out loud.

Well, regardless, she was my lord's sister and the staff officer of our corps.

It was better to get along with her.

Avoiding unnecessary friction was the wise choice.

I shrugged as if nothing was wrong.

"No reason. Your bread just looked delicious."

"You're eating the same bread."

I knew my excuse was awkward.

I needed to change the subject.

"Is the orc unit that set up camp on the Imperial army's side still intact?"

"Yes, they're still going strong. It's a unit with an Orc Warlord, after all. My brother said this orc uprising won't end easily."

"I've never fought an Orc Warlord either."

"Hmm... wouldn't a Sword Master win against an Orc Warlord?"

"Well, if you're using me as the standard. But for someone who hasn't broken through their own wall, it would be a good match."

After exchanging a few more words about the war...

Suddenly, something unusual caught my attention in the distance.

To others, it might have just been a heat haze on the horizon.

But with my enhanced vision, I could see something much clearer.

Pieces of cloth fluttering in the wind.

Flags.

Two flags.

One with a black dragon on a red background—the emblem of the Chrono Empire that I hated and had fled from.

And the other with a white lion on a blue background.

The flag of the Luden Kingdom where I now served.

I immediately reported to my lord.

"My Lord! Engagement ahead."

Startled by my shout, Lucia hurriedly cast a spell. Blue mana swirled in her blue eyes.

"My goodness... our troops are surrounded! But what are the enemies thinking... to form an encirclement with those numbers..."

Lucia's voice was filled with bewilderment.

And for good reason.

The numerical difference was meaningless—the Imperial forces were only about 1.2 times greater.

For an ordinary army, attempting an encirclement with such a small advantage would be suicidal.

But the opponent was no ordinary army.

The Chrono Empire.

Having once eaten their bread and served them—and at quite a high rank—I knew their battle tactics painfully well.

If you have enough elite soldiers, encircle even when forces are equal.

Other countries' commanders would call it madness and click their tongues.

But the Empire's commanders succeeded at this madness routinely.

I had done so myself.

The one asymmetric force that made it possible:

Augmented Humans.

Beings like "me."

People who could break a knight's sword with a body devoid of mana, who could climb castle walls with bare hands.

They too could become Sword Experts and Masters, and though the difference narrowed at higher levels, they were still stronger than their non-augmented counterparts.

Of course, there was no way a Sword Master-level specimen would be here.

The Empire wasn't idle enough to waste such a valuable piece in this backwater. The Empire's diplomatic relations were either "highly hostile" or "slightly hostile," and by Imperial standards, Luden was a peripheral country that was only slightly hostile.

Nevertheless, our allies within that encirclement were already dead men.

It was only a matter of time.

**

Damn it. I didn't expect to clash with the Imperial bastards so soon. It was much earlier than anticipated.

"We must save them! They're surrounded!"

Cries erupted from all directions.

Gripping the reins, I shouted firmly but quietly enough for everyone to hear:

"Don't act rashly!"

In an instant, the buzzing air fell silent.

Of course, I knew too.

How strong the Chrono Empire, the owner of that flag, was.

How threatening their prized weapon, the "Augmented Humans," could be.

After all, wasn't I making good use of Aria myself?

But despite that, I was confident.

Thirty elite knight-level forces. It was like having the core strength of a major noble house at my disposal.

Of course, the ten mercenary veterans—well, it would be embarrassing to say I had carefully selected them.

What insane captain would carefully select when an Expert-level fighter applies as a mercenary?

I had simply bowed inwardly with a "Thank you!" and welcomed them.

But the twenty knights given by the king were different.

They were special. The king had thrown me a list of a hundred candidates and given me the authority to choose twenty.

To be honest, after confirming their abilities, I doubted my own eyes. It almost made non-existent loyalty sprout within me.

Not a single one lacked ability. Rather, they were so uniformly excellent that there might not even be a chance to use their skills.

Of course, I could have picked the ones with the highest potential. But I refrained.

These were His Majesty's troops anyway. They would return to the capital after the war.

Considering their future value would be incredibly foolish.

What I needed was just one thing.

Immediate combat effectiveness.

Among the two thousand troops, only a few had horses.

Thirty Experts. And sixty Squires and attendants following them.

Including myself, roughly a hundred.

This was the only cavalry force in my corps.

The rest were just foot soldiers.

Of course, I could have forcibly increased the proportion of cavalry by pouring in money, but I deliberately didn't.

I drew my sword and pointed it forward.

"Charge!"

A hundred hooves struck the ground simultaneously.

A massive dust cloud rose like a whirlwind, announcing our presence on the battlefield.

The Imperial forces tightening the encirclement finally noticed our movement.

By the time my enhanced vision caught their faces, they too had discovered us and began to stir.

Our sudden intrusion.

Tiny cracks were forming in their formation.

There was a reason I operated with exactly about a hundred cavalry.

The same went for giving precious horses even to novice squires.

The Experts charging forward each held a sword or spear.

But on the backs of the squires following them hung massive bows as tall as a person.

Those youngsters weren't archers. They were merely living "bow carriers."

It's nearly impossible for cavalry to fight while carrying both a sword and a bow.

Not just because of the weight, but because it's incredibly cumbersome.

But with this method, things were different.

Racing like the wind, I shouted behind me:

"Hand me the bow!"

My shout was the signal.

All thirty Experts simultaneously reached back toward their squires.

Canna, once a girl who stole watermelons from the market, now my rather decent squire, handed me the bow from her back without a moment's hesitation.

The bow Canna handed me looked different from any other bow in this world.

First, the material was unique.

Not wood. It was made from a Minotaur's horn.

But up to this point, while uncommon, it wasn't something that didn't exist in this world.

Minotaur horn was quite a popular bow material, provided one had the strength to draw it.

But mine was special.

Strange pulleys were attached to both ends of the bow, and multiple strands of steel cable crisscrossed the bow limbs in a complex pattern.

More a precisely constructed mechanical device than a bow.

After the great war with the orcs, I had Lucia and Hassan design and create it for me.

Of course, while not using precious materials like my personal bow or being as intricate, all thirty bows held by the knights shared the same basic structure.

My true secret weapon that would overturn the battlefield's common sense.

This was...

A Compound Bow.
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The mechanical engineering of this world is still in its infancy.

A mechanical device made of miniature pulleys and reinforced strings? Such a thing couldn't possibly exist.

Even in my past life's history, the compound bow wasn't invented until after firearms had already dominated the battlefield.

But this place had something convenient that didn't exist in my previous life.

Magic.

I racked my brain for memories from my past life and drew up a basic design.

I squeezed everything I could out of Hassan and Lucia, and even forced little Bianca to help.

Not engineering mechanics, but magical mechanics.

We also had monster byproducts as materials. For the strings, we used quite expensive materials.

Of course, I couldn't expect the same level of perfection as in my past life.

So I compromised.

The result was stiff and heavy—something that would put any decent merchant to shame.

It was the product of sacrificing ease of use for power and durability.

But who were the people following me now?

All of them were Sword Experts who had surpassed human limitations.

As I drew the bowstring while riding a galloping horse, the complex pulley mechanism slid into action.

The arrow's speed?

Doubled.

The deep, heavy vibration from the minotaur horn traveled up my wrist.

One of the Imperial soldiers looked up. His eyes, visible through the gaps in his armor, tracked my arrow.

But it was too late.

Thunk.

It pierced his armor, then his flesh, then his bone.

My first shot was just the beginning.

In this world, at least in the Luden Kingdom and Chrono Empire, arrows were underappreciated.

This was terrible news for me, as my talent lay more in ranged combat than close quarters.

But thanks to that, I was able to recruit Sword Experts with exceptional ranged abilities.

[Dulkan] - Current Level: 7
Current → Max Level (Lv.11) Projection
Health: 66 → 94 (★)
Mana: 72 → 80 (★)
Attack Skill: 72 → 80 (★)
Ranged Attack Skill: 83 → 95 (★★)
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A knight whose close combat abilities weren't bad, but whose talent lay more in ranged combat.

Yet he had reached the level of Sword Expert without even knowing he had talent with a bow.

People like him became quite useful with just basic training, and all of them were now armed with weapons that didn't exist in this world.

"Fire!"

Aria, now accustomed to the bow, shot first, followed by dozens of bowstrings releasing simultaneously.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The consecutive vibrations of strings cut through the air.

Arrows crossed the sky. They pierced Imperial soldiers' armor, then their flesh, then their bones.

Even reasonably thick armor and the enhanced bodies of Augmented Humans were powerless against this speed.

One side of the encirclement collapsed instantly.

"Reload!"

Canna and the other squires handed over the next arrows.

The second volley flew.

**

I, Dulkan, am an elite knight of the Luden Kingdom.

Because of this, I was initially full of complaints about this assignment.

Of course, my loyalty to His Majesty remained unchanged. I just thought His Majesty had made a mistake.

The creation of the 4th Corps on the Chrono front.

The declaration of war.

I had no complaints about these things.

I too thought revenge against the Chrono Empire was necessary.

If they had been weakened by the Orc uprising, now was the time.

My only complaint was about one appointment:

4th Corps Commander: Leon Adelheit.

Of all people, an Adelheit.

Everyone with any sense knew that those blockheads were constantly looking for opportunities to weaken the royal authority.

His Majesty was giving power to the second son of such a family?

Creating a new corps for him, investing a fortune, and even allocating part of the royal knights?

What on earth was he thinking?

When I was shortlisted for the 4th Corps, I initially thought: pick someone else, not me.

But I was the one chosen.

Still, I followed orders silently. Because they were orders.

But when that Young Lord brought out a bow as some new weapon, I was dumbfounded.

Bows were weapons for those who couldn't become Sword Experts. No, weapons for those who couldn't use mana.

"What is this?"

I looked down at the object in my hand. It was too bizarre to be called a bow. It looked more like a machine.

"I'll demonstrate," said the Young Lord.

He drew that bizarre bow.

The pulleys rotated smoothly as the cable tightened. I expected it to be stiff, but it drew surprisingly smoothly.

Then he released.

Twang!

It wasn't the sound of a bowstring snapping back. It was a deeper, heavier vibration that cut through the air.

The arrow flew.

No, it was too fast to be called an arrow.

It pierced through a wooden shield set up in the distance. It didn't just pierce it—it shattered it.

"My goodness..."

I couldn't help but exclaim.

"Now it's your turn," the Young Lord ordered, and the knights one by one picked up their bows.

It was awkward at first. A bow in hands accustomed to swords and spears.

But after a few attempts, we got the feel for it. With an Expert's physical abilities, the weight was manageable.

And the power...

My arrow also penetrated the wooden shield. At this rate, depending on the distance, it could easily pierce thin plate armor or helmets.

"This would be quite useful until one reaches the Master level," I said.

This was perhaps my last bit of pride as a knight.

But the commander shook his head.

"When you reach the Master level, you can infuse the arrows with mana. Then it's a different story altogether."

He spoke as if he had seen such a Master before.

His father or brother perhaps?

It was a plausible story.

"From tomorrow, we'll train with these for about a week."

As he said, the training wasn't very long.

There wasn't much time before deployment.

But to be honest:

This... was fun.

It had a completely different feel from swords or spears. Drawing the bowstring, hearing the pulleys rotate, aiming at the target.

Twang!

The thrill of following the arrow's trajectory with your eyes.

And I had talent for it. I got used to it faster than my comrades, and my accuracy was higher.

And above all, the range.

On the last day of training, I succeeded in hitting a target a thousand paces away. Several times the range of any bow I'd known before.

"How did you invent such a bow?" I asked the commander one day.

"My sister invented it," he replied.

Ah, that mage.

A mage friend told me she was considered one of the most promising young mages in the kingdom.

A mage from the blockheaded Adelheit family. Imagine that.

Lucia Adelheit.

The one time I had a chance to speak with her, she said something different.

"This bow that the Chief of Staff invented is truly remarkable."

"No, my brother designed it all. I just... helped implement the mechanism," she replied.

I thought she was just being modest, but her expression seemed sincere.

"The commander designed it himself?"

"Yes. Everything from the pulley arrangement to the cable tension. We just built it."

Their stories contradicted each other.

Who really made this?

The commander? Or the chief of staff?

Actually, that might not matter much.

What matters is that I have this weapon in my hand now. And the time for its first real combat has come.

"Sir Dulkan!"

A squire handed me the bow he was holding. I felt its substantial weight.

Another squire handed me a specially crafted arrow.

It was thicker and longer than a regular arrow. The arrowhead looked sharper and heavier too.

It had been treated with special magic. The kind that increases penetration power. But in return, its weight had tripled.

It would be difficult to shoot with an ordinary bow.

But with this specially crafted bow and an Expert's strength...

I fully charged my arm with mana.

My muscles swelled and veins bulged. As I drew the bowstring, the pulleys rotated smoothly.

I aimed at one of the distant Imperial soldiers.

An infantryman wearing a helmet and holding a shield.

A distance that an ordinary bow couldn't reach.

I held my breath and aimed.

Then I released.

Twang!

A deep, heavy vibration traveled up my wrist.

The arrow cut through the air.

It hit the helmet precisely.

In normal circumstances, it might cause a head impact but no serious injury.

But my arrow pierced right through the helmet. It didn't completely penetrate the head, but it definitely lodged in the skull.

"Argh!"

Other people's arrows also hit their targets.

The hit rate was about 80 percent.

Even though we were Experts, the bow was a weapon we were handling for the first time, and we'd only trained for about a week, yet we achieved this accuracy.

This bow must truly be special.

And one knight, who seemed to be the commander's closest aide, was different from the others.

The bow she held was twice as large as everyone else's.

The minotaur horn was thicker, and the string wound around the pulley mechanism looked different from ours.

Even her drawing posture was different. Mana explosively erupted throughout her body.

Then she released.

BOOM!

A thunderous sound erupted.

It sounded like a ballista being fired rather than an arrow.

The air split, leaving a white trajectory.

It hit what appeared to be a mage wearing a robe in the distance.

No, "hit" is an understatement.

An explosion occurred where the mage had been standing. Dust and dirt shot up.

Wait, could that be an arrow infused with mana?

If so, could she possibly be... a Sword Master?

I thought that for a moment, then shook my head.

Surely not.

But that power just now was definitely...

"Reload!"

The commander's shout brought me back to my senses.

A squire handed me the next arrow.
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"As expected of the Compound Bow.

Its performance is definitely impressive.

It was something I'd been thinking about since facing those Orc warriors last time.

How to penetrate even an Orc warrior's thick armor with arrows.

Of course, the best solution would be to reach the Sword Master level and infuse arrows with mana.

Like Aria.

But that was far too distant a goal.

If I focus solely on sword training from now on, could I ever reach that level? It's difficult.

Even using the shortcut that Aria called 'garbage,' it would require tremendous effort and would be impossible within ten years.

In the end, after racking my not-so-brilliant brain, I created this specially crafted Compound Bow.

Seeing dozens of armored soldiers and knights fall at once fills me with immense satisfaction.

It's like showing the true terror of archery to those who think only swords or magic are supreme.

The Imperial troops at the front were in complete disarray.

Of course they would be—their comrades were falling one after another to arrows coming from nowhere.

Their plan to tighten the encirclement was completely shattered. Instead, they found themselves on the receiving end of a one-sided attack.

I wonder how it feels to be pummeled from beyond your attack range.

I pulled the reins to adjust my horse's direction.

"Prepare for second volley!"

I shouted.

The knights quickly nocked their next arrows. The squires were busily distributing arrows.

This is just the beginning.

We need to take down as many as possible before the Imperial troops recover from their confusion.

In the distance, someone who appeared to be an Imperial commander was shouting, trying to reorganize his soldiers.

He seemed to be ordering them to raise their shields.

I couldn't help but laugh.

Do they really think wooden shields can block these?

Beside me, Aria was drawing her large bow again. Mana explosively emanated from her entire body.

Her targets seemed to be the mages at the rear of the Imperial forces.

A smart choice. Mages would become troublesome if left alive.

"Fire!"

The second volley began.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The consecutive sounds of bowstrings filled the battlefield.

Thirty arrows cut through the sky once more.

The Imperial troops raised their shields, but it was useless.

The arrows pierced through shields, armor, and flesh.

Another dozen or so collapsed.

This time they were completely bewildered.

They must have realized that even shields couldn't protect them.


**


Count Bergen was one of the few pure humans in the Empire to hold the title of count.

The reason he received his title wasn't because he was useful or had accomplished something remarkable.

Well, perhaps it was an accomplishment of sorts. He was a traitor who had sold out his country, the Kingdom of Valen.

Still, a count was a count.

"What kind of bow is that?! That range is impossible!"

His hand holding the telescope trembled.

His subordinates were falling one by one to arrows fired from two or three hundred paces away.

An impossible distance for ordinary bows.

"Call the mages!"

He shouted.

Soon, three robed mages rushed over.

"Cast a barrier! Now!"

"Yes, Count!"

The mages began chanting. Blue mana spread through the air, forming a translucent barrier.

Bergen breathed a sigh of relief.

"Now we're safe."

A magic barrier could block most arrows. Even with a powerful bow, it would be difficult to penetrate a barrier created by three mages working together.

What to do next... he hadn't thought that far yet. But at least they were safe from immediate danger.

But then it happened.

Something fell from the sky.

It was an arrow. But unlike ordinary arrows.

It was infused with mana. A blue light emanated from the entire arrow.

"That's..."

The arrow struck the barrier.

BOOM!

An explosion occurred.

The barrier shattered into pieces, and the mages collapsed from mana backlash.

The blast reached Bergen as well.

Fragments embedded in his back. His armor tore, and blood flowed out.

"Argh!"

A scream erupted.

Everything around became chaotic. Dust rose from the explosion, and horses ran about in panic.

"Damn it! Priest! Priest!"

He shouted, but quickly realized.

There were hardly any priests cooperating with the cursed Chrono Empire.

Even fewer who could use healing magic.

"Damn it! Do something! Anything!"


**


After firing about four times like that.

That's how many I shot while commanding—the other knights must have fired more.

The enemy naturally sent troops in our direction.

About 200 of them. Judging by their appearance, they were all knights.

"Aria, are there any strong ones among them?"

As a Sword Master, she could tell just by looking.

"Not a single one. Almost all are low-level knights of Sword User rank. There are very few Sword Experts, and even they don't seem particularly skilled."

"Is that so?"

Of course, even at that level, it would be difficult to kill them with just bows.

More precisely, they would be easy targets if we shot from hiding, but it was different now that they knew we were firing arrows.

As knights, they would know to run in zigzags and could enhance their speed with mana.

How long would it take them to get within our range?

Roughly calculating, about 5 minutes?

We need to take down as many as possible in that time.

"Everyone, concentrated fire! Target the lead cavalry first!"

I shouted.

The knights all raised their bows.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The volley flew.

But this time was different.

The enemies began actively using shields. Not the flimsy wooden shields used by common soldiers, but properly made steel shields.

Still, about a quarter of them were hit.

The front group collapsed, but more kept coming from behind.

"Reload!"

The distance was steadily decreasing.

But what did that matter?

When they got close enough, I tossed my bow to Canna, my squire.

"Ugh!"

Canna hurriedly caught it. She seemed startled by the sudden throw of the heavy bow.

"Bring the spears!"

"Yes, Captain! I mean, Commander!"

The others did the same.

All thirty knights simultaneously put down their bows and drew their spears.

The squires were busily providing weapons.

The transition from bows to spears happened in an instant.

Again, all 30 of these knights were Sword Experts.

With a Sword Master among them, they were an elite force.

Even in a head-on collision, there was no chance of losing to such a ragtag group.

It might even be easier.

Bows were unfamiliar weapons after all.

Spears were different. They were weapons we'd used all our lives.

"Everyone, prepare to charge!"

I shouted.

The knights formed up. They transformed into a spear cavalry formation.

The Imperial troops approached to within 200 paces.

They too were charging with spears at the ready.

It became a situation of mutual charge.

But the difference in class was stark.

The gap between Sword Experts and Sword Users was like heaven and earth.

The amount of mana was incomparable, and the level of physical enhancement was completely different.

Above all...

The level of Sword Aura was different.

"Charge!"

I spurred my horse.

The horse leaped forward.

Behind me, the sound of thirty sets of hooves thundered like lightning.

The two armies collided.

Great, my sword will taste blood after a long time!

But that was just a thought.

Because Aria in front of me killed those rushing toward us too quickly with her spear.

The tip of her spear moved like lightning.

With each swing, one Imperial knight fell from his horse.

She handled the spear as masterfully as the sword.

Infusing Sword Aura into a spear was more difficult than with a sword, but she did it as naturally as if she'd used spears all her life.

Well, that's to be expected.

Sword, spear, axe.

A knight handles them all.

Even in the Adelheit family, known for their sword obsession, the curriculum always includes spears and axes.

Because each weapon has a different purpose.

And on flat ground, especially when mounted, there's no weapon like a spear.

Its reach allows you to attack before your opponent, and it can fully deliver the power of a cavalry charge.

Aria's spear pierced through another man.

The spear tip infused with Sword Aura penetrated the armor and passed through. As smoothly as cutting through butter.

The Imperial knight fell without even screaming.

When she pulled out her spear, blood flowed out.

By the way... if I were facing her, how long could I last?

Could I withstand three exchanges?

Or would I be cut down, sword and all, in a single exchange?

Even after several practice duels with her that dramatically improved my skills, I still couldn't be certain.

How could these men possibly withstand her?

While she instantly killed ten enemies with her spear, others began killing enemies on different fronts as well.

With 30 Sword Expert-level forces moving in unison, the Imperial troops were helpless.

Screams erupted everywhere.

All of them from the Imperial troops.

"They're all Sword Experts!"

One of the enemies shouted in the Imperial language.

Of course, not everyone was a Sword Expert.

Out of about 100 people, only about 30 were Sword Experts. The rest were their attendants or squires.

Though even they, being Sword Users, weren't necessarily weaker than the enemy.

But there was no reason to clarify that to them.

Those who had charged ahead were quickly dealt with.

The survivors began fleeing for their lives.

They must have sensed defeat.

It was a natural reaction. No matter how many they were, it was useless against a higher class.

Killing them became even easier.

"Bring back the bows!"

The squires quickly handed over the bows.

Shooting at fleeing enemies was much easier than facing them head-on.

If one focused all their attention on the arrow's trajectory, a mana user could dodge an arrow.

But how could they dodge arrows coming from behind?

They couldn't run away while looking backward.

I drew the bowstring.

I aimed at one of the fleeing knights.

Though mounted, he wasn't moving at proper speed, perhaps due to fear.

I released.

The arrow flew and penetrated his back.

The arrow that pierced through his armor came out through his chest.

He tumbled from his horse.

The other knights met the same fate.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The consecutive sounds of bowstrings were heard.

The fleeing Imperial troops fell one by one.

Men falling after being shot in the back.

Horses running alone without riders became a common sight everywhere."

Ch.66 - From Reversed Positions
When combining our forces with the surrounded allies, we had nearly twice the enemy's numbers.

The enemy was in complete disarray after their elite vanguard was annihilated so easily. The mage unit in their rear also seemed to have been eliminated by Aria.

Her bow accuracy might be lower than mine, but what did accuracy matter when she was essentially "bombing" them? Every arrow she fired caused an explosion.

Of course, even she couldn't continuously fire such mana-intensive attacks. But the enemy's morale had already plummeted. Some were even fleeing.

The signs were promising.

Our surrounded allies had also begun attempting a breakthrough. I could see the flag of the Luden Kingdom—a white lion on a blue background. They were trying to break through the imperial army's encirclement.

This was our opportunity.

I ordered the regular soldiers behind us to charge.

"All forces, charge!"

The two thousand troops waiting behind us began to move.

Encirclement is a double-edged sword, especially when surrounding larger numbers with relatively few troops.

The Art of War states that with ten times the enemy's forces, surround them; with five times, attack them; with twice their numbers, divide and attack them in sequence.

From the beginning, encircling an enemy of nearly equal strength wasn't a sound strategy.

Of course, they must have trusted in their strong soldiers, but ultimately it worked against them.

**

We had been waiting for death.

Less than half our soldiers could still stand. The rest were either wounded and lying down or already corpses.

After our commander fell with a fatal neck wound, it had been completely one-sided.

The imperial forces didn't rush. They knew time was on their side.

At this rate, we would be annihilated within days.

"Baron, something strange is happening over there."

I looked in the direction my adjutant was pointing. Imperial soldiers were murmuring and repeatedly looking behind them.

I raised a telescope to my one remaining eye.

In the distance, I could see a flag.

A white lion on a blue background. The flag of the Luden Kingdom.

"It's our allies! Our allies have come!"

Soldiers began to stand up. Even the wounded struggled to their feet.

Suddenly, something fell from the sky.

BOOM!

An explosion erupted behind the imperial forces. It was an arrow infused with mana.

Another explosion, this time near the imperial command.

Their formation began to completely fall apart.

This was our chance.

"Everyone, take up arms!"

Wounded soldiers painfully lifted their swords. Even those with limping legs grasped their spears.

We were already prepared to die. If so, we needed to take as many enemies with us as possible.

"If we join with those allies, we'll survive!" I shouted.

"Charge!"

**

The melee began. I finally drew my sword.

The reason I chose a sword rather than a spear was simple.

Spears consumed too much stamina.

Even with my body at Expert level, projecting sword aura through a spear was several times more difficult than through a sword.

Thousands upon thousands of troops finally clashed.

The sound of metal rang out from all directions. Screams and shouts filled the battlefield.

Now that we were properly engaged, I could finally taste the sensation of cutting through people.

An imperial soldier charged at me with a spear.

I dodged by turning sideways. The spear tip grazed my armor.

I swung my sword.

I cleanly severed his neck. Blood spurted like a fountain.

Another one rushed at me. A large man wielding an axe.

The imperial army had a much higher proportion of men compared to the Luden Kingdom forces.

While Luden had more men than women, the empire was almost exclusively male.

Female soldiers were rarely seen.

The axe came down. I blocked it with my sword.

CLANG!

The impact traveled through my arm.

He was quite strong.

Probably a mana user.

But that was all.

I countered with sword aura infused in my blade. A blue light gleamed along the edge.

I cut off his axe-wielding arm. The severed limb fell through the air.

"Argh!"

He retreated with a scream, but it was too late.

My sword tip pierced his chest.

There was a secret to their augmentation procedures. The success rate was higher for men in lower-grade augmentations and higher for women in upper-grade ones.

Since lower-grade augmentations were much more common, it made sense that over 90% of their forces were male.

Looking around, I saw the enemy in disarray.

It was as if their commander had been taken out.

A misconception, surely.

But something was definitely different.

They weren't organized.

Were our archers that frightening?

Perhaps a natural reaction after seeing their vanguard completely wiped out by our volley.

Another enemy charged at me. This one had a spear.

He was more cautious this time. He kept his distance and thrust.

But it was useless.

I projected a long sword aura. The blue energy traveled up his spear.

I cut off his wrist. The spear fell.

The battle was more one-sided than expected.

We had almost no casualties on our side. The enemies kept falling.

Their morale seemed completely broken.

As I cut them down, I wanted to say:

"You useless excuses for men!"

But I refrained. It could hurt the feelings of my imperial language and swordsmanship teacher right beside me.

"The enemy is retreating!" said Galen, my adjutant. His breathing was rough.

"No need to chase them! Have the archers fire and drive the enemy northwest!"

"Yes, sir!"

Galen bowed and ran to relay the orders.

I looked around.

Most of the bodies strewn about were imperial soldiers.

But even so, more than half of their forces were still alive and fleeing.

It wasn't a complete annihilation.

I threw my sword to Canna.

"Bow!"

"Yes, Commander!"

Canna quickly handed me the compound bow. I took the heavy bow and drew the string.

I aimed at a fleeing imperial cavalryman.

The arrow flew and pierced his back.

The same happened to other knights.

Enemies fell one after another.

"Aren't we going to pursue them?"

"No, that area belongs to the orcs. Scattered and fleeing like that, they'll have a hard time surviving."

If the imperial forces entered orc territory, another battle would break out.

Besides, fighting orcs right after this battle would be burdensome.

Now it was time to regroup our forces.

"Report the casualties."

I thought there would be almost no deaths, but that wasn't quite true.

"18 dead, 0 severely wounded, 3 lightly wounded, sir."

Strange numbers.

"More deaths than wounded? How did that happen?"

"Unfortunately, they encountered the enemy's Expert-level knights, sir."

"I see."

When ordinary soldiers faced Experts, it was either death or survival.

Surviving with wounds was actually more difficult.

"How shall we handle the funerals?"

"Cremate them here. We can't take the bodies back to their homeland."

"Understood."

Meanwhile, our formerly surrounded allies didn't look in good shape.

I didn't know the exact numbers, but it was clear that the wounded outnumbered the able-bodied soldiers.

Bandaged soldiers were visible everywhere.

A knight emerged from among them.

A female knight who appeared to be around Eleonora's age.

Her gait was different. Despite being wounded, her posture remained unwavering.

"Sword Expert, highest grade. Seems about Belisa's level," Aria whispered quietly.

"Hmm, I think I could beat her," Belisa muttered.

She too was covered in blood, but it wasn't her own.

"Are you the commander of this unit?" I asked.

"I am Baron Linden, the staff officer."

A knight as staff officer. That was common enough.

The role of staff officer was traditionally given to the second-in-command rather than someone who actually devised strategies.

"You seem badly injured."

He was indeed wounded.

He had bandages wrapped tightly around one eye. It seemed he had lost it.

In my previous life without divine power, this would have been an injury that would have left him one-eyed for life.

But things were different here.

"It would be best if you received treatment from our priest order."

"You have a priest order?" Hope mixed into Baron Linden's voice.

"Of course."

We had Selena. With her Saintess-level healing abilities, restoring an eye would be no problem.

"Really? Which order?"

"The Church of True Beauty."

"The Church of True Beauty?"

He seemed to have prejudices about the Church of True Beauty. It was an understandable reaction.

Many people were wary of them because of their mind-reading abilities.

"It won't affect the treatment. Don't worry."

"Ah, no, that's not it... It's not me but our commander who needs urgent attention."

"Your commander?"

"Please come quickly."

Following the female knight's guidance, I arrived with Selena at a place where a man was fighting for his life.

He looked terrible at first glance.

His neck was tightly wrapped in bandages, and his complexion was beyond pale, almost transparent.

When the bandages were removed, about a quarter of his neck was severed.

Even that was apparently worse before—a priest with depleted divine power had barely managed to reattach it.

It would have been better if it were an arm or leg. This was halfway to being a corpse.

"This is serious. If he weren't a top-grade Sword Expert, he would already be dead."

That was true. With such severe injuries, an ordinary person would have long since died.

He was barely clinging to life with the vitality unique to Sword Experts.

By the way, that middle-aged knight was...

Count Tormaniu.

The First Corps Commander who had enjoyed giving me a hard time during the council meeting.

Ch.67 - Half-Severed Neck
That man... it was obvious he would die at this rate.

There was a limit to how much I could keep his neck attached with divine power.

But...

Was it right to save this bastard?

Count Tormaniu.

He was the one who kept picking fights with me during the meeting.

And now that same man was dying before me.

His face was beyond pale, almost transparent. His breathing had grown so faint it was barely audible.

Perhaps he noticed my hesitant gaze?

Baron Linden spoke up.

"Please save my uncle!"

So they were related.

She looked at me with her one remaining eye.

"It's true my uncle was disrespectful. But... he's devoted his entire life to the kingdom. He shouldn't die in a place like this."

Her pitiful eye wasn't the only one watching me.

Count Tormaniu's eyes were also fixed on me.

Though he couldn't speak, he was conscious and seemed to understand the situation.

Blood continued to seep from his severed neck. The wound I had barely sealed with divine power was slowly reopening.

Time was running out.

His life was essentially in my hands.

Selena was also looking at me. I couldn't read anything from her expression.

If I told her to heal him, she would. If I told her not to, she wouldn't.

...
...

In truth, the answer was already clear.

Letting someone of his caliber die because of personal grudges wouldn't be right.

I let out a deep sigh.

That's when I noticed the count's eyes trembling.

"I'll treat him."

"Yes, Young Lord."

Selena approached Tormaniu. She placed both hands over his neck.

White divine power flowed from her hands.

The severed neck began to heal gradually. The open wound slowly closed.

Baron Linden knelt down.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

Her voice trembled. Tears flowed from her one remaining eye.

Tormaniu's breathing began to stabilize.

Some color returned to his previously pale face.

Muscles reconnected, skin reformed. I could see even the blood vessels reconnecting one by one.

"My goodness... such healing power..."

Baron Linden murmured.

It seemed this was her first time witnessing a Saintess's abilities firsthand.

After a moment, Count Tormaniu's neck was completely healed.

There wasn't even a scar. It was so clean that one might doubt there had ever been a wound there.

Tormaniu carefully moved his neck.

He coughed once.

"Ahem."

His voice returned.

"Th-thank you, Young Lord Leon. No... Commander Leon."

His previous demeanor was nowhere to be seen.

He bowed his head submissively.

It was hard to believe this was the same prickly old man from the meeting.

"Don't mention it, Count."

"No, I truly thank you."

Tormaniu bowed his head again.

Come to think of it, he hadn't been that aggressive toward me since the incident with the Lumenia family.

"You should rest for now. Don't overexert yourself for a few days."

He wasn't completely recovered yet. The wound had healed with divine power, but his strength was another matter.

"I understand, Commander."

Tormaniu nodded.

I turned my gaze to Baron Linden.

The bandage wrapped tightly around one of her eyes caught my attention.

"Heal her eye too."


**


Inside a temporary tent.

Steam rose from a makeshift table.

Two rough metal cups contained a dark liquid.

It was coffee, a luxury to drink on the battlefield.

Count Tormaniu lifted a cup to his lips. Hot steam brushed against his face.

Sitting across from him, Linden carefully held her cup with both hands. Her restored eyes gazed at her reflection on the coffee's surface.

"We're fortunate Commander Leon put the greater cause before personal grudges."

Hearing his niece's words, Count Tormaniu touched his neck.

There wasn't a single scar where he had been healed, but the sensation was still a bit strange.

"Fortunate indeed. In many ways."

"In many ways?"

Linden tilted her head.

"Yes. His Majesty seems to be in a similar situation as me."

"Wh-what do you mean?"

"It seems the first card was a dud, but the second one is a winner."

"U-Uncle, that means..."

Count Tormaniu shook his head.

"When we're alone, you don't need to call me uncle."

"F-Father..."

Linden's voice grew quieter.

A world where there was no difference in ability between men and women.

A world where noble abilities were inherited through bloodlines.

But also a world with high infant mortality rates proportional to those powerful abilities.

It was a common story.

When a legitimate child was severely lacking, nobles would raise a successor disguised as a nephew or niece, hidden from the legitimate spouse's eyes.

"Keep this to yourself for now. I only found out recently myself."

Linden nodded.

"Are you saying His Majesty is in the same situation?"

"Yes. Though it's not certain yet, it's almost definitely the case."

Tormaniu touched his neck again.

"If I had known... I wouldn't have opposed him in the first place."

Linden closed her mouth.

A royal secret, one related to succession.

It wasn't something to be spoken of lightly.

"Anyway, we're rather fortunate. All we need to do now is cooperate with him and resolve our old grudges."

Tormaniu stood up.

"After all, there would have been no problem if the Corps Commander's surname was 'Sardelkia' instead of 'Adelheit'."


**


Three days had passed.

A dust-covered messenger entered the tent and bowed. He was one I had sent to the 2nd and 3rd Corps.

"So, how are the other corps doing?"

"Fortunately, there have been no significant engagements."

I nodded with relief. If other fronts had collapsed too, it would have been a headache.

"And the 3rd Corps Commander sends his regards to you, Commander."

I responded with a casual nod.

As the messenger withdrew, the shadow at the tent entrance lengthened as Belisa entered.

She was the head of the reconnaissance team and one of my few close aides.

"What movements are the Imperial forces showing?"

"They're barely moving at all. Doesn't seem like they're preparing for revenge either."

"Is that so?"

It was strange. To suffer such critical losses and not think of counterattacking.

"It's probably because of that."

Belisa pointed to the north of the map, beyond the Imperial forces' encampment.

"Orcs?"

"Yes. Orc hordes keep moving north of the Imperial camp. It's quite a large group, even visible to the naked eye."

Now I understood the situation. It made sense.

The Empire's true enemy wasn't us, but the Orcs.

To the Chrono Empire, the Luden Kingdom was just a "slightly annoying neighboring country."

Orcs were a different matter entirely. A calamity with whom dialogue was impossible. It was natural they would prioritize dealing with them among the various threats to their country.

But because our side had declared war again, demanding revenge, this front had turned into a strange three-way conflict.

"Then we'll have a stalemate for a while."

I muttered, and Belisa nodded.

"Seems like it. Even the Empire would find it burdensome to handle two fronts simultaneously."

After lunch, we held our first official meeting.

Today was officially the first meeting.

We had postponed it until now because Count Tormaniu's condition hadn't fully recovered.

Inside the tent were makeshift tables and chairs.

Several maps were spread out on the table, with Tormaniu and Linden sitting across from me.

Lucia and Aria were also present. Lucia as an advisor, and Aria as... well, what should I call her? Something like a captain of the royal guard?

Besides them, dozens of others participated in the meeting.

The tent was packed. Almost suffocatingly so.

This was the leadership of an army of about 4,000 men.

Naturally, the issue of command authority had to come up first.

I had been pondering how to secure command.

Officially, Tormaniu was the 1st Corps Commander and had far more experience. But in reality, I had saved him, and my troops were more elite.

It was a delicate situation.

If mishandled, it could lead to internal division.

But the issue was resolved in a way I never expected.

"I would like Commander Leon to take overall command."

"By overall command, you mean..."

"Exactly what it sounds like. The supreme commander of this joint force. I will serve as your deputy commander."

The meeting room buzzed with murmurs. It must have been unexpected.

The 1st Corps Commander handing over command to the 4th Corps Commander?

But Tormaniu's expression was serious.

"May I ask why?"

"How could I claim command when I owe you my life?"

The command issue I had been most concerned about was easily resolved.

Now it was time to ask other questions I was curious about.

"How did one of the capital's finest knights end up in such a state?"

In truth, whether he was truly among the finest in the capital was slightly ambiguous.

Someone of Tormaniu's caliber would be a top-tier Sword Expert. Not bad, but looking at the capital as a whole, there were quite a few stronger than him.

But out of courtesy, I phrased it that way.

It was proper to show this much respect to someone who had handed over command.

Tormaniu cleared his throat twice.

"Ahem, ahem."

He looked uncomfortable, as if finding it difficult to speak.

"There was a Sword Master on the enemy's side."

"What?"

Lucia and I spoke simultaneously.

It was an unexpected answer.

The tent fell silent for a moment. I could even hear someone swallowing.

Ch.68 - The Shadow Of The Past
To be honest, my first thought was that the old man might be lying.

Especially since Selena hadn't told me about it directly.

I understood the motivation, though.

For someone known to be somewhat accomplished among Sword Experts, it's less humiliating to lose to a Sword Master in a fierce battle than to be beaten to near-death by a fellow Expert.

Actually, in this case, his reputation might even improve. After all, he survived an encounter with a Sword Master.

So, he must be lying.

I scrutinized the old man's expression again. There was no subtle trembling around the eyes or nervously shifting pupils that typically accompany lies.

Well, well.

He was serious.

Meanwhile, the meeting hall had fallen silent as if someone had sprinkled water over it. Even the sound of wind outside the tent seemed to have stopped, as a heavy silence weighed on everyone's shoulders. No one dared to speak up.

It was because of the gravity that came with the existence of a Sword Master. Having such a monster in enemy territory completely changed the situation.

"Is that true?" Lucia asked with a doubtful voice.

Apparently, she had the same thought as me.

Count Tormaniu scratched his head. His expression was shadowed, as if something was difficult to explain.

"You seem to doubt me. Then let someone else testify."

At that moment, the heavy silence was cut by a clear, pure voice filled with iron-like determination.

"After seeing his memories, I can confirm that the person who injured him was indeed a Sword Master."

It was Selena.

The resolute voice of the Church of True Beauty's Saintess seemed to freeze even the dust particles in the tent.

Memory reading. Her unique ability.

She must have verified it several times while tending to the Count these past few days—whether what he saw in his memories was truly a Sword Master.

"The fact that you observed it multiple times suggests you weren't certain after the first look?"

Selena nodded.

"To be honest, yes. While they were a Sword Master, they weren't particularly strong. But... after various confirmations, I'm certain they are a Sword Master."

This meant they likely hadn't properly crossed the threshold but used some shortcut, and were probably among the weaker ones.

But even so, a Sword Master was still a Sword Master.

The difference between those who had crossed the barrier and those who hadn't was like heaven and earth.

Unless you were a monster like Aria, it was nearly impossible for a Sword Expert to defeat a Sword Master.

But why would the Empire send a Sword Master here...

Of course, the number of Sword Masters the Chrono Empire possessed was at least ten times that of the Luden Kingdom.

That title of the continent's strongest nation wasn't given for nothing.

But those guys had many enemies.

"Could it be that the Chrono Empire has raised the threat level of the Luden Kingdom?"

"That's not it. They have too many enemies who are stronger than us, more hostile than us, and less willing to negotiate than us."

That was true. It was also why the Luden Kingdom had survived without being destroyed until now.

The Empire's frontlines were vast. Luden was just one of many enemies.

For the Empire, the Luden Kingdom, which alternated between ceasefire and war, was actually a relatively decent neighbor.

Damn, a decent neighbor?

They're looking down on us too much!

I felt a bitter taste in my mouth.

But this was the reality.

The Empire's system was insane.

They implemented augmentation surgeries nationwide that had high mortality rates and made successful subjects unable to produce offspring. (It wasn't completely impossible to reverse, but it was difficult.)

With the strong soldiers produced through these surgeries, they waged wars of conquest, and through these wars, they recruited more people for augmentation surgeries.

A crazy system run by crazy people.

Naturally, they attracted aggro from neighboring countries. Religious groups in particular went berserk, and many religions declared them "heretics."

Even in my previous life on Earth, religion played a significant role, but in this world where priests could emit irreplaceable healing abilities, this was an enormous disadvantage.

The result was predictable.

Enemies in all directions.

To the west, they were fighting with the Aster Empire, and to the east, our Luden Kingdom and several other kingdoms had formed an alliance against them. Relations with the barbarians to the north were also poor. Apparently, even in their folk religion, the Empire was viewed as demonic.

In this situation, the Luden Kingdom front was considered less important.

"Then that Sword Master..."

"They're probably someone who was injured on another front and pulled back. They were likely sent to a quiet frontline to recover."

A quiet frontline. Another unpleasant expression, but it couldn't be helped. From the Empire's perspective, it was true.

"But when we suddenly became aggressive, they were caught off guard. In other words, His Majesty's wise handling of the situation caught the enemy by surprise."

I found myself frowning. Really, sucking up to the king in this situation? It wasn't the king who saved your life, it was me.

"The situation isn't good. No matter how injured, a Sword Master is still a Sword Master."

"The one fortunate thing is that they consider the Orcs a higher threat than us. In fact, they're focusing more on attacking the Orcs than us."

The atmosphere in the meeting hall eased a bit at those words. It was definitely good news.

In my previous life's knowledge, there was no entity like the Chrono Empire. A crazy country mass-producing augmented humans as weapons.

If such people could reliably tank against universal threats like the Green Apocalypse, humanity's chances of survival would actually increase.

It was ironic in a way. The enemy of humanity becoming humanity's savior.

The meeting continued after that. Various officers stood up and reported what they knew.

"Do we know how many casualties the Empire suffered on the northern front?"

"We don't have exact figures, but it's estimated to be substantial."

"Reconnaissance shows reinforcements from the Empire's mainland continuing to move north. Supply wagons pass by almost daily."

"Are there no additional reinforcements for our side?"

"What about the other allied kingdoms?"

Various topics were discussed. I was the nominal commander-in-chief, but having arrived at this front not long ago, I was ignorant about many things.

I simply looked down at the map on the table, occasionally nodding with a solemn face.

**

The meeting finally ended.

"Now, shall we go to the prison?"

"Yes, let's go."

The reason was to interrogate a prisoner—a very high-value prisoner.

"Count Bergen."

"We were lucky to capture him. With Selena here as well, we should be able to extract quite a bit of information."

We walked along a narrow path between tents. Dry grass crackled beneath our feet.

The temporary prison was behind the barracks. It was a crude structure surrounded by wooden fences and iron bars.

But it was sufficient to hold one prisoner.

Selena matched her steps with mine. Her white robe fluttered gently in the wind.

"Are you ready?"

"Of course."

We arrived at the prison.

The guard bowed and opened the iron gate. Rusty hinges creaked.

As we entered, the smell of mold stung my nose.

But something was strange.

For someone who had been captured, he looked quite triumphant.

Leaning his back against the wall, he wore a relaxed expression.

"Oh, finally here, nobles of a small country."

His voice was full of mockery.

"The traitor has quite a mouth on him."

"Traitor? A wise bird chooses its nest carefully. Why don't you all surrender quickly too?"

"You! How dare you!"

Count Tormaniu could no longer contain himself and drew his sword. Count Bergen made a frightened "eek" sound.

But he didn't completely back down, continuing in a barely audible voice.

"Your victory is only temporary. Behind us stands the Iron Blood Squad."

Iron Blood Squad?

It was a name I was hearing for the first time. But there was certainty mixed in his voice.

"When the Iron Blood Squad returns, you're all dead men. If you surrender now, we might at least spare your lives."

**

Iron Blood Squad...

It had been a while since I'd heard that name.

But it was a familiar name.

Of course it was—it was the name of the unit I had commanded. And a name I had personally chosen.

Bergen continued to ramble.

"When Countess Ainis, also known as the 'Silver Wolf,' arrives personally, you're all dead."

Silver Wolf Countess Ainis?

But I'm right here.

Is there another Countess Ainis besides me?

"She, with just the body of a Sword Expert, cut off the arm of your Sword Master."

Ah...

So that's how they handled it?

Well... I had expected something like this.

In any case, standing against a Master as an Expert was a great achievement.

They probably purged me, then put someone who looked similar in my place and promoted them as me.

It's a common practice in the Empire.

Keeping dead heroes alive. It's politically advantageous.

My lord glanced at me.

It was a look checking if I knew anything about this.

I shook my head slightly. I needed to pretend I knew nothing for now.

"Who is Countess Ainis?" one of our knights asked.

Bergen puffed out his chest.

"The youngest countess of the Chrono Empire and founder of the Iron Blood Squad. Despite being an augmented human, she reached the realm of Sword Master."

"Despite being an augmented human"?

It was an offensive expression, but I held back.

Or at least, I thought I did.

When I came to my senses...

Count Bergen's jaw was dislocated.

Huh?

Everything around me went quiet. Selena was staring with wide eyes, and Galen was frozen with his mouth open.

My lord was also blankly staring at me.

I raised my left hand.

Seeing a few knocked-out teeth stuck to my fist, it seemed I was the culprit.

Bergen had collapsed on the floor. Blood was streaming from his nose.

There was blood on his mouth too, and two front teeth were missing.

"Uuugh..."

A groan escaped him.

He wasn't completely unconscious, it seemed.

But he wasn't in a state to speak properly either.

"Aria, are you alright?" my lord called cautiously.

Am I alright?

How could I be?

Yes, to be honest, I did it.

"I apologize. I failed to control my emotions. I'll accept whatever punishment you deem appropriate."

But...

I was already at my limit!

How could I endure any more!

Ch.69 - Read My Memories
A warm bath on the battlefield.

An incredible luxury, but permitted to some.

"La la la~ La la la~"

Selena hummed a tune in the wooden tub.

The warmth of the water reached her shoulders, and steam rose gently over her pale skin.

"Ahh, this feels wonderful!"

Her voice was the complete opposite of the rough voices of soldiers coming from the surrounding tents.

Her clear, transparent voice filled the small tent.

Near the entrance, three female Holy Warriors stood guard silently.

They wore silver armor with white cloaks, maintaining perfect posture without the slightest break in form.

The male Holy Warriors were all positioned at the perimeter outside the tent.

There was a reason for such special treatment.

Just today, she had healed eight knights with severe injuries, and countless others with minor wounds.

More importantly, there was the prisoner interrogation in the afternoon. She had extracted several pieces of invaluable information by reading Duke Bergen's memories.

Beyond her individual value, her position as the leader of priests and Holy Warriors made her status special.

"Ah~ So warm."

Selena stretched her arms and splashed water over herself.

This was a luxury made possible by a specially crafted wooden tub that allowed her to lie down, rather than the common cylindrical ones.

Warm water trickled down the back of her neck. Her green hair, wet from the water, draped over her shoulders.

For this moment at least, the bleakness of the battlefield was forgotten. So too was the tension of maintaining her dignity as a Saintess.

A time to herself.

In this space where no one was watching, she was just a woman barely twenty years old.

Religious authority and political calculations were left outside with her clothes.

"Saintess, please finish washing before the water gets cold."

One of the Holy Warriors standing guard spoke carefully.

"Alright, just a little longer."

Selena stretched her knees out in the water. It felt like the fatigue accumulated throughout the day was leaving her body with the warmth.

Tomorrow would bring another day of bloodshed. But at this moment, she didn't even want to think about that.

Her peaceful bath continued under tight security.

Swoosh.

Someone abruptly opened the tent flap and entered.

"Who's there!"

The three female Holy Warriors instantly drew their swords. But they froze when they identified the intruder.

It was Aria.

Security outside must have been tight too. But there wasn't even time to consider that.

She wasn't someone the Holy Warriors outside could handle anyway.

Selena curled up in the water. Though startled by the sudden situation, she kept her voice calm.

"Did you hurt the knights on your way in?"

"I just knocked them out, so don't worry."

"Please don't just barge in like that. At least give some warning before coming."

"Well, I'm supposed to be reflecting and under disciplinary action, so..."

*What is she talking about?*

Selena muttered inwardly.

She can't contact anyone because she's reflecting and under discipline, but she can wander around freely?

What kind of reflection and discipline is that?

Reflection and discipline.

The punishment imposed for knocking out a few of Duke Bergen's teeth.

No one expected it to be observed, of course.

Aria was the commander's confidant and the army's strongest fighter.

Some whispered that she was Leon's lover.

Selena thought that wasn't entirely incorrect.

Above all, Duke Bergen, the toothless party in question, was no longer an important figure.

She had read all his memories during the healing process. His requests for additional healing fell on deaf ears.

Even so.

"At least pretend to be under discipline."

"I came because I have something to ask."

She doesn't even pretend to listen.

Selena gave up trying to persuade her. She turned in the water to face Aria.

"Is this about someone using your name on the other side?"

"No. Similar, but different. Specifically, I want to confirm who the Countess Ainis that Duke Bergen saw is."

"So you want to know who's impersonating you?"

"Exactly."

People in this world couldn't distinguish facial features well.

But that didn't mean they couldn't recognize faces at all.

Selena quickly finished her bath and wrapped herself in a towel instead of getting dressed.

She had no time to worry about the water dripping from her body.

"Bring me pen and paper."

"Yes, Saintess!"

One of the Holy Warriors rushed out.
She soon returned with ink, a quill, and paper.

Selena tucked her wet hair behind her ears and began drawing a composite sketch. She tried to recreate the face of "Countess Ainis" from Bergen's memory in as much detail as possible.

About ten minutes passed.

"Done."

Aria took the confidently offered paper and was momentarily speechless.

On the paper was... something.

It was too abstract to be called a face, yet too specific to be abstract art.

"Are you seriously expecting me to recognize this?"

"What's the problem?"

"Does this even look like a human face?"

Aria turned the drawing this way and that. It didn't look like a human face from any angle.

"This won't work."

"Then what should we do?"

"You can just look at my memories. There must be someone similar to the person the traitor duke saw in my memories."

Aria spoke as if it were obvious.

"Why didn't you just say that from the beginning?"

"Sorry, I didn't know you were so bad at drawing."

Selena sighed at Aria's shameless response.

In the end, Selena accepted.

It would be nice to say it was because of her friendship with the person she served, but in reality, it was the logic of fists.

No one could guarantee she wouldn't suddenly snap and throw a punch like she did with Duke Bergen.

But to read memories...

*Should I make a wound? Or if not that... Ah!*

Selena's eyes fell on the bathwater again.

She had been disappointed to cut her bath short. She still missed the warmth of the water.

"Lady Kira! Have the bathwater heated again."

"W-what are you planning to do?"

Aria asked in a confused voice.

"Well, to read memories, it's better if our bodies are in close contact. Making a wound and then healing it would be too inefficient."

"S-so?"

"So bathing together is the best option."

Aria gaped at Selena, who spoke as if it were the most natural thing.

"Wait, what are you—"

"Think about efficiency. The more skin contact, the more accurate the memory reading becomes."

The Holy Warriors exchanged glances.

Everyone felt things were taking a strange turn, but none dared say anything to the Saintess.

"B-b-but..."

"And anyway, we're both women, so what's the problem?"

Selena shrugged.

"While they're heating the water, you should take off your armor. It'll rust if it gets wet."

Selena presented a rational argument.

Aria stood dazed for a moment, then nodded.

"Fine. But if you try anything weird, I'll really hit you."

"Yes, yes, don't worry."

Selena smiled brightly.

*Is this really okay?*

The Holy Warriors looked at each other, having a silent conversation.

Shortly after...

Splash.

The two young women immersed themselves in the bathtub.

The elongated wooden tub became quite cramped with both of them in it.

It was impossible to avoid shoulders brushing and legs tangling.

Warm water overflowed the edges, forming puddles on the floor.

"I-is this right?"

Aria asked awkwardly.

"Of course. We need to be in close contact."

Selena splashed water, wetting various parts of Aria's body.

"Ugh... mmm..."

Aria let out strange moans.

"You must not be used to warm baths. Though you don't seem like someone who doesn't bathe."

"I... wash with cold water."

"Hmm... if you asked him, he would easily provide bathwater for you."

"N-no need."

Aria shook her head.

Her face was flushed, perhaps from the water temperature.

"Why not?"

"I don't... want such things."

"My, you're surprisingly shy. Yet so aggressive in battle."

"Th-that's different."

Aria mumbled.

She hugged her knees tighter, curling up more in the water.

Selena explored various parts of Aria's body. There was actually nothing new to see.

After all, Selena served as something like her personal physician.

"Your arm has completely healed. That's an incredibly fast recovery. Is it because I did such a good job with the aftercare?"

"N-no, it's because I trained hard and built up muscle."

"Hmm... well, I'll give you that."

"You're not 'giving' me anything. That's just how it is."

The water splashed gently.

Selena continued the conversation naturally.

"By the way, you seem to still be growing, but you're quite firm already. I'm jealous."

"..."

Aria turned her head away silently.

Selena now felt like the power dynamic had reversed.

"Well then, let me read your memories now."

She reached out and grabbed Aria's wrist.

"Relax. It will be over soon."

Their bodies drew even closer in the warm water.

Selena concentrated. She began to carefully enter Aria's memories.

To find the identity of the "Countess Ainis" that Duke Bergen had seen.

Ch.70 - Two Swordmasters
## Commander's Office

More precisely, it should be called the commander's exclusive tent.

This tent, the most splendid in the vicinity, was primarily used by Tormaniu, Lucia, Baron Linden, and myself.

It was only natural, as we were the four who made up the leadership.

We held meetings once a day, but our conversations just went in circles, like the deadlocked front lines.

The Imperial Army had yet to make any significant moves.

Rather, it was the Orcs who were showing disturbing activity.

Their scouts had approached our boundary line several times before retreating.

They withdrew after we fired a few warning shots with arrows from a distance, but their organized movements were ominous.

If we were to clash properly, our side would suffer considerable casualties.

"Is there still no support from the Royal Capital?"

"The messenger should have arrived by now. They must be just beginning their discussions."

Baron Linden answered politely, but it was merely stating the obvious.

"I know. But given the situation, I can't help feeling a bit impatient."

"Don't worry too much. Aren't you destined for great things, Duke?"

She often said things like that. Did she truly hold me in such high regard, or was there some other meaning behind it?

"That's right. Lord Leon is doing more than enough, so there's nothing to worry about."

Even her uncle Tormaniu joined in. Moreover, the title 'Duke' was excessive coming from him, a Count, even if I was temporarily leading the army.

Beside me, Lucia slightly furrowed her brow. She always had a complicated expression when they reacted like this.

Hmm...

There's definitely something I don't know. What conspiracy lies behind this excessive kindness?

...
...

Fatigue is making me entertain unnecessary delusions.

Knock, knock.

Just then, someone timidly knocked on the wooden door of the tent.

"Enter."

I called out in a low but powerful voice.

Two soldiers tumbled in, almost rolling into the tent. Dirt-covered boots, rough breathing. They clearly had been running in a hurry.

"Reinforcements! Reinforcements have arrived!"

In that moment, the air in the tent froze. Everyone's eyes widened as if on cue. It was physically impossible timing, just as Linden had said.

I immediately rose from my seat and went outside.

As I exited the tent, an enormous army filling the horizon overwhelmed my view.

An endless forest of steel. Helmets and armor gleamed blindingly in the sunlight, and countless banners fluttered in the wind as if alive.

Some of the Luden Kingdom's military flags were mixed in, but they didn't occupy the center of the formation.

The symbol of that army was a single banner.

The crest of House Adelheit.

On a blood-red background, a silver eagle spread its wings as if ready to take flight.

A single name flashed through my mind.

"...Gehenna Adelheit."

The bitter name escaped my lips without my realizing it.

My half-brother. And one of only two Sword Masters that House Adelheit possessed.

Personally, I had no particular grievance with him, but he was one of the people who had given me a shitty impression of House Adelheit.

Of course, that wasn't his fault.

"How... how is this possible?"

"The family's army couldn't move without royal orders..."

Linden and Tormaniu's voices were filled with bewilderment.

Lucia had somehow moved to stand beside me.

"Big Brother has come."

Unlike usual, her voice carried sharp vigilance.

"It seems so."

I answered while looking at the army approaching in the distance, raising a massive cloud of dust. The rumbling of the earth transmitted through the soles of my feet.

"What could be his reason for coming?" Baron Linden asked cautiously.

"I wonder..."

Honestly, I couldn't even guess.

I sighed. It was an unexpected and enormous variable.

Would this turn out to be a positive development? It didn't seem likely that things would flow only in a good direction.

Shortly after, the reinforcements arrived.

I quickly went out to greet him.

Though we were brothers, he was old enough to be Lucia's father.

His face showed no signs of aging. That was to be expected.

Even Sword Experts age slowly, appearing middle-aged even on their deathbeds, so what about a Master?

On the surface, he looked like quite a handsome young man.

Such was Gehenna as he dismounted and approached me.

He examined the commander's insignia on my body. Then he spoke.

"Are you the commander here? I don't recognize your face."

For a moment, I was dumbfounded.

Lucia was frozen as well. Tormaniu and Baron Linden wore similar expressions.

Even Gehenna's adjutant showed clear signs of embarrassment.

"He's... your brother, Commander."

The adjutant said cautiously.

"Brother? I had such a brother?"

"Ah..."

The adjutant gave an awkward smile.

"The Commander must be joking."

But Gehenna's expression was serious.

He really seemed not to know.

"When did I joke?"

The atmosphere grew tense.

"Your sense of humor has been lacking lately. Hahaha..."

The adjutant desperately tried to salvage the situation.

"Did I have siblings other than Eleana?"

Despite the adjutant's efforts, Gehenna did his best to prove he wasn't joking at all.

"The young lady's name is Eleonora, not Eleana, Young Duke."

"Was it?"

"You have four siblings, including Lady Eleonora."

That's right. This man.

He was famous for being born with talent surpassing not only his siblings but even his father, the previous generation... but there was an open secret.

He was a fool.

He wasn't born a fool. It was well-known that he became one due to surgical side effects.

As a result, I could count on one hand the number of times I'd conversed with him.

Even so...

I heard they were looking into special magic to reduce the side effects, but far from diminishing, they seemed to have worsened since the last time I saw him.

"Young Duke... do you truly not remember?"

"What is there to remember?"

Gehenna shrugged.

Tormaniu was still standing with his mouth open. Baron Linden was the same.

*I've ended up exposing the family's shame.*

Looking at Gehenna like this, I understood why Eleonora was trying so hard to become a Sword Master through her own efforts.

Of course, the possibility of ending up like that was less than 5%, but seeing her only brother in such a state, I understood her fear of undergoing the breakthrough surgery.

"I am Tormaniu, Commander of the 1st Corps of the Chrono Front Army."

Count Tormaniu desperately tried to smooth things over.

"Thank you for coming as reinforcements."

He sent a signal with his eyes, indicating to ignore whatever that man might say.

"My purpose for coming is not reinforcement."

Gehenna stated firmly.

"Then... what exactly..."

"I'm here to fight that bitch Ainis."

Ainis...

From various information I'd gathered, I knew that was Aria's previous identity.

Of course, Lucia knew this too, and it seemed even Eleonora was aware.

Meanwhile, that man, who had even greater access to Adelheit's intelligence network than the three of us...

Had no idea.

A blessing in disguise.

Now if I could just keep Aria from encountering that man...

I was in the middle of such thoughts.

"My Lord!"

I heard a voice calling me from afar.

It was Aria.

No. This must be an auditory hallucination.

Didn't I clearly order Aria to reflect and restrain herself?

There's no way she would disobey my orders and wander around. This must be an illusion created by my overloaded brain...

"My Lord!"

The voice came again.

It was getting closer.

Too vivid for a hallucination.

"Ainis!"

Clang!

It happened so quickly I couldn't even see what occurred.

When I came to my senses, Gehenna had drawn his sword, and Aria had also drawn hers.

The two were crossing blades.

A shockwave swept over everyone.

Wind scattered in all directions, raising dust. Nearby soldiers were pushed back.

Only then did I break free from my desperate denial.

This was reality.

It was really happening.

And one more thing.

So this is the gap between her and me.

Aria was not only my Imperial language teacher but also my swordsmanship instructor. We sparred almost daily.

She always said as lip service:

"My Lord could probably hold out for a minute against a Sword Master."

Even while thinking it was lip service, I secretly believed there might be some truth to it.

How... how naive I had been.

Just one exchange.

Just one clash made me stagger. Even Belisa, Tormaniu, and Linden, who were a level above me, weren't much different.

Lucia, whose physical capabilities weren't much different from an ordinary person's, had been thrown almost 10 meters and was lying on the ground.

"Ugh... what just happened?"

She didn't even know what had occurred.

Tormaniu placed one hand on the ground and stood up. Baron Linden regained his balance while staggering.

The surrounding soldiers had it worse.

Some were completely sprawled out like Lucia, and the horses were startled, neighing and prancing about.

"My goodness..."

I muttered, trying to assess the situation.

The two Sword Masters were still crossing blades.

A wounded beast named Gehenna, who had greatly damaged his pride by reportedly being matched by a Sword Expert in the past, growled as he glared at the other beast.

And...

He shouted at that beast who had humiliated him:

"Ainis..."

Ch.71 - Two Swordmasters (2)
(30 minutes earlier)

"Hoho, so you seduced the Young Lord with this alluring body."

That damn priestess...

She groped my body multiple times under the pretense of reading my memories.

Not that I cared.

This augmented body. Unable to bear children, all functions as a normal woman completely destroyed.

"I won't complain about the groping itself."

"Hmm... that kind of self-deprecation isn't good. Your master seems to have plans to fix you somehow."

Even at this moment, she seemed to be reading my memories... no, my thoughts.

But I let it slide.

Fix? This body?

Ridiculous. This wasn't broken in the first place—it was designed this way. Made as a combat weapon with no need to bear children.

I'd never heard of anyone fixing this.

I doubted it was even possible.

And I didn't think it needed fixing anyway. It was a body meant only for combat.

A body with no value except to be useful to my lord.

"I'm rather envious, actually. Being loved that much by him."

"If you've read my memories, you know. Just tell me the name."

"I definitely saw the woman impersonating you in your memories."

Selena let out a deep sigh and spoke.

"The name."

"She goes by the name Luna."

...

...

Definitely one of my former subordinates.

And...

She was my foster father and master's enemy.

I clenched my fist underwater. Warm water flowed between my fingers.

Luna. That traitor.

The bitch who killed my master is now strutting around using my name.

"Your expression's gotten worse."

"Would you stay calm?"

I scooped up water and splashed it on my face. But the rage boiling inside wouldn't subside.

What made it even more infuriating was that she had been in the same situation as me.

She too had been a vagrant whom my foster father had saved, just like me.

So how... how could she commit such an ungrateful act?

To stab her benefactor in the back with a knife.

The water was growing cold.

But the rage boiling inside grew hotter.

"I'll have my revenge."

I muttered quietly.

My foster father's enemy. And the fake who dares to soil my name.

I must find and deal with her with my own hands.

Once my resolve was set, I rose from the tub.

Water sloshed as warm droplets fell to the floor with small sounds.

Without hesitation, I quickly changed clothes.

After putting on undergarments, I immediately donned my armor. The sound of cold metal clashing echoed inside the tent.

"What are you planning to do?"

Selena asked, watching me.

"I'm going to ask my lord to put me in the vanguard."

"Don't get ahead of yourself. The Commander will handle things well, and you and I just need to follow his lead."

She sometimes spoke of my lord as if he were some kind of god. Blind faith. Not a bad thing, but... I couldn't hear it right now.

"Imagine the woman who killed your father is going around pretending to be you. Could you stay calm?"

"..."

Selena couldn't respond.

If I didn't do this, I felt I wouldn't be able to sleep tonight.

I tightened the straps of my armor firmly. The familiar sensation at my fingertips.

Strangely, once I put on the armor, my boiling heart calmed down.

---

Even after she left, I remained in the tub for a while.

"Bitch."

My subordinate Holy Warriors were startled by my words.

They probably thought I was cursing Aria.

"It's not a curse—she's literally like a dog. She has such a complex about her body, yet she's loyal to the bastard who made her that way."

Of course, one could say this:

In the end, she follows him because she would have died without him—that level of logic.

Moreover, it seemed her foster father had treated her relatively well compared to his other 'works.'

But it was still strange.

In the end... wasn't he just a man who used her? How could she be so blindly loyal to such a man?

Luna made more sense to me.

I seriously suspected they might have messed with her brain during the augmentation surgery.

The warm water was gradually cooling.

The Holy Warriors stood cautiously. They seemed uncertain whether they should be hearing the Saintess's soliloquy.

"What are you looking at?"

"N-nothing!"

The Holy Warriors quickly turned their heads away.

I let out a deep sigh.

And her loyalty was currently directed at Saint Leon.

"Really like a dog."

I muttered again.

Wagging her tail like a faithful hound, fawning over him.

From Lord Leon's memories, it seemed her beauty was extraordinary as well.

A woman of that caliber wagging her tail like that doesn't even give other women a proper opening.

I struck the water hard. Droplets splashed.

That bitch takes up nearly half of his thoughts about women.

Next was Lucia, at least connected by blood.

Of course, though they're blood-related, they're not siblings... so Lucia, knowing this, seems to think something might work out.

"Whether it's that bitch or that one, they're all like dogs!"

My voice grew louder.

The Holy Warriors flinched.

"Saintess..."

"What are you looking at!"

One Holy Warrior cautiously spoke up.

"Is something wrong..."

"Shut up!"

**

When I came out of the tent, there was commotion behind me.

I could hear it if I focused my ears, but I didn't bother.

I walked for a while.

There was commotion ahead as well.

A group of troops had gathered where I sensed my lord's presence. Why suddenly there?

I called out to my lord.

"My Lord!"

As I approached closer, I felt an intense aura along with it.

It was a familiar aura.

How could I forget?

The aura of the first Sword Master I ever faced.

Gehenna Adelheit's aura.

Though I disparaged him in front of others as a fake Sword Master, I'll be honest.

He was one of the most talented among fake Sword Masters.

Only among fakes, that is.

My gaze turned.

That man was standing there.

His dull blond hair fluttered in the wind, and the cloak draped over his shoulders looked imposing. But why did I feel something hollow?

Like an empty suit of armor.

A sense of emptiness hidden behind an intense exterior.

Our eyes met.

I hoped he wouldn't recognize me, but... of course he would.

A smile spread across his lips. The expression of a hunter who'd found what he'd been searching for.

"Ainis!"

He charged straight at me.

An intense greeting.

I drew my sword and responded.

Clang!

Sword met sword.

A shockwave spread in all directions.

Surrounding soldiers were pushed back. Horses neighed in alarm.

My lord staggered. The other Sword Experts did too.

It was the pressure created by a clash between Sword Masters.

"So it was you."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't talk nonsense. When did you become a Sword Master?"

"Who knows?"

I shrugged and blocked his strike.

Clang!

The sound of metal clashing echoed throughout the area.

A second attack came. Faster.

I deflected it with my sword. Flames grazed past my armor.

"Still like to tease."

He muttered.

The third attack was a feint. Changed trajectory from high to low.

But I'd already anticipated it. I lowered my sword to block.

The fourth was a combo.

Left, right, left, thrust.

I blocked them all. Counterattacked too. But I was pushed back slightly on the last thrust.

He seems stronger than last time.

How is that possible?

When he forced his way past the wall...

Of course, compared to me who properly crossed the wall—a genius among those, with a fundamentally different physical quality—he was clearly the weaker one.

Proof of this: while I hadn't taken a single wound, he'd allowed several of my attacks through and was bleeding slightly.

But to properly settle this would take about thirty exchanges.

"You've gotten stronger than before."

He said.

"Of course. Unlike you, I'm the real deal! You half-baked bastard!"

I channeled more mana into my sword. The silver Sword Force became more vivid.

Surrounding soldiers murmured. Most were probably seeing a Sword Master duel for the first time.

My lord shouted something, but I couldn't hear it clearly in the heat of battle.

Yes, good...

Let's see this through to the end.

Just as the next clash was about to begin—

But sword and sword never met.

Whoosh!

Between the two blazing Sword Forces, dozens of shadows surged like a storm.

Led by my lord, along with Belisa, Tormaniu, and even Linden.

All the Sword Experts present simultaneously wedged themselves between us, forming a wall of steel.

Like dozens of hungry wolves blocking the fight between two lions.

But this precarious balance couldn't last long.

"Brother Gehenna, please stop."

"The bitch who cut off my arm."

Gehenna growled. Though the arm was now attached, the wound in his memory apparently hadn't healed.

Actually, I'd lost an arm back then too.

"That woman is a count of the Chrono Empire! Don't interfere!"

Gehenna roared.

"No. That's a slave I purchased."

My lord countered calmly but firmly.

"A slave? That?"

"Yes. The confusion with that count from before... is probably because they're augmented humans made in the same place, so they look similar."

An absurd excuse. Not just a Sword Master—any proper knight wouldn't fall for such a clumsy lie.

Sure enough, Gehenna's hollow gaze turned to my lord for the first time.

"Who are you to say such things?"

"I'm your brother, Leon Adelheit."

"Leon... Leon..."

Gehenna stared at my lord with empty eyes, repeating that name.

Ch.72 - The Swordmaster's Duel
"Leon..."

He repeated my name.

"Leon... Leon Adelheit."

His voice gradually became calmer.

He wore an expression as if something was dawning on him.

Surprisingly, hearing my name seemed to be calming him down.

He completely withdrew his sword.

"Next time, bring me the real one instead of that fake."

He said, pointing at Aria.

A fake?

Aria's expression hardened. She had every right to feel offended, but for now, there was no better option.

Above all, it was miraculous that this man had fallen for such a lie in the first place.

"Understood, Brother."

I nodded.

He turned away as if he had lost interest.

Tormaniu rushed over.

"Young Duke, I'll escort you this way."

He attended to him and guided him elsewhere.

Gehenna followed without saying anything more.

The surrounding soldiers gradually began to disperse.

I could feel the tension dissipating.



I watched him leave until the end.

The retreating figure of Gehenna Adelheit disappearing toward the tent with Tormaniu.

After he completely vanished, I slumped down.

My legs gave out. The tension from moments ago collapsed all at once.

"What on earth is going on? A man who until just now couldn't even remember I was his brother."

"Why do you care? That person is completely insane."

Lucia approached and said.

It was a scathing assessment.

"Still, he's my brother."

"What difference does it make if he's your brother? He can't even remember his own sibling. He was never normal to begin with."

I shook my head at Lucia's words.

I remember that when we were young, his condition was somewhat better than now.

Unlike Roderick who treated me like he wanted to devour me, or Eleonora who regarded me like cattle, Gehenna was a man who had even sparred with me in his own way.

"He was relatively normal at one time. But he went mad because of the continuous surgeries afterward."

"I don't remember that."

That's because Lucia was too young back then.

"It's strange though. If his condition worsened with each surgery, they should have stopped, but they keep continuing."

"Perhaps the purpose of the additional surgeries isn't to 'make him normal.'"

That was an interesting perspective.

"Do you know something?"

But Lucia coldly shook her head.

"I don't know. That man is outside my sphere of interest."

It was a cold answer.

Lucia's expression truly showed she had no interest.


Let's put family matters aside for now.

The aftermath of meeting my brother Gehenna could be dealt with later.

Right now, I needed to take care of the person in front of me. I slowly turned my gaze toward Aria.

She was standing alone.

The murmuring voices from all around drifted to my ears on the wind.

"Did you just see... that Sword Force?"

"Both of them were Sword Masters."

"A Sword Master as a slave, how could..."

Voices of soldiers mixed with awe and fear. At the center of all those gazes, Aria remained motionless.

But I saw it. The tips of her tightly clasped hands trembling slightly like aspen leaves.

Her true identity.

I would have been a fool not to know.

With the information network of the Royal Capital and my family, it wouldn't take long to find out.

Even knowing, I didn't ask.

Her loyalty, which I had confirmed in my dream, was beyond doubt.

Whatever her past might be, what mattered more was that she was my person now.

I took a step toward her.

"Aria."

"My Lord?"

When I called her name gently, she slowly raised her head. Her ash-gray silver hair caught the sunset light and shimmered faintly.

"Are you alright?"

"...Yes, I'm fine."

Her voice was as calm as ice, but she couldn't hide the slight trembling of her shoulders.

"Really?"

Another step. The distance between us narrowed to an arm's length.

She didn't avoid my gaze. Rather, she met it directly and spoke.

"My Lord. I have one request."

A request, when I had just issued a disciplinary order not long ago.

An insolent subordinate, an insolent slave. But I didn't dislike that insolence.

"Tell me."

"In the next battle, please put me at the vanguard."

It was an unexpected statement.

Was it anger toward the impostor who had tarnished her name? Or was there another reason?

"Whether it's Orcs or the Empire, they're stronger than us. I don't plan to move rashly. So I can't give you a definite answer right now."

I deliberately answered stiffly.

The vanguard. The glorious position where one clashes with the enemy first. At the same time, it's also the position for "disposable cards" with the highest probability of dying first.

I couldn't place Aria in such a position.

If she insisted... I was prepared to make up an excuse that I needed someone by my side, to keep her bound to me.

Fortunately, she didn't push further.

"I will follow my Lord's will."

Aria obediently bowed her head.



**



The show of disciplinary action ended that day.

It wasn't so much that the punishment was lifted, but rather that no one paid attention to it anymore.

The atmosphere had changed.

The soldiers I encountered bowed deeper than before, and in their eyes was a mixture of reverence and an indiscernible fear. It was the weight carried by the title of Sword Master.

"A real Sword Master..."

"I thought it was just a rumor."

Voices seeping into my ears.

But such reverence brought no comfort at all.

Damn it.

With my enemy flickering before my eyes, this situation where I couldn't lift a finger was maddeningly frustrating.

Should I sneak out of the camp without my Lord's knowledge and behead that traitor?

That was nonsense, forgetting the true duty of a sword.

I am my Lord's sword. I cannot dance freely away from my master's hand.

Luna.

That name churned in my mind.

That face that betrayed her adoptive father and took his life.

The thought of her daring to impersonate my name and strut around made my cooled anger boil up again.

"...It's frustrating."

A low murmur escaped between my lips.

At times like this, nothing was as certain a remedy as wielding a sword.

In the end, my body moved first.

I left the tent.

The night air was cold, and the faint smell of dying campfires pricked my nostrils.

On the path to the training ground, two soldiers on sentry duty spotted me and swallowed hard.

They pretended not to see anything and discreetly averted their gaze. They seemed to have no intention of disturbing a Sword Master's mood.

But they apparently had no intention of holding back their gossip among themselves.

They thought they were whispering quietly, but my hearing far exceeded the human range.

"...If she's the real one, then who's that Sword Master Count in the Empire?"

"A fake, obviously."

"A fake? So the Imperial bastards were just bluffing? Because they'd be intimidated if they had none while we have two?"

I had no intention of pouring cold water on their hopeful speculation.

I simply continued walking.

The Empire is a country that can produce Sword Masters.

Even if they're not "real" like me.


I arrived at the open space.

I drew Night from its scabbard. With a familiar friction sound, the black blade that had absorbed the moonlight revealed itself.

Soon, a milky Sword Force rose like a mirage over the blade.

"Ooh!"

"It's Sword Force!"

Low exclamations burst from the spectators.

Once.

I cut through the air with a trajectory that was smooth yet sharp.

Once more.

The Sword Force became even more distinct. It was as if frozen moonlight had been overlaid directly onto the blade.

I swung, turned, and cut again. My blocked feelings gradually unwound.

The soldiers' whispers reached me again.

"So she really is the true Count Ainis."

"The genius who was on par with Young Duke Gehenna when she was just a Sword Expert."

Their conversation brought another question to the surface.

Gehenna, why did that bastard fall for it?

Simply because he's stupid?

No matter how dull-witted, he wouldn't fail to recognize someone right in front of him.

At that level, instinct develops regardless of intelligence.

Those empty eyes were clearly seeing right through me.

That wasn't the only strange thing.

And that bastard, despite being a fake Sword Master, had become stronger than before.


Is that possible?

I thought as I swung my sword.

No. That's impossible.

As impossible as me bearing a child after receiving my Lord's seed.

Then why had Gehenna become stronger?

It defied common sense that someone who forcibly crossed a barrier would become even stronger.

Is there another method?

There are still many secrets in the world that I don't know.

The Empire's technology, each family's secret arts, the realm beyond, the secrets of the gods.

Everything was shrouded in fog.

One thought led to another.

Then perhaps it might be possible to restore my body to its original state.

Even Selena, who knows more than I do, had mentioned it.

That my Lord was looking for a way to restore my body.

But...

What if...

Just what if...

If I had to give up this level of mastery in exchange for restoring my body?

I definitely didn't want that.

My concentration wavered.

A subtle tremor appeared in the trajectory of my sword. Something that would never happen normally.

The milky Sword Force spread irregularly.

It was frustrating.

As I continued swinging my sword...

I sensed a presence.

I turned my body instantly.

The tip of my sword moved like lightning.

Shak.

I placed the blade at someone's chin.

That guy...

It was Gehenna Adelheit.

His expression was more relaxed than before.

He didn't flinch at all despite my sword being at his throat.

This wasn't recklessness born from his mental confusion.

"I sense hesitation in your sword."

He said.

Unlike before, his voice was clear.

Ch.73 - The Swordmaster's Duel (2)
Hesitation...

It was unlike me.

I slightly withdrew the tip of my sword.

But the blade still maintained a distance of one span from beneath his chin.

And I observed that man once more.

His eyes...

His eyes were different.

"You look different from before."

"Yes, different. Getting some night air helps me regain my senses. Not completely, but somewhat."

His voice was also clearer.

The previous emptiness had disappeared, replaced by a sharp yet somewhat unstable tone.

"What do you want?"

"Spar with me."

"What?"

A sudden request for a sparring match.

"I refuse."

"Let's do it."

Come to think of it, his sister was the same way.

The Adelheit family seemed to be under some curse that made them itch all over if they didn't challenge someone to a duel.

"I'll say it again. I refuse."

"Please, I'm desperate. I'm really begging you! I'll get on my knees if I have to. Hmm? Hmm?"

"That's not how you should behave toward your sister's slave."

"What does it matter? You were a noble too."

A noble...

I did receive a noble title in the past.

I was even a Count, no less.

If my adoptive father's imperial candidate had ascended to the throne, and if I had reached my current level in the Empire, I might have received an even higher title.

After all, it's only natural that an Imperial Duke would outrank a Kingdom's Duke.

But...

I never once thought of myself as a noble.

It was just something given to a battle machine who couldn't even have children, like an act of charity.

A single-generation title that couldn't be continued, couldn't be passed down.

That was all it was.

Because with my augmented body, I couldn't leave behind any heirs.

"A title that would end in one generation. It was just a title thrown at a pitiful battle machine to give some semblance of honor. My role, both then and now, is simply that of a battle slave."

I tried to play the sympathy card to escape this situation, but...

"Then I command you as my sister's slave! Duel with me!"

It didn't work at all.

"Are you in your right mind? If you and I cross swords here, this area will become a sea of blood."

"That's true. Then how about we go over there, just the two of us, quietly?"

His finger pointed to a distant hill. Just a bit further beyond was Orc territory.

"No. Today my mind is troubled, and I have no desire to wield my sword. A sword without focus... tends to make mistakes."

He must have understood the cold warning in my words.

Whatever chronic illness that family had was none of my business.

If anything, if such an illness existed, I needed to focus more on training with my true sparring partner, my lord. After all, my lord also carried that family's blood.

"Then I'll ask again another time."

He didn't try to persuade me further.

Ask again another time, he said.

At that point, I let it go in one ear and out the other.

But...

That man's request for a sparring match didn't end there.

It started again the next morning.

He suddenly appeared while I was having breakfast.

"I really need to spar with you."

"I already said no."

"Just once."

"No."

He was like this both at night when his mind was somewhat intact, and during the day when it wasn't.

He even interrupted while I was having a guidance sparring session with my lord.

"Let me spar with you instead of the baby."

At the word "baby," my lord's face contorted. As far as I knew, my lord and I were the same age.

"Brother, I'm in the middle of training."

"My need is more urgent."

"Aria is my person."

"That doesn't mean you can monopolize her."

My lord heaved a deep sigh.

This happened every day.

"Sorry to disturb your sleep."

"Then please leave."

"Just one sparring match."

"I said no."

He was persistent.

Really persistent.

Finally, my lord surrendered.

"Just humor him a bit."

"My lord..."

"Once should be fine."

His voice was tired.

He seemed to have a headache from Gehenna begging like this every day.

Moreover, my lord had many other headaches besides this man.

He was the overall commander of this entire unit.

Then as my master's most loyal sword, I should relieve him of at least one headache.

"Very well."

Gehenna smiled brightly.

"See, she listens right away when Leon says it."

"Of course. I am my lord's sword."

"When shall we do it?"

"Right now, if you wish."

If it had to be done, better to get it over with quickly.


**
Several days later.
**


It was already the fourth time I was watching those two spar.

Of course, no matter how many times they repeated it, Aria had the upper hand.

The pattern was always the same: my brother would charge in, Aria would counter, and eventually my brother would be pushed back.

The outcome was predictable, but still worth watching.

While my sparring sessions with Aria had definitely decreased because of him, this was educational in its own way.

I could see every angle of their swords.

I could feel the circulation of mana and even read the rhythm of their footwork.

In the past, I would have struggled just to follow them with my eyes.

Thanks to this, I could tell that Brother Gehenna had improved somewhat.

Not just his sword aura, but his mana had also been considerably enhanced.

It was strange.

Normally, if someone forced their way up in rank, they might improve their sword form, but the mana aspect would be difficult to develop further.

Clang!

The two swords collided.

A shockwave spread in all directions.

Aria stepped forward.

My brother was pushed back.

"Huh?"

Gehenna let out a surprised voice.

The impact must have been stronger than he expected.

Aria remained composed.

My brother went on the counterattack.

But Aria had already dodged to the side.

"You're slow."

She said in a calm voice as she counterattacked.

The tip of her sword grazed Gehenna's armor.

A thin wound appeared.

"Damn it..."

Gehenna gritted his teeth.

But he didn't give up.

He charged again.

This time with a series of attacks.

But all were blocked.

Aria's swordsmanship was superior.

And so my brother lost again today.

But his aide Johnson, who had served our family for a long time as a butler, grinned.

"Your brother's skills have improved."

I didn't expect him to address me.

Of course, as the young master of the family, he couldn't completely ignore me, but even if he did respond, I thought it would just be casual conversation.

But he said something significant.

"What do you think? That's the procedure you'll be receiving."

"W-what?"

"The imbalance between mana and physical body. Because of that, the Adelheit family has long failed to produce true Sword Masters."

"What..."

"The previous Duke, the Duke before him, and the one before that too."

Johnson explained calmly.

"But the current Duke didn't want to pass the same curse to his son and grandson."

I organized the thoughts in my mind.

So what this man was saying was...

The side effects of Gehenna's surgery weren't simply a failed procedure, but part of my biological father's plan?

That in exchange for the side effects of mental confusion and instability, one could become something closer to a normal Sword Master?

"Why are you telling me this now?"

"I just said it, didn't I? It's the procedure you'll also receive. Until recently, you weren't very promising. There was almost no chance you'd reach the highest level of Sword Expert on your own."

Johnson shrugged.

"But now it's different."

"That's right. The Duke has decided that you should know as well."

...

...

This is insane.

Does that man think I would accept this?

But...

Another thought occurred to me.

Intelligence versus a state closer to a complete Sword Master.

The latter seemed more beneficial.

This was all too obvious

My instinct as a swordsman cried out.

"I suppose Eleonora knows about this too."

"It's foolish. Seeing how desperately she tries to avoid a procedure that others would desire... But in the end... she too will eventually undergo it."

Johnson sighed.

"You sound certain."

"Even Gehenna chose this of his own will."

Of course, it would be quite some time before I reached the highest level of Sword Expert.

But... this was too shocking to hear so suddenly.

"This is rather abrupt."

"This is a secret art that the Duke has been searching for a long time. And Young Master Gehenna is the first successful case."

"Successful case..."

"Out of a hundred Sword Masters, how many do you think achieved that rank through innate talent alone?"

"That's..."

"Maybe in ancient times, when mana was more abundant, but not now. Either you modify your body for breakthrough like Young Master Gehenna... or you modify your body before breakthrough like Aria... or..."

"Both?"

"Exactly. Both."

Johnson nodded.

"What does it matter if you lose a little something in the process? If it brings you even slightly closer to the ultimate sword."

As far as I knew, this man was a mage, not a swordsman.

Yet when he spoke of the ultimate sword, I could see a strange fanaticism in his eyes.

He was like a zealot.

It felt similar to a religious person talking about their god.

And...

Another person who had been quietly listening to his words spoke up.

"That's nonsense. My brother won't undergo such a procedure."

It was Lucia.

Johnson turned his head.

He smiled at Lucia.

But in that smile... I sensed something else.

"Lady Lucia."

Johnson's voice changed slightly.

That emotion was clearly...

Inferiority.

Ch.74 - Into The Trap
Lucia's voice was sharp as a blade.

"Brother doesn't need sword skills to be a remarkable figure of our time. He's even receiving private lessons from a Sword Master, and he can reach the top through his own abilities!"

Johnson remained silent instead of answering. His expression seemed to be measuring something.

"Young lady, you are a wise person. But what you know isn't everything in this world."

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said."

There was no further explanation.

As an invisible wall formed between the two, the sound of Aria and Gehenna's swords clashing came from the distance.

Clang! Clang!

The familiar noise began to press against my temples.

Just then, a scout approaching the tent entered my field of vision.

"Commander. I've completed reconnaissance."

There was tension in the scout's voice.

"How is it?"

"There's been a change in the orc tribes' movements."

"Tell me in detail."

"A new advance party has been roaming the area and joined with their forces. The scale is approximately..."

As the scout's report continued, the pain in my temples spread throughout my head.

This was no time to be watching sword practice. I wanted to return to my quarters and get some sleep right away.

But that wasn't an option.

I turned my back on the endless clashing of metal and the even sharper battle of nerves between those two.

This headache wouldn't disappear easily.

But...

This is reality. This is war.

Only I can handle this.

"We're starting the meeting. Lucia, stop arguing with Johnson and gather the staff officers."

At my command, Lucia shot Johnson a glare, then bit her lip and went to call the staff.

After she disappeared, Johnson spoke.

"I believe it would be appropriate for me to attend the meeting as well, Commander."

"Sir Johnson has more important duties."

At my words, his smile faded for the first time.

"Assisting your brother should be your first duty. Is it alright to be absent when your lord is so focused?"

Having removed the troublesome Johnson, I entered the tent.

The commotion and dust from outside were blocked out, leaving only silence and maps under the lamplight.

The staff officers who had already arrived all fixed their gazes on me.

"Commander, I'll report the reconnaissance results."

One staff officer unfolded an old parchment map. His dust-covered finger pointed to a spot on the map.

"We've detected unusual movements since yesterday."

"What kind?"

"The orc tribes are moving in a consistent pattern. As if... someone is directing them."

"Continue."

"Normally, orcs are known to guard their own territories and fight each other, but now it's different."

The officer drew several arrows on the map.

"Three tribes have already joined forces, and two more are heading in that direction."

Lucia, standing beside me, frowned and interjected.

"From a monster ecology perspective, this is extremely rare. Orcs are inherently highly territorial creatures."

"Right. That's why it's so strange."

Another staff officer agreed.

No. This isn't strange.

It's terribly predictable.

Data from my previous life surfaced in my mind. Orcs, their artificial intelligence algorithm.

Territory expansion. When the population exceeds a critical point, they move toward the nearest civilization to find new territory—that was their programming.

"Those tribes, what's their size?"

"Each is estimated at 200 to 300."

"Total scale?"

"Approaching a thousand."

Critical point breakthrough. The puzzle pieces fit together.

"Direction of movement?"

"South. Directly toward us."

As expected.

It was the same in the game. They always moved toward the nearest human settlement.

"Expected gathering point?"

"This plain area."

I looked down at the map again.

The strategy in my mind changed.

I needed to use an ecological approach rather than conventional military strategy.

"Any additional reconnaissance reports?"

One of the staff officers held up some documents.

"The orcs' reproduction rate is abnormally fast."

"How much?"

"Usually they increase by about 20% in a season, but now they've exceeded that level in just two months."

I nodded. This was somewhat as expected. In the Green Apocalypse, increased orc reproduction rates were like a bonus that came with difficulty levels.

At beginner difficulty, where locals could resolve issues without player intervention, it was about 5%.

And in hell difficulty, where humanity was doomed to fail, it was 100%—double the normal rate. 20% would be about intermediate difficulty.

"Why would they suddenly do that?" Lucia tilted her head.

I couldn't tell her it was similar to the game from my previous life.

But the outcome was clear.

"Their instinct to create new colonies has activated as their numbers rapidly increased."

And they had a habit of heading toward nearby human settlements when expanding their colonies.

In my previous life's game, it was just AI coding.

A simple algorithm set to make them gather near the player's base.

But if I had to find a reason in reality?

It's probably knowledge passed down through generations that human settlements have abundant food and water.

Farms, wells, herds of livestock.

A paradise for orcs.

"Commander, how shall we arrange our defensive formation?"

Defense?

No.

"We won't defend, we'll guide them."

The staff officers looked puzzled.

"Guide them?"

"We'll manipulate the orcs' movement path."

I unfolded the map again.

"Their coming toward us is instinctual. We can't stop that."

"Then?"

"But we can decide where they go."

I pointed to several places on the map.

"We'll place bait here, here, and here."

Lucia's eyes lit up.

"Ah, I see! We'll deliberately place things they like to..."

"Exactly. We'll draw them to where we want."

To where we have traps.

To terrain that favors us.

Or in an entirely different direction.

"But isn't that dangerous? If something goes wrong..."

"It is dangerous. But better than just waiting."

Active guidance rather than passive defense.

We need to take the initiative.

"How do you plan to guide them?"

"We'll need to form a special detachment."

"A special detachment?"

"To guide the orcs, we need to move directly. We can't just give orders from here."

"Who will command this detachment?"

"I'll do it myself."

There was no other choice.

Even if it's unbelievable, no one knows the orcs' behavior patterns as well as I do.

Lucia looked worried.

"Isn't that too dangerous?"

"It is dangerous. But there's no other way. Besides, Aria will be coming with me."

Count Tormaniu rose from his seat.

"Commander, that's a reckless plan."

"Reckless?"

"You don't need to rush for achievements. Rather, making our defensive position more solid would be..."

There was genuine concern in the Count's voice.

It was strange.

Until recently, this man couldn't wait to get rid of me, and now he's suddenly concerned about my life.

"Count, I'll be fine."

"How could you be fine! If something happens to you..."

Other staff officers began to murmur.

"There's no need for the Commander to go personally..."

"Isn't this operation too dangerous?"

Meanwhile, some showed different reactions.

"As expected, your analytical skills are impressive."

"How did you come up with such an idea..."

Opinions were divided.

But I had already made my decision.

"I will personally command the special detachment, and I won't accept any further objections."

Count Tormaniu shook his head.

"No. Absolutely not."

His voice became urgent.

What's wrong with this man?

He seems to have a conscience.

Well, I did save his life.

"I appreciate your concern, Count, but this is the best option."

"But..."

"If you have another method, please share it."

The Count closed his mouth.

He seemed to know there was no alternative.

"How many personnel will you assemble?" another staff officer asked.

"About 50 Sword Experts should be enough."

"Equipment?"

"We'll pack light for mobility. Speed is essential. But we need good horses."

I unfolded the map again.

I explained while tracing routes with my finger.

"We'll throw bait here, make them change direction here..."

Count Tormaniu shook his head.

"Fifty men won't be nearly enough. Orcs won't move for that small a force!"

I somewhat agreed with him.

Fifty men was woefully inadequate against an orc horde of over a thousand.

"Then how many would be enough?"

"At least 300..."

"With 300, we'd lose mobility."

The staff officers murmured among themselves.

It was a dilemma.

Too few men meant insufficient luring power; too many meant reduced speed.

"Of course, I've thought about that too. We'll lure them with something orcs go crazy for."

"Something orcs go crazy for?"

Lucia tilted her head.

"What specifically are you talking about?"

I couldn't help but smile.

A smile that meant I had taken control.

I remembered what the highest priority target was for orc AI in my previous life's game.

"There's a temptation orcs absolutely cannot resist."

Ch.75 - Into The Barrel
"Do you know what orcs prioritize above all else, Commander?"

Baron Linden chimed in at just the right moment.

"Of course. It's alcohol."

"Alcohol? Like beer or wine?"

"Yes. Especially strong-smelling liquor. Orcs have a highly developed sense of smell. They're particularly sensitive to fermented scents."

I recalled the reaction patterns of orc AI from my previous life's game.

When barrels of alcohol were placed, those creatures would invariably head toward them.

It was a simple game mechanic, but there was logic written in the lore that could work in reality too.

"I didn't know orcs liked alcohol."

"They instinctively know that eating fermented fruit makes them drunk. That's why they go crazy for the smell of alcohol, but they lack the ability to produce it themselves. One reason they risk confronting human knights and remain hostile to humans is for alcohol."

Lucia nodded.

"That's right. I learned that in Monster Ecology class!"

If someone had blurted out "I learned that in class!" during a military meeting on Earth, they would have been immediately reprimanded, but this era was different.

Students themselves were rarer than on Earth, and those who had completed Monster Ecology courses were even rarer.

"As expected of a magic school elite."

Some praised Lucia's academic background, making her shoulders perk up with pride.

Of course, not everyone was convinced.

"So you're saying we can lure a thousand orcs with just a few barrels of alcohol?"

The first person I needed to convince was that man—Count Tormaniu.

His skepticism was understandable.

"Just a few barrels won't be enough. We'll need a multi-stage operation. The first stage is to attract their attention with the smell. We'll place alcohol barrels upwind to draw their attention."

"And the second stage?"

"If we arrange barrels at regular intervals, they'll continue following in that direction."

I traced a route on the map, marking points with my finger.

"The final third stage is crucial. We'll need to transport quite a large quantity near the imperial army's gathering point."

"How much is 'large'?"

"Enough to make the orcs think there are more people in that settlement."

"Do you have a method? It won't be easy to suddenly procure that much alcohol."

Tormaniu asked. His skepticism seemed to have diminished somewhat.

"Of course."

**

The walk back to my personal tent was short.

Lucia, walking beside me, spoke up. Her gaze seemed to pierce right through me.

"Bianca Lumenia. You're planning to use that woman, aren't you?"

That was the plan.

More precisely, I intended to squeeze out her last remaining value.

The Lumenia family's core secret technique, "Touch of Decay."

It wasn't simply combat magic that rotted enemies.

Fermentation and aging. The technique manipulated that subtle boundary. It was the heart of alcohol production.

"To create enough alcohol to lure the orcs, we need that magic. I'm planning to teach just the brewing technique to the magic corps."

"Brother, are you in your right mind? That's practically the same as selling off the heart of Lumenia that we seized! What if they reverse-engineer the principles and recreate the magic?"

This is the problem with geniuses. They think everyone is like them. Reverse-engineering magic principles? Easier said than done.

"We can worry about that later. Right now, we need to put out the fire in front of us."

"But..."

"Miss Lucia, just a moment."

Hassan, who had been listening to our conversation, quietly interjected. Stroking his beard, he appeared deep in thought.

"Perhaps the Commander's real intention isn't about sharing the magic itself."

"What do you mean?"

Hassan's eyes turned to me. There was an interesting light in his pupils.

"What if, let's say, we give them the 'brewing version' and imply to them: 'This is just the beginning. We have the complete original, and depending on your loyalty and performance, we might offer greater rewards.'"

Lucia's expression hardened.

A small gasp escaped her lips.

"Ah..."

To think he'd discern my intentions that I myself hadn't fully realized.

As expected of Hassan, that guy is something else.

I nodded slowly, wearing a relaxed smile as if I had planned everything from the start.

"More precisely, it's a carrot."

Hassan smiled faintly at my words.

"Exactly. For them, even just the brewing technique is an exceptional reward. But when they realize the real treasure lies beyond, their loyalty and competitive spirit will burn incomparably brighter."

Lucia's eyes narrowed. Her face showed she now understood the complete picture.

"So you're not sharing magic... you're dangling bait."

"And we're not just dangling bait."

I continued, looking at both of them.

"What we have isn't an empty promise but real cash. We can simply reward those who excel accordingly. It's a perfect setup that enables both rewards and motivation simultaneously."

"Well, if that's the case..."

"And one more thing, Hassan will join me in the special detachment."

Hassan nodded. He had probably anticipated this.

"The reason is that we need a mage who can use other magic extracted from the Lumenia family."

The Touch of Decay alone wasn't enough. To fully guide the orcs, we needed more diverse magic.

And that magic was certainly more valuable than a neutered version of Touch of Decay.

"Just Hassan, not me?"

Lucia pouted slightly.

A subtle hint of jealousy was evident.

"We need you at the base to produce more alcohol."

I made up an excuse.

Lucia sighed.

"Fine."

Of course, the reality was different.

I wasn't confident I could protect her while fighting, given her strong offensive capabilities but weak defenses.

The special detachment mission was inherently dangerous.

We would need to circle around orc groups to lure them.

If we got surrounded, we could be wiped out in an instant.

Taking Lucia along in such a situation would be too burdensome.

Aria was a Sword Master, so she could escape most dangers on her own, but Lucia couldn't.

Unlike Hassan, who had learned several defensive spells including stone walls, she had none.

Fire wall?

How is that a defensive spell...

It's an attack spell.

"When do we depart, then?" Hassan asked.

"Tomorrow at dawn. We don't have much preparation time."

"Understood."

The composition of the special detachment was quickly finalized.

About 50 Sword Experts. And 10 members of the magic corps, including Hassan.

It was a composition of only the most elite.

Aria was naturally included.

Officially classified as one of the 50 Sword Experts, everyone knew she was actually a Master.

"Let me join too."

While I was reviewing the special detachment members in the commander's tent, my brother, Gehenna Adelheit, suddenly appeared.

"You want to go too, Brother?"

"Yes. A special detachment sounds fun. Baby, I want to go too."

He still called me baby.

That was characteristic of when his mind was unstable. This wasn't a game.

"I'm afraid that's not..."

It was too dangerous to include someone with an unstable mind in such an operation. But I couldn't say it directly.

"Brother, you need to guard the main camp. If you could take charge of the defense line with Count Tormaniu..."

I phrased it diplomatically.

"Defense lines are boring."

"But it's more important. The orcs might come through a different route."

"Really?"

"Of course. If the special detachment fails, you'll be our last bastion."

Brother Gehenna tilted his head.

"Then I guess I have no choice."

Fortunately, he seemed to accept it.

"But next time, take me with you for sure."

"Of course."

It was an empty promise.

If possible, I never wanted to include him in dangerous operations.

An ally with an unstable mind could be as dangerous as an enemy.

**

Meanwhile, not only my brother Gehenna but also Count Tormaniu unexpectedly showed interest in joining the special detachment.

But if he left too, being the only other person with command authority besides me, it would obviously create confusion in the unit.

Also...

"If you're gone too, Count, there will be no one to control my brother Gehenna."

"But..."

Tormaniu looked disappointed.

"Instead, I'll include your nephew in the special detachment."

Baron Linden nodded.

"It's an honor, Commander."

"Then let's confirm the final composition."

The special detachment was assigned many more horses than the actual number of troops.

Over 200 horses for just 60 personnel.

All those horses were loaded with barrels of alcohol.

It was an operation that required rapid movement while carrying heavy loads.

"Hassan, are you ready?"

"Yes, Captain."

Hassan and the magic corps were preparing another magic acquired from the Lumenia family.

Not just the Touch of Decay.

That magic was Beast Taming.

Especially magic to control horses.

"To what extent is it possible?"

"Complete control is difficult, but guiding their direction shouldn't be a problem."

"That's enough."

Just preventing the horses from running away on their own would greatly increase the operation's success rate.

The key was to make the orcs, attracted by the smell of alcohol, chase after the horses.

"We depart at 4 AM."

We had to move before darkness lifted.

Ch.76 - Operation For Two
Dawn, 3 AM.

The special forces began to move before darkness had fully lifted.

Sixty elite soldiers and over two hundred horses.

Each horse carried barrels filled with alcohol.

Strong liquor made overnight using fermentation magic.

"The smell is no joke," Baron Linden said, wrinkling his nose.

The alcohol's scent was so strong it wafted from a distance.

It had been deliberately fermented with loads of spices.

The alcohol content easily surpassed vodka from my previous life.

But it had no commercial value.

Since it was made by first-timers, it was half alcohol, half vinegar.

A sour yet intense fermented scent stung the nostrils.

"That's precisely why the orcs won't notice us, isn't it?"

I answered while mounting my horse.

The stronger the smell, the better. It would travel farther on the wind.

Aria had already finished her preparations.

With her sword at her waist, she sat on horseback, gazing ahead. She remained as taciturn as ever.

Hassan was conducting final checks with the magic battalion.

"Beast Taming is ready to go!"

Hassan's face showed an unusual level of excitement.

"Are you that pleased?"

"Of course! This is technology on a completely different level from familiar contracts. I'm truly fortunate to have come to the Luden Kingdom and met you, Captain!"

He had every right to be excited.

Mages typically keep familiar animals as assistants.

You know, like cats or owls.

But there are certain limitations to this magic.

One can only form familiar contracts with one, or at most two or three animals.

Moreover, forming a contract requires considerable time and mana, as well as establishing a mental bond with the animal.

But this Beast Taming magic could control horses without forming familiar contracts.

Of course, it put more strain on the horses and consumed massive amounts of mana, but it was undeniably impressive magic.

Being able to control battlefield horses on the spot meant mages could potentially take on the role of cavalry.

No, it was closer to a chariot corps controlling multiple horses.

Learning this magic alone could double a mage's value.

I glanced at the other magic battalion members.

Their main role was to serve as Hassan's auxiliary batteries.

But I had hinted to the mages that if the mission succeeded, I could teach them this magic.

"Commander, if this mission succeeds, will you really..."

"A promise is a promise."

The mage's face brightened.

Lumenia family's secret magic?

There was no need to be stingy with such trivial things.

I could extract even more impressive secrets from far greater families than the Lumenias.

If I could gain immediate benefits this way...

Only a fool wouldn't take advantage.

"Is everyone ready then?"

"Yes, Captain!"

The mages answered in unison.

Preparations were complete.

"Move out."

With that command, the special forces began to move.

The sound of hooves cut through the dawn air.

The thunder of two hundred horses galloping in unison resembled thunder.

The orc horde was to the north.

We needed to move before they headed south. Time was of the essence.

The smell leaking from the alcohol barrels trailed behind the horses.

With each gust of wind, the potent scent spread in all directions.

Despite it not being a particularly cold season yet, the night air was chilly.

The other fifty men seemed to feel it too, as occasional coughs could be heard.

The reason it was fifty instead of sixty was simple.

Not all sixty moved together at once.

Scout units on particularly swift horses were constantly on the move.

Monitoring the movements of both the orc army and the imperial forces was the priority.

The sound of hooves grew distant, then close again, repeatedly.

"Orc advance party, about fifty of them, three li to the northeast!"

"Imperial forces still stationed in the north!"

Reports from the scouts continued.

This pattern repeated several times.

While riding, I spoke with Aria who was right beside me.

"Does this fulfill my promise to put you at the vanguard?"

Aria blinked.

"This can hardly be called a proper vanguard mission."

Her voice carried a hint of dissatisfaction.

She was right, actually. A true vanguard would clash with the enemy at the frontline.

What we were doing now was merely a decoy operation.

"My lord, sometimes I feel you're too careful with me."

"Too careful..."

Her voice sounded somewhat disappointed. Thinking about it, I could see why she might feel that way.

"I am a Sword Master."

Though she stated it openly, none of the knights or mercenaries seemed surprised.

It was already common knowledge.

"And?"

"I won't break easily, so you can use me a bit more roughly."

Use me more roughly.

An odd expression. It was as if she wanted me to treat her like a tool.

"I don't like it being more dangerous. I might die, you know."

I said jokingly.

Aria shook her head.

"What do you mean?"

"Since you're my bodyguard, if you go, I have to go too."

"There's no need for my lord to be in such dangerous situations."

"But being by your side is the safest place."

It was true.

Being next to her, a Sword Master, meant I could avoid most dangers.

At least I was confident I wouldn't die without knowing why.

Aria paused for a moment.

She seemed to want to say more but ultimately kept quiet.

The scout unit was returning. She probably knew before I did.

First with her eyes...

Then with her ears.

"Scout unit returning!"

A shout was heard from afar.

The sound of hooves grew closer.

The figure of the scout, kicking up dust as he approached, became increasingly clear.

The scout rushed toward us.

He nearly fell off his horse as he urgently pulled the reins.

He was so out of breath he could barely speak.

The previous scout hadn't been like this.

"Commander! There's been a change in the orc horde's movement!"

"What kind of change?"

"They're gathering faster than expected!"

The scout reported between gasps.

I had a bad feeling.

"It seems all thousand orcs will be gathered by this afternoon!"

Damn it.

Our operation time had been cut in half.

According to the original plan, we thought we'd have more time.

My mind raced.

The barrel placement needed recalculation, and the decoy route required adjustment.

"Is this true for all orc tribes?"

"Yes. They're moving quickly, as if someone is urging them on."

A scout who arrived shortly after told the same story.

I couldn't understand why the orcs were suddenly picking up pace.

Aria turned her head.

"We need to change the plan."

"Yeah."

Less time meant increased risk.

We had to execute the operation with insufficient preparation.

"Lord Linden!"

"Yes!"

"We're changing the operation!"

"Are we retreating?"

Retreating after coming this far made no sense.

Moreover, those orcs would likely head toward our camp.

"There will be no retreat. Instead, we'll divide the special forces into three groups."

The knights and mercenaries looked up. It was a sudden change, but there was no other choice.

"The first group will take the fastest horses and directly deliver the barrels to various locations."

I pointed to several spots on the map.

"The second group will create noise at intermediate points to attract the orcs' attention. However, they must absolutely avoid engaging with the orcs."

Hassan nodded.

"If you encounter imperial scouts, retreat. Though I believe they'll likely retreat as well."

Time was pressing. There was no room for hesitation.

"Group 1 will be Baron Linden and forty knights."

Linden nodded.

"Group 2 will be Hassan and the entire magic battalion, plus ten Sword Expert level mercenaries as guards."

Hassan bowed.

At that moment, Baron Linden raised his hand.

"Commander."

"What is it?"

"You haven't designated Group 3."

"Group 3... Right, I need to designate Group 3."

I turned to look at Aria.

"Aria and I will be Group 3."

"It would be better for the Commander to withdraw with guards, as this mission is too dangerous."

What on earth was he saying?

Well, I suppose it was a reasonable misunderstanding.

"No."

I said firmly.

"The two of us will directly lure the orcs within visual range."


**


The knights surrounding us began to murmur.

It was an understandable reaction.

The operation my lord had just proposed was far too reckless.

If he had ordered me to go alone, I could have somewhat understood.

I am strong, after all. Having reached the realm of Sword Master, I could handle most dangers on my own.

But.

For my lord to join such a dangerous mission.

I was about to speak up.

I wanted to object.

My lord's safety was the highest priority. My hand tightened on my sword.

At that moment, my lord spoke.

"How about it? Is this more in line with the honorable vanguard duty you mentioned?"

I was speechless.

He was right.

I had indeed expressed dissatisfaction earlier.

This was certainly an honorable vanguard mission.

But the problem was that my lord intended to take on this vanguard duty alongside me.

"I alone am sufficient."

With a Sword Master's skills, dealing with orcs wasn't particularly difficult.

Especially if I focused on escaping.

But my lord shook his head.

"No."

"B-but..."

"Don't be mistaken. You can't complete this mission alone."

Ch.77 - Operation For Two (2)
At the fork in the road, the troops dispersed.

Baron Linden's first group disappeared to the left, while Hassan and the mage battalion leading the second group vanished to the right, leaving only the sound of hoofbeats behind.

As the dust settled, only silence remained.

Just Aria and me, alone.

The sudden silence felt awkward.

Until now, I'd always been with someone else, but rarely had I been left alone with just her.

I glanced at Aria from atop my horse.

She was still staring straight ahead. That rigid posture, unwavering in any situation, never changed.

"Are we really going alone?"

My voice betrayed a hint of surprise.

"You said you couldn't complete the mission by yourself."

That was true. She couldn't do it alone.

To successfully execute a diversion against a thousand Orcs, being strong wasn't enough.

Game knowledge was necessary. The Orcs' patterns, diversion points. Without that miscellaneous knowledge, the operation would obviously face difficulties.

Yes, that was it.

There was no other reason.

...
...
...

Alright, let me be honest.

I didn't like her taking on such dangerous work alone.

Sword Master or not, who knows what might happen when facing over a thousand Orcs alone?

That woman sometimes forgets she's not invincible.

I had an informant look into her past, and apparently she's always been like this. That's why she did foolish things like challenging a Sword Master to a duel, losing both arms in the process.

After becoming a Sword Master herself, she's become even more deluded about being invincible. If I don't protect this careless woman, who knows what might happen to her.

I couldn't say such concerns out loud. It would wound her pride.

"How do you plan to lure them?"

"Sound and visual effects."

Now that I said it aloud, it did sound like a reckless plan.

But there was no other way. To effectively lure the Orcs, we had to show ourselves.

"That's dangerous."

"Yes, but you're a Sword Master."

"You're not, my lord."

She was right. I was merely a Sword Expert. In front of a thousand Orcs, I was nothing but prey.

"That's why I have you."

"..."

Aria closed her mouth. She seemed to want to say more but chose silence instead.

Only the sound of hoofbeats cut through the dawn air.

The sky was gradually brightening. The sun would rise soon.

We needed to arrive before the Orcs finished gathering.

"Let's go."

I spurred my horse.

The horse increased its speed.

Aria's horse followed beside me.

The sound of two horses' hooves blended into one.

Hooves pounded the earth as we galloped.

How much time had passed?

The wind struck my face. The dawn air cut coldly.

"There."

Aria raised her hand.

Beyond the hill, black dots were moving. Orcs.

I took out a telescope to confirm. About thirty of them. Advance party size.

"More than I expected."

"What will you do?"

I pulled out a whistling arrow from my quiver. A special arrow that makes sound when shot.

"Let's make some noise first."

I drew the bowstring.

The whistling arrow flew into the air. After rising high, it fell with a sound like a bird's cry.

Peeeeeeee!

The Orcs looked up.

At that moment, I shot a fire arrow.

It blazed across the sky and fell among the Orcs, bursting into flames.

"Kraaagh!"

The Orcs screamed.

Their reaction was stronger than expected.

Orc howls came from areas we hadn't scouted.

In total...

It looked like more than 100, not just 50. The ones hiding behind the hill had emerged too.

"That's quite a lot, isn't it?"

"We should run."

I spurred my horse.

The horse began to gallop. But something was wrong.

It wasn't reaching its usual speed. Definitely slower than normal.

"Is the horse frightened?"

I heard the Orcs shouting behind us. They were getting closer.

I gripped the reins tighter.

The horse sped up, but there was a limit. A frightened horse couldn't perform at its best.

Thump, thump, thump.

Heavy footsteps followed.

Several Orcs were catching up.

And then...

Aria's horse came to a sudden stop. She drew her sword simultaneously.

Swoosh!

A milky sword aura enveloped the blade.

In the darkness before sunrise, that light was even more vivid.

With one strike, an Orc's head flew off.

Second, third.

She cut them down in succession.

Time seemed to stop. The sword aura danced, cutting through the darkness.

In an instant, five Orcs fell.

"Kreuugh!"

More Orcs rushed in from behind. But the Orcs in front didn't seem particularly motivated. They too were creatures of flesh and blood.

It wasn't easy to maintain morale after watching comrades get sliced in half in 3D live action.

But... these weren't the only Orcs.

Murmuring sounds came from higher ground. The Orcs were getting excited.

This was according to plan.

"Now let's really run!"

I pulled the reins.

We needed to pretend to flee while provoking the Orcs. If we ran too far, they'd give up the chase.

We galloped while maintaining an appropriate distance.

Behind us, the Orcs growled and followed.

"They're following well."

Aria turned her head.

"Where to now?"

"To the first gathering point."

The plan was to use barrels of alcohol there to attract even more Orcs.

The sound of hoofbeats broke the dawn.

The footsteps of the pursuing Orcs grew louder.

It was a successful start.

Perhaps it was because we'd witnessed Aria's overwhelming power?

The horse no longer seemed frightened.

Growling sounds came from behind. I pulled the reins while measuring the distance.

The sky gradually brightened.

The sun began to peek from the east. As darkness lifted, visibility improved.

I took out my bow.

Shooting from horseback wasn't easy. But it was manageable.

The first arrow flew.

It struck an Orc's shoulder.

"Kraaagh!"

A scream erupted.

I prepared a second arrow, this time a whistling one.

The whistle sound rang through the air.

Peeeeeeee!

The sharp sound spread in all directions.

"Aria, you too."

"Yes."

She also took out her bow.

Arrows flew in succession.

The Orcs became more excited.

"Kraaagh! Kruuugh!"

Their howls spread everywhere.

They were calling their comrades.

Responses came from far away.

"Krooooh!"

"Kraaagh!"

"Chweek-chweek!"

Responses were heard from various directions.

Everything was going according to plan.

I urged the horse on.

We crossed over a hill. Looking back, I saw Orcs joining one by one.

At first there were 50.

Now?

80, 100.

The number kept growing.

Some emerging from the forest.

Others appearing from behind rocks.

Where had they all been hiding?

The sun rose higher.

The full scale began to reveal itself.

200, 300.

They were still joining.

My throat went dry.

Far more than expected. At this scale...

Wait. Did we attract too many?

This seemed beyond what the two of us could handle.

I looked back again.

The Orc horde surged forward like a green wave.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Their footsteps thundered.

Cold sweat ran down my back.

But I pretended to be calm.

"Just as planned!"

And shortly after... the smell changed.

Instead of the fresh forest scent and blood, a pungent fermented odor carried on the wind.

It was the strong, sour smell of alcohol.

And I could also hear the noise our allies were making to provoke the Orcs.

We had reached our target point.

The Orcs' reaction behind us changed.

"Kruuuugh!"

It was an excited howl. Much sharper and more intense than usual.

Their pace quickened too. As if intoxicated by the smell of alcohol, they pursued more fiercely.

This was according to plan.

Barrels of alcohol had been placed throughout the area. Baron Linden had set them up in advance.

Like Hansel and Gretel's breadcrumbs.

Bait to guide the Orcs in a specific direction.

We passed the first barrel.

Several Orcs rushed to it. They smashed the barrel and began licking the alcohol.

But most continued to follow us.

Because a stronger smell wafted from ahead.

Second barrel. Third.

The concentration of alcohol smell grew stronger.

The Orcs became more excited. They ran, drooling.

Their excitement exceeded expectations. It was close to madness.

Their craving for alcohol was instinctual.

We kept galloping, following the horse's tail.

In the direction led by the alcohol smell. Toward the predetermined gathering point.

"Captain! Over here! Here!"

A voice called out.

It was Hassan.

The only one maintaining an Arabic appearance in this Western fantasy world, he was waving from atop his horse.

"Hassan!"

I rode toward him.

Behind us, the Orcs' footsteps grew more intense.

Hassan was also luring a group of Orcs.

From the opposite direction came different sounds.

Hoofbeats. Armor clanking. And human shouts.

"Don't tell me the Imperial Army too?"

"Yes! Somehow it turned out that way!"

It wasn't just Orcs. They had drawn in the Imperial Army too.

Two enemy forces were converging on one point.

Wait. Something's not right.

Hundreds of Orcs plus the Imperial Army? Are we about to get sandwiched?

My throat went completely dry.

But I pretended to be calm.

"Well, well... this is going to get interesting."

Ch.78 - Quick-witted Response
How should I navigate this situation?

This world wasn't advanced in military science.

In an era where one Sword Master could face a thousand opponents, what need was there for tactics?

So I had to borrow knowledge from my previous life rather than my current one.

I closed my eyes.

I summoned two commanders in my mind. Though controversial, they were military experts who ranked in humanity's top ten.

Their appearances weren't much to look at.

First, a short, unattractive Asian man.

With an unfinished beard and rough features. But he was the man known as Zhuge Liang.

Cao Cao.

"Emperor Wei! How should I resolve this situation?"

I asked seriously.

"I want to... with married women."

Oh for fuck's sake, you idiot.

I looked at the second one.

A bald Westerner. Founder of Western civilization!

The progenitor of an empire with unprecedented influence in world history. The man whose title became the origin of "emperor."

Julius Caesar.

"Great Caesar! What would you do in this situation?"

I asked with expectation.

"I agree. Married women..."

"Oh for fuck's sake!"

I'm the idiot for asking.

I opened my eyes.

It had all happened in just five seconds.

I decided to think about why these military giants from my past life were such married-women enthusiasts later.

There were more urgent matters at hand.

"Hassan. Use Beast Taming to make only the horses charge at them."

Hassan flinched.

"Just the horses? But that means..."

"It means sacrificing the horses."

No need to sugarcoat it.

Hassan's face hardened. His hands trembled slightly.

Then I heard a snickering sound in my head.

That face!

One of the two military experts I had just summoned.

It was Cao Cao.

"Yes, war requires sacrifice."

Though it was an auditory hallucination, it was clear. No wonder this guy was a legendary villain cursed throughout Chinese history.

"Captain..."

Hassan opened his mouth, then closed it again. Sweat trickled down his face.

"We have no choice. For us to live, the horses must die."

It was a cold calculation. If I had to choose between humans and horses, humans were obviously the priority.

Hassan bowed his head.

"...Understood."

He finally agreed.

The other mage units gathered around Hassan. Their staffs pointed toward him. Mana began to transfer.

A blue light spread across Hassan's body.

"I'm starting."

The spell began. Ancient language that sounded like Arabic echoed in the air.

The horses responded.

Their eyes rolled back. Suddenly they changed direction and began charging toward the Orcs and Imperial forces.

"Now!"

We escaped in the opposite direction.

Away from where the horses were going.

Aria opened the path at the vanguard.

Her Sword Aura flashed as she cut down the Orcs blocking our way. This was only possible because of her.

From behind came the screams of horses.

Neeeigh!

My heart ached, but I didn't look back.

That's what war was like.

By now, most of the knights had joined us.

Thanks to the horses' sacrifice, we had succeeded in escaping.

But the Imperial main force was still in pursuit.

The news wasn't all bad, though.

In fact, the situation was better than expected.

Shouts could be heard from afar. Along with the clash of weapons.

A full-scale battle between the Orcs and Imperial forces had begun.

I raised my telescope.

The Imperial side was being pushed back. They probably hadn't expected such a large Orc force to appear.

To be honest, I hadn't expected so many either.

"Knights are following us from behind!"

A scout's report came in.

Imperial elite forces had separated to pursue us.

"I can see about a hundred of them. Most are men."

"If they're Imperial men, they're just low-grade Augmented Humans, right? Mostly weak?" Baron Linden said.

"They're all Sword Experts," Aria stated flatly.

"What?"

"Augmentation Surgery is always beneficial in terms of combat power. Even low-grade ones are much stronger than ordinary people. Up to high-ranking Experts, men outnumber women."

"So what do we do?"

A hundred Experts.

We had about sixty people.

"What would you like to do?" Aria asked.

She placed her hand on her sword. Ready to draw at any moment.

From behind, the sound of hoofbeats grew closer.

Thump, thump, thump.

The ground shook. It was the sound of a hundred knights approaching.

I hesitated for a moment.

Fight or continue fleeing?

I calculated quickly in my head.

Our chances?

If we fought, we would win.

But the casualties would be high.

More than half could die.

Was it worth it?

No.

"What do we do? We run! We've already achieved all our strategic objectives!"

"He says run!"

"Retreat!"

The knights all spurred their horses at once.

The horses increased their speed.

The wind struck my face.

From behind came the shouts of the Imperial forces.

"Cowardly Luden bastards!"

"After them!"

I didn't care.

Cowards or whatever, surviving was the priority.

I spurred my horse harder.

The horses began to gallop at full speed.

The enemies, trusting in their numbers, continued to chase.

They probably thought they'd win if it came to a fight, but they had no way of knowing.

That we had a Sword Master on our side.

Of course, I had no intention of broadcasting such crucial classified information. Even if I did, they wouldn't believe it anyway.

Rather...

"Your allies are being slaughtered by Orcs, and you're only chasing us!"

I shouted in fluent Imperial language.

"You can kill the Orcs anytime, but not us!"

A reply flew from behind.

"But you look like you're about to lose."

"You cowards! You won't die peacefully!"

They were quite angry.

Well, I couldn't blame them.

Meanwhile...

The horses were getting tired.

Their breathing became rough.

Foam gathered at their mouths.

Just as I was wondering how long we could keep them at bay...

Whoosh!

Dozens of arrows flew.

Toward them, not us.

What?

"Argh!"

"W-what's happening?"

Most of them either dodged the arrows, blocked them with their swords, or weren't seriously injured even if hit.

As Experts, they weren't easily damaged by mere arrows.

Of course, that was usually the case.

The guy who had just been cursing us was unlucky.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream erupted.

An arrow had pierced through his eye socket. It was deeply embedded.

No matter how superhuman, there were limits to strengthening eyeballs.

The arrow was lodged almost to the end of his skull.

Given human anatomy, that meant instant death.

Sword Expert or whatever, there was no mercy.

He fell from his horse.

Thud.

With a heavy sound, his body hit the ground.

"Ambush! It's a Luden ambush!"

It was more like timely reinforcements than an ambush.

But the timing was perfect, as if it had been a planned ambush.

Allies appeared on both flanks. Like a divided encirclement from left and right.

A familiar voice erupted from the left.

"Leon!"

The owner of the arrow that had just dispatched an Imperial knight.

It was Belisa. The top-class Expert mercenary who had been with us for months appeared, leading her subordinate Experts.

Not far away, another mighty shout rang out.

"Chrono bastards! I am Count Tormaniu, Commander of the First Corps!"

It was Count Tormaniu. He raised his voice as if to vent his frustration from the recent defeat.

But from the opposite side, an even more overwhelming voice echoed.

"Good! Excellent! Imperial dogs! I'll sweep you all away!"

"That guy!"

"Gehenna Adelheit! A Sword Master!"

When you reach Sword Master level, even Imperial bastards recognize you.

He too was leading a group of knights.

Madness gleamed in his appearance as he raised his sword.

The Imperial forces were suddenly surrounded on three sides.

The Imperial knights' faces contorted.

"Damn it!"

"Was this a trap?"

Their voices were mixed with confusion. Understandable. The prey they had been chasing had suddenly become the hunter.

Voices resurfaced in my mind. Cao Cao and Caesar.

The bald Westerner smiled.

"War is about improvisation!"

The unattractive Asian man nodded.

"That's right! Improvisation is the essence of military tactics! Only a fool would miss such an opportunity!"

They were right. Whether Cao Cao or Caesar, they weren't just married-women enthusiasts.

Their real common trait was improvisation that surpassed any military strategist of their time.

There are moments when situational judgment is more important than planning. This was exactly such a moment.

Indeed, they were great heroes who had shaped their eras!

Their advice was worth listening to.

But suddenly they started talking nonsense.

"By the way, that silver-haired girl next to you is quite pretty, isn't she?"

"I was thinking the same thing! Hehehehehe!"

"What did you say?"

I quickly erased them from my mind. Forever.

How dare they eye her, those bastards.

No wonder one had to deal with headaches choosing heirs from a bunch of troublemakers despite having decent successors available, or ended up getting stabbed to death.

Summoning them wasn't some special ability to begin with.

It was just my imagination.

What mattered was the current situation.

A perfect encirclement had formed.

The perfect timing for a charge.

I turned my horse around.

"Charge!"

Rumble, rumble!

300? No, 500? Anyway, countless hooves pounded the earth.

It sounded like thunder rolling across the ground.

The encirclement tightened from both sides.

The left wing led by Belisa unleashed another rain of arrows.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

The Imperial knights raised their shields. Metallic sounds rang out in succession.

Count Tormaniu aimed his spear from the front. But those arrows were just a decoy.

From the right wing came Gehenna's wild laughter.

"Hahaha! Die, Imperial dogs!"

Black Sword Aura erupted from his sword.

It was a Sword Master's strike.

Two Imperial knights were instantly cut down. Armor and all.

"A Sword Master!"

"Run away!"

Someone quickly losing morale.

But one braver fellow...

"Capture their young commander as a prisoner!"

Even in this situation, he made a fairly sound judgment.

A person to watch out for.

With decent if not exceptionally handsome looks, and great improvisation skills, he too had the look of someone who might fancy married women.

In other words...

Had it not been for today's battle, he might have grown into a great strategist.

But unfortunately for him, there wasn't just one Sword Master.

Ch.79 - Because I'm The Real One
Aria's single strike cut down a potential troublemaker housewife... no, a potential military strategist in one clean blow.

It wasn't her usual milk-colored Sword Force.

This was a red Sword Force, with more power behind it.

It wasn't because the opponent was particularly formidable—it was more for the performance.

The red Sword Force sliced through the air.

There wasn't even the sound of metal.

The armor was cleanly cut in half without even the sound of cutting through butter, and the Sword Force traveled almost 3 meters further to destroy the person behind as well.

Two killed with a single strike.

Splash!

Only then did the blood burst forth.

The red color, which had been indistinguishable from the Sword Force, became clearly distinct when it sprayed out.

Hot liquid splattered even onto my face.

A salty taste touched my lips.

"Eek!"

"There's another Sword Master over there!"

"Two Sword Masters!"

Fear spread quickly.

The imperial army's formation collapsed instantly.

The battle was over.

More than half of the enemies were lying on the ground, dead or alive.

"Drop your weapons and raise your hands! Those who do will be spared!"

I raised my voice before our forces could slaughter all the enemies.

Some still fought to the end despite this and were cut down by swords.

Many more were stabbed with spears while they hesitated in confusion.

But the majority dropped their swords as soon as they heard my words.

They raised their hands high.

"Surrender! We surrender!"

"Please spare our lives!"

Cries that were close to wails erupted.

In an instant, they were surrounded.

We killed about 70 Sword Experts and captured about 30 as prisoners.

It was a great victory.

Not a single enemy would return alive.


**

However...

Contrary to Leon Adelheit's thoughts, not all imperial knights were killed or captured.

There was a trio with remarkable judgment. The moment Gehenna revealed himself, they instinctively knew.

Death was right before them.

The three imperial knights turned their horses around simultaneously.

This wasn't a thought-out action.

It was a moment when survival instinct overwhelmed reason. Fighting would be suicide.

"Neeeigh!"

The horses began to gallop with screams. Whips struck the horses' hindquarters.

Behind them, the screams of their comrades erupted.

"Argh!"

"Save me!"

"I surrender!"

Those who didn't make the same judgment, or those who made the same judgment but acted a bit slower because they thought before acting, either died or surrendered.

But those who made the right judgment faster than anyone else, differently from others, were indeed different.

They didn't look back.

Looking back meant death. They were certain of it.

They whipped their horses harder. They rode as if their breath would be cut off.

Hooves kicked up dirt as they ran. Mud splattered onto their armor.

Their hearts pounded as if about to burst.

They couldn't tell if it was their own or their horses'.

Their breathing became rough. White foam dripped from the horses' mouths.

Finally, they arrived near the main camp.

One horse collapsed with a thud. The remaining horses were also at their limit. Walking would have been faster than riding them now.

Only then did the knights realize they had successfully escaped.

But still...

Their legs trembled.

"Did we... run away?"

"It's not running away. It's a proper retreat. The enemy had a Sword Master despite their small numbers."

"That's right..."

But shame was evident in their eyes.

They couldn't deny the fact that they had abandoned their comrades and fled.

"What... what could we have done? Against a Sword Master."

They hung their heads.

It was self-justification.

They knew it too.

But they didn't want to admit it.

"It's fortunate that at least we survived."

"We need to report that the enemy has a Sword Master. And we need to help hunt the orcs."

It was a plausible justification.

They headed toward where the battle with the orcs had taken place. But of course, the battle was already over.

Corpses were scattered everywhere.

Human corpses overwhelmingly outnumbered orc corpses.

"Damn..."

Footprints remained. They belonged to the remaining orcs.

They were heading toward the imperial army's main camp.

When they reached the front of the stockade, they stopped.

A shocking scene unfolded before them.

A woman stood under the imperial flag. Her silver hair was matted with blood.

Her white armor was covered in red stains.

Dozens of green corpses were scattered around her. Blood was still dripping from the sword in her hand.

It was Ainis the Iron Blood.

One of the hundred superhumans the empire possessed. A legendary figure who was said to have matched Sword Masters even during her Sword Expert days.

Despite her young age, rumors said she was among the strongest of the hundred.

Some even said she was a true superhuman.

It was the first time they had seen enemy blood on her sword.

Though they hadn't seen her fight directly... they could imagine how overwhelming it must have been.

Their mouths went dry.

All three thought the same thing.

'I did nothing wrong.'

No one said it aloud.

Ainis raised her head.

Her gaze turned toward the three.

"You were pursuing the Luden forces. Did you annihilate them?"

"We're sorry! We..."

Just as excuses were about to begin.

"Answer only what I ask."

Her voice was calm.

"Except for us... they were completely wiped out."

Their lips were parched.

Even speaking was difficult.

A smile appeared on Ainis's lips.

It wasn't anger.

It was something more terrifying.

"A hundred elite knights were wiped out by Luden's pathetic army? Even though you had numerical superiority?"

"Reinforcements... the enemy had reinforcements."

It was a barely squeezed-out answer.

"Must have been impressive reinforcements. It seems Luden is more of a military power than I thought, to so easily wipe out 100 Sword Experts."

"The enemy had a Sword Master!"

One knight desperately shouted.

"It was Gehenna Adelheit, the Mad Count!"

Another knight added.

"Gehenna?"

Her expression subtly changed.

"But didn't you match him in the past, Count? When you were both Sword Experts. So now..."

At that moment, Ainis's face hardened.

Not realizing how ignorant their words were, they continued babbling.

"At that time, voices praising Count Ainis filled the entire army! This time too, please!"


**


Those three were undeniably deserters.

By rights, they should have been killed.

But I had intended to spare them.

Sword Experts facing a Sword Master? It would be a disaster.

Their judgment to flee immediately wasn't wrong.

Thanks to them, I learned that the Mad Count Gehenna had come as enemy reinforcement.

Very valuable information.

It was strange that the Luden forces had won against the orcs with little damage.

But with a Sword Master, it's a different story.

My vigilance toward the Luden forces, which I had been treating as insignificant, doubled. Perhaps... no, certainly they would be more dangerous than the orc army.

Those guys must be feeling quite dejected—should I give them a reward? Of course, since they did flee, it couldn't be too substantial...

But at that moment.

A single phrase that burst from their mouths changed everything.

"Didn't you match him in the past, Count Ainis?"

"This time too, please!"

Something boiled in my veins.

They were looking at me.

But they weren't praising me.

Even while looking at my face, they were calling another's name.

Ainis.

The name of that woman I want to kill.

I am her replacement.

I know she's already dead.

But whenever I hear that name, something boils inside me.

Ainis, Ainis, Ainis.

That name echoing in my ears.

The better-made creation.

Yes, that bastard cherished her like a real daughter.

To the extent of naming her after a goddess...

But in the end, I'm the one who survived and became a Sword Master, while those bastards died.

"With Count Ainis's skills!"

And yet, when that name echoed in my ears again, I realized.

In the end, "I" hadn't crossed the threshold by my own power.


I unconsciously drew the sword at my waist.

This sword with a black tint, just like the one she used to favor.

I slashed it out in a large, irritated arc.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream erupted.

When I came to my senses, one of them had been cut in two.

The upper and lower body were cleanly separated, creating a red puddle.

The other two were trembling.

Looking slowly at the blood-spattered blade, I said coldly.

"So you ran away after all."

I was just stating a fact.

Cowards who abandoned a hundred elites and returned alive alone.

How dare such people mention Ainis's name and compare me to her.

Unforgivable.

Unforgivable.

Unforgivable.

"Please forgive us! Count Ainis!"

"Again!"

Before I knew it, three more corpses had been added beside me.

The smell of blood stung my nostrils.

An adjutant was trembling.

The smell of urine wafted through the gaps in his armor.

"Three days."

I spat out coldly.

"What?"

"We attack the Luden forces in three days."

"But Count, the Luden forces have..."

The adjutant's voice cracked.

"I will bring back Gehenna Adelheit's head."

Yes, I am Ainis the Iron Blood.

So I can easily take the head of someone like the Mad Count.

Yes, I am Ainis.

Because I, who survived, am the real one, not that dead woman... the real one... the real one...

Ch.80 - Post-Victory Response
The sight of returning to our camp with thirty-some prisoners was truly magnificent.

Imperial knights with shackles on their wrists walked in a line.

Clank.

Clank.

The sound of shackles created the rhythm of their march.

These were elite warriors who would normally each be worth a hundred skilled soldiers. Now they walked with their heads bowed, being led away.

And ironically, many of those escorting them were ordinary soldiers.

Not Sword Experts, not even those who could use mana.

"Are those really the Empire's Sword Experts?"

A soldier whispered.

"They captured thirty and killed seventy in just one clash?"

Their expressions showed disbelief. The Sword Experts of the Chrono Empire were among the most elite warriors on this continent.

Yet here they were, being led away like slaves sold at a market.

Some prisoners still couldn't hide their defiant gazes.

But most wore blank expressions. They seemed still in shock from being attacked simultaneously by two Sword Masters.

"Commander, you're truly amazing!"

Baron Linden rode up on his horse. His face was flushed.

"I was just lucky."

"Lucky? It was a perfect operation!"

Operation?

Well, half right and half wrong.

Luring the orcs toward the Imperial army was planned, but drawing in the Imperial forces too was unexpected.

And Belisa, Tormaniu, and Brother Gehenna showing up at the perfect time was pure coincidence.

But there was no need to broadcast such details.

"Please take good care of the prisoners. Especially that one."

I pointed with my chin at one man. Unlike the other prisoners, he was bound separately.

"Any particular reason?"

"The light in his eyes is still alive."

"Understood."

As we approached the camp, the number of spectators grew.

Soldiers rushed out in droves to watch the procession of prisoners.

"Never thought Imperial bastards could look so pathetic."

"All thanks to our Sword Masters."

The gazes directed at Aria and Brother Gehenna were filled with reverence.

Aria in particular looked even more mysterious, without a single drop of blood on her.

Cheers of victory enveloped the entire camp.

Soldiers raised their cups and put arms around each other's shoulders. They were excited about capturing the Imperial Sword Experts.

"The Chrono Empire isn't so great after all!"

"We won!"

"Long live the Luden Kingdom!"

"Long live Commander Leon!"

The celebration continued late into the night.

But I slept soundly.

**

A day passed.

In the commander's tent.

Outside it was still bustling with noise, but inside the tent hung an atmosphere of tension.

The euphoria of victory had faded, and everyone was curious about what would happen next.

Count Tormaniu had spread out a map.

Baron Linden stood with his arms crossed, Brother Gehenna was still sleeping, and Lucia sat in a chair, tapping her fingers on the table.

Tap.

Tap.

The rhythmic sound broke the silence.

Not only were they doing nothing, but beyond doing nothing, they were ruining the meeting atmosphere. Yet no one pointed this out.

If you're upset about it, become a Sword Master yourself.

I had the idle thought of whether a commander who became a Sword Master could also sleep during meetings or make noise while doing nothing, as I continued with the meeting.

That's when it happened.

The sound of hoofbeats approached from afar.

Clippity-clop!

The sound grew closer. It was urgent.

The tent flap was pushed aside, and a female knight rushed in.

"Commander!"

She was covered in dust.

Her face was completely covered in dirt, and her armor showed signs of having traveled a long distance. Sweat dripping from her helmet had made streaks on her cheeks.

"Lady Emila!"

Count Tormaniu shouted. Yes, that was her name.

"I'm here to report my reconnaissance findings!"

"Go ahead, report!"

"Both the orcs and Imperial forces have suffered tremendous damage from their clash."

Lady Emila caught her breath as she spoke.

"Virtually all of the orc forces came down from the mountains and charged."

"Which side won?"

"The orcs had the advantage, but..."

She paused briefly.

"When Count Ainis personally stepped in..."

Her voice trembled.

Ainis.

At the mention of that name, even Aria stopped her table percussion performance.

Tap.

The final sound echoed through the tent.

Others also held their breath. Tension made the air heavy.

Count Tormaniu leaned over the map.

"And then?"

"The Warlord fought Count Ainis but couldn't win. Instead, one of his arms was cut off."

"The Warlord's arm?"

Baron Linden's eyes widened.

"Yes. But... since many elite Sword Experts were picked off by us, the Imperial army's flank collapsed during the battle with the orcs."

"Casualties?"

"An enormous number of deaths and injuries."

She bit her lip briefly.

"In the end, it was the orc forces that retreated, but a significant number of orcs still survived."

"How many?"

"It was difficult to get an exact count, but... at least several hundred, I'd say."

"Several hundred?"

"They were scattered and gathering in the northern mountains."

The tent fell silent.

"What about Imperial casualties?"

"They too appeared to number less than a thousand."

"What was Count Ainis's condition?"

"I saw from a distance, but... he seemed unharmed."

There was a slight sigh.

But regardless, the overall situation was better than expected.

Who would have thought the orcs would commit fully, with even the Warlord joining the battle.

Moreover, the Warlord sustaining a major injury was also good news.

Of course, this wasn't the only Warlord, but even so, eliminating one Warlord early in the Green Apocalypse would greatly increase humanity's chances of surviving this crisis.

"Everyone, lighten up!"

At my shout, the stiff shoulders of the staff relaxed slightly.

"The situation is better than expected. Above all, we have twice as many Sword Masters as they do!"

At those words, as if they'd been waiting, voices that might have been flattery or sincerity burst forth.

"You're absolutely right!"

"The advantage is ours!"

Despite being from noble families and each being Sword Experts in their own right, at this moment they were closer to oily-tongued sycophants.

I let their flattery go in one ear and out the other, turning my head toward Count Tormaniu, who was silently looking down at the map.

Despite holding an equal or higher actual rank, he had been unusually respectful since I saved his life.

"Commander Leon, what are your thoughts on our next move?"

He spoke first.

"What would you suggest? Please share your wisdom, Count."

At my words, Tormaniu slowly raised his head.

"Though I'm an old man whose life you saved, I pride myself on having some experience, so I'll offer my opinion."

His wrinkled finger pointed to the old parchment map. It was the northern mountainous region.

"Both the Imperial army and the orcs have suffered heavy blows. They will have no choice but to retreat now. The orcs will scatter in this direction to regroup, but with the Warlord injured, it will take time."

"They might even need to select a new Warlord. Having lost an arm, he's essentially disabled now."

Lucia's sharp analysis cut in.

"Indeed. They'll either stay put or, as I see it, almost certainly retreat northward soon."

"And the Imperial army?"

"Though Count Ainis is unharmed, their troop losses are severe. With less than a thousand men left, they can hardly continue their offensive. They'll either quietly wait for reinforcements or, more likely, retreat as well."

So far, his thoughts matched mine.

"So, what's your conclusion?"

"We should strengthen our defensive line and... wait until the enemy withdraws. That alone would perfectly fulfill our mission."

A safe choice. And an extremely sensible judgment.

I could feel the atmosphere in the tent subtly relaxing.

Most seemed to agree with him. Baron Linden nodded slightly, and several other staff members exhaled in relief.

"It's best not to push too hard and just wait for now."

It was Lucia.

As my sister and closest confidant spoke, other staff members began to voice their opinions one by one.

"A wise decision."

"Time is on our side."

"There's no need to take unnecessary risks..."

The voices overlapped.

From a common-sense perspective, it was the wisest decision. With both sides having suffered heavy losses, there was no need to take risks.

As time passed, the situation would likely become more favorable for our forces.

But.

My thoughts were a bit different.

Even as I listened to the staff's opinions, different calculations were running through my head.

Tap.

Tap.

I found myself tapping the table with my fingers, taking over for Aria who had stopped her performance.

While everyone else chose safety, I was looking for opportunity.

"You agree, Commander?"

Count Tormaniu asked.

All eyes focused on me. Every staff member was looking at me.

Lucia had her arms crossed, and Baron Linden was pointing at the map, waiting.

"Hmm..."

A moment of silence passed.

The safe choice. The certain choice. The choice everyone wanted.

But that wasn't the only right answer.

The Imperial army had less than a thousand men left? The orcs were scattered?

This was our opportunity, right now.

Ch.81 - Rare Item Farming
My past-life gaming knowledge suddenly surfaced.

Most game designs follow one iron rule: defeating powerful enemies always yields rewards.

This was fundamental to game design. If players overcome difficult challenges without appropriate compensation, the game loses its appeal. The motivation to take risks disappears.

This was especially true for boss-level enemies. The stronger and harder to defeat they were, the better items they dropped. It was a basic principle of every game.

The mercenary management game I enjoyed playing was no exception.

Originally, Greenskins were an avoided faction because fighting them yielded nothing worthwhile. Most players steered clear of Orc territories.

But everything changed with an additional patch.

The overall quantity of loot was increased, and defeating Warlord-class enemies would yield incredible items. During the Green Apocalypse event, drop rates were multiplied several times.

As a result, Orc Warlords—especially wounded ones—were considered almost guaranteed lottery wins.

Rare items guaranteed.
Experience bonus guaranteed.

And if they were injured? The difficulty dropped dramatically while the rewards remained the same.

Players called them "guaranteed winning lottery tickets."

And now I'm supposed to throw away this lottery ticket?

Despite safety being the priority, this was too good to pass up. It would be a waste to let such a massive opportunity slip away.

Of course, reality wasn't a game.

Death was final, with no respawns or save files.

But that didn't mean gaming knowledge was completely meaningless.

It had been proven countless times already.

In the spider cave, at the ruins, during battles with Orcs. Every time, the gaming knowledge had been accurate.

Then this time should be no different.

A wounded Warlord.
Orc tribes thrown into confusion.
Weakened Imperial forces.

All conditions were perfectly aligned.

When would such an opportunity come again?

My advisors were talking about safety, but focusing solely on safety means missing crucial opportunities.

That's how life works.

People who only walked safe paths ended up living ordinary lives.

Only those who took risks achieved great success.

Of course, many failed, and failure could be quite miserable, but right now the probability of failure was low.

Alright...

Let's do this.

"Everyone's opinions have merit."

"So we strengthen our defenses and wait?"

"Not exactly. I'm looking at this from a different perspective."

All the advisors' attention focused on me.

Now, how to convince them?

*Actually, I played games in my past life, and reality resembles that game. It's not exactly the same, there are differences...*

Trying to convince them this way would be madness by anyone's standards.

If I said something like that, they'd put me in a mental institution rather than follow me.

Wait, does the concept of mental institutions even exist here?

Anyway, I'd definitely be treated as insane.

I needed another approach.

I had to package my gaming knowledge as realistic logic. I'd done it before, so I could do it again.

The key was a confident attitude.

Fortunately, my past-life knowledge often matched the situations in this world in curious ways.

Especially the behavioral patterns and characteristics of Orcs were almost identical.

If I utilized this well, I could create a convincing argument.

"With Orc reproduction rates multiplied several times, they could become an even greater enemy than the Empire."

"You mean at least the Empire consists of humans we can reason with."

Count Tormaniu nodded.

Exactly.

"That's right. No matter how battle-crazed those Imperial bastards are, almost like pseudo-Orcs, after suffering this much damage..."

I paused briefly.

"They surely won't take an offensive stance."

"Obviously. Unless that woman Ainis has gone mad," Count Tormaniu said.

"Moreover, from the Empire's perspective, Luden is a relatively better enemy."

Luden, which alternated between armistice and war, was a comparatively better enemy from the Chrono Empire's perspective.

They were surrounded by forces that wouldn't even consider the word "truce."

"Then what is the Commander's opinion?" Baron Linden asked.

"It's simple. This is the perfect opportunity to completely eliminate the Orcs. Now, when the Warlord is injured and the tribes are scattered."

"But isn't it dangerous?" Lucia interjected.

"Of course it's dangerous. But it's also an opportunity."

"What kind of opportunity are you referring to?"

"The resources possessed by Warlord-class Orcs."

I paused for effect.

"Have you heard the rumors?"

While it was actually gaming knowledge, it was a convincing story in reality too.

The notion that powerful monsters possessed treasures was common sense in this world.

The reason adventurers wielded as much influence as mercenaries was because their business was reasonably profitable.

Though it was more like gambling for a windfall.

"I've heard reports of treasures in Orc nests a few times, and the frequency has increased recently, but nothing has been properly confirmed yet."

"A Warlord-class would definitely possess something special. Whether it's a magical item or an ancient relic..."

It was a bit of a stretch, admittedly.

But even a stretched argument had power when I delivered it.

The power of position.
And the power of achievements.

That power could make people who thought "this doesn't seem right" think "oh, maybe?" and those who thought "oh, maybe?" say "yes! exactly!"

Of course, I couldn't say something completely absurd, but if there was reasonable plausibility, people would believe it.

"Hmm..."

"Think about it. Even Count Ainis only managed to cut off the Warlord's arm. That means he's a powerful being that even someone of her caliber couldn't easily subdue. There must be something that makes an Orc that powerful."

"Wouldn't that make it even more dangerous?" Count Tormaniu objected.

"It's an opportunity precisely because he's injured. Even a wounded lion is still a lion, but it's easier to catch than an unwounded one."

"But..."

"If we miss this opportunity, we might never obtain such items again."

That was my final blow.

The tent fell silent.

The advisors exchanged glances. Their gazes turned to the map.

"Does the Warlord really possess such treasures?" Baron Linden asked.

"I can't be certain," I answered honestly.

"But there's a good possibility."

**

*Sigh...*

I sighed inwardly.

My dear brother seemed to continuously desire battle.

Of course, I wasn't sure exactly how many degrees of kinship separated us (though our blood connection was certain), but a brother is a brother.

Anyway...

Looking around, I could see that most people had been persuaded by my brother.

Those who initially prioritized safety were now considering an aggressive offensive.

As expected of Brother Leon.

His logic must have seemed convincing. The story about the Warlord-class Orc's treasure was particularly effective.

But I still wasn't convinced.

No matter how exceptional he was, war was full of unpredictable variables. Especially a wounded Warlord shouldn't be underestimated.

No, it might be even more dangerous.

A wounded beast is more dangerous, after all.

I remembered what the professor said in monster ecology class:

'The more powerful the specimen, the more dangerous it becomes when cornered.'

But why was my brother so confident?

He must know something. After all, his judgment had rarely been wrong.

He had made eerily accurate predictions every time.

Almost as if he knew in advance.

And the atmosphere had already shifted too much for me to voice opposition.

All eyes were on my brother, and the advisors had already begun formulating operation plans.

Saying "it's dangerous, let's not do it" would only disrupt the mood.

Besides, it would seem unconvincing.

But my intuition was telling me something.

Things might not go as expected.

Of course, it was just intuition. I lacked evidence. Without evidence, I had to keep quiet.

Why not be like those who attend meetings but never speak?

I looked at the silver-haired girl who was present at the meeting but not really participating.

Aria was nodding, showing support for my brother.

She seemed satisfied as long as she could fight.

She was the perfect example of a battle maniac.

She appeared to lack complex political calculations or strategic concerns.

If given the opportunity to face a strong enemy and follow her master's orders, that seemed enough for her.

In some ways, her simplicity was enviable.

She didn't need to worry or think about complicated matters. Aria just had to swing her sword according to my brother's commands.

Well, fine...

Subordinates like her are necessary for my plans too.

We have Aria, after all.

It will work out somehow.

No matter what great scheme the enemy might be hiding, could it be more formidable than a true Sword Master?

Thinking that way made me feel a little better.

Ch.82 - Rare Item Farming (2)
"Commander. Are you really sure about this?"

Count Tormaniu's voice was tinged with pleading.

The instincts of an old general who had traversed battlefields for decades must have been warning him. That a wounded beast is more dangerous, that certain survival is better than a predictable victory.

His concern was too reasonable to dismiss as excessive worry typical of the elderly.

But I knew something he didn't.

And I... I believed in my sword.

"Yes, I'm certain."

My answer came without hesitation.

"...Very well. I'll follow your lead."

The Count spoke as if he were my subordinate rather than an equal commander.

It seemed somewhat unnatural to attribute this to gratitude for saving his life, but I didn't dwell on it.

What mattered now was crushing the Orc horde and claiming the spoils.

The moment the Count gave his approval, I had effectively secured the consent of all the staff officers.

With command authority delegated from the king to both of us now in agreement, who would dare object?

"Thank you, Count. And I'd like you to guard the main camp."

"Please be careful."

"I will."

After my brief response, I looked at everyone and declared:

"We march at dawn tomorrow."

The tent fell silent.

The sudden sense of reality settled like heavy air—the fact that we were moving beyond discussion and planning to actual operations.

"Don't we lack preparation time?"

"It's sufficient. If we delay too long, the Orcs might escape."

When hunting a wounded beast, speed is essential.

"I'll assign each person their duties."

I placed my hand on the map.

"Count and Lucia, please check the rear defense system. We need to be prepared for any surprise attack from Imperial forces."

"Understood."

The Count nodded.

Lucia nodded as well, though her expression wasn't particularly bright.

"Baron Linden, please handle the supplies. Especially ensure we have plenty of arrows and healing potions."

"Yes, Commander."

And then my sharpest and most beautiful sword.

The silver-haired girl simply nodded silently. She didn't need specific instructions. All she needed was her sword.

Less than a day remained.

The pressure of completing all preparations within that time weighed on my shoulders.

The fact that hundreds or thousands of lives depended on my judgment made me acutely aware of the burden of leadership.

"If there's anything I've overlooked, please speak up now."

The staff officers exchanged glances.

"What about the reconnaissance unit?" Baron Linden asked.

"I'll entrust that to my associate Belisa. She has sufficient relevant experience and possesses formidable combat ability."

"A wise decision."

The meeting concluded quickly.

After dismissing everyone, I was about to leave as well.

"Wait!"

Lucia called from behind.

My footsteps halted as I was about to exit the tent.

"Do you have something to say?"

"This operation... are you really sure about it?"

"You're bringing this up after the meeting's over? You're such a procrastinator, Lucia."

"I trust your judgment, Oppa. You've rarely been wrong."

"Never been wrong."

I deliberately spoke with confidence, showing not even the slightest hint of anxiety.

If I showed anxiety, she would become even more anxious.

"I know, but this time seems too dangerous. Unless it's Aria or Gehenna, even an Expert-level swordsman could die at any moment against a Warlord's charge!"

"We can't miss an opportunity just because it's dangerous. I'll be careful because it's dangerous."

"Being careful isn't enough. At the very least, you need to establish a retreat plan. To prepare for contingencies."

"A retreat plan?"

"Yes. Determining a route to escape immediately if the situation turns bad."

It was a cold analysis.

"Alright. I'll consider that too."

"Really?"

"Really."

But Lucia still didn't look satisfied.

Her brow was slightly furrowed, and her lips were pressed tightly together.

"Is there really no other way?"

"No."

I answered firmly.

"If we miss this opportunity, who knows when we'll get another situation like this."

"Even so..."

"Lucia."

I called her name.

"Don't worry too much. I'm not going alone, and Aria will be with me."

"That's true, but..."

She still didn't seem convinced.

A subtle tension flowed between us.

A conflict of opinion between brother and sister. A conflict born of caring for each other.

"Fine."

In the end, Lucia backed down first.

"Thank you."

"But I have a condition."

"What is it?"

"Come back safely."

"Of course."

I answered with a smile.

"Promise me."

"I promise."

Only then did Lucia's expression soften a little.

She turned toward Aria.

"Aria."

"Yes?"

"Please protect my brother at all costs."

"Of course. My lord will be safe even if it costs me my life."

Her tone was decisive. It sounded not like exaggeration or hesitation, but like she was simply stating a fact.

Lucia's expression changed to one of satisfaction.

I could see her shoulders relaxing slightly.

"Thank you."

There was something that bothered me.

So I interjected.

"You don't need to sacrifice your life."

"Don't say that!"

Lucia shouted, jumping up.

Her reaction was much more intense than I expected.

"What if something goes wrong!"

"Nothing will go wrong."

"You can't be certain!"

There was a tremor in my sister's voice.

She's really worried.

Aria quietly spoke up.

"Lucia."

"Yes?"

"I won't let my lord die before me."

Her tone was calm.

"But if it's natural death, wouldn't I likely die first? Given the difference in our levels."

I said it jokingly.

The atmosphere had become too heavy.

"Don't say that!"

Lucia shouted again.

This time she seemed genuinely angry.

"It's a joke, just a joke."

"That's not something to joke about."

Her voice was still raised.

"Alright, I'm sorry."

I apologized.

Lucia sighed deeply.

"Please be really careful."

"I will."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

I confirmed it once more.

Only then did Lucia seem to calm down a bit.

Aria had been silently listening the whole time.

"Now let's each go prepare."

"Okay."

Lucia nodded.

"Aria too."

"Yes, my lord."

As I left the tent, I looked back.

Lucia was still standing there, watching.

With a face full of worry.

It'll be fine.

I muttered to myself.

Because I'll definitely return safely.

**

The sound of metal rang through the military camp as sunset approached, with deployment imminent.

I was deliberately patrolling in armor typically worn by ordinary knights, with a helmet that completely covered my face.

Shak. Shak.

It was the sound of blades being sharpened.

The monotonous sound of steel meeting whetstone repeated. The soldiers were concentrating without the slightest distraction.

Furrowing their brows as they checked the tips of their swords.

Testing the sharpness of the blades with their thumbs.

Even placing them back on the whetstone if not satisfied, showing their meticulousness.

The spearmen were equally diligent in checking their spearheads.

They shook the connection between the wooden shaft and the metal blade, and pulled on the bound parts to check for looseness.

"This seems a bit loose, doesn't it?"

"Tighten it again."

"Got it."

Simple conversations were exchanged.

The knights' armor maintenance was even more meticulous.

They checked each connecting link at the joints, examined the wear condition of leather straps, and verified that the helmet provided proper visibility.

Of course, they weren't doing it themselves but were instructing their squires.

"The shoulder area is stiff. Apply more oil."

"But I did that an hour ago?"

"Not enough. More."

About two hours remained until departure.

The murmurs of soldiers gathered around campfires could be heard.

"Is a Warlord really that strong?"

A young recruit spoke first. There was a tremor in his voice.

"Hey, don't be scared."

A veteran sitting next to him patted his shoulder.

"We have the Commander. Nothing to worry about."

"Still..."

"He's never been wrong before."

"But what about the Orcs? Is it true they eat people?"

"From what I've heard..."

"Ah, don't say that."

The recruit grimaced.

"It's okay. We're going to win anyway."

The veteran reassured him again.

Beyond the campfire, I could hear conversations from another group. They weren't regular soldiers but mercenaries I had hired.

"This armor is killing me, it's so heavy."

"You'll get used to it."

"Everyone feels that way at first. But remember, we were personally selected by the Captain!"

Similar conversations were exchanged here and there.

The sounds of weapon inspection, armor tightening, and low laughter mingled together.

"When we return to the homeland after this, we'll surely receive commendations."

"Of course. There hasn't been a victory of this magnitude against the Chrono Empire in nearly thirty years."

Their voices were hopeful.

The atmosphere was mostly bright. There was tension, but morale seemed high.

Now is the time.

I removed the helmet I had been wearing low over my face.

My face was completely revealed.

"C-Commander!"

The nearest soldier shouted.

Instantly, the surroundings fell silent.

All eyes focused on me.

The campfire light illuminated my face. Without the helmet, I probably appeared more approachable.

"At ease."

I raised my hand.

"I just came to say hello before leaving."

The soldiers exchanged glances. They still looked tense.

"I believe in you. All of you."

I said simply.

The soldiers' expressions subtly changed. I could see their shoulders gradually straightening.

"Really?"

A young soldier cautiously asked. He wasn't from the kingdom's army but a mercenary—specifically, one I had personally selected.

"Of course."

I nodded.

"You are the elite."

I filled my voice with conviction.

"You're the finest soldiers in the Luden Kingdom and mercenaries whose talents I personally selected for my command!"

The soldiers' backs straightened even more.

Pride gradually appeared on their faces.

"His Majesty will surely commend your achievements!"

"Hurrah!"

Someone shouted.

"Hurrah! Hurrah!"

Cheers erupted.

Soldiers from around other campfires came running.

"I think we can win!"

"Of course!"

"Who do you think we are!"

The soldiers patted each other's shoulders in joy.

Aria smiled slightly beside me.

"Now, continue your preparations."

I raised my hand in farewell.

"Yes!"

"Yes!"

Resounding responses came back.

After flashing a grin, I put my helmet back on and left. In two hours, we would march.

Ch.83 - Don't Run Away!
The morning mist covered the foothills.

Our army moved cautiously. We minimized the sound of armor brushing against itself, and wrapped cloth around the horses' hooves.

But something was strange.

At this distance, we should have already heard the cries of orc scouts.

Maybe not a full "KUOOO!" but at least some "tweek tweek" sounds.

Yet the mountain only carried the chirping of birds or the sounds of insects.

Or perhaps just the sound of wind rustling through leaves.

The advance party signaled with hand gestures. It meant there was no sign of enemies.

I also surveyed the surroundings but found the same. According to our expectations, we should have already engaged in battle by now.

"It's too quiet, isn't it?" a knight muttered softly.

"Yeah, it is," another knight responded.

The orc camp visible on the mountainside also seemed deserted. The tents were still standing, but there were noticeably fewer shadows moving between them.

That's when I noticed something.

Blood.

Dark red liquid, not yet dried, was scattered here and there. From the smell, it was definitely orc blood.

"They really must be remnants of a defeated army," the knight who had muttered earlier said again.

I raised my hand to signal advance.

My subordinates moved in unison. Still cautiously, but faster than before.

It was strangely easy.

So easy that it made me uneasy. Could it be a trap?

But even if it was a trap, we couldn't retreat now.

And originally...

Orcs wouldn't be capable of setting traps anyway. Their brain capacity is only half that of humans.

Still, it would be better to be careful.

"Lady Belisa, scout ahead and take a look."

"Yes."

She too had started addressing me formally at some point.

I felt a bit disappointed by that, but now wasn't the time to dwell on it.

Belisa carefully moved forward.

Her report when she returned shortly after exceeded expectations.

"There are only 2-3 orcs remaining at the outer perimeter where at least 10 should have been stationed."

"Their condition?"

"Only injured ones remain. Even those are either dozing off or nursing their wounds."

This confirmed that their organization had truly collapsed.

I looked at my subordinates. They all wore surprised expressions.

"Canna! Ready your arrows."

"Yes!"

One advantage of arrows is that they can kill enemies silently.

I was the best archer in this unit. With my good night vision, this was especially true.

I drew my bowstring.

I could see an orc dozing off. I aimed for the space between its eyes.

The arrow flew.

Thwish!

A direct hit. The orc collapsed without making a sound.

Another sentry, quite far away, didn't even notice its comrade's death. It was still dozing.

I shot a second arrow.

Another hit.

That orc too was sent to join its comrade.

We advanced a bit more.

By now we were close enough to see through telescopes.

I examined the orc main camp visible on the mountainside.

It no longer resembled an organized army.

Injured orcs could be seen limping between scattered tents.

A large tent in the center caught my eye.

It was probably the Warlord's quarters.

Several orcs were gathered around it, but they too moved sluggishly. They seemed drained of energy.

"They're completely shattered," Belisa said quietly.

"The Imperial Army must have dealt them a serious blow," another knight responded.

I lowered my telescope.

The situation was much better than expected. At this rate, we could advance without much resistance.

But we couldn't let our guard down.

"All troops prepare to advance."

I gave the order.

My subordinates all nodded in unison.

The unit began to move quietly.

Knights with compound bows took positions in a semicircle along the ridge.

Spearmen formed a dense formation in front, prepared for a charge.

"Lady Belisa."

"Yes."

"Monitor the overall situation from the rear."

"Understood."

Creating confusion with arrows, then pursuing and annihilating fleeing enemies—this strategy had proven effective many times.

But this time, the enemy appeared much weaker.

The only problem was that the darkness made it difficult to see the enemy, but the mages who had accompanied us cast spells to improve visibility.

It wasn't quite like daylight, but good enough to hit targets.

"How's the visibility?"

"Good enough!"

"It's sufficient!"

The knights replied.

The knights with arrows nocked to their bowstrings looked confident.

"Ready?"

"Yes!"

"Yes!"

Enthusiastic responses erupted.

I slowly raised my arm.

It was the gesture preparing to signal attack.

All eyes focused on my hand.

The knights drew their bowstrings taut. Arrowheads aimed at their targets.

Aria stood beside me with her hand on her sword, ready to charge at any moment.

The wind momentarily stopped.

The foothills fell silent.

Even the birds ceased their calls.

It was the perfect moment.

Finally, it begins.

I brought my arm down.

"Fire!"

The command echoed.

Dozens of bowstrings sounded in unison.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

Arrows flew in arcs toward the orc camp.

It was the first volley.

The accuracy wasn't as good as during daylight.

Four out of five arrows missed.

But that also meant one out of five hit. That was enough.

Darkness wasn't only their ally. The orcs were confused when several of them suddenly collapsed, not understanding what was happening.

"Tweek!"
"Tweek tweek!"

The sounds of orcs murmuring reached us.

The second volley commenced.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

Bowstrings sounded in succession.

Ranged combat was particularly advantageous when facing orcs.

Of course, orcs weren't completely without ranged weapons.

Their weapon was the throwing spear.

What humans would use as regular spears, orcs, with their tougher shoulders, used as throwing weapons.

These were certainly dangerous weapons. For ordinary people without mana, a hit anywhere would be fatal, and even for knights with mana-reinforced bodies, the damage would be significant.

But still, they were just shoulder-thrown weapons.

Compared not only to compound bows but even to regular bows, their range was short.

I observed the orc camp through my telescope and measured the distance.

From our hill to their camp was about 400 meters.

Even considering that the enemy held the high ground, it was within the effective range of compound bows, but far beyond the reach of throwing spears.

The effective range of a throwing spear was at most 50-80 meters.

Even with an orc's monstrous strength, it would be difficult to exceed 100 meters.

In contrast, the compound bows drawn by knights with superhuman shoulders could easily reach 400 meters.

It was an overwhelming difference in range.

"Prepare for third volley!"

I gave the order.

The knights drew their bowstrings again.

The orcs began to identify our position. They were looking in the direction the arrows were coming from.

But it was useless. An arrow from an unknown shooter lodged in one's head.

The third volley began.

This time the accuracy was a bit better. They had gotten a feel for the distance.

Orcs fell one after another.

"Tweeeeek!"

Screams and shouts could be heard.

But they couldn't reach us.

It was a one-sided slaughter.

After who knows how many volleys of arrows, a loud roar erupted from the orc camp.

"KUOOOOOOO!"

Finally, the orcs emerged.

They couldn't take it anymore. Or perhaps our position was revealed as the moon rose.

Either way, they had decided they couldn't just keep taking hits without fighting back.

Despite knowing they were outnumbered, they chose to charge.

"They're coming!"

One of the spearmen shouted.

About twenty orcs began charging down the hill toward us, wielding axes and spears.

Thud thud thud thud

Not the sound of hooves, but footsteps. The orcs' heavy footfalls shook the ground.

"Spear wall!"

The spearmen all pointed their spear tips forward. A dense forest of spears formed.

"Adjust angle! Upward!"

The orcs were coming downhill. The spear tips needed to be tilted slightly upward.

"Good!"

The orcs drew closer.

200 meters.

100 meters.

50 meters.

The orcs reached our spear wall.

And they fell, impaled on our spears.

Squelch!

Squelch!

The sounds of spear tips penetrating orc bodies came one after another.

These weren't armored ones.

Those slower-moving ones were still behind.

"This is too easy?"

One spearman muttered.

"Be careful! It could be a trap!"

Another spearman warned.

But no trap was visible.

The orcs had simply charged recklessly.

Some still swung their axes even while impaled on spears, but they were already weakened.

"More coming from behind!"

A knight with a telescope shouted.

Armored orcs were slowly coming up. But again, their numbers were few.

About a dozen or so.

The mages who were standing by unleashed their spells at the warrior orcs.

"Fireball!"

"Ice Spear!"

"Stone Arrow!"

"Lightning!"

Being within magic range, the orcs were helplessly bombarded.

Fireballs melted the orcs' armor, and spears of ice and stone penetrated the gaps.

Most effective were the mages skilled in lightning magic. Electricity flowed through the metal armor, paralyzing their bodies.

Additionally, a shower of arrows rained down.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

Though they were tough enough to ignore the spear wall, they couldn't ignore such attacks.

"Argh!"

"Gyaaa!"

The orcs' screams echoed through the mountains.

The armored warrior orcs fell one by one.

The last one collapsed, impaled on a spear.

"Is it over?"

One knight asked.

I raised my telescope and examined the mountainside.

But something was strange.

The orcs on the mountain were moving. But they weren't coming down toward us.

They were moving in the opposite direction.

"What? What are they doing?"

The knights murmured among themselves.

I continued observing.

And then I realized.

They were fleeing.

They had begun to employ a strategy they would never normally use.

This was the most perplexing situation since the battle began.

They were hastily taking down tents. Packing their belongings.

My items! Where do you think you're going!

I shouted internally.

The Warlord would surely have good items.

What if they just ran away?

"Pursue them! Pursue them! Bring the horses!"
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Of course, Orcs are living creatures too, so they feel fear and retreat when necessary.

But that's only when there's no Warlord around.

Right now, they're retreating even with a Warlord present.

Is it because their organization has fallen apart with the Warlord injured?

Or is it because they know continuing to fight would only lead to death?

The Orcs began turning around, shouting to each other.

"Ugagaga!"

"Chweek! Chweek!"

Their rough voices echoed through the mountains.

Normally, such a retreat would have succeeded, but we had an advantage over the Orcs besides arrows and magic... horses.

Canna, my Squire, quickly brought my horse. The other knights' squires did the same.

"Knights! Flank to the left!"

At my command, the knights turned their horses in unison.

The Sword Experts who had been given knighthood through an abbreviated ceremony for their contributions in the previous battle joined us as well.

Clatter-clatter-clatter!

The sound of hooves thundered across the ground as we began moving quickly along the hillside.

The speed of Orcs running on two legs couldn't compare to horses.

With superior mobility, we quickly rode to where they were trying to escape.

Having scouted the terrain beforehand, we knew exactly which direction to take.

The horses galloped between the trees.

Wind brushed against my face.

Tree branches swept past overhead.

"We're almost there!"

"Good!"

"I can see the entrance to the valley!"

One knight raised his hand and pointed.

Indeed, that was it.

The exact place the Orcs were heading.

We had arrived first.

"Quiet!"

I signaled with my hand.

In the distance, we could hear the Orcs' footsteps.

Thump, thump, thump.

Heavy footsteps. Not the sound of running in haste, but of trudging along in exhaustion.

They had no idea we were waiting ahead of them.

It was night, so visibility was limited, and they were too injured and tired to make proper judgments.

"They're almost here."

One knight muttered quietly.

"Shh!"

Another knight silenced him.

The heavy footsteps and rough breathing grew closer.

"Hoo, hoo..."

We could hear the Orcs' labored breathing.

Finally, the first Orc appeared between the trees.

At that moment.

The Orc's face contorted with shock.

"Chw... Chweek!"

It had fled only to face enemies again.

Other Orcs following behind appeared one by one.

"Chweek!"

"Chweek chweek!"

Cries of despair erupted from the Orcs as they realized their situation.

We were blocking their path forward, and they couldn't turn back.

"Kuuuuu!"

The Orcs let out despairing cries.

Those sounds weren't expressions of anger or threats, but pure despair.

Completely different from their usual howls. Like the final cry of a beast facing death.

"Kuuweee..."

"Uuuuu..."

Low, deep wails spread throughout the valley.

Some Orcs even dropped their weapons.

Clunk.

Clunk.

The sound of weapons hitting the ground echoed.

With their Warlord injured and having witnessed their kin being slaughtered, they seemed to have lost all will to fight.

Their shoulders drooped. Their heads hung low.

"Show no mercy! If we spare them, they'll only become a threat again someday!"

I commanded coldly.

The sound of weapons being drawn rang out in unison.

In this world, swords were more popular than spears as primary weapons. They were lighter, more versatile, and above all, most suitable for channeling mana.

But even knights who primarily used swords drew spears here.

Spears were advantageous in mounted combat.

"Spear!"

One knight shouted.

He quickly tossed aside his bow.

His Squire caught it swiftly.

At the same time, the Squire threw a prepared spear.

Whoosh!

The spear flew in an arc.

The knight caught it skillfully.

"Good!"

The other knights did the same.

Their movements catching the spears were perfectly coordinated.

A maneuver they had practiced countless times.

That's what they brought Squires along for.

With weapons ready...

Dozens of knights charged simultaneously.

"Kuuuuuu!"

The Orcs' despairing cries echoed through the valley.

But cries alone couldn't stop spear blades.

Thunk!

Thunk!

The sound of spear tips piercing Orc bodies rang out one after another.

Some raised their axes at the last moment, but it was meaningless against the knights' horses and spears.

By now, even the Orcs at the rear realized the situation at the front.

That hell awaited them both ahead and behind.

Finally, unable to bear the despair, the Orcs made their final choice.

They charged.

Now that was more like Orcs.

Making a frontal assault in the face of certain death when surrounded—that was the true nature of Orcs.

"Kuuu..."

But unlike the usual Orc charges, there was no manic confidence or thirst for battle.

Instead, it felt like a final struggle mixed with resignation and despair.

They were fewer in number and could hardly claim superiority in quality, but they had no other options.

All paths of escape were blocked, and for Orcs who had no concept of surrender, only a death-defying charge remained.

Even their footsteps weren't the usual intimidating earth-shaking sounds, but hurried and unstable.

Thump thump... thump thump...

Some Orcs even hesitated midway.

They weren't fighting for victory but desperately trying to survive.

"Charge!"

The knights counter-charged.

The sound of metal striking flesh echoed through the valley.

I too cut down several Orcs.

In truth, they weren't even proper fighters, just remnants who had barely made it to my position.

They couldn't even put up proper resistance.

"My Lord, please fall back. It's dangerous."

Aria said.

In the end, it was up to the other knights to destroy the Orcs at the front.

"Isn't that too much? Let me have some fun too."

I complained slightly.

"I promised Lucia. That I wouldn't let you be in danger."

"There's no way anything there could put me in danger."

For a moment, I felt like Aria was looking at me with slight disdain.

Just my imagination... right?

And then...

Aria suddenly embraced me and pushed me backward.

Why so suddenly...

That's when I realized.

That it wasn't over yet.

That there was still a target we hadn't taken down.

The real target.

The one carrying what I was after.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Heavy footsteps approached.

A sound on a completely different level from the other Orcs.

Like a massive boulder rolling toward us.

"It's the Warlord!"

One knight shouted.

Thud. Thud.

The footsteps grew closer.

A massive shadow appeared between the trees.

Much larger and more intimidating than the other Orcs.

One arm was missing. The arm cut off by Count Ainis of the Empire.

Perhaps that's why I had underestimated him.

Thinking he wasn't that impressive.

Just a fool who had his arm cut off by Aria's fake.

That he couldn't possibly be a match for Aria... for me who commanded this powerful army.

I had been unconsciously looking down on him.

In fact, it was natural to underestimate him.

There hadn't been a single casualty throughout the last operation and this one.

Perhaps I had been intoxicated by a strange feeling of being a god of war.

"Scatter!"

Aria shouted loudly.

Unlike me, drunk on confidence, her voice was somewhat desperate.

To the point where it seemed unnecessary. Did she think the same as me? Some knights quickly scattered, but three knights were a bit slow.

Were they also intoxicated by our consecutive victories?

Or were they distracted by how easily their swords cut through Orcs with a swish?

Either way, those knights met a miserable end.

"KUOOOOOOO!"

With a single charge, the knights' bodies collapsed.

The Orc Warlord's axe severed one knight's head and chest.

Reaction speed?

He was much faster.

Even mana reinforcement didn't help at all.

CRACK!

The sound of bones breaking echoed through the valley.

The second knight had his ribs crushed by the axe handle.

The third was sent flying by the Warlord's shoulder tackle, hitting his head against a rock and collapsing.

It happened in an instant.

In less than a second.

"Damn it!"

One knight cursed.

"What is that monster!"

Another knight shouted.

"Ah!..."

Only then did I realize the obvious truth.

That I... was not a god of war.

That he wasn't just a defeated soldier.

That despite his injuries, he was a top-tier monster comparable to a Sword Master.

The Warlord raised his head.

Despite missing an arm, his intimidating presence was overwhelming.

He stood at least 3 meters tall.

Each muscle was like a boulder.

The surviving knights backed away.

Even the horses were restless.

Neeeigh!

The horses whinnied and stepped backward.

They instinctively sensed danger.

Or perhaps it was more an intellectual response. The green monster, several times larger than a normal Orc...

Whether instinct or intelligence, it was enough to provoke revulsion.

I briefly locked eyes with the Orc Warlord.

He was looking at me.

Despite me clearly not being the strongest person present, he was definitely looking into my eyes.

Did he instinctively know?

That I was the commander of these troops?

No way...

That couldn't be...

But the Warlord's gaze was unmistakable.

He ignored all the other knights and was looking only at me.

No one else but me.

Ch.85 - Warlord (2)
That can't be right.

I quickly dismissed the delusion that the green giant was looking at me.

Of course, he must be looking at Aria who was sticking close to my side.

And he must be afraid of her too.

And she, whom he feared...

"Huu... huu..."

Was making strange, very strange breathing sounds.

It sounded like she was holding something back, desperately wanting something.

Her hand was already gripping her sword handle tightly.

Every muscle in her body trembled slightly.

Her red eyes flickered irregularly, and her nostrils flared.

It was completely different from her usual calm demeanor.

Like a predator that had spotted prey.

A faint smile had even appeared on her lips.

"Aria?"

"Yes, my lord."

She answered, but her gaze remained fixed on the Warlord.

Her voice was different from usual. A bit rougher.

This was the first time I'd seen Aria like this.

She who normally showed only a cool and restrained demeanor was now so openly displaying her battle lust.

"It looks quite dangerous, doesn't it?"

"That's why I like it even more."

That was a chilling response.

It was as if something dormant inside her had awakened upon meeting such a powerful opponent as a Warlord.

The instinct of a swordsman, perhaps.

Or something even more primitive.

Her small white fingers gripped the sword handle even tighter.

She was tapping the ground with her toes.

Like a racehorse waiting at the starting line.

"Do you want to fight that thing?"

An unexpected response came back.

She shook her head.

"'Want to fight' isn't the accurate expression."

"Then what is it?"

"I want to kill it."

She said coldly.

Yet her smile grew deeper.

It gave me chills.

It was like a normally docile cat suddenly transforming into a wild predator.

"That's a bit scary."

"But protecting my lord is the priority right now."

However, her body was telling a different story.

She took a stance to block my front, but half her body was leaning toward the Warlord.

Like a predator unwilling to let its prey escape.

The Warlord, too, couldn't move carelessly, being stared down by a superior opponent.

Both sides were in a standoff.

Aria stood holding her sword, while the Warlord gripped a massive axe in one hand.

Tension weighed heavily in the air.

That's when it happened.

"Fire!"

One knight shouted.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The bowstrings of compound bows rang out in unison.

The power was strong. Enough to easily pierce ordinary armor.

But the result was different from expected.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

The arrows bounced off the Warlord's body.

Despite his upper body being almost completely exposed, not just armored.

They were bouncing off as soon as they touched his flesh.

"What the hell is that!"

One knight shouted.

"Fire again!"

A second volley followed.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

The result was the same.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

The arrows fell helplessly to the ground.

It was a sight I'd never seen before.

Arrows bouncing off bare flesh with no armor.

"The arrows aren't working!"

"What's going on!"

Confusion began to spread.

Understandably so.

Even the strongest armor was powerless against compound bows.

"Is it reinforced with mana?"

One knight muttered.

That was highly possible.

Reinforcing skin with mana to deflect arrows powerful enough to pierce iron plates.

Theoretically, it was possible.

But for a Warlord, who in terms of mana quality couldn't match a Master, to do this.

Is this the difference between humans and orcs?

"Fight if you want to fight. I'm not weak enough to need your protection."

"That Warlord lost to someone like Luna. His skill is obvious."

That's right. Even such a monster was merely somewhat unusual prey to a true Sword Master.

Naturally, it was Gehenna who greeted the Warlord instead of Aria.

"Mine! Mine!"

He shouted like a madman.

His madness was irregular. Usually abnormal during the day and normal at night, but today was completely different.

He was normal during the day, but now at night, he was like this.

Half-crazed, he couldn't properly control his horse. So he had to run over himself.

Being mad didn't mean his combat ability was diminished. I could believe what Aria had told me.

Rather, with mental constraints removed, he could become an even more fearsome entity.

Red Sword Force was already flowing from Gehenna's sword.

Colored Sword Force is stronger than colorless Sword Force.

His aura seemed even more intense than usual.

As if he had finally met prey he had been waiting for a long time.

Killing intent poured from his entire body.

"Kill! Kill! Kill!"

He repeated the same words.

The Warlord, too, seemed to instinctively sense the danger of this new enemy and took a defensive stance.

"Kuuu..."

It made a low growling sound.

Two monsters faced off.

On one side, a mad Sword Master.

On the other, an injured Warlord.

Red Sword Force cut through the air.

Whish!

The sound of the sword cutting through the wind was sharp.

The Warlord also blocked Gehenna's sword with his one remaining arm.

Clang!

The sound of metal clashing echoed through the valley.

"Die! Die!"

Gehenna shouted madly as he unleashed a series of attacks.

Whish! Whish! Whish!

The sword traced trajectories through the air.

The Warlord blocked each one with his massive axe.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Sparks flew.

"Kuooo!"

The Warlord counterattacked.

He swung his axe widely.

The sound of air splitting could be heard.

Gehenna lowered his body to dodge.

The axe passed over his head.

"That was close."

One knight muttered.

We thought it would be easy to win since he had only one arm left and had lost to another Sword Master.

Surprisingly, the combat ability between the two seemed equal.

At least that's how it looked to me.

"Can Gehenna win?"

"No need to worry. It's like asking if a cat can defeat a mouse with one leg cut off."

"That easy?"

"If both arms were intact, maybe not, but in this situation? Moreover, Gehenna is stronger than that one-sided fake Sword Master."

"Hmm..."

"Ahem! Ahem!..."

She cleared her throat.

She must have realized she was referring to herself when she competed with him as an Expert.

"It looked like he barely dodged just now."

"It wasn't that close. My lord will see when you reach my level."

Well, "close" was just my perception.

She would see much more with her eyes.

"So Gehenna will definitely win?"

"Yes. Without a doubt."

Aria's words couldn't be doubted.

Then what needed to be done now was clear.

Not giving the remaining orcs a chance to escape.

"Leave the Warlord to my brother! Focus on eliminating the regular orcs!"

When the order was given, the knights all nodded.

"Yes!"

"Understood!"

Strong responses came back.

The Sword Master would handle the Warlord, while the regular Experts would take care of eliminating the remaining orcs and blocking their escape.

The roles were clearly divided.

And so we hunted the orc minions one-sidedly.

Meanwhile, the fight between Gehenna and the orc Warlord came to an end.

Just as Aria had said.

It seemed like he might hold out for a few exchanges, but one arm alone was apparently not enough.

Eventually, he failed to block a sword strike, and his massive head flew through the air.

Blood gushed like a fountain from the Warlord's body.

The giant body, over 3 meters tall, collapsed with a thud.

Even after the neck was severed, both the body and head continued to twitch for a while.

Especially the head...

"Tseek... tseek..."

It made that distinctive orc cry, wailing pitifully.

It was the sight of the last life force struggling.

But unlike a severed arm, a severed head couldn't be sustained for long.

The giant body gradually stiffened.

The light in its eyes slowly faded.

Gehenna let out a victory roar, holding his blood-soaked sword.

"Kuhahaha!"

His maniacal laughter shook the sky.

The clash between the Sword Master and the Warlord ended with the Sword Master's overwhelming victory.

Shortly after, the orc Warlord's body began to collapse.

The once-giant body dried up and shriveled rapidly, as if time had accelerated.

The flesh rotted away.

Bones crumbled into dust and blew away in the wind.

"W-what is this?"

"T-this is..."

No one had ever seen such a sight before.

Normally when monsters die, they just leave corpses.

But a black sphere appeared where the Warlord had been.

This fist-sized sphere was strangely floating.

As if ignoring gravity, it was slowly rotating in midair.

"What is that?"

"I've never seen anything like it?"

The knights murmured.

A faint light emanated from its surface.

Some powerful magical force could be felt.

"Could it be dangerous?"

"We shouldn't touch it carelessly."

The knights and soldiers hesitated to approach.

But my instinct was telling me.

Although we hadn't searched the mountain yet, this sphere was the true prize.

"That's what I wanted."

Aria approached.

"My lord, do you know what that is?"

"Well, but I'm sure it's something good."

"How do you know?"

"Just a feeling."

It was actually game knowledge, but I couldn't say that.

Gehenna walked toward the sphere.

"Brother! It might be dangerous!"

I called out, but he didn't listen.
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Step by step.

Gehenna walked toward the sphere with his blood-soaked sword. His eyes gleamed with madness, and the smile on his face was enough to make anyone shudder.

"This is mine! I killed it, so it's mine!"

Unfortunately, he wasn't wrong.

He reached out his hand, about to grasp the sphere.

Flash!

A faint light flickered like lightning from the black sphere.

An invisible force knocked his wrist away—a powerful repulsion, like magnets of the same pole pushing against each other.

"Huh?"
Gehenna's hand was pushed back before it could even touch the surface of the sphere. He stumbled backward, nearly losing his balance.

"What's this?"

A bewildered expression crossed his face, but he didn't seem ready to give up.

He reached out again.

The same thing happened.

Flash.

The repulsive force knocked his hand away again. This time it was stronger.

"Damn it!"

His third attempt also ended in failure.

The black sphere was completely rejecting him, as if it were alive and deliberately blocking his approach.

"I'm not certain, but... could it be a Noble Artifact?"

His voice grew quieter.

The madness seemed to be subsiding gradually.

"A Noble Artifact?"

"Is it really a Noble Artifact?"

As soon as Gehenna's words fell, the knights' expressions changed dramatically.

A divine object that could change a family's standing with just one in possession—a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

"Since Sir Gehenna failed, anyone has a chance!"

"I'll go first!"

Excitement spread like a contagion.

"Wait for the Commander's orders!"

Aria tried to stop them, but it was already too late.

Footsteps poured forth.

The usually disciplined knights all rushed forward at once. Order was forgotten. They could only see the sphere.

"I'm first!"

"Move!"

"Get out of the way!"

They pushed each other, reaching for the sphere. The sound of armor clashing was deafening.

They were like a pack of hungry wolves rushing toward prey. No, they were even more desperate.

The mere mention of a Noble Artifact had paralyzed their reason.

The knight who arrived first reached for the sphere.

Flash!

The repulsive force pushed him back.

But unlike with Gehenna...

"Aaagh!"

Bright red blood gushed like a fountain from the knight's mouth.

Blood flowed through the gaps in his armor.

"Ugh! Urgh!"

Ignoring their fallen comrade, a second knight also charged gallantly, but met the same fate.

As soon as he touched the sphere, he writhed in pain as if his internal organs were twisting. His face turned pale, and he vomited red blood.

"Argh! Aaaaargh!"

A third and fourth followed.

The result was the same.

Screams echoed through the valley. Sounds of groaning and pain mixed together.

"Why was Sir Gehenna unharmed?"

"My body is different from yours!"

Ah... so that's what happened.

The sphere inflicted the same shock on everyone. But the durability of the receiving bodies differed.

What felt like a light repulsion to Gehenna, a Sword Master, was fatal to the Sword Experts.

"So we don't have any chance at all?"

While some were disappointed...

"There's still a chance! My body is quite sturdy too!"

Some were brave.

"Argh!"

Of course, the outcome wasn't very good.

"I'm next!"

It was amazing how many knights still wanted to try despite seeing their comrades collapse while spitting blood.

That's how powerful the temptation of a Noble Artifact was.

Finally, after nearly ten knights had fallen and were doing the twist dance, things quieted down.

Looking at the knights groaning and spitting blood, I thought deeply.

I don't need to try, right?

I already have the dagger at my waist. With a Noble Artifact that amplifies my abilities, is there any need to take this risk?

But opportunities like this don't come often. And I've always wanted a combat-type Noble Artifact.

However...

"Urgh!"

"Healer... where's the healer..."

"Hehehehehe..."

I really didn't want to get hurt. No, beyond just getting hurt—seeing some of them not just spitting blood but spraying it from their entire bodies, I worried there might be casualties.

So...

Let's give up.

No, let's yield to someone else.

Sword Master Aria.

Like Gehenna, she would at least not get hurt. Moreover, she didn't have a Noble Artifact yet.

"Aria, you try."

Aria slowly stood up.

But something was strange.

Her usual sharp, cold gaze was gone. Instead, her expression had become somewhat hazy and dreamy.

As if she were dreaming.

Or as if she were entranced by something.

"Aria?"

I called, but there was no answer.

She didn't even turn her head. Her gaze was fixed only on the sphere.

She began to walk, one step at a time.

Her gait suggested she was being drawn by something other than her own will.

She paid no attention to the gazes around her.

She seemed not to hear the knights groaning and spitting blood.

She was looking only at the sphere.

Her hand had fallen from her sword hilt.

The usual tension had disappeared from her entire body.

Her shoulders were limp, and her steps were loose.

I had never seen Aria like this before.

She who had always shown a cool and restrained demeanor was now in such a defenseless state.

It was as if the sphere was calling to her.

And as if she was responding to that call.

Her steps gradually quickened.

At first she walked slowly, but now she was almost being dragged.

"Aria! Wait!"

I called again.

Still no response.

The distance to the sphere decreased.

5 meters.

3 meters.

2 meters.

Now she was close enough to reach it with her arm.

That's when it happened.

The light from the sphere grew stronger.

The faint light began to brighten.

As if responding to Aria's approach.

The surrounding knights murmured.

"The light is changing."

"It's responding to something."

"Is it really meant for Lady Aria?"

But Aria seemed to hear nothing.

She continued to approach, looking only at the sphere.

Finally, she began to extend her arm.

Her fingertips moved slowly toward the sphere.

Everything became quiet.

The sound of the wind, the murmuring of the knights, the groans of the wounded.

It seemed as if only Aria and the sphere remained.

The distance between her fingertips and the sphere decreased.

10 centimeters.

5 centimeters.

0.5 centimeters.

And then, at the moment her fingertips touched the sphere, a faint light extended like fingers and began to wrap around Aria.

It was a soft, warm-looking light.

Completely different from the cold repulsive force that had rejected Gehenna and the other knights.

Rather, it seemed as if the sphere was pulling Aria in.

As if it had finally found its master after a long wait.

Tendrils of light climbed up Aria's arm.

They wrapped around her wrist.

They spread to her forearm.

They extended to her shoulder.

"Huh...?"

Someone murmured nearby.

"What is that?"

Another knight asked.

But Aria still showed no reaction.

She just stared at the sphere with a dreamy expression.

The light grew stronger.

Now it was enough to envelop Aria's entire body.

Like being wrapped in a warm blanket.

The sphere began to move slightly.

It was getting closer to Aria.

No, more precisely, it was pulling Aria toward itself.

"Something's not right."

One knight grew anxious.

"Is this okay?"

They were right.

In that moment, I sensed it.

This was dangerous.

Shortly after feeling that intuition, the world suddenly went silent.

The wind stopped.

The bird sounds disappeared.

Even the groans of the knights could no longer be heard.

It was as if time itself had stopped.

My ears felt muffled. Complete silence. I had never experienced such stillness before.

Not even breathing could be heard.

Not even heartbeats could be felt.

In that silence, only Aria and the sphere seemed to exist.

The light from the sphere grew stronger and stronger.

It completely enveloped Aria.

Her body, wrapped in light, began to appear blurry.

Her outline became fuzzy.

As if she were in a fog.

At this rate, it seemed she would be completely absorbed into the sphere.

"Aria!"

I shouted.

Or rather, I tried to shout.

But no voice came out.

I only opened my mouth, but no sound was heard.

It was as if even my voice was trapped in that silence.

I moved my feet.

I tried to run toward her.

But my body slowed down.

As if moving underwater.

The air was sticky.

Even taking one step was difficult.

Had time really stopped?

Or had it just slowed down?

I looked around.

The knights were in the same situation.

Everyone was moving in slow motion.

They wore expressions of shock with their mouths open, but it seemed it would take a long time for those movements to complete.

Only Aria and the sphere were moving at normal speed.

The light grew even stronger.

Now even Aria's face could barely be seen.

She was completely buried in the light.

"No!"

I shouted again.

Again, no sound came out.

I desperately moved my feet.

One step.

Two steps.

Three steps.

The distance wasn't closing.

It was like walking in place.

I reached out my hand.

Toward Aria.

But I couldn't reach her.

She was too far.

I had slowed down too much.

At this rate, it seemed I would never reach her.

The light reached its peak.

Now Aria was barely visible.

She was becoming one with the sphere.

A sense of helplessness washed over me.

What could I do in this situation?

In a world where time had stopped, where no sound could be made.

I kept reaching out my hand.

And then...

Ping!

My dagger began to glow.
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Aria's fingertips touched mine.

In that moment, a strange sensation enveloped my entire body.

It felt like pulling someone up from deep underwater.

Or perhaps like escaping from a massive whirlpool.

An invisible, enormous force was pulling Aria away.

I pulled her in the opposite direction.

The muscles in my arms screamed in protest.

It was as heavy as trying to lift a mountain.

My shoulders burned hot.

The veins in my forearms bulged.

"Argh!"

A groan escaped my lips.

But I couldn't give up.

Slowly, her body began to turn toward me.

Very gradually.

Almost imperceptibly slow.

But she was definitely moving.

Her wrist became visible.

Her forearm appeared.

Her shoulder escaped from the light.

That was the moment.

The light emanating from the sphere suddenly weakened.

As if something was being interfered with.

I applied more strength.

I mobilized even the muscles in my back.

I put strength in my legs and pulled with my entire body.

Aria's upper body appeared completely.

But her legs were still wrapped in light.

The sphere seemed to be making its last struggle.

The light intensified again.

As if trying to pull Aria back.

"Absolutely not!"

I shouted.

My voice came out.

Was the time freeze beginning to lift?

I pulled with all my might.

It felt like my arm would be torn off.

My shoulder blade felt like it would dislocate.

But I couldn't stop.

Finally, Aria's legs completely escaped from the light.

Simultaneously, the light in the sphere went out.

Complete darkness descended.

Aria collapsed into my arms.

She was heavy.

But warm.

She was alive.

"Phew..."

A sigh of relief escaped me.

I slowly looked around.

Time still seemed to be frozen.

No, earlier it had been moving very slowly, but now it had completely stopped.

I could see Brother Gehenna.

He was still standing there holding his blood-covered sword, but he was completely motionless like a statue.

He was frozen in the middle of saying something, his mouth open.

His tongue was even partially extended, fixed in place.

It was bizarre.

The knights were the same.

One was frozen with a finger raised toward the sky.

Another was stopped in the middle of tilting his head.

The knights who had collapsed while coughing blood were even more eerie.

One knight had blood suspended in mid-air.

Even the droplets of blood coming from his mouth were completely stopped.

It was as if red beads were hanging in the void.

It felt like being trapped in amber.

There was no sound.

Complete silence.

No breathing, no wind, no heartbeat could be heard.

It was deafening.

In this bizarre world, I seemed to be the only being moving.

No, wait.

What about Aria?

I looked down at her.

She was still collapsed in my arms, but her chest was rising and falling slightly.

She was breathing.

That was a relief.

It seemed she was also exempt from this time freeze.

But she appeared to be unconscious.

Her eyes were closed, and she showed no response.

I looked around again.

There...

I could see something moving in the distance.

It looked like a person.

But who could it be?

All the knights were frozen.

I slowly turned my head in that direction.

Indeed, another being was standing there.

Another entity that was moving in this frozen world.

She flew toward me.

Not walking, but flying.

She glided through the air without her feet touching the ground.

"Aria?"

For a moment, that thought crossed my mind.

The silver hair, cold eyes, elegant posture—everything was similar.

But looking closer, I noticed differences.

She looked more mature.

She was slightly taller.

Her face was somewhat different.

But...

She was damaged in various places.

One arm was missing.

Her left arm was completely gone from the shoulder.

One eye was also missing.

In place of her right eye was an empty socket.

One leg was also gone.

Her right leg had been severed from the thigh.

Other parts were missing as well.

One ear, several fingers, even part of a shoulder.

She looked like a broken statue.

"Who are you, mortal, to interfere with my absorption of my fragment?"

She spoke.

Her voice was similar to Aria's but carried more authority.

It was like the voice of a being who had lived for ages.

Deep and resonant.

Fragment?

Mortal?

This being was clearly not human.

"Who are you?"

I asked.

My voice trembled.

It was difficult to remain calm before such a being.

She didn't answer my question.

Instead, she muttered to herself.

"What an unusual human. To maintain your will in my presence. Normally, mortals lose consciousness or become dazed before my power..."

This being possessed transcendent power.

She had demonstrated the ability to stop time and manipulate human consciousness.

But somehow, I instinctively felt something.

That this being was not above me.

It felt like something on the same level as me.

No, I even had the intuition that she might be lower.

It was an incomprehensible sensation.

Logically thinking, it made no sense.

How could a being with such abilities be equal to or below me?

But intuition doesn't lie.

It was like a certainty rising from the depths of my soul.

This being was dangerous, but not an overwhelming superior entity.

What gave me this certainty?

Could it be because of the dagger at my waist?

The Noble Artifact's ability?

Or was there another reason?

I gathered my courage again and asked her.

"Who exactly are you?"

"That's what I'd like to ask you."

"..."

She approached me a bit more.

The way she glided through the air was mystical.

There was no sound of footsteps.

This sacred being was as beautiful as she resembled Aria.

But she was indeed broken.

Not only had she lost arms, legs, and an eye, but cracks ran across various parts of her body.

Like a porcelain doll.

Fine, detailed fractures extended along her neck and cheeks.

Small crevices were visible at her fingertips.

It seemed like she could shatter at any moment.

"Well, I'll find out soon enough."

She muttered.

Her hand reached out.

A hand whiter and colder-looking than Aria's.

Light seeped through the cracks in her porcelain-like fingers. A light of indescribable color, like starlight turned liquid.

But her fingertips were trembling slightly.

I could have avoided it. My body was free to move.

But I didn't want to.

I was curious.

What this being was looking for in me, and why I could remain so calm.

Her fingertip touched my forehead.

A shiver ran through my entire body.

It wasn't cold. It wasn't hot either.

It was a different kind of sensation.

Like feeling something massive rising from the deep sea, stirring within me.

"Huh?"

Memories flooded in.

Her memories.

In an instant, my mind was filled.

And then I realized. She was also reading my memories.

It was mutual intrusion.

Looking into each other's existence.

In the memories, her identity was revealed.

Along with one of the hidden secrets of this world.

It was shocking.

Most gods in this world were in a broken state like her.

No, even saying they were in a broken state like her was an overestimation.

According to her memories, she was relatively normal among the active gods.

Especially among the powerful gods, she was in the best condition.

The rest were in worse shape.

Anyway, she was...

The goddess worshipped in many parts of this world.

In terms of past lives, she was both Aphrodite and Athena.

Or Inanna, or Ashtar, or the Heavenly Maiden, or Freya.

The goddess who presided over war and beauty.

And to a very small extent, magic as well.

The original owner of the name that a nobleman had given to a talented girl he happened to acquire.

The True Beauty Goddess.

Ainis.

The influence of the Church of True Beauty is enormous.

Though few in number, there are groups who believe her to be the supreme deity.

Well, I can't say they're entirely wrong.

Based on her memories, in terms of combat power, there was no god stronger than her, either in her prime or now.

Even though she's half-broken.

The foreign gods from other worlds who faced her were completely consumed.

And in her active state, she moves very restrictively, reabsorbing her fragmented pieces to repair herself.

Aria was her "fragment."

That explained her talent.

That overwhelming combat sense, as if she had been born for the sword.

Everything made sense.

Of course—she was a fragment of a goddess.

She seemed to be quite a large fragment. Not a simple shard, but one of the core parts.

Should I kneel?

Beg her not to absorb Aria?

I didn't particularly want to, but it would be the rational decision.

Of course, I doubted she would stop the absorption even if I did.

But...

"Huh?"

She knelt first.

Suddenly.

Without any warning.

"I am in the presence of a noble one."

I was speechless.

What is she saying?

A noble one?

Me?

I couldn't even guess why she was acting this way.

But that didn't mean she was being servile. If I had to read her expression...

Knight.

Yes, it was similar to the attitude of a master-level powerful knight toward a child who had nothing but noble status.

But why?

Well, it doesn't matter. I'll know soon enough.

Her memories continued to flood in.

Memories from deeper layers.
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The memories burrowed deeper until they finally reached a specific moment.

The moment of her birth. No, the moment of her creation.

Surprisingly, it wasn't in a fantasy world temple or mystical space.

It was a modern laboratory made of cold metal and glass.

Under the white fluorescent lights, various precision machines hummed, and monitor screens blinked, displaying complex data.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The machine sounds rang out rhythmically.

"Vital signs stable."

"Brain wave patterns within normal range."

"Entering consciousness formation stage."

People in white coats moved busily about. They held tablets and various measuring instruments in their hands.

And I... no, Ainis who was about to be born, was inside a glass tube. From within that glass tube, everything was visible.

"Neural network connection complete."

"Memory implant ready."

"Combat program loading."

This wasn't the birth of a god, but creation through scientific technology.

"Awakening complete."

And so she opened her eyes.

Not as a god, but as a manufactured being.

"Are you awake?"

It was English.

An Asian woman who appeared to be in her mid-50s spoke gently to the newly awakened Ainis.

In that moment, I felt chills.

That woman's face... was so familiar.

It wasn't simply because she was Asian. It felt like my blood was freezing.

The eyes.

The shape of the nose.

Even the wrinkles around the mouth.

Everything matched someone from my memories.

That woman looked almost identical to my mother from my previous life.

"Mom?"

For a moment, I doubted whether I had said those words.

But it wasn't me who had spoken.

It was the newly awakened Ainis... or rather, the android? Artificial human? Whatever she was before becoming the True Beauty Goddess.

The first word instinctively uttered by an artificial being opening its eyes for the first time.

"Well, calling me mom isn't wrong."

The woman answered with a smile.

It was English again.

"What is a mom?"

"You say the word 'mom' but don't know what it means? Well... since they're artificial memories, I suppose that's possible. Simply put... hmm... I'm the person who made you."

"What does 'made' mean?"

"It means I gave birth to you."

"What does 'giving birth' mean?"

"...Hmm, it means I made you exist. You know René Descartes, right? 'I think, therefore I am.'"

Suddenly bringing up Descartes to someone who didn't understand the meaning of "mom" or "birth" seemed incredibly unbalanced, but I accepted it. After all, these were implanted memories, weren't they?

The conversation continued.

Creator and creation.

Mother and daughter.

Scientist and experiment.

All relationships were complexly intertwined.

The female scientist who resembled my mother, and whom she called mom, stroked Ainis's forehead.

"You're a special being. Created for humanity."

"Humanity?"

"Yes. Hmm, the people you must be loyal to."

"What am I supposed to do?"

Ainis asked.

There was innocence in her voice. Completely opposite from her current cold and dignified appearance.

"First, you learn. How to walk, how to talk, how to fight..."

"Fight?"

"Yes. You were created to be a warrior."

A moment of silence passed.

Ainis looked at her hands. They were white and perfect.

"Am I really your daughter?"

"You can think of it that way."

"Then can I call you mom?"

"...Of course."

The English pronunciation sounded strangely clear.

I thought it might be a special ability from this other world, but I was mistaken.

"Come to think of it, I haven't told you my name..."

The woman smiled at Ainis.

"My name is..."

She paused briefly.

Her lips moved.

And the moment she said her name, everything became clear.

It was my younger sister's name.

A Korean name.

That woman was Korean. The pronunciation was clear because of her Korean accent.

No, that wasn't the issue.

This scientist who resembled my mother had the same name as my younger sister.

A coincidence?

That couldn't be.

It was too precise. Too exact.

The appearance, voice, manner of speaking, and even the name.

All the puzzle pieces were fitting together.

Ainis tilted her head.

"That's a pretty name."

"Thank you."

As the memories flowed deeper, my doubts crumbled into certainty.

It was her.

My younger sister, now well over 500 years old.

In the memory, she spoke of humanity's decline.

But that decline was accompanied by a strange development.

While their living space was being encroached upon by extraterrestrial and otherworldly beings, paradoxically, they had absorbed those beings' technology and materials, achieving remarkable progress.

Life extension technology was also a product of that terrible progress. My sister was one of the few who benefited from it. After all, she was one of the greatest scientists of her time, even winning a Nobel Prize.

In my memories, my sister was a decent student, but not to this extent. Something didn't quite add up.


**


The memory scene shifted. An unfamiliar living room.

One entire wall was a massive window. Outside, artificial stars flowed like a river.

Silently gliding flying vehicles, the dim light of holographic advertisements wrapping around building waists.

The future of humanity 500 years after my death. Before that dizzying landscape stood the newly born Ainis.

"How is it? Impressive, right?"

It was my sister's voice. She had placed her hand on Ainis's shoulder.

"Yes, mom."

"Mom... it still feels strange."

I heard my sister's low laughter.

Then, my gaze fixed on an old frame hanging on the living room wall.

A family photo.

The colors had faded and the quality was poor. A young couple smiling happily, and children who looked even happier.

In the photo was a much younger version of myself.

"That photo..."

As Ainis asked, my sister's gaze also turned to the frame.

"It's a very old family photo."

"I see. That's you standing there."

"No, that's my mother. Your grandmother. I'm that tiny little girl there."

"Then next to grandmother must be grandfather. And... that person..."

Ainis's small finger pointed at the young me in the photo.

"My brother."

"Brother?"

"Yes. People who don't know might say I'm a dragon risen from a stream, but it's all thanks to my brother."

Thanks to her brother?

It was incomprehensible. What could I, who died in an accident 500 years ago, have done for her?

"Because of my brother... I was able to come this far."

She murmured softly.

The words that followed went beyond simple shock.

"...That's how my brother died..."

The fact that I was hit by a truck was within the range of expectation. But what came next wasn't.

"A month after my brother died, that game he made for fun became a massive hit."

That game?

A crude work made to pass time. With poor graphics and a shoddy system. Something made just for the sake of making it...

"The innovative story combined with the tragic end of its creator caused a huge sensation. But my brother's foresight didn't end there. He received the profits in NyangNyang Coin."

Ah...

A name I had completely forgotten. It was a newly emerged cryptocurrency at the time. I chose it purely for fun, because receiving payment in dollars was too troublesome.

"I know about NyangNyang Coin. It's one of the world's five major reserve currencies now."

"Yes, that's it. In short... that coin skyrocketed."

When my sister was sorting out the inheritance six months later, that coin had become worth hundreds of billions of won.

That money sent my sister to study in the United States, and that's when her era began. The first Korean to win a Nobel Prize in science and engineering. A core member of a project that determined humanity's fate.

"All of this, in the end, is thanks to my brother."

A game made for fun. A cryptocurrency chosen as a joke. All those coincidences made my sister a scientist who would go down in history.

"He must have been an amazing person, your brother."

Ainis admired with pure sincerity. That admiration flew like a dagger and struck me.

"Yeah. Actually, my research was inspired by the fantasy novel setting guide my brother used to write. Not just me. Helen and Andrew's research too..."

Setting guide?

No... wait.

That thing was still around?

My sister saw it after I died? She and her classmates passed it around?

Lightning struck my mind.

The product of my late-blooming chuunibyou syndrome, hidden in the deepest drawer. A secret notebook where I had scribbled all sorts of magic systems, dimensional frameworks, monster ecologies, and even mythology.

"Aaaaargh!"

The first cry was one of pure anguish. About my dark history being exposed to the world.

But that was just the beginning. A greater emotion washed over me like a tidal wave.

"Aaaaargh! It's so unfair!"

I shouted at the top of my lungs.

Yes, this world isn't bad.

But that world! The world I could have enjoyed if I had lived! Wasn't it a perfect SF utopia 500 years later?

A world where everything was achieved! All the glory I dreamed of could have been mine!

A game developer worth billions!

The brother of a Nobel Prize winner!

The father of future scientific technology!

I lost all that glory because of one damn truck.

"Aaaagh!"

I swung my fist into the air but grabbed nothing. Frustration squeezed my heart. I couldn't breathe.

The scream shattered the memory landscape like glass.

The brilliant future city crumbled, and darkness filled my vision.

"My Lord? Why are you suddenly like this?"

A familiar voice.

When I came to my senses, Aria was standing in a space where fragments of memory floated like stars.

My knight, who looked exactly like the True Beauty Goddess.

Her silver hair sparkled in the dim light of the space. Her cold red eyes were looking at me with concern.

"Aria?"

My voice cracked.

"Yes, My Lord."

She took a step closer. I stared at her blankly.

Is this reality? Or am I still in the memory?

While I was confused, a voice similar to Aria's but more mysterious echoed from behind me.

"There are limits to reading your memories. What is your true identity?"

Ch.89 - Divine Fragment
The flow of memories was uneven.

It was like two rivers converging—one pouring down like a massive waterfall, the other flowing in like a thin stream.

Her memories were transmitted clearly to me. The moment of creation, her sister's face, even scenes from a futuristic city. Everything was vividly imprinted in my mind.

But my memories?

They seemed to leak out only in fragments. Like a few holes punctured in an otherwise solid vault.

Could there be something inside me that even a god's power couldn't fully penetrate? Or was it some special shield created during my journey to this world?

Her brow furrowed slightly.

This must have been different from what she expected. Her initially confident expression gradually changed to puzzlement.

"There is something special about your soul."

Something special?

She tried to dig deeper but seemed to hit a wall. Like an invisible glass barrier. Something visible but untouchable.

"How interesting."

So even a god doesn't know everything. Well, a god is ultimately just a weapon created by the technology of my previous world.

"You seem to be thinking something unpleasant, noble one."

Her voice carried a hint of wariness.

"My respect for you is merely due to the origin of your soul, but the power between us is incomparable. Unless, of course, your origin in that world was among the most noble of the noble."

She paused briefly.

"Aren't you just of ordinary origin?"

Her words "just of ordinary origin" made me laugh bitterly inside.

She's right. On the surface, I'm just an ordinary modern person who luckily fell into another world.

But I knew the truth she didn't.

That this being was an artificial god created by my sister.

If she knew that my sister was her creator? She would never have acted this way.

This confirmed it. She had barely read my memories. At most, she might have seen the scene of me being hit by a truck.

Time to test her.

"At what level can I give you orders?"

I deliberately put weight in my voice.

"That human woman you consider your creator and mother. If she's from the same country as me, as she appears to be, could she treat you with disrespect?"

Her expression suddenly changed.

Her cold dignity faltered. I could see her body trembling slightly.

"Do not speak carelessly of her, noble one."

"Fine, we can discuss that later. What I want to ask about is Earth. What happened to Earth?"

The beautiful but broken war machine began to smile.

"What happened, you ask?"

Her smile grew wider.

"Hehehehe."

What started as a quiet laugh soon turned into a broad smile.

"What's so funny?"

"Where do you think you're standing right now?"

"...What do you mean?"

"This is Earth."

My mind went blank.

Wait, wait.

Let me gather my thoughts.

I expected her to say it was destroyed, but this was a shock on a completely different level.

This world is... Earth?

So this place where I'm standing now, this fantasy world with magic, swords, and orcs, is future Earth?

Are you saying that after reaching the peak of scientific advancement, humanity suddenly regressed to medieval fantasy?

And before that, this world has mana and magic.

There's no way this could be Earth!

"You're lying, right?"

My voice cracked.

"What reason would I have to lie?"

"Then how do people in this world use supernatural powers like mana? What about that transcendent physical enhancement and magic?"

"Hehehehe."

Another burst of laughter.

"You're more naive than I thought."

"What?"

"O bearer of a noble soul but not a noble body."

She paused, looking down at me coldly.

"Do you think you and the people of this world are human?"

"What?"

The smile that appeared on her lips was eerie.

That means...

"The people of this world are descendants of weapons created by humans in the late stages of war, mixing their genes with other species to turn the tide of battle. In some ways, they're like me."

My knees gave way.

Not human?

Descendants of weapons?

Aria beside me also showed a subtle expression of surprise.

**

My lord and she were having some important conversation.

But more than half of their dialogue passed by my ears like incomprehensible noise. I could hear the words themselves, but couldn't grasp their context.

Earth? Other world? War machine?

Like codes, or old secrets that only I didn't understand, unfamiliar words floated between the two.

I didn't try to join their conversation.

I had known all along that he was no ordinary person. Just as my lord kept my secret and trusted me, it was my natural duty to trust him as well.

Though my secret wasn't much anymore. An imperial experiment. That's all it was.

The outline of their conversation became clearer.

"So Aria is also a descendant of such weapons?"

"Of course, but that child is especially special. Just as your soul is special, that child's soul is a part of my broken pieces."

My lord swallowed hard, but I didn't.

I had somewhat expected it. The being before my eyes, True Beauty Goddess Ainis. The fact that I was a part of her.

So that's why I was this strong.

That's why instinct for the sword flowed in my blood.

That's why I only felt truly alive in moments of battle.

Everything was explained.

It felt like a huge puzzle that had remained unsolved for a long time finally found its place.

Rather than shock, I felt a sense of relief. This was my true nature.

As I was immersed in these strange feelings, the goddess's voice suddenly regained its strength.

"Well, that's fine. That's not what's important. What matters is that you possess an essence connected to me for reasons I don't understand, and through you, I can recover."

Recovery? Does she mean she can restore those broken arms, legs, and eyes?

"What happens when you recover?"

My lord asked.

"First, the people of this world will be able to feel 'beauty' and 'aesthetics'."

Beauty and aesthetics? Are they saying... people in our world couldn't feel those?

"Isn't that a nerf to my abilities? I've been benefiting from being the only one who understands beauty and ugliness."

"Really... you... didn't your abilities upgrade after getting that dagger?"

The goddess retorted as if dumbfounded.

"But still, if everyone can understand it... I'm just losing out, right?"

"I thought you'd say that... Fine. Let's make a deal."

"A deal?"

"First, it seems necessary to understand what situation you're in."

The goddess's gesture cut through the void.

Something appeared in the empty space.

Two shadowy images.

On one side was my enemy.

Luna.

The bitch who killed my adoptive father and stole my name.

On the other side were Lucia and Selena.

My lord's sister and my only friend.

And my chief priestess.

Both were nearby.

But the situation wasn't good.

They were surrounded by Luna's army.

"Damn it... our forces are at a disadvantage!"

"I didn't expect the enemy to attack. It was unexpected. We've suffered tremendous damage."

Lucia was pushing herself.

She appeared to be trying to use intense magic.

It looked dangerous.

Her magical power seemed to be in an overload state.

"While you were off treasure hunting, their commander went to attack your side. I've paused time for now, but they won't hold out much longer."

She said.

Her voice was cold, but there was urgency mixed in.

"Wh-why the Chrono Imperial Army! They shouldn't have been in a position to advance! According to imperial doctrine, they should have retreated!"

My lord was flustered.

It was unlike him.

Normally, he wouldn't lose his composure in such a situation.

Is it because of Lucia?

Is he agitated because his sister is in danger?

"What do I need to do?"

Hearing those words, the True Beauty Goddess suddenly lifted her skirt.

"Wait, suddenly!"

My lord was startled, but there was no need to be. Beyond her skirt was broken. Like her arms and eyes, the space between her thighs was an empty void of a broken statue.

"If I mate with you, I can recover some of my original power."

"With, with that body?"

"Of course, you would need to mate with her, who is the fragment of my womb."

Her eyes were looking at me.

Womb?

Me?

I'm the part of her womb? Me?

And if I mate with my master... her power will recover?

I was confused.

My lord seemed confused as well.

After standing silently for a moment, he nodded.

And took my hand.

Is he going to do it here?

That...

Not that I mind.

But isn't this too open a space?

There are other knights.

Gehenna is here too.

Even if time is stopped...

But contrary to my worry or expectation, what came from my lord's mouth was...

"If your power recovers, what happens to Aria?"

...something completely different.

"What do you mean?"

"Don't play dumb. If Aria is your fragment, wouldn't your recovery mean absorbing Aria? That's clearly what you tried to do at first."

That's right.

When she tried to pull me in at first.

She was trying to absorb me.

If my lord hadn't stopped her then...

I wouldn't be standing here now.

I might not have existed at all.

"That..."

She opened her mouth.

"Answer me."

"It's true. For me to fully recover... I need to take back that fragment."

My whole body froze in that moment.

"Then what about Aria?"

"She will disappear."

It was a calm answer.

As if it were only natural.

"She wasn't originally an independent being."

Disappear?

Nothing will remain?

These memories, these feelings... especially... my feelings for my lord, all of them?

Ch.90 - Anyway, I'm Higher Up Than You.
I took a deep breath.

The air in this space where time seemed to stop was neither cold nor hot.

Just an emptiness that filled my lungs and then silently slipped away.

Yes.

I needed to accept it.

I was not my lord's woman. Just a knight.

A modified body that couldn't bear children. A useful mule with its reproductive abilities removed.

I never had the right to love, build a family, or continue a lineage like others.

A body that couldn't be lovingly cherished like Lucia, or confidently seductive like Belisa.

I was merely my lord's sword.

That was enough.

No, it had to be enough.

My master pulled me from the pit of slavery.

He gave me the name Aria and a reason to live.

If there was one last thing I could offer him now, it would be to fulfill his wish.

To save his sister...
To save Lucia.

If that meant my disappearance, so be it.

I clenched my fist. The sensation of nails digging into my palm stopped my trembling. My heart became eerily calm.

Of course, before that, just one thing.

I had to convey these feelings before I went.

I slowly nodded. My voice came out surprisingly serene.

"I understand."

"Aria?"

"I'm... fine, my lord."

Though I couldn't hide the slight trembling of my fingertips.

"I know it instinctively. I was originally one with her."

I pointed to the other me, Ainis, standing before me.

"I'm not dying. I'm just returning to where I belong. Even if... it were death..."

Finally, I said it.

"If it's in the arms of the man I love, that would be a blessing."

I had no regrets.

But in the next moment, my lord's face twisted terribly. His clenched fist looked like the knuckles might shatter.

"That's too selfish!"

"...What?"

"Dying in the arms of the man you love is a blessing? Then what about me! If the woman I care for dies in my arms, what am I supposed to do?"

My lord.

The man I love.

And the man who... loves me, was crying out at the top of his lungs.


**


I finally managed to say those words—that she was the woman I cared for.

Relief washed over me.

I had finally spoken it aloud. The feelings I had kept buried deep in my heart.

But at the same time, self-reproach overwhelmed me.

I was such an idiot.

Damn it, should this even be a moment of relief?

I only managed to say it after Aria had already spoken of "the man she loves."

The order was completely reversed.

I should have confessed first.

I should have been the one to speak first.

Aria... she could never have spoken first given her position.

Our statuses were different. I was the master and she was a slave. Even though she was now a knight, even though I treated her as a comrade, that fundamental relationship hadn't changed.

Moreover, she had a fatal flaw.

A body that couldn't bear children.

A body ruined by the Empire's experiments.

She was ashamed of it. She thought she wasn't a complete woman.

How many nights had she suffered over this fact?

How many moments had she lamented her condition?

For someone like her, receiving a confession of love... it was too cruel for me.

It would only make her feel more miserable.

That's why I should have spoken first.

"I don't care if you can't have children. You are enough as you are. Just having you makes me happy."

That's what I should have said.

I should have eased her anxiety, restored her self-esteem, and made her feel like a complete woman.

I had plans.

Someday I wanted to heal her body. I believed there must be a way somewhere in this world. Through magic, divine power, or something else.

I wanted to confess after completely healing her.

"Now you can bear my children if you want. But even without that, I love you."

That's what I wanted to say.

I wanted to give her a choice. I wanted her to choose me of her own free will, not out of obligation.

But I missed my chance.

Only when she was in danger of disappearing, only when she was about to sacrifice herself, did I finally reveal my true feelings.

It was too late.

Far too late.

How pathetic. Truly pathetic.

Why couldn't I have said it earlier?

Why did I just watch her suffer for so long?

Why did I ignore her loneliness?

I... I was too selfish.

I prioritized my plans over her feelings. I chose future perfection over her present.

This is the result.

This sorry state of only revealing my true feelings in a crisis.

I was stupid. Truly stupid.

But for her, even that seemed to be enough.

Aria's cold mask crumbled.

Transparent tears flowed from her crimson eyes. Like ice melting.

"My lord..."

She burrowed into my arms.

I embraced her tightly without hesitation. As if she would disappear forever if I let go.

Aria buried her face in my chest and sobbed.

Her shoulders trembled slightly. It was as if everything she had suppressed was bursting out all at once.

Her silver hair seeped through my fingers. Soft and warm.

Without realizing it, something hot was streaming down my cheeks too.

Tears.

So natural I didn't even know when they had started.

In this space where time stood still, it felt like only the two of us existed.

Everything around us grew dim.

Only this moment mattered.

Aria looked up.

Tears welled in her eyes. But something else shimmered within them.

We gazed at each other silently.

And naturally, our lips met.

It was a brief but deep kiss.

A taste of salt and sweetness mixed together. Tears and longing dissolved into one.

Even after parting, we didn't let go of each other for a while.

I could feel her heartbeat. Fast and irregular. As if trying to match rhythm with mine.

A subtle fragrance rose from her silver hair. Not soap, not perfume, but her own unique scent.

The scent I had always known—from our first meeting at the slave market, at the temple where she received treatment, and after countless battles.

Even after the kiss ended, we stood with our foreheads touching.

Her breath brushed my cheek. Warm and moist.

Ainis was watching quietly.

She didn't interfere. Perhaps she understood the emotions her fragment was feeling.

After staying like that for a long time, we slowly separated.

Ainis's cold voice echoed through the void.

"How touching. But reality is cruel."

Her tone was sarcastic.

Well... that ancient monster wouldn't understand love.

The monster shrugged her shoulder on the side without an arm. As if it were only natural.

"Abandoning your sister to choose the woman you care for... well, if that's what you want, but are you really okay with that?"

But I shook my head.

I wiped the tear tracks with the back of my hand.

Then the familiar coldness returned. My usual composure.

"I think you've misunderstood something."

"What have I misunderstood?" Ainis questioned.

"I never said I was giving up on my sister."

I was resolute. Without a hint of wavering.

"What?"

"I'm going to save them both."

"That's impossible."

"Impossible? That's not for you to decide."

I stepped forward.

"What can you possibly do? Without my help, your sister will die."

She has a beautiful face.

I have to admit that much.

Objectively speaking... and if I denied her beauty, it would be like saying Aria, who looks exactly like her, isn't beautiful either.

But... regardless of that beauty, the arrogance emanating from her entire being is undeniable.

It shows through even when she pretends to be polite.

Yes, I understand.

She might be showing respect because I'm a soul from the Old Earth civilization, but in reality, she looks down on me.

After all, she's a special weapon created with all the resources of the Old Earth civilization, while I'm just one of many souls from that civilization.

But there's something you don't know yet.

It's time to reveal all my cards.

"There's something I need to tell you."

Ainis tilted her head.

"What else do you have to say?"

"I am..."

I hesitated briefly. But there was no turning back.

"I'm the older brother of the scientist who created you."

Ainis's expression froze instantly. Her eyes widened and her lips parted slightly.

"What... what did you say?"

Her voice trembled. The divine dignity was gone.

I continued calmly.

"The person you call 'Mother'... she's my younger sister."

Ainis's lips quivered. She tried to grasp at the air with her broken arm but missed.

"That can't be... that's impossible."

"Do you need proof?"

"You're just impersonating the great one after seeing part of my memories. I can't believe you."

"Believe it or not, it doesn't matter. It's the truth."

I took a step closer.

"What matters is that I'm your uncle."

"My uncle?"

Her voice cracked. She was completely flustered.

"It's true. If you doubt it, dig deeper. Into my memories."

"But your memories are blocked..."

"They're not blocked—you just can't see them."

I shrugged.

"Try to properly see my memories. All of them. I'll cooperate as much as possible."
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"If you're so confident, then prove it! If you've spoken even a sliver of falsehood, I'll tear you apart with my own hands!"

Her delicate, cracked hand reached out desperately.

The moment her cold fingertips touched my forehead, something burrowed into my mind. It was a sharp intrusion, like an awl drilling through my skull.

But I could still feel that thick barrier. Only fragments of memories seeped through: being hit by a truck, shattering glass, and darkness.

"Why... why can't I go deeper?"

Confusion tinged her voice.

I felt something strange. It was as if something inside me was blocking her intrusion. At the same time, I had the intuition that I could gradually open that wall.

I closed my eyes and concentrated. It felt like releasing something from deep within my mind. Like unlocking a tightly secured door, one lock at a time.

Suddenly, Ainis's breathing grew rough.

"Ah..."

Her eyes widened. Her voice trembled with awe.

The image of my little sister secretly peeking through the crack of my bedroom door when we were young. The curious little girl who watched whenever I was scribbling something at my computer.

"What are you doing, Oppa?"

The moment I checked the box to receive game revenue in Nyang-Nyang Coin. I chose it on a whim because dollars were troublesome, and the new cat-picture coin looked fun. I thought it didn't matter since the game wouldn't be very successful anyway.

And the fantasy setting book hidden deep in my drawer. The product of my middle school delusions, filled with detailed notes on magic systems and monster ecology.

It was the moment when all the puzzle pieces fit together.

"It really... it really is you."

Ainis knelt down.

A surreal scene of a god kneeling before a human. A being who, despite her broken body, still possessed dignity, now completely submitting.

"The very person my mother longed for... revered... the one all my mother's friends respected..."

A god had knelt before me.

Her broken limbs dragged eerily across the floor, but even that imperfection couldn't diminish Ainis's divinity.

Beautiful, noble, powerful...

Such a being raised her head to look up at me.

Her silver hair spread across the stone floor like the Milky Way. In those red eyes, now washed clean of all doubt, burned a kind of fervor I couldn't comprehend.

"It really... it really is you."

As her trembling voice pierced the silent space, a familiar whisper came from behind me.

"I knew it."

When I turned my head, Aria was standing there.

Her shoulders trembled slightly, her hands clasped tightly as if suppressing something. Overwhelming emotion crossed her face, identical to Ainis's.

"My Lord... truly is an amazing person. I... I believed in you from the beginning."

I barely managed to hold back a bitter laugh.

It was an absurd sight.

Two identical silver-haired beauties.

One lying prostrate on the floor with the broken body of a god, the other standing with the intact form of a knight.

And both of their gazes were fixed solely on me.

Yet until I was hit by that truck, I had just been an ordinary modern person.

"You may rise now."

Though my voice was commanding, she didn't move an inch.

"I cannot rise."

Ainis shook her head while still prostrate on the floor. Her voice carried an almost fanatical reverence.

"I am merely the offspring of a great one, not great myself."

"Your 'Dimensional Rift Theory,' 'Mana Circulation System,' and 'Cross-Species Gene Fusion Theory'... all of those achievements revolutionized the scientific paradigm of my mother's generation!"

A cold sweat ran down my spine.

Wait.

Those were just titles from the fantasy notebook I scribbled in during middle school.

Surely my sister couldn't have seen those too.

"Especially the 'Elf-Human Hybrid Bioengineering Manual' included as an appendix to the 'Elf Girlfriend Manual' became the textbook for all bioengineering for the next 500 years!"

I covered my face with both hands.

Damn it.

Those pages where I had seriously scrawled things like "Biological Considerations for the First Night with a Beautiful Elf Girlfriend." My sister had seen that embarrassing dark history and even shared it with her friends?

What a horrifying situation.

"Oh... as expected of my Lord."

Aria's pure admiration came from behind me.

Her face showed she had no idea what Ainis was talking about, but that very innocence felt like it was twisting my insides.

I swallowed tears of blood internally.

It was just, really just a fantasy about how to have children with an elf girlfriend.

Biological differences between races? That was just an excuse to dress up lewd imagination as something plausible.

"Also, 'Clinical Approaches to Dragon Heart Transplantation' was—"

"Stop!"

It was an involuntary cry.

I couldn't bear to hear more.

To think that a childish idea that started with "Wouldn't it be cool to put a dragon's heart in a human chest?" had contributed to the scientific development of humanity.

I peeked at Ainis through my fingers.

She seemed to have taken my outburst as the modesty of a great person, kneeling with an even more devout expression.

"Your imagination inspired my mother and her colleagues. Even I am merely one of the great results of that inspiration."

Is she serious?

Did my middle school delusions really create the gods of this world?

"Ah, and we can't forget the famous 'Comprehensive Study on the Reproductive Ecology of Beast-folk.'"

"Please stop."

My voice became pitifully small.

It was too much.

In the end, there was no choice but to surrender.

If I heard any more, my sanity would crumble first.

"Alright, alright!"

I waved both hands in the air.

Complete surrender, a white flag.

"What is it that you understand?"

A faint smile spread across her face, which resembled a broken statue.

Apart from her respect for me, there was a mischievous light flickering in the depths of those red eyes.

She was definitely enjoying this situation.

"Later! I'll tell you all about those damn stories in detail later!"

Ainis's lips curved in satisfaction.

The composure of a victor.

"You promise?"

"Yes, I promise!"

My voice cracked spectacularly.

And so the horrifying revelation of my middle school notebook came to an end.

Of course, the price was severe.

I now had a curse-like promise to someday explain all my embarrassing past, from "Dragon Heart Transplantation Methods" to the "Elf Girlfriend Manual," with my own mouth.

Just imagining it made me feel like all the blood in my body was evaporating.

"A story about my Lord's past life... I'm really looking forward to it."

Aria's voice from behind me contained pure curiosity without a trace of malice.

"Until then, I'll study hard to understand all those theories."

Please.

Please don't do that.

I begged desperately inside, but looking at Aria's serious face, it seemed like a futile hope.

She wasn't the type to forget a promise once made.

...Anyway.

I wiped the cold sweat from my forehead.

There was no time to dwell on personal shame.

I needed to save Lucia, and I couldn't lose Aria either.

"Alright, now I'll give you an order."

I looked directly at Ainis.

"Merge with Aria. But preserve her personality and memories completely. Not even a speck of dust should be lost."

Ainis was silent for a moment.

She slowly nodded, then spoke in a voice that resonated through the void.

"I will absorb this child's soul and body. But I will preserve all of her personality—her memories and emotions."

"Good."

"And I will create a new body for that personality."

"A new body?"

"Yes."

Ainis's gaze pierced a point in empty space.

"A completely new creation by my power, but identical in every way to her original self."

It was truly a proposal in the realm of gods.

She meant to absorb Aria's body to regain her power, but return her selfhood in a new vessel.

"...Is that really possible?"

"Of course."

Ainis answered without hesitation.

"However..."

"However?"

Ainis smiled meaningfully.

I had an ominous feeling.

That smile was full of mischief.

"The process requires a special ritual."

"A special ritual..."

I asked cautiously.

I was already breaking into a cold sweat.

"Why are you surprised? It's the same thing you were about to do just now."

W-wait.

If it's what we were about to do just now...

Does she mean that?

"Since you've already admitted you like each other—a man who likes a woman, a woman who likes a man—why hesitate?"

There was a teasing tone in her voice.

She was completely toying with me.

Aria's face turned red.

I could see even her ears turning crimson.

I felt the same way.

The back of my neck grew hot.

So we had to do that after all.

And with a third person watching, no less.

"Do we... do we really have to?"

"Of course."

Ainis nodded firmly.

"The union of soul and body requires the most primal life force."

It sounded plausible, but something seemed suspicious.

Was this really a necessary process, or was she just watching for fun?

"There's no other way?"

"None."

Her answer was too resolute.

It was suspicious.

But I had no choice if I wanted to save Lucia.

"Aria, what do you think?"

"I... I..."

Aria stammered.

Her face was as red as a tomato.

"If my Lord wishes it..."

Damn...

Hearing words like that, no man could remain still. And so I...

Pounced on her.

Ch.92 - Unity (2)
The desires I had suppressed for so long burst forth like a flood.

The longing that stirred within me was something I could have fulfilled anytime if I had simply decided to.

That shallow power...

I could have used it to get what I wanted.

But I didn't.

I thought it would be an insult to her. As if my patience were a virtue, I endured and endured.

Now, it was the moment when all those years would be rewarded.

Before Ainis, who knelt before me, I rushed toward Aria without hesitation.

With a crackling sound, pieces of armor scattered across the floor.

My rough hands wrapped around her waist without hesitation.

The moment her soft skin, hidden beneath the hard armor, touched my palm, an electric thrill spread from my fingertips throughout my body.

"My lord...!"

The silver armor fell open helplessly.

The moment her cold mask shattered.

Her face turned tomato red. Rapid breaths escaped between her trembling lips as she lowered her head.

When I grabbed one shoulder, her once-solid armor crumbled with a thud.

The smooth shoulder line and delicate collarbone revealed underneath filled my vision.

Aria didn't resist.

She only trembled.

A breathtaking fragrance struck my senses. A shiver ran through my entire body.

Aria's body was like an intricately carved statue. Her slender waistline was so narrow it could be held in one hand, and above it, her gently rising breasts felt vivid and real.

Soft, elastic curves captured my gaze.

I embraced her waist without restraint. Unlike the cold armor, the skin beneath was surprisingly warm.

My fingers slid across her skin.

"Hnngh...!"

Aria's body jerked once.

Her face was completely flushed red. Her lips opened and closed repeatedly.

A soft moan spread across the floor.

Trembling hands grasped my body. It was an awkward posture, unable to push me away but not quite pulling me closer either.

Finally unable to hold back, I claimed her lips.

A soft, moist sensation. Lips that didn't try to avoid me, but simply accepted.

When our tongues intertwined, Aria's body trembled more violently.

Her eyelids fluttered, then finally closed tightly.

The knight's mask was completely removed.

There was only the figure of a pure, fragile woman soaked in desire.

I embraced her waist more firmly. I delved deeper, as if trying to absorb all her trembling into my body.

Aria's hands moved behind my back. Her wavering fingers gripped my body tightly.

The desire bursting from her entire body seemed to devour me.

As our lips parted, Aria looked up at me, breathing heavily. Her moist eyes trembled over her flushed face.

I held her waist even more firmly.

Her anxiously trembling hand clutched my clothes tightly. The desperate gesture of not wanting to let go resonated deep within my heart.

My hand gently cupped her cheek. I lightly brushed her wet eye corner with my thumb. She flinched like a small bird but didn't avoid it.

"You're mine."

Soon my lips traveled down her jawline to her slender neck. I marked her skin with soft kisses. The scent of her natural body, not some pungent perfume, tickled my nose.

Aria's breathing became rougher. The gasping breaths touching my shoulder made me dizzy.

"Ha... haha... my lord..."

Moans and laughter spread across the floor.

A hot warmth transferred between us.

Aria inhaled deeply, her chest heaving. Her ample breasts swayed.

Slender fingers grasped my hair. As if wanting to escape, or perhaps wanting more.

My fingers traced down her spine. The curve of her elastic buttocks beneath the thin cloth tickled my palm.

I pushed my knee between her legs. Aria's thighs parted with a soft rustle. It felt like the tension that had been tightly wound was gradually loosening.

The deepest part of Aria, preparing to become mine.

I bent down to face her. Aria's eyes closed heavily. Her trembling eyelashes made my heart pound.

Soon I could directly feel her burning desire. A wet heat enveloped me. I moaned softly and twisted my waist.

"I want you!"

Her body trembled violently. A gasping sound burst forth.

Aria's legs wrapped around my waist. The tightening pressure seemed to make the blood in my body flow backward.

I couldn't hold back anymore. I felt like I would explode.

A long, thin moan burst from between Aria's lips. The moist area below pulled me in. All my senses were directed there.

The moment our desperate longings were finally about to become one.

Two hearts beat wildly.

Thump, thump. Thump, thump. An explosive heat was consuming us.

Even before we began, it felt like my entire body would burst apart screaming.

My waist moved as if sliding.

"Hnng..."

A short moan burst from Aria's throat. The tightening pressure brought an insane pleasure.

Plunge.

The sound of union echoed in my ears. A warm, wet flesh engulfed me. Her body stiffened with a jolt.

I bent down and buried my face in Aria's neck.

Sniff, sniff, I inhaled her scent. Along with the faint smell of sweat, an irresistible sweet fragrance stimulated my senses.

"Hnngh... hnngh..."

Aria's rapid breathing continued as if about to break. Her nails dug into my shoulder. It didn't hurt. Rather, it was thrilling.

I moved without hesitation.

Aria closed her eyes tightly. Her silver hair shook uncontrollably.

The desperate movements I felt from below drove me crazy.

I delved deeper, as if pouring everything into her.

Slap, slap.

The sound of flesh hitting flesh, the sound of wet fluids filled the room.

Her legs wrapped around my waist even more tightly. Ngh...! I tried hard to suppress the moan that burst forth.

Heat boiled up. A dizziness like blood rushing backward.

I drove forward mindlessly. The moment her soft lower part tightened around me, I whispered in Aria's ear.

"My Aria..."

Her body trembled. An extreme pleasure like an explosion struck my entire body. A pleasure as powerful as pain enveloped me completely.

"Ahhh...!"

With a long, extended breath, I finally poured everything into her deepest part. Hot liquid penetrated deep into her womb.

Huff!

All strength left my body. Aria's body went limp, and I breathed heavily above her.

The wet area below still held onto me, not letting go. Aria's body was still trembling slightly.

At that moment, my entire body was wrapped in warm light.

Aria's body, which had been embracing me tightly, began to turn transparent. Starting from her fingertips, she was gradually turning into light.

Rustle.

Like silk melting away, her body crumbled into sparkling particles. A faint golden light seemed to consume her silver hair first.

My anxiety began to creep up.

Aria's face flickered faintly in the light. Her empty eyes no longer contained desire. They were just calm and peaceful.

Ah...

Aria's lips, which were about to call my name, soon scattered into light.

Her entire body changed into light, and that light moved like a great wave, swaying. With a gulping sound, Aria's physical form completely transformed into a mass of light.

That light moved toward Ainis.

Whoosh...

Like fog being sucked in, the light containing Aria's soul flowed into Ainis's body. Ainis's body shone with an eerily bright light. Silence. Even all faint sounds disappeared.

I felt the place where Aria had just been lying.

Would it really be alright? Would the promise... be kept?

The promise that Ainis would create a body for her.

Anxiety stabbed at my heart. What if... she breaks her promise?

Silence. Stillness.

I steadied my breathing and looked at Ainis. The sensation of the wet area tightening around me had already faded.

Ainis was still in a kneeling position. But her attitude was clearly different from before. She was slowly straightening her once-hunched body.

Rustle.

I heard what seemed like an auditory hallucination of deep cracks in her skin disappearing.

Her skin was being perfectly restored.

The part of the woman that had been broken like a statue also seemed to be gradually healing.

No... not restoration but absorption.

Because Aria was her womb...

Her vagina... after all.

The smoothly recovered private part now showed no cracks.

Along with the moist fluids, it seemed to be regaining its original form.

Her womb also seemed to be regaining its original function, with slight twitching sensations.

Ainis rose with a rustle.

Intense power emanated from her body. A wave-like sound made the space vibrate.

Ainis's hand slowly extended toward the air.

A soft light flashed from her fingertips.

I thought perhaps she would give birth to Aria from that womb, but that wasn't the case.

Following her gesture, pieces of light scattered like grains of sand and gathered at one point.

The growing mass of light overwhelmed the space.

I narrowed my eyes. It was beginning to take shape.

It was a huge, silver-shining cocoon. The surface, reflecting light brilliantly, looked smooth and solid.

Whoosh...

A soft vibration echoed from inside the cocoon.

This was a completely unexpected development.

Inside the cocoon, I could sense something stirring.

Gentle waves of light rippled across the cocoon's surface. A blurry silhouette was detected and then disappeared repeatedly.

Is Aria... in there?

My gaze shifted from the cocoon to Ainis, who stood quietly.

Ainis stared at the cocoon.

Sacred light illuminated her face.

A subtle surprise passed across her calm expression.

Her lips opened slowly. A low voice echoed in the space.

"This is unexpected. I intended to give her a powerful human body, but... she... she will become a being like me. In a true sense, she will be my daughter."

What, d-daughter?

Ch.93 - Rebirth
The cocoon of light slowly began to split open.

A soft glow seeped through the cracks. It was a gentle, warm light, like moonlight filtering through clouds.

Something moved inside the cocoon.

Fingers appeared first. White and slender. They looked exactly the same as before, yet somehow more perfect as they pushed against the cocoon's wall.

"Aria..."

The whisper escaped my lips involuntarily.

An arm appeared. Then a shoulder. And finally, her face.

Silver hair cascaded from the cocoon. Shimmering like moonlight, it flowed over her shoulders.

She slowly opened her eyes.

Ruby-red eyes found mine. Deep and clear like rubies.

"My Lord..."

Her voice was the same as before.

Aria, now completely free from the cocoon, slowly stood up.

Unconsciously, my hand reached out.

I caressed her cheek. It was warm. Much warmer than before.

"Are you really okay?"

Concern filled my voice.

Aria smiled. Not the cold smile from before. This was warm like spring sunshine.

"I'm fine, My Lord."

Something hot welled up from deep within my chest.

Relief. And another emotion too.

Aria was alive. Truly, completely alive.

Looking at her tilting her head, I realized.

That now, everything would truly be different.

"How does your body feel?"

I was curious. She looked exactly the same as before, but a body made by a god couldn't possibly be identical.

Moreover, hadn't she confirmed it was the same kind of body as mine?

Aria clenched and unclenched her fist.

She raised and lowered her arm.

She even jumped lightly in place.

"Hmm..."

She tilted her head and murmured.

"I feel a bit stronger."

"A bit?"

"Yes. Not extremely stronger. Just... somehow lighter? And it feels like I can control my strength better."

"That body will grow stronger with training, just like your previous one," Ainis interjected.

"Like before?"

"But the upper limit is different. You can go much higher than your previous body's limitations."

"How high?"

"Well, about my level, I suppose."

She meant god-level.

"Of course, it won't be easy, but the potential is certainly there."

A moment of silence passed.

Aria bit her lip slightly and asked carefully.

"But... this body..."

Her voice trailed off.

Her face turned slightly red.

"I know what you're wondering. You're asking if childbirth is possible?"

Aria nodded.

"Yes."

"I wanted to make that possible, but something went wrong and you ended up with a body similar to mine rather than a human one, so that will be difficult."

Aria hung her head low.

The curse of infertility couldn't be overcome even with a god's miracle.

"Of course, if you gain a divine connection like I did, you could have a true child just as I gained you. Even if that doesn't happen, being the companion of that noble one is an enormous rise in status."

Rise in status.

I couldn't help but scoff.

What could be more hollow than powerless honor?

Ainis's constant talk about the "noble one" didn't resonate with me at all.

Before looking into Ainis's most "private" memories, I had glimpsed scenes flashing like film.

Her memories in this world revealed exactly how she had conducted herself as a god.

"Looking at your memories, I see there were other souls from 'that era' besides me, but that's not something to talk about so casually."

And their endings weren't always happy.

From what I briefly saw, they simply "adequately" blended into this world and then disappeared.

Those who made demands that crossed the line...

Were dealt with.

Just like that.

How is this supposedly higher status than becoming a divine weapon?

"I'll say it again! The noble one's achievements are remarkable. They can't be compared to those random people who merely possess human souls."

Here she goes again.

"As I just mentioned about interspecies hybrids, but above all, the achievements in dimensional theory alone make you this era's Einstein..."

"Stop!"

I couldn't take it anymore.

I covered my face with both hands.

"Why are you embarrassed..."

She tilted her head, examining my face.

"For now... for now... don't talk about that. I need time to process this mentally."

"Understood."

Ainis nodded.

But suddenly she smiled brightly.

"More importantly, since you're going to marry my daughter..."

She clapped once.

"I should give you a wedding gift."

"A wedding gift?"

That was unexpected.

A wedding gift from a god.

"My Noble Artifact."

A Noble Artifact?

A Noble Artifact from a god would surely be incredible.

Of course, I already had a Noble Artifact, and it was common knowledge that the probability of contracting with a second one decreased dramatically.

But it should work out somehow, right? The giver is a god, after all. A major deity worshipped in this world wouldn't make such statements without reason.

"I already have a Noble Artifact, but I guess that doesn't matter?"

I stroked the dagger at my waist.

But Ainis's expression was strange.

"That's not a Noble Artifact."

"What? This is definitely a Noble Artifact! It's a mysterious object that activated my powers like a game system!"

"More precisely... it's like a key that draws out your potential abilities."

A key?

"Actually, you don't even need to carry it around after using it once."

What is she saying?

"Because it's a disposable item."

I felt like I'd been hit on the back of my head.

The dagger I'd believed was a Noble Artifact all this time was just a disposable item?

Then what have I been doing all this time?

"A disposable item?"

My voice cracked.

"Yes. It was meant to awaken your latent abilities. That role is already fulfilled."

Aria looked surprised too.

"So My Lord has been..."

"Accomplishing everything without a Noble Artifact."

"That's amazing! My Lord!"

Amazing my ass.

I felt deceived.

I drew the dagger and examined it closely.

It still emitted an elegant light, but now it looked different somehow.

It definitely felt inferior to a real Noble Artifact.

"So all this time... I've been fighting without a Noble Artifact?"

I muttered.

"I've been fighting with my bare hands?"

"That's correct."

"Damn..."

A hollow laugh escaped me.

I thought it was the Noble Artifact's power, but it turned out to be pure skill.

My feelings were mixed.

I felt proud, but also empty at the same time.

"Now it's time for you to receive a real Noble Artifact."

Ainis said.

With complicated emotions, I looked down at the dagger.

This small object had changed my life.

Though it was just a disposable item, I was still grateful for it.

"So now this is..."

"You can throw it away. The quality as a dagger is good, but that's about it. Or you can keep it as a memento."

Ainis said nonchalantly.

A memento.

Yes, I'll think of it that way.

I put the dagger back at my waist.

I couldn't throw it away.

Without it, I wouldn't be who I am today.

"Alright. Show me the real Noble Artifact."

At that moment, space began to gently split open.

There was no tearing sound. Just quietly, like making a cut in paper.

The gap gradually widened.

Something slowly emerged from within.

It was a sword.

But unlike any weapon in this world.

The blade was nearly transparent. Clear as water, transparent as glass.

But the space around it was subtly rippling.

Like heat haze above hot asphalt.

"Wow..."

Aria let out an exclamation.

I felt the same way.

The sword itself seemed like a boundary between reality and another dimension.

"The Dimensional Sword. A sword with the ability to cut, twist, and connect space."

Cut space?

Just looking at the sword made me feel dizzy.

My vision wavered slightly.

Ainis moved the sword a little.

Suddenly, the surrounding air made a tearing sound.

Zzzzt.

It was like the sound of tearing cloth, but much sharper and more eerie.

"This is..."

Words failed me.

It wasn't just a simple weapon.

It was a tool for manipulating space.

"How do you use it?"

Aria asked carefully.

"It's simple."

Ainis smiled.

"You just think. Where to cut, how to twist."

Just by thinking?

"For example..."

Ainis lightly swung the sword.

A thin line was drawn in the air.

Space split along that line.

Through the gap, a completely different landscape was visible.

Mountains.

The view of mountains somewhere far away.

"That's..."

"About 500 kilometers away."

500 kilometers?

"You mean teleportation is possible?"

"Yes."

I took the sword.

It was lighter than I expected.

But the moment I grasped it, a thrill ran through my entire body.

It felt like an enormous power was flowing into me.

"Do you like it?"

Ainis asked.

I nodded.

"Like" was an insufficient expression.

It was awe-inspiring.

But I was curious about something.

"So it works by instantly splitting space and going through that tear..."

"Yes."

"Is that okay for the universe?"

What happens when the universe is torn?

Would it create a black hole or something?

Ainis grinned.

"According to spatial theory! Space itself has self-healing properties! And the cause is the application of the First Alaya-Consciousness!"

"Stop! Stop!"

I covered my face with both hands.

My chuunibyou setting came out again.

First Alaya-Consciousness, seriously?

How did past me come up with such a name?

"You don't need to be embarrassed! Thanks to that theory, dimensional engineering has developed!"

"Please... stop..."

Aria was laughing beside me.

She covered her mouth with her hand, but her shoulders were shaking.

It was obvious she was trying to hold back laughter.

"Stories about My Lord's past life are really interesting."

"Please don't find them interesting..."

My voice dropped.

My past self haunting my present self...

Poetically miserable, damn it.

But one thing was clear.

A path had opened that would allow me to reach Lucia, who was far away.

Ch.94 - Dimensional Sword
"Any precautions I should be aware of?"

"First, it must be a place you've been to before. Second, you need to clearly remember and visualize that location. Other than that, nothing specific."

I nodded.

"If the memory is vague, I could end up in the wrong place or fail to teleport at all, right?"

"But it has safety features built in, so you won't become dimensionally lost or die."

"Any other precautions?"

"Nothing else. If I had to add something, to transport your subordinates with you, you need to have a strong bond with them."

I looked at Aria.

With the deep bond we'd just formed, it shouldn't be a problem. We were connected in body, mind, and soul.

"How many people can I take at once?"

"For someone who just made the contract, about 3-4 people would be the limit. But with practice, you can transport more. As your spatial manipulation sense improves, the limitations will decrease."

I began to imagine various tactical applications in my head.

Surprise attacks. Strategic retreats. Breaking through encirclements.

This ability was more than just a means of transportation. A game-changer that could turn the tide of battle.

"How long does it take to cast?"

"With familiarity, almost instantaneous. Though at first, you'll need to concentrate."

I examined the transparent blade of the Dimensional Sword closely.

The boundary between reality and other dimensions. That thin blade could cut through space itself.

Awesome.

"Then release the time freeze as soon as I leave."

"Understood."

Ainis nodded.

I gripped the Dimensional Sword firmly.

The transparent blade trembled slightly as it sensed the warmth of my palm. Almost like a living creature.

Aria moved closer.

"Ready?"

"Yes, my Lord."

I raised the sword.

I slashed vertically through the air.

Slowly, precisely.

Zzzzt.

With a tearing sound, reality cracked.

The gap widened gradually. Just enough for an adult to pass through.

Beyond the gap, I could see a different landscape.

A battlefield.

Where Lucia was. That desperate situation, surrounded by imperial troops.

"Let's go."

I took Aria's hand.

I stepped forward.

Into the torn space.

Suddenly, a sensation of my entire body twisting rushed over me.

It felt like being sucked into a massive vortex. Up and down switched places, left and right mixed together.

Time and space lost all meaning.

I felt like I was floating.

Like falling while spinning in zero gravity.

Aria's hand was the only reality.

That warm touch kept me centered amid the chaos.

How much time had passed?

It could have been 1 second, or it could have been 1 hour.

Suddenly, I felt something solid beneath my feet.

Ground.

I had returned to reality.

**

Hah... seriously....

I never imagined the enemy would attack.

According to the imperial military doctrine I'd studied, they should have retreated after losing about half their forces.

Yet they charged straight at our advantageous position on the hilltop.

It made no sense.

What was the enemy commander thinking...

If they lost more soldiers with this kind of approach, they'd surely face consequences back in the Empire...

Or was it confidence that the Empire couldn't afford to discard them because they were a Sword Master?

I shook my head.

According to war records, this was unprecedented.

Sword Master or whatever...

All imperial commanders were known for their cautious, calculated tactics.

This was true even for Sword Masters.

Unlike us who appointed relatives as mere figureheads, they assigned real advisors.

If they ignored their advisors and acted recklessly, they'd be held personally responsible for major failures.

Of course, they could still fail even while following advice.

But in such cases, the advisor would take the blame and lose their head instead.

They couldn't afford to execute a precious Sword Master.

That's why they rarely took arbitrary gambles out of fear of failure, and both my brother and Count Tormaniu naturally assumed the enemy would retreat...

But they charged.

Like madmen.

Normally, we could have easily blocked such a reckless charge and annihilated them. But the situation wasn't good.

Our main force was gone. Most of our troops had left with my brother.

Damn it, why now of all times...

Nevertheless, we handled the regular enemy soldiers well as they committed suicide by charging our spear wall, even though they were Augmented Humans.

Thunk!

The dull sound of iron spearheads piercing leather armor echoed everywhere.

"Urgh!"

"Kuheck!"

Blood flowed down the spear blades amid screams.

Bodies piled up.

It seemed these weren't even Augmented Humans. The real ones were preparing to charge from behind.

If they charged, the spear wall alone wouldn't be enough.

I prepared magic.

Advanced fire magic. But it was difficult to use with our forces and the enemy mixed together.

One mistake could involve our own troops.

I needed to time it carefully.

An Expert-level Augmented Human cut down two spearmen simultaneously with a single swing. Just one stroke.

The sword flashed through the air.

Blood sprayed like a fountain.

I needed to decide quickly.

Whether to use magic or not. Whether to accept friendly casualties or not.

There was no time.

The Augmented Humans were penetrating deeper. At this rate, our defensive line would completely collapse.

I made my decision.

Use magic. Friendly casualties... unavoidable.

Better than total annihilation.

"Magic squad! Everyone! Attack!"

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Those who had been gathering mana unleashed flames and lightning all at once.

Fire swept through the enemy lines. Those struggling to break through our wall took direct hits.

Our troops caught in it died instantly. But many more enemies were engulfed.

The durability of Expert-level fighters was certainly impressive, but... the strongest among them seemed to be only Entry-level Experts. Moreover, they were so clustered that they had no space to dodge.

They fell after taking multiple direct magical hits.

Of course, quite a few survived despite this...

"Our turn! Sweep away the enemy!"

The knight squad led by Count Tormaniu and Baron Linden quickly appeared to finish them off.

The lightning magic in particular had the ability to paralyze opponents, so they couldn't even resist. They were cut down by the knights' blades while their bodies remained rigid.

Seeing the Experts fall one after another, I thought there might be hope, but...

"The flank! The flank has been breached!"

A messenger shouted in what sounded like a scream.

Despair was mixed in his voice.

"Countess Ainis is personally leading the main force to crush our flank!"

Countess Ainis. Or the fake Aria.

Whatever.

"That crazy woman used these troops as bait?"

"It seems so."

Count Tormaniu spoke in a gloomy voice.

The enemy on the flank became visible. Imperial troops in black armor were climbing the hill, tightening the encirclement.

"You should escape."

"What?"

He said something unexpected.

"You may not know this, but the person you call brother... is actually of much nobler blood."

For reference, in this country, the Kingdom of Luden, there's only one bloodline more noble than Adelheit.

"I know."

This was something I was already aware of.

He chuckled.

"I see. He shared the story with his closest confidant."

"No... only I know."

"Hmm! Hmm! Anyway, he needs you more than me. Please assist him alongside Linden!"

"Father!"

Baron Linden, known as his nephew, also wailed, suggesting we weren't the only ones hiding the secret of birth.

Count Tormaniu drew his sword. Though his hand was old, it still had strength.

"Don't look back! I'll try to hold that woman off like last time!"

His voice carried the resolve of an old soldier preparing for his final battle.

But...

Despite his will to buy time, it was over in a single strike.

"Father!"

Baron Linden cried out.

At least he didn't die. He lost an arm in one exchange and was captured.

Red blood flowed from Count Tormaniu's severed arm.

"Urgh, damn it... you're stronger than last time..."

"Old man, did you never consider that I was just playing with you last time?"

"Urgh..."

The old soldier's swordsmanship was no match.

"Trying to stop me with an old soldier like this! Gehenna! Gehenna, come out!"

Countess Ainis shouted.

This is maddening.

That woman is looking for my insane eldest brother.

Though I didn't particularly like him, if he were here, the situation wouldn't be so desperate.

...

...

Is this the end?

I wanted to make Leon my brother the king.

Am I going to die here without fulfilling that dream?

I prepared magic.

I should at least make a final struggle.

But at that moment, a miracle happened.

"Huh!"

"Huh!"

"Huh!"

Everyone fighting stopped.

Imperial troops, our forces, even Countess Ainis.

Everyone looked around with confused expressions.

What just happened?

Things I'd never seen before started entering my brain.

Unknown information flooded in like a tidal wave.

My mind was in chaos.

I looked around.

Baron Linden's face appeared new to me. His lines were soft, his eyes deep. Why hadn't I noticed until now?

The imperial soldiers were the same. Those who had removed their helmets showed their own unique charm. Rough masculinity, sharp features, soft curves.

Even Countess Ainis.

Though clearly an enemy, her face was truly beautiful. Cold and seductive beauty.

It was the moment the concept of "beauty" was first engraved in my brain.

But shortly after, someone more handsome than all of them...

"Handsome" was practically an archaic word, but here it fit.

I knew who he was.

"Brother Leon!"

Ch.95 - Strange Misunderstanding
The portal sealed silently as soon as we passed through.

It was the moment my spatial movement, activated directly through my Noble Artifact, had successfully completed.

But the scene before my eyes was completely different from what I expected.

The battlefield, which should have been filled with the smell of blood and dust, was enveloped in an eerie stillness.

Our forces and the enemy were mixed together, but no one was wielding weapons.

Both sides had forgotten about combat and were staring at each other in a daze, completely confused.

"What's going on here?"

The soldiers' hands were limp, nearly dropping their weapons, and their scarred faces showed an ecstasy they had never experienced before.

Even enemy troops who had been thrusting spears were now staring at their opponents as if enchanted.

The battle had completely stopped.

"Brother Leon!"

It was Lucia. Her face was bright red.

"What's wrong with you?"

"B-b-brother, y-your face..."

Ah...

I finally realized the cause.

What Ainis had mentioned. This was the result of her recovery allowing people in this world to properly recognize the 'beauty' of human faces for the first time.

"That woman... why does she look so beautiful?"

"I... I can't fight that man."

Dazed murmurs could be heard everywhere.

A gap in the chaos.

This was a golden opportunity.

I made my decision. Common sense dictated that I should regroup with our forces and reorganize, but I decided to do the opposite.

I would dive directly into the center of this confusion.

"Aria, find the enemy commander. I'll use this opportunity to take care of the enemies."

"My Lord, it's dangerous to go alone."

"It's fine."

As I raised my Dimensional Sword, a wave of power unlike anything before spread throughout my body. A feeling of omnipotence, as if the flow of the world was slowing down around me.

"Even if a Sword Master came now, I could face them."

"B-but..."

"An opportunity like this won't come again."

It was truly so.

I needed to end this before the enemy fully awakened from this strange sensation.

Once this bizarre confusion brought about by the recognition of beauty subsided, the battlefield would return to its original chaos.

I took my first step.

Toward the heart of enemy territory.

The imperial soldiers were still staring blankly at each other's faces or at our allies.

Not one of them was in a proper combat stance.

Ecstatic exclamations flowed from everywhere. Like people seeing colors for the first time in their lives.

That was the gap I aimed for.

I infused mana into the Dimensional Sword. Just a little, just a tiny bit.

The transparent blade slowly began to take on color. A blue light tinted the entire transparent blade.

I swung it.

A navy-colored slash extended outward.

It was more Sword Force than Sword Aura. Similar in power to what Sword Masters use.

Space itself was cut.

Crackle.

With the sound of reality cracking, the first enemy's armor split like paper.

I cut down the second and third in one stroke.

The sharp noise of metal tearing echoed across the battlefield.

"What is that!"

An enemy knight who belatedly came to his senses screamed.

There was terror in his voice.

But it was already too late.

I continued swinging the Dimensional Sword.

With each swing, navy-colored slashes extended outward, sweeping away enemies.

Armor, shields, even weapons were meaningless.

Unless one was at the level of a Sword Master, it would be impossible to stand against me.

No...

To ordinary soldiers or knights at the beginner or intermediate Expert level, I was essentially a Sword Master.

The proof was...

"A Sword Master! The enemy has a Sword Master!"

Someone cried out.

That cry spread like a plague.

"A Sword Master?"

"That can't be..."

"Look at that Sword Force!"

Well... this is how one wields Sword Force.

Moreover, it's common knowledge that colored Sword Force is more powerful than transparent or achromatic Sword Force.

Faced with the sight of navy Sword Force cutting through space and slicing down their comrades...

"Run away!"

"Save me!"

The imperial troops began scattering in all directions.

Soldiers who had been brave just moments ago were now running around like frightened sheep.

"Looks like you eunuchs still value your lives!"

A joke I couldn't have made until recently, but now I could say it proudly.

My woman was no longer infertile.

Their formation completely collapsed.

"Run!"

"We can't win against a Sword Master!"

What a... what a delightful misunderstanding.

Of course, despite being called dimensional cuts or spatial slashes, they weren't stronger than a real Sword Master's attacks.

If it were truly an attack that cut through space itself, that would be great, but to implement such a function with this Noble Artifact, I would need to become a Sword Master myself.

But this was enough.

The navy Sword Force extended and cut down another enemy. The sound of armor splitting like paper was exhilarating.

Each strike might be weaker than a Sword Master's slash.

But... didn't Aoshif Stalin, known as the Great Enemy of Steel, say it?

Quantity is a quality in itself.

That made me wonder.

Is my current combat ability really weaker than a true Sword Master's?

At the very least, even a Sword Master couldn't fire off Sword Force like this.

With every swing, blue slashes extended outward. The mana consumption was almost negligible.

Of course, enemies invariably fell with just one hit.

It felt like playing a shooting game from my previous life.

"Hahahahaha! I am invincible!"

And so I ended up shouting something completely unrealistic.

**

Ainis, Commander of the Chrono Empire's First Corps in the Luden region.

That wasn't actually her name.

The name of the goddess was what she had desperately wanted, but it was given to another woman.

Luna.

That was her real name.

Of course, she later seized the codename Ainis.

In exchange for supporting the true Emperor rather than the rebels, that name was given to her.

That name, given to the strongest Augmented Human among those of her batch...

But she was still wrapped in feelings of inferiority.

Every night in her dreams, she saw that face. Ainis. The real Ainis.

Those eyes that looked down on her haughtily. The elegant way she wielded her sword.

A perfect being in a realm she could never reach no matter how hard she struggled.

Even she was equally affected by the confusion. When the original owner of the name she so coveted regained her power, she too opened her eyes wide at the phenomenon.

She had become able to recognize the beauty in people's faces.

Confusion blinded by beauty swept across the battlefield, and Luna couldn't escape its impact. And even in that moment, she...

"Ainis..."

She murmured.

The face of the real Ainis.

The face she had simply remembered as "that annoying bitch" until now was different.

When compared by the standard of beauty... it was overwhelming.

She could now see that she herself was quite beautiful, but it meant nothing before her.

"Why... why of all things..."

She clenched her fist.

Not just swordsmanship and strength, but now even in looks.

She was outmatched in every aspect.

Emotions of jealousy and anger mixed together, weighing down on her chest.

And so she too, unbecoming of someone at the level of a Sword Master, was in a dazed state just like the other soldiers.

That's when it happened.

In the distance, she saw something flashing like blue lightning.

Sword Force.

And only upon seeing that Sword Force did she finally come to her senses.

'I didn't come here to stand around in a daze! Faces! What does it matter what faces look like!'

The reason she came here was clear.

To kill a man...

A man who could somewhat alleviate her feelings of inferiority...

That's why she had come.

"Where is... where is Gehenna."

As soon as she saw the Sword Force, she called out.

Gehenna Adelheit.

The Sword Master of the Luden Kingdom who had been the counterpart to the real Ainis.

Her body reacted immediately.

"A Sword Master!"

The belated cry reached her ears.

If it was a Sword Master, it had to be Gehenna.

There was no other possibility in her mind.

"Finally."

The corners of her mouth turned up.

A strong opponent that even the real Ainis couldn't defeat.

Although it was during their Expert days, she already knew that Gehenna was ranked in the upper-middle tier or higher among Sword Masters.

If she defeated him, the imperial headquarters would see her differently. They would think of her as the real Ainis, not just a replacement.

They might even give her better augmentation surgery.

That's why she had undertaken this reckless charge.

Everything was to find Gehenna.

If she could meet and kill him, her feelings of inferiority might subside a little.

Even if she couldn't surpass Ainis, she could at least prove that she could defeat an opponent Ainis couldn't beat.

"Gehenna!"

She ran for a while in the direction the Sword Force had come from.

Broken armor pieces clattered under her feet. Equipment from dead imperial soldiers.

Indeed, there was the face she remembered.

A face that roughly resembled the portrait she had seen.

'But he looks... younger?'

Since the beauty of faces had suddenly entered her consciousness, she thought it was just the effect of some sudden illusion magic.

The strong opponent that the real Ainis couldn't defeat. Proving her worth by bringing him down.

She drew her sword.

The cold sound of metal cut through the air.

"Gehenna Adelheit!"

Her cry echoed across the battlefield.

Her voice carried the anger that had built up over a long time. Inferiority, jealousy, all mixed together.

"I, Ainis, have come to kill you!"

Ch.96 - Original And Counterfeit
"Gehenna Adelheit!"

Is Gehenna hyung here?

Did he perhaps return from the distant Orc territory?

I looked around.

But I couldn't see Gehenna hyung anywhere.

He had gone to fight the Orcs and hadn't returned yet.

That was to be expected. Without teleportation, it would be impossible to cover such a distance in one go.

And to use teleportation, one would need to be accompanied by a high-ranking mage or possess a Noble Artifact with teleportation capabilities like mine, neither of which my brother had.

That's when I realized.

This woman was mistaking me for Gehenna hyung.

Well, it's not surprising.

We look alike... and above all, the skill I was displaying right now was truly that of a Sword Master.

I roughly knew who the woman before me was.

The fake Ainis Countess, most likely.

And I was the fake Gehenna.

What a strange situation.

A meeting of fakes imitating the real ones.

On one hand, it was ridiculous, but on the other, I felt an odd sense of kinship.

After all, we were both using someone else's name.

She spotted me and her eyes widened.

Her lips parted slightly.

She had completely mistaken me for Gehenna hyung.

But at the same time, I felt competitive.

The level of Sword Expert Beginner was nowhere near the realm of Sword Master, but with this Noble Artifact, I felt confident I could hold my own.

I infused mana.

Navy blue Sword Force enveloped the Dimensional Sword.

At that moment, I heard the air around me splitting.

Crackle.

Space itself was responding.

Wariness appeared on her face.

I saw her drawing her sword.

Red Sword Force wrapped around her blade.

I could feel her killing intent.

She really intended to kill me.

I took a combat stance.

It was time to fight.

I could have avoided this if I wanted to.

My Noble Artifact was more specialized for escape than combat.

From this distance, I could easily cut through space and teleport away.

But I chose to fight out of competitiveness.

*I can handle a Sword Master.*

Such baseless confidence became my downfall.

I swung.

A navy blue slash extended outward.

That attack, which had never failed to penetrate any armor or shield.

A fatal strike with the power to cut through dimensions.

But the slash was blocked.

Luna's sword cut through the air and shattered my attack into pieces.

As easily as breaking a glass window.

Crash.

It even sounded like glass breaking.

The navy blue Sword Force scattered like fragments.

"Huh?"

I couldn't help but exclaim.

"This is strange... you're weak. Gehenna Adelheit should have been at least a mid-to-high tier Sword Master."

Luna muttered.

Her voice was tinged with disappointment.

As if I was far worse than she had expected.

I painfully realized the difference between a Sword Master and an Expert.

No matter how good the Noble Artifact I wielded, the user's skill had to back it up.

To unleash the true power of the Dimensional Sword, I needed to become a Sword Master myself.

As I was now, I only looked impressive on the surface.

Like a hollow shell.

She charged straight at me.

Her crimson Sword Force extended like lightning.

A true Sword Master-level attack.

Could I dodge it?

Could I escape using teleportation?

But it was already too late.

The distance was too close.

Ah, I'm screwed.

I should have just run away.

Regret washed over me.

Why did I let my competitiveness get the better of me?

Luna's sword flew toward my neck.

I couldn't avoid it.

It was too fast.

I'm going to die.

That thought flashed through my mind.

Time seemed to truly slow down.

I could clearly see the blade approaching my neck.

The cold glint of steel.

The trajectory of death.

At that moment, someone appeared in front of me like lightning.

Clang!

The sharp sound of clashing metal rang out.

Sparks flew.

It was Aria.

I didn't know when or how she got here, but she had stepped between Luna and me, blocking the sword.

Her silver hair fluttered in the wind.

Her red eyes gleamed coldly.

"Aria!"

A sigh of relief escaped me.

It was truly a close call.

If she had been a step late, my head would have been severed.

A difference of one second, no, even less than that.

"My Lord, are you alright?"

She asked without turning around.

Her gaze remained fixed on Luna.

Her sword-wielding stance didn't waver.

"Yes, thank you."

Her back was reassuring.

As it always had been.

A reliable shield-like presence that appeared in moments of crisis to protect me.

"You are..."

Confusion mixed in the fake's voice.

She seemed to have realized something upon seeing Aria.

She took a step back.

The hand holding her sword was trembling slightly.

"It's been a while, Luna."

Aria spoke.

Her voice was cold.

Her face was calm.

Cold yet dignified.

An aura of a completely different dimension from Luna's.

Like a deity looking down upon a human.

An overwhelming presence surrounded her.

"Ainis... the real... Ainis..."

Luna's lips quivered.

**

My Lord facing off against Luna.

I had been watching from the beginning.

The reason I didn't intervene earlier was because I thought my Lord needed to learn a lesson so he wouldn't be too reckless later.

He needed to learn in advance.

I didn't want anything serious to happen later.

Thanks to my experience of merging with the original and returning, I know a few things.

If one dies, reincarnation is possible, but they become a different being with no memories.

My Lord once regained memories of his past life, but that was an extremely rare case.

In other words...

Once you die, even the original can't help.

So we really need to be careful.

"My Lord, are you alright?"

I asked without turning around.

My gaze remained fixed on Luna.

"Yes, thank you."

Relief was mixed in my Lord's voice.

Phew.

That's a relief.

A real relief.

I must protect my man.

That's my role.

Protecting my Lord.

As I always have.

Luna looks at me and shows a surprised expression.

Of course she would.

The opponent she thought she had killed was now standing before her.

And much stronger than before.

"It's been a while, Luna."

"Ainis... the real Ainis..."

Yes.

I'm real.

The Ainis you thought you killed.

Now standing before you.

I've come for revenge.

"Impossible... surely..."

Luna shook her head.

She wants to deny reality.

But it's useless.

I'm standing here.

I'm alive.

And I'm much stronger than before.

"It is possible. And now it's time for you to pay for what you did to me."

I pointed my sword at her.

It's time to end this.

"Ainis! Ainis!"

Like a parrot. Can she say nothing else?

As Luna shouted frantically, a strange thought occurred to me.

That wasn't really my name.

Aria. The name my Lord gave me was my true name.

When we first met at the slave market, that name he called me directly.

That's my real name.

Ainis was one of the names of the True Beauty deity known in the Chrono Empire.

And having confirmed her actual existence, it felt odd.

Because I had met the original.

But I also thought this.

If I am her daughter... wouldn't it be appropriate to use that as my surname?

Aria Ainis.

It sounds somewhat plausible.

Though I feel I should get permission... how would I contact her?

If I shout strongly in my mind, could I reach the original?

Well, just a stray thought.

It's not like I'll use the surname for long anyway...

Now was the time to focus on battle.

I looked straight at Luna.

Her expression was complex.

Fearful yet admiring at the same time.

"Yes, I am Ainis. And you are Luna."

At those words, the surroundings began to stir.

The soldiers became restless.

"What's going on?"

"Luna was the name of the Iron Blood Knights' vice-captain..."

"Could it be..."

I could hear the whispers.

Even the imperial soldiers were becoming agitated.

Luna's face turned pale.

The sword in her hand trembled slightly.

Her confidence was crumbling.

Everything she had built using the name Ainis.

"How dare you... how dare you take my name!"

"Your name? That name was originally mine. The highest one to receive the goddess's name is not you but me. That name you stole after killing your adoptive father. It's time to return it."

I pointed my sword.

The red Sword Force grew stronger.

I raised my sword.

Luna did the same.

The light of the two blades met in midair.

Red sword auras faced each other.

The final moment between the real and the fake.

A moment of silence passed.

Even the wind seemed to stop.

The murmuring around us disappeared.

Not even the soldiers' breathing could be heard.

It felt like only the two of us remained.

The real and the fake.

The original and the imitation.

The creator and the usurper.

"Let's end this."

I spoke first.

Luna's face contorted.

"Yes... let's end this!"

She shouted.

"Like a fake, all you can do is imitate."

"You bitch!"

She moved first. I hadn't particularly intended to provoke her, but it ended up that way.

The swords began to move.

Slow yet fast.

The two blades collided in midair.

Ch.97 - Makjang Drama
I expected the two swords to clash.

I thought there would be a long, fierce exchange of attacks.

But reality was different.

Luna's head rolled through the air.

The match was decided in a single moment.

I couldn't even see how their movements played out.

I couldn't catch the moment the sword moved.

Just a flash of red light streaking past.

The next instant, Luna's neck was already separated from her body.

Blood shot up like a fountain.

Hot red liquid splattered everywhere.

Her body collapsed lifelessly.

Her knees buckled first as she fell forward.

Her head rolled several meters away.

Blood formed a pool on the ground.

The sticky, fishy smell stung my nostrils.

Her eyes were still open, but the life was draining from them.

Yet her lips moved.

"Ainis..."

Luna's voice leaked out.

It was weak and cracked.

But it was clearly audible.

"Ainis... you were just a tool in the end. That man never thought of you as a daughter..."

Blood flowed from the corner of her mouth.

The red liquid ran down her chin and dripped to the floor.

"Just like me."

It was her final struggle.

Even in her dying moment, she was spitting venom.

Aria looked down at the severed head.

Her gaze was cold.

There was no pity, no compassion.

"It doesn't matter. I'm already someone else's tool."

Surprise flashed in Luna's eyes.

It seemed to be an unexpected response.

She probably expected anger or denial.

"Someone... else's?"

She mumbled.

Her voice was growing weaker.

Her life force was draining away.

Aria nodded.

"Yes. I am that person's tool."

"So... you're... just... a tool... after all..."

The words were painfully forced out.

A slight smile played on the severed head.

But Aria smiled even more brightly.

"That's fine. Because that person doesn't see me as a tool."

Luna's expression twisted at those words.

That was the end.

The whole thing, including the conversation, happened in just a few seconds.

When it was all over, the battlefield grew noisy again.

"Lady Ainis has been defeated!"

"But is that really Lady Ainis... that more beautiful person over there might be the real one..."

"Is that really what matters right now?!"

The shouts of the imperial knights echoed across the battlefield.

Panic was mixed in their voices.

It was the shock of seeing their absolute commander beheaded in an instant.

"Run away!"

"I don't want to die!"

Screams erupted.

Some threw down their weapons and fled, some stood in a daze, others couldn't even grasp the situation.

It was complete chaos.

There was no order whatsoever.

What had been a disciplined army moments ago instantly transformed into a disorganized rabble.

No formation, no plan.

"Capture them!"

Count Tormaniu, now freed from his restraints, shouted.

Despite having lost an arm, he was still valiant.

His blood-stained armor sleeve fluttered in the wind.

But not many joined the pursuit.

They were also confused by the sudden victory.

The situation had been hopeless just moments ago, but it had reversed in an instant.

Soldiers looked at each other in bewilderment.

Their expressions showed they didn't know what to do.

The battle was already over.

The outcome was decided.

The retreating imperial soldiers grew distant.

The defeated remnants disappeared, leaving only dust in their wake.

"Count Tormaniu, your arm?"

I approached and asked.

Blood drops were falling from his sleeve.

"Shamefully, I was bested by the enemy."

He said, looking at the lifeless head.

"There's no need to be ashamed. The opponent was too strong."

"But I couldn't even swing my sword against the lady."

Lady?

Ah...

He's talking about Aria.

Hmm... does he think of us as having that kind of relationship?

Well, it's not a misunderstanding, but considering his age, experience, and status, such an honorific feels a bit burdensome.

The count is much older than me, yet he calls Aria "lady."

Even if she is a Sword Master.

Maybe he's doing this because she saved him twice?

Let's stop thinking about this for now.

I sat down with a thud, exhausted from everything that had happened.

My legs gave out.

My knees buckled involuntarily.

I felt the cold ground against my palms.

From the dimensional travel to the battle, and then Aria and Luna's confrontation.

It had been a day full of tension.

I was at my limit, both mentally and physically.

As the adrenaline drained away, my whole body felt heavy.

My limbs felt like lead.

My head was buzzing.

I put down the Dimensional Sword.

Clang!

The transparent blade made a clear sound as it hit the ground.

Lucia was saved, Luna was dead, and the imperial army had fled.

Everything was over.

The goal was achieved.

But somehow, I felt empty.

It was like waking from a dream.

I saw Priestess Selena running up belatedly.

Her white vestments fluttered in the wind.

Her breathing was rough.

"Apostle! Apostle! Are you alright?"

She seemed to have come in quite a hurry.

"I'm fine. Don't worry about me, go treat Count Tormaniu over there."

I pointed at him.

With his arm cut off and no treatment to stop the bleeding, he had lost a lot of blood.

An ordinary person would have died by now, but true to his status as a top-tier Sword Expert, he was still conscious.

"Yes, understood."

Selena approached Count Tormaniu.

His severed arm was there too.

Someone had picked it up and placed it nearby.

Selena's divine power was tremendous.

As soon as she raised her hands, green light poured out.

She reattached the arm in just three seconds.

This was definitely different from when Aria's arm was regenerated.

That had taken several hours.

Back then, there was no severed arm, and it was done by a regular priest, while now it was done by someone of Saintess level. Maybe that's why?

There was a flash of light, and the arm was completely reattached.

"Uh..."

Count Tormaniu looked at his arm.

He moved his fingers and clenched and unclenched his fist.

It was perfect.

Not even a scar remained.

"A-amazing..."

His voice was filled with admiration.

"It is the blessing of True Beauty Arianas."

Selena answered humbly.

Come to think of it... that was the Luden pronunciation, right? Arianas, Ainis, Aegis, Artigias, Ariana... The desert pronunciation was completely different, but what was it again?

It's not important right now, so I'll move on.

I'll ask Hassan later if I remember.

Meanwhile, Baron Linden approached Count Tormaniu.

"Father!"

Huh?

Those two were father and daughter?

Even more strange was the reaction of the surrounding knights.

"He did mention something like that earlier."

"So it was true."

"I thought so."

Murmurs arose.

Why had they hidden it until now?

Was there a political reason?

Or was there another story behind it?

"The young master of that house will be completely sidelined now."

"Who cares... he couldn't become a Sword Expert even at 40. Compared to him, Lady Linden is young and promising."

Hmm... these muttering fellows gave me a rough idea of the story.

So that's what it was.

I examined Count Tormaniu's expression.

He didn't seem flustered.

Rather, he looked natural.

As if he had finally put down a heavy burden.

"Linden..."

The count spoke.

His voice was gentle.

It was completely different from his usual rough demeanor.

"I'm sorry, Father. I tried to hold back, but..."

Baron Linden bowed her head.

"It's alright. There's no reason to hide it anymore."

"Are you two really father and daughter??"

I asked.

I couldn't contain my curiosity.

Count Tormaniu looked at me.

He seemed to hesitate for a moment.

Then he opened his mouth.

"Yes, that's right. Linden's mother was... of common birth."

Ah.

So that's why they hid it.

In aristocratic society, class differences were an enormous issue.

Especially for a count's family.

"Then how did she get the baron title?"

"I had her adopted by my childless brother. Well, not exactly childless. He just didn't have any children who had awakened mana."

Hmm.

Adopting a nephew or close relative who hadn't awakened mana.

It was a common practice in noble society.

There was also a custom of taking care of step-siblings who hadn't awakened mana.

Not awakening mana was an even greater disqualification than having commoner blood.

The count continued speaking.

"Although what we did wasn't much, we participated in the battle where the Empire's famous Sword Master was killed."

His voice was tinged with pride.

"Now there's no reason to hide her anymore."

Social advancement through military achievements.

This too was surprisingly common.

Baron Linden raised her head.

No longer needing to hide must mean that.

"You're too modest. You were a great help."

That resolved all my curiosities, but...

"Then about the Commander's identity that was mentioned earlier..."

A knight let his words trail off.

And other knights began to chime in.

"If that's true, then the father-daughter relationship between Commander Tormaniu and Staff Officer Linden is nothing in comparison."

"Indeed..."

Huh?

My identity?

Why is my identity suddenly being discussed?

What conversation happened while I was gone?

I don't understand what they're talking about, but the atmosphere feels ominous.

I looked at Count Tormaniu.

He too seemed flustered.

His eyes were wide open.

His mouth was slightly agape as he stared at me.

"Count, what's going on?"

"Ah... nothing. Just..."

He let his words trail off.

Why is he acting like this?

Is he really hiding something?

"Brother!"

It was Lucia's voice, rushing over urgently.

She seemed out of breath.

"Lucia, what are these knights talking about? What about my identity?"

She also had a flustered expression.

She looked back and forth between the knights and Count Tormaniu, then bit her lip.

"I... I'm not exactly sure... w-what could they be talking about?"

Her voice trailed off.

It was as if she knew something.

Ch.98 - Makjang Drama (2)
I didn't translate that day.

Too many things happened all at once. I didn't want to know any more.

Well... with so much going on, I might have forgotten about it completely if there hadn't been another event the next day.

I suppose it wasn't strange for such rumors to circulate, especially with the king supporting me so unusually.

Above all, I was extremely tired, and I had gained significant insights about swordsmanship that I needed to process first.

Several days passed like that.

I woke up early and walked around the military camp, but my hope that the rumors would die down overnight was spectacularly dashed.

"Prince, your meal is—"

The soldier bringing breakfast stopped mid-sentence.

He hurriedly closed his mouth and smiled awkwardly.

Damn it. It's gotten worse.

The knights polishing their weapons all bowed their heads when they saw me.

Normally they would have given a casual greeting, but now they treated me like actual royalty.

Most of them were knights the king had assigned to support me.

Though they were of similar skill levels and originally had no hierarchy, an implicit ranking had formed after several consecutive battles.

Their unofficial leader was a knight named Dulkan, famous for shooting and killing over 200 Orcs and Imperial soldiers.

Dulkan spoke with absolute confidence.

"It seems you have the advantage in the succession now. The Crown Prince's mana control is terrible, and he hasn't properly awakened his bloodline traits... whereas Leon is a Sword Master..."

It seems yesterday's events caused a misunderstanding.

They thought I was a Sword Master.

Even Hassan did.

"Your Highness... I mean, Captain."

He corrected himself, but it was already too late.

Since when did that desert mage address me that way?

Overnight, their conviction had only grown stronger.

I checked Lucia's expression.

She seemed more cautious than usual.

It was obvious she was hiding something.

Count Tormaniu was the same.

After that conversation yesterday, he'd been keeping a strange distance.

I couldn't pretend not to notice anymore.

"We should start the meeting early."

My voice came out more resolute than I expected.

We needed to hold a meeting combined with a victory celebration anyway.

When the conference room door closed, a heavy silence fell.

A head was displayed prominently in the commander's tent.

None other than the head of the fake Countess Ainis, Luna.

Thanks to preservation magic, the signs of death remained vivid.

The clean cross-section at the neck testified to Aria's swordsmanship.

Even in death, her lips were twisted. She had a fairly pretty face, but she looked more vicious than beautiful.

Probably because there were several more beautiful women around her.

Lucia had used magic to prevent decay.

She seemed to have gained some insight while researching Lumenia family magic.

My sister had remarkable application skills...

Wait, was she really my sister?

Anyway, that head would be presented to the king, who might be my biological father.

Fake countess or not, she was no fake Sword Master.

I looked back and forth between Lucia and Count Tormaniu sitting across the table.

Both were different from usual.

Awkward silence. Averted gazes.

"Please explain."

"I suppose we can't hide it anymore. Prince..."

"That title is precisely the issue."

'Sardelkia.'

The royal family name.

And possibly my real surname.

"I'll speak first."

Count Tormaniu began in a heavy voice.

"Please do."

"After seeing how the king favored you after your confrontation... I investigated privately."

His voice trailed off.

For an old man who had lived his entire life as a loyal servant of the royal family, revealing royal secrets couldn't be easy.

Next was Lucia.

"My case is a bit different."

"How so?"

"I wondered if my bloodline traits might not be from Adelheit... so I secretly looked through family records."

"Secretly?"

"More like stole them."

She gave a bitter smile.

"That's when I discovered information about my brother. You carry both Sardelkia and Adelheit bloodlines. There were records indicating that the king's brother—the current king—was the source of that bloodline."

I quietly listened to both of them.

It was fascinating how they had reached the same conclusion through different paths.

One through royal gossip and observation, the other by raiding family vaults.

"So you were both convinced."

"Yes, that's right. Lucia's information made it even more certain."

Tormaniu nodded.

Lucia nodded too, but kept her lips tightly sealed.

Hmm...

So that's how it was?

The king being overly kind to me and practically pushing me to achieve merit.

Such cases were more common than one might think.

When an heir proves incompetent, they're set aside in favor of a more capable illegitimate child.

Of course, in this world where the strength gap between men and women was virtually nonexistent, women often held titles.

This meant one had to be mindful of one's wife's feelings, and even in-laws' opinions, making it no easy task.

If the heir completely failed to awaken mana, something could be arranged, but it was troublesome when they had ambiguous talent.

If the wife's family was comparable to one's own house in power, it became difficult.

And if they were equal or even more powerful... it was practically impossible.

Even considering that, nobles who lacked strength weren't treated as proper nobles.

Moreover, if the current generation was incompetent, the next generation was likely to be even weaker.

That's why attempts to replace heirs were relatively common.

Tormaniu and Linden were prime examples.

Tormaniu had one son and two daughters from his legal wife, but they were known to lack talent.

I believe his daughters hadn't even properly awakened their mana?

His wife was from a count's family, if I remembered correctly.

Tormaniu's family was wealthier, but not by much.

Therefore, it was very difficult to make his talented illegitimate daughter his heir, so he had his brother adopt her.

He seemed to be trying to leverage her achievements in this campaign.

In the end, it was a complex issue involving bloodlines, talent, and political dynamics.

That's why the king gave me elite troops and substantial funds, practically spoon-feeding me opportunities for military achievements.

The Imperial army's unexpected movements made the battlefield incredibly fierce, but the outcome was even better.

As far as I knew, this was the first time Luden Kingdom had defeated an Imperial Sword Master without alliance support.

If I returned to the kingdom now, I would be a genuine hero, not a manufactured one.

At this point... even without royal blood, if I patiently waited for opportunities, aiming for the throne wouldn't be entirely impossible.

I was in the middle of envisioning my future when:

"So Leon is indeed His Majesty's son. A prince."

Ignoring Baron Linden's muttering, I continued my train of thought.

Royal succession...

But then an unexpected voice broke in.

"What nonsense! The baby is MY baby. Not that dying old man's baby."

The conference room instantly froze.

Everyone's gaze turned toward the entrance.

Standing there was Gehenna Adelheit.

The person I had believed to be my half-brother.

"Gehenna Adelheit?"

Count Tormaniu hastily stood up. The sound of his chair hitting the floor echoed through the room.

"How long have you been there?"

"From the beginning."

Gehenna, my brother(?), slowly entered the conference room.

"D-don't lie! Clearly the current king's bloodline is in my brother..."

"Well, that's also true."

Gehenna shrugged.

A moment of silence followed.

I could see complex calculations running through Lucia's mind.

Finally, she spoke.

"Then... is it possible for two men to have a child?"

The conference room was suddenly enveloped in silence.

Gehenna looked at Lucia with contempt.

"Are you an idiot?"

Lucia, who had secretly looked down on Gehenna's intelligence due to his supposed madness, blushed when he called her an idiot.

"What then! Are you... perhaps a woman?"

Her voice grew progressively quieter.

"Or... is the king a woman?"

"You really are an idiot."

Not just Gehenna, but everyone in the conference room looked at Lucia with pity.

She was a girl who had studied so much that she knew little of the world. Like many girls her age, she was also interested in strange things.

What strange things? I can't bring myself to say.

Lucia blushed even more under everyone's gaze.

"W-what! Then how does it work?"

She tried to ask Gehenna, but he seemed to be having another bout of madness and only spoke nonsense.

"You are indeed my baby, and that girl is indeed an idiot."

The fact that he called me a baby was evidence that he had lost his mind.

"Who are you calling an idiot!"

Lucia shouted.

"You're the idiot!"

"You're the idiot who believes men can have babies together!"

Gehenna shot back.

The conference room was descending into chaos.

On one side, a madman ranting about babies; on the other, a genius girl being called an idiot.

Count Tormaniu didn't know where to begin intervening.

He raised his hand, then lowered it, repeatedly.

Baron Linden had his head down completely.

"Oh, my head hurts," Count Tormaniu muttered.

But Gehenna and Lucia were still engaged in their verbal battle.

"You're the bigger idiot! Saying such nonsense!"

"When did I ever say anything nonsensical!"

"You're saying it right now!"

"What!"

Their voices grew progressively louder.

They could probably be heard outside the conference room.

That's when Gehenna's adjutant Johnson heaved a deep sigh.

A deep, long sigh.

As if it contained all the fatigue in the world.

"I will... explain everything."

His voice was quiet but firm.

Suddenly, the conference room fell silent.

Even Gehenna and Lucia closed their mouths.

Ch.99 - Rebels
"The Young Lord's mother was Princess Rapunderia. She was... the illegitimate daughter of His Majesty King Logos."

Gehenna, who might be his biological father, hung his head low.

His shoulders began to tremble slightly.

"Rapunderia... Rapu...deria..."

His muttering repeated like the sound of a broken clock's spring.

Johnson slowly turned his gaze away from Gehenna. Deep sympathy resided in his eyes.

"Princess Rapunderia resembled Young Lord Leon greatly. She was born with exceptional talent... and she was an illegitimate daughter."

Lucia and Baron Linden's faces hardened.

"It's a common story, isn't it? Illegitimate children born with mana talent are naturally raised within the family. But... when that talent is exceptional, it becomes a problem. Especially if they threaten the legitimate children."

Johnson's voice deepened.

"In Adelheit's case, there wasn't much issue because Young Lord Gehenna's talent was so extraordinary, but even Duke Tormaniu here makes efforts to remove his inadequate legitimate children, doesn't he?"

It was the cruel rule of noble society.

Tormaniu nodded slightly.

"But in my case, I can at least attempt it because my wife's family has less power than mine, but His Majesty..."

"The Princess was... in such a situation," Johnson continued.

"As you know, the greater the family, the more likely they are to form marriage alliances with families of similar standing. Replacing an heir... betrays trust between families. Especially in international relations, between kingdoms, such actions become even more difficult."

Baron Tormaniu nodded again.

Though on a smaller scale, he too faced a similar dilemma. The choice between a talentless legitimate heir and a talented illegitimate daughter. A decision that would determine his family's future.

"The wife's family wouldn't stand for it, so usually one just endures and moves on."

"But... when the talent gap becomes too extreme, things change. As in your case, Baron."

Johnson looked at Tormaniu.

"Of course, you're quite wise, Baron. You concealed your daughter as your niece. But His Majesty wasn't quite so wise, it seems."

"Mind your words!" Tormaniu's voice sharpened.

"Regardless of caution..."

Johnson shrugged.

"His Majesty seriously contemplated choosing between the current Crown Prince and Princess Rapunderia. His Majesty was... someone who cared only for the continuation of the kingdom and the Sardelkia royal family, regardless of the means."

An image formed of the king who might be a blood relative. A monarch who prioritized duty over emotion.

"So he chose the prince?"

"No, he didn't choose. Understandably so. From a neutral perspective... it was quite an ambiguous situation."

"Ambiguous?"

"The Crown Prince, grandson of the Queen of Buchnan, a major ally on the Great Chrono front, versus the Princess, more talented than the Crown Prince but of common birth..."

A heavy silence fell over the conference room.

Everyone understood the dilemma. A choice between political stability and individual ability.

"In the end, His Majesty didn't disinherit either heir."

Johnson continued his explanation.

"Well, it's understandable. Rather than carelessly disinheriting an heir and risking complications if something happens to the other, it's better not to officially designate an heir at all."

"Then why isn't Princess Rapunderia... my mother, active until now?"

It was strange.

If her husband was Gehenna, even with a somewhat inferior family background, she wasn't without backing anymore.

Shouldn't she be able to surpass the current Crown Prince, known for his incompetence?

"With all due respect to Baron Tormaniu, His Majesty's loyal subject..."

Johnson looked at Tormaniu.

"His Majesty knew one thing but not another. When you have two heirs—one without political backing and one with it—one is bound to be destroyed. Princess Rapunderia was poisoned by the current Queen... and became unable to use mana."

Silence fell.

Everyone felt the cruelty of power. The meaning of defeat in political competition.

"At that moment, everything was decided. Princess Rapunderia... had no more value after losing her talent."

Johnson's voice began to tremble.

"After that, His Majesty also cut off all interest in the Princess. Completely. As if she had never existed."

Gehenna's body trembled more violently.

"Rapunderia... Rapunderia..."

His muttering continued.

"But the Princess didn't give up. Never. For her comeback... she gave herself to Young Lord Gehenna. The Princess made a plan. After bearing Young Lord Gehenna's child, she would receive augmentation surgery with his help."

Johnson's voice began to crack.

"It was a surgery with only a 30% success rate. Failure meant... death."

The conference room grew so quiet that even breathing became cautious.

Everyone anticipated the outcome.

"But the Princess didn't hesitate. It was her only hope. The only way to regain her mana."

Johnson closed his eyes briefly.

"The Princess gave birth to Young Lord Leon, underwent the surgery... and passed away."

All eyes turned to Gehenna.

His unstable mental state told the whole story.

"Afterward, Young Lord Leon was raised as Young Lord Gehenna's younger brother."

Johnson continued his explanation.

"There was nothing to gain by revealing that the Princess's bloodline lived on. But as you know, until a year ago, the Young Lord showed no great talent, so the Duke paid little attention to him. But with Young Lord Gehenna as his backing, he must have received quite a generous allowance."

"That was certainly true."

"Well, if Young Lord Gehenna had just finished his seclusion training and returned, he would have somehow gotten you out, and Young Lord Roderick, who framed you, would have been destroyed... but that became unnecessary."

Roderick... come to think of it, there was such a person.

His face was now a blur to me. My half-brother... or uncle?

I looked at Lucia.

If that's the case... should I call Lucia aunt? Thinking about it, our family relationship had become strange.

But Lucia spoke to Gehenna with incomprehension.

"If she was so precious to you, why did you let her undergo such surgery? Is controlling mana everything?"

Her voice was confident.

Gehenna answered despite his mental state.

"As expected, you're more foolish than I am."

Called a fool again.

"You're the fool! Is mana everything?"

"Yes, it is everything."

Gehenna's voice suddenly became serious.

"You're a fool who thinks men can have babies together, and I've just become a regular fool... but in different ways, we're both respected as proper nobles because the Adelheit blood has awakened in us. But without that?"

Lucia's mouth fell open.

"No power, aging quickly, dying early. Lifespan not even half as long."

She seemed completely overwhelmed in the argument. By a certified fool, no less.

"Uh... uh... ugh..."

Lucia looked at me.

"Brother, how should I counter that?"

I almost laughed but held back.

"Aunt, such titles..."

I said half-jokingly, half-seriously, but Lucia looked like she might cry.

"Ah, no. That was a joke."

I quickly comforted her.

"You're still my little sister. Our blood relationship just got a bit complicated."

As I patted Lucia, I thought.

This meant the Crown Prince, his mother, and broadly the Kingdom of Buchnan were my enemies. The current Queen who poisoned my mother, Princess Rapunderia. Her son, the Crown Prince. And the political backing of the Kingdom of Buchnan supporting them.

The structure made my very existence a threat to them all.

As my head began to throb with thoughts of personal vendettas...

It seemed the quarrel between Lucia (my aunt?) and my father(!) wasn't over yet.

"This goes against the family tree! You should properly call her aunt! She may be a fool, but she's my little sister!"

"Aaack!"

Lucia was even screaming now.

That's when it happened.

"Urgent news! Urgent news!"

A messenger rushed into the conference room.

He was breathless.

"The Crown Prince..."

The messenger couldn't continue.

"What is it?"

"The Crown Prince has started a rebellion!"

The conference room froze instantly.

A rebellion?

"Explain in detail."

My voice came out colder than I expected.

The messenger panted as he spoke.

"As you know... for the past few days... people have suddenly begun to recognize facial beauty. As a result, among nobles and royals..."

He panted again.

"What exactly is this 'result'?"

"Lust has become extremely intense."

It was the influence of Ainis, the True Beauty deity. A side effect of people realizing the concept of 'beauty' for the first time.

"Especially His Majesty, despite his poor health, was immersed in it for days until he fell ill... during which time the Crown Prince and the Lumenia Duchy took over state affairs in His Majesty's stead..."

The messenger paused.

"Continue."

"In the process... it seems he discovered the existence of another heir and plans to replace him."

The conference room grew quiet.

It was expected, but I didn't think it would happen so quickly.

"So the rebellion?"

"Crown Prince Paragon Sardelkia has occupied the palace and confined His Majesty. And... he has declared Young Lord Leon Adelheit a traitor."

Ch.100 - Pandemonium
The conference room turned into pandemonium in an instant.

"Poisoning! Prince Paragon Sardelkia must have poisoned His Majesty!"

"Wait, does that idiot even have the capability to do something like that?"

"If the Lumenia family helped him, that's a different story."

"Don't spread bizarre conspiracy theories. It must be through increased sexual desire. Suddenly humanity's aesthetic sense has increased..."

From political conspiracies to supernatural phenomena, every possibility was thrown onto the table.

But amid all that commotion, part of my mind was elsewhere.

Gehenna is my father.

Princess Rapunderia is my mother.

A tragic princess poisoned by the queen.

A woman who died during augmentation surgery.

This soap opera-like secret of my birth soaked one corner of my heart.

So the old man I thought was my biological father... Duke Adelheit is actually my grandfather?

I nodded calmly.

"That's enough."

My composed voice echoed through the conference room. It was more peaceful than I expected.

I placed a hand on my chest. My heart was beating steadily.

I was confused for a moment.

The people I thought were my family were actually different relations.

But... does it really matter?

'My fundamental identity is that of a reincarnator.'

I muttered to myself.

In my previous life, I had a mother, a father, and a younger sister.

Those memories were precious, and I was loved.

But I died. And was born again.

Since the existence of souls has been confirmed, there's no reason to entrust my identity to biological relationships.

In the end, only one thing matters.

That I am me.

I won't be shaken by blood relations in this world.

In fact, I never really considered Duke Adelheit my real father.

I only thought of him as a guardian who raised me.

If anything, I feel more at ease now that our family relationship has been clarified.

And now I have a real father.

Although his mind wanders, it seems he's been trying to protect me all this time.

Whether that protection was effective is another matter.

"Rapunderia... Rapunderia..."

His continuous muttering.

Watching him gave me a strange feeling.

A man who went mad after losing the woman he loved.

And this man is my biological father.

Gehenna hyung... no, my father.

In his deranged state, he couldn't even properly understand the messenger's panting words at first.

When Johnson explained the message to him, he changed completely.

"Yes, the time for revenge has come!"

The conference room shook.

"That old man is neutral anyway and he's sick, so now's our chance!"

Red killing intent burst from his eyes.

It wasn't madness. It was pure anger.

"I'll tear apart that woman's offspring with my own hands for killing Rapunderia!"

Killing intent swept through the conference room.

Despite him calling my biological maternal grandfather "old man" instead of "Your Majesty" or "Your Highness," Count Tormaniu, who had been nitpicking Johnson's words until just now, didn't dare say anything.

He just cowered with his daughter.

That was the killing intent of a Sword Master. And one emitting it in a completely deranged state.

I looked at him again.

"Father."

It was the first time I had called him that.

Gehenna's red eyes blinked.

"Yes."

"Father, you need to protect this place."

"Why?"

I pointed to the map hanging on the conference room wall.

"This is where the Empire recently lost a Sword Master."

My voice came out calmly.

"Moreover, we can't leave this front empty when Orcs are becoming active."

Gehenna opened his mouth, then closed it.

"We don't know how the Empire will react or if Warlords from other regions will invade. We can't leave this area undefended."

A moment of silence passed.

"We need at least one reliable warrior. Otherwise, the country might collapse."

"What do I care what happens to this country!"

"It will eventually become ours."

Having come this far, I couldn't help but harbor such ambition. No, it wasn't even ambition.

"I'll take care of the revenge. Father, please stop the Imperial army and the Orcs here. That's the most important task right now."

"What about Paragon?"

Crown Prince Paragon... I've heard about him several times.

A man who can't even properly handle mana.

A severe alcoholic.

How bad must he be for the king to try to replace him with the son of a concubine?

"If I can't defeat someone like him, how could I think of taking this country?"

I put my feet on the table as casually as possible.

I had the right to say such things.

Haven't I grown with almost no support and won every battle from my small mercenary group until now?

Of course, I had help from my cheat ability.

That ability has dimmed a bit as the True Beauty God recovered, but it doesn't matter.

Because another cheat ability has appeared.

The Dimensional Sword, a divine-level Noble Artifact.

A weapon capable of teleportation.

Even setting all that aside and comparing just ability to ability, I'm not in a position to lose to someone who can't even function as a proper nobleman.

"Paragon is indeed an idiot... but his mother isn't. She's not a fool either. A baby can't do things alone."

He was a man with madness and wisdom mixed together.

I don't care about Crown Prince Paragon, but the problem is the forces behind him.

The queen, the Lumenia Duchy, and even the Kingdom of Buchnan.

These weren't opponents that could be dealt with by individual ability alone.

That's when Aria stepped forward.

"I will help you. Don't worry. They don't even have a Sword Master on their side, do they?"

Her voice was resolute.

Unwavering.

My father stared at Aria for a long time.

The eyes of one Sword Master looking at another.

"Indeed... if you come with me, I can trust you."

He nodded.

Then looked at Aria again.

"And you certainly have a pretty face."

It was a sudden compliment.

His changed perception due to the influence of the True Beauty God.

Everyone in the conference room felt that change.

Lucia frowned.

"Is this the time for such comments?"

"But at the same time, she has a body that can't bear children... so while you can enjoy each other's company and fight together, you should quickly bring in another woman."

The conference room was suddenly enveloped in silence.

To say such things to her face.

Aria's expression hardened.

Lucia stood with her mouth open.

I thought he had shown some wisdom for a moment...

I sighed inwardly.

He must still be insane.

"Baby also needs a real woman to have a baby."

Aria began to tremble.

But her shoulders were vibrating subtly.

Her fists were tightly clenched.

Her knuckles turned white.

Her voice turned cold.

"...So that's what you think."

A low voice.

It seemed to have dropped an octave from her usual tone.

"What?"

That was the moment.

The moment when Sword Master clashed with Sword Master.

Killing intent erupted.

From Aria first.

Cold sword aura swept through the conference room.

Gehenna's eyes flashed.

"Oh?"

He immediately countered with his own killing intent.

Red energy burst forth.

The two energies collided head-on.

The air froze.

Literally.

Even breathing became cautious.

While everyone was holding their breath, only Johnson remained standing calmly.

He seemed used to it.

The auras of the two Sword Masters grew stronger.

Aria's silver hair fluttered in the windless conference room.

Gehenna's golden hair did the same.

Mana was distorting the space.

The map on the wall crackled.

The inkwell on the table shook.

Oh no... are they really going to fight?

I was thinking about stepping in to stop them, but fortunately, there was no physical collision.

"Then I won't spar with you anymore."

A cold declaration. But there was something cute about it.

"Huh? That's a problem."

The killing intent disappeared instantly.

The air in the conference room returned to normal.

Losing a sparring partner was a great loss for my father as well.

Regular sparring was his only hope of escaping madness.

Where would he find an opponent as skilled as Aria?

His eyes began to dart around.

He seemed to have come up with some brilliant idea.

Johnson leaned forward anxiously.

But he didn't dare restrain his lord.

And then...

Something outrageous happened.

My father suddenly pointed at my aunt and said:

"Since Lucia likes babies..."

His finger pointed directly at Lucia.

Excited as if he'd come up with a genius idea, he continued:

"How about Lucia gives birth to baby's baby and then registers it to you?"

The conference room was once again enveloped in shock.

Lucia screamed, "Eeek!"

She jumped up from her chair and stepped back.

Aria shook her head repeatedly.

Johnson sighed deeply and held his forehead.

"Young Lord..."

His voice was soaked with fatigue.

It was filled with resignation, as if he had repeated such situations for decades.

"What?"

"Please go inside before you do something you'll regret later. This isn't the first time you've regretted saying such things."

He said, pulling his lord's arm.

"No, it's a good idea! It works genealogically... Kingdom law prohibits marriage up to second cousins, but from third cousins..."

"Young Lord. You really need to go inside."

He pulled him forcibly.

"Wait, listen to me! It's really a good idea!"

Infinite fatigue was felt from Johnson's back.

His shoulders were drooping.

It was a moment that revealed the hardships of a loyal retainer.

The door closed.

Silence flowed through the conference room.

No one wanted to speak first.

Ch.101 - Contact Request
I stared at that half-witted bastard... running his mouth...

No, I can't even call him half-witted anymore.

My lord's biological father.

What a twisted family tree this has become.

Lucia was still foaming at the mouth.

But more than that...

My original body had intended to give me a complete human form. Yet somehow, the body she gave me ended up resembling her own.

She rejoiced that I was essentially her true daughter, and certainly...

The power flowing through this body was different.

It was something on an entirely different level than before.

New sensations from my union with my lord enveloped my entire body.

The flow of mana became more delicate, and the concentration of will I could imbue into my sword became incomparably more intense.

I had become stronger.

Definitely stronger.

And this strength could be increased through training.

My potential ceiling had risen as well.

But...

Honestly, I had hoped that would be fixed too.

A body unable to bear children.

I never considered it a major flaw, but... deep down, I had hoped.

Since my relationship with my lord had progressed that far, I thought perhaps someday...

Was it a foolish expectation?

If I had received a complete human body as originally planned, it might have been fixed, but that didn't happen.

She said I became stronger because of it...

The paradox that the very thing making me stronger made it impossible to fix.

And the greatest irony of all...

The fact that I was originally the "womb" of the True Beauty Deity.

The part that conceives life.

That was my origin.

A being that was part of a deity yet lost the deity's most fundamental function.

I, who was once the life-creating part, cannot create life.

The corner of my mouth lifted slightly.

A bitter smile.

Where else could such a contradiction exist?

"Are you okay?" my lord placed his hand on my shoulder.

"I'm fine," I answered.

But I wasn't really fine.

Still, I didn't want to burden my lord.

"Really?"

"Yes." I nodded.

My lord looked at me for a moment before lowering his hand.

After the meeting ended, we returned to the tent.

I decided to visit Selena.

There had been many changes since the True Beauty Deity's power was restored.

The number of Church of True Beauty followers among soldiers and knights had noticeably increased.

Phrases like "It's a divine miracle" could be heard everywhere.

The sudden event where everyone became able to recognize beauty.

The atmosphere was that this was a divine blessing.

Well, that wasn't wrong.

I arrived at Selena's tent.

Two holy knights stood blocking the entrance.

"I'd like to see the Saintess."

"I'm sorry," the holy knight firmly shook his head.

"Even a Sword Master cannot meet the Saintess while she's in seclusion."

"It's an important matter."

"Still not possible. The Saintess is in sacred training. No one may disturb her."

Saintess...

I felt a strange irony.

Technically speaking, I was told I was the True Beauty Deity's "real daughter."

Doesn't that make me higher-ranking?

No, it's not about whether I'm higher-ranking or not.

I am definitely higher-ranking. Without question.

Then if I, who received confirmation as the deity's "real daughter"...

If I, who is literally the true saintess by definition...

If I were to cut them down right here... slice them in half with a single stroke...

Would that be a crime? Or not?

I have killed people before. Quite a few, actually. And not just enemies. I've killed plenty of allies too.

In the Chrono Empire, it wasn't illegal for higher ranks to summarily execute lower ranks.

...
...

This isn't the kind of thought I'd normally have.

Hey... Ainis... no, Aria...

You're too on edge.

Was it because of what Gehenna Adelheit said earlier about me not being a real woman, and that my lord needs a real woman?

I'm in such a foul mood, so why can't I do this!

My fingertips grew cold.

Even if I cut them down, my original self—the real Ainis—and even my lord probably wouldn't scold me much.

There's such a thing as hierarchy.

The daughter of a deity can't be below holy knights.

It's logically sound.

My hand moved toward my sword hilt.

An unconscious movement.

The two holy knights subtly shifted their stances.

They were on guard.

But could the likes of you stop me?

Against a Sword Master?

I almost laughed.

Hiding the Saintess under the excuse of secluded training.

And turning away someone of higher status than that Saintess.

That's when it happened.

Footsteps sounded from inside the tent.

Light and cheerful steps.

The tent entrance opened.

A green-haired girl appeared.

Our eyes met.

"Oh?"

It was Selena.

"Ah?"

She wore the same surprised expression.

I removed my hand from my sword.

My mana naturally subsided.

The holy knights sighed in relief.

"I thought you were in secluded training?"

The knights said no one could meet her, yet here she was, perfectly fine.

Selena laughed awkwardly.

"Even during secluded training, I can't do that inside the tent."

"Do what?"

Something felt off.

She was avoiding my gaze.

"What could it be?"

I stepped closer.

Selena's face turned slightly red.

No... surely not...

Well, it's common.

Getting outside help while claiming to be in secluded training.

"Are you taking some strange drug?"

"Drug?"

Her voice rose an octave.

"N-no, that's not it..."

"If not that, then what?"

Selena hung her head low.

"The big one."

"The big one?"

This was getting stranger.

"What is that?"

The holy knights exchanged glances.

They seemed to know something.

Selena's shoulders trembled.

"It's... it's..."

She couldn't continue.

"What is it?"

I moved closer.

Selena stepped back.

"Tell me."

"It's..."

"It's what?"

Her face turned tomato red.

"Are you really asking because you don't know?"

"Yes."

"Do I really have to say it?"

"Of course."

"Really?"

"Really."

Finally, Selena shouted:

"A bowel movement!"

The area in front of the tent fell silent.

The holy knights turned their heads away.

"..."

Selena's wail continued.

"Are you satisfied now?"

Ah.

Of course, one can't do such things inside a tent.

The two holy knights guarding the tent shot me hateful glances.

Especially the male holy knight, who looked at me like I'd killed his parents.

Well...

A saintess is an idol of a religion.

There are plenty of people who believe she doesn't even defecate.

And Selena was quite pretty.

I didn't realize it before, but as my original body's power recovered, not only my lord but everyone in this world became able to recognize beauty.

Thanks to that, I could see it too.

I looked at Selena again.

Her green hair sparkled in the sunlight.

Her embarrassed, blushing face...

Was more cute than beautiful.

Round eyes and a small nose.

A slightly protruding forehead and plump lips.

She had a saintess-like purity but also something careless about her.

With that same mouth that just shouted "A bowel movement!"

She was the type that triggered protective instincts.

The male holy knight gritted his teeth.

"How dare you insult the Saintess!"

He was beyond reasoning.

His emotions had completely exploded.

The female holy knight followed suit.

"Unforgivable!"

She seemed to get excited because the man did first.

Both placed their hands on their swords.

I almost laughed.

Did they really think they could challenge me?

I wouldn't even need to draw Bami.

I could kill them with just a hand chop.

It wouldn't take even a second to take each of their heads.

"Calm down," Selena intervened.

"B-but..."

"I said I'm fine."

Her voice was composed.

But the holy knights were still agitated.

"But Saintess! We can't just let such a disrespectful person—"

"It's okay."

This time she was firm.

Definitely a different tone.

The holy knights hesitated.

Reluctantly, they removed their hands from their swords.

But they were still glaring at me.

Selena turned her gaze to me.

"Why did you come? Are you here to take a bath together like last time?"

"I have something to discuss."

I answered simply.

"Come in."

She gestured toward the tent entrance.

I stepped forward.

The holy knights' gazes followed me from behind.

Still filled with hatred.

Again, the male one was worse.

Once inside the tent, Selena said:

"Please bring us tea."

Outside, I heard the female holy knight's footsteps.

Shortly after, tea was served.

I took a cup and drank.

A salty taste hit my tongue.

It was tea with loads of salt.

I could feel the malice of the holy knight who served it.

A petty revenge.

But I didn't really care.

In the Chrono Empire, this level of pettiness was considered endearing.

Selena smiled mischievously and asked:

"Did you perhaps come to join our church?"

"Join?"

"We've had more converts lately. Because of that miracle recently."

She looked pleased.

"As my real name suggests, I've been a follower of that deity for a long time."

Selena tilted her head.

"You just happened to have that name, but you weren't particularly devout. I know from reading your memories."

"Really?"

"Yes. Are you trying to properly practice faith now with this opportunity?"

I almost laughed.

Proper practice of faith.

"That's not it. If anything, I've been a follower since birth."

"Ah, I see. So what's your business?"

"Can you contact the deity you serve?"

I asked directly.

Her eyes widened.

"What?"

She looked at me as if I'd said something impossible.

"Contact the deity?"

Her voice was filled with confusion.

"Yes. Contact with the True Beauty Deity Ainis, the original of my name."

Ch.102 - Decapitation Operation?
I finally realized what was happening. My voice had gotten too loud.

The reason for listening to that rude woman was simple. Was it because of her nice figure? Her pretty face?

Well, I couldn't completely deny that.

But the main reason was different. The fist is closer than the law, after all.

In front of a Sword Master, being a Saintess meant nothing. Just moments ago, our holy knights had reached for their swords but backed down out of fear.

She claims she's been a believer since childhood?

Nonsense. I read that busty woman's memories, and she wasn't devout at all.

A true believer would never dare use a deity's name as their own. She lacks even basic common sense.

Actually, from a broader human perspective, only the Empire has such a degraded culture.

Giving divine names to well-augmented humans? Truly a corrupt practice.

Just a prettily made weapon, after all.

Anyway, direct communication with a deity?

That's impossible.

"Why do you ask?" I made my voice as calm as possible. It was unexpected for a Sword Master to make such a request.

"Is there any way to make my body normal... I mean... able to get pregnant?"

Ah, so that's it.

Finally, the moment when this arrogant Sword Master bows her head to me. Usually, I can only cower before her physical strength, but now I'm in a position to help.

Of course, there's actually nothing I can do.

As a woman... I do feel sorry for her. Even if she is from the Empire and has no manners.

But she needs me now, right? A perfect opportunity to exercise my authority as a Saintess.

I sighed deeply. Such dramatic flair is necessary when pretending to be a wise Saintess.

"That's impossible," I said bluntly. It would be cruel to give false hope.

"I see."

"But instead, you've reached the highest realm as a warrior."

I continued calmly. This kind of consolation is more realistic.

"To be honest, many renowned Sword Masters from various countries... most of them used shortcuts, they just don't publicize it."

A method to make someone feel better by belittling others. Quite effective.

I know that augmentation surgery is another kind of shortcut, but there's no need to mention that.

Call it calculated consideration.

But really... I never expected a Sword Master to have such concerns.

Perhaps this truly is a chance to win over a believer.

Whatever the case, her talent is genuine, and she has served the Apostle well.

And... it wouldn't be bad to bathe together occasionally. Hehe.

I didn't realize before, but she's as pretty as she is busty. I understand why He favors her.

*You can enjoy yourself without worrying about pregnancy. Win-win.*

I didn't say that out loud thanks to my self-control.

I could literally die for it.

"Ah, you're so innocent. Communication between gods and humans hasn't been possible since ancient times."

I adjusted my tone to sound more Saintess-like. Acting wise and compassionate.

"I see."

"Even the Apostle could only use divine gifts in advance, not communicate directly."

"Hmm... I think you should read my memories."

"Pardon?"

"Read my memories."

"I've already read Aria's memories before..."

I was flustered. She wants me to read her memories again?

"It's about what happened after that."

Her answer was short and simple.

"Couldn't you just explain it verbally?"

I made my voice as polite as possible.

A Sword Master telling me to use my Saintess abilities carelessly? Really...

"Explaining verbally is troublesome."

She was direct.

"What exactly do you think a Saintess's ability is?"

What I'd been holding back burst out.

It's a sacred ability! Not something to be used frivolously!

"But your power has grown recently. You shouldn't even get tired from this much."

A chill ran down my spine.

How did she know?

It was true that I'd grown stronger after that incident. I no longer collapsed from exhaustion after reading memories, and my healing power had multiplied.

But I'd been hiding it...

"Heh." A laugh escaped me.

"You can see that?"

"Yes."

She's right. I'm not who I used to be.

After that miracle, all Church of True Beauty clergy had their abilities enhanced, but I was even more special.

Of course.

I am the Saintess.

The daughter of God.

"Fine."

My hand touched her forehead.

Cold skin. Softer than I expected.

I began reading her memories.

At first, they were ordinary. Battle scenes, everyday conversations...

But then.

What is this?

What IS this?

I couldn't breathe.

My heart raced.

Is this... is this even possible?

My lips went dry.

Deeper. I need to go deeper.

No. I should stop.

But I couldn't stop.

Something... something was pulling me in.

Knowledge. Theological knowledge.

Forbidden to humans.

My body trembled.

Cold sweat ran down my spine.

I pulled my hand away.

"So... is there no way to contact my mother?" she asked in a calm voice.

I... I couldn't answer.

My mouth wouldn't open.

Something seemed to be blocking my throat.

"Get out," I barely managed to say.

"Huh?"

She looked surprised.

"Just get out! You who has everything!"

The words burst out on their own.

I regretted it immediately.

But it was too late.

It was jealousy. Pure jealousy.

My body trembled. From anger? Or fear?

Both.

That woman possessing things I could never reach in my lifetime.

Yet she didn't leave.

She remained seated.

With a composed expression.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

The sound of urgent footsteps entering the tent. The clatter of armor filled the space.

"Saintess! What's happening?"

"What did this woman do to you?"

I took a deep breath. A deep one.

I need to maintain my dignity as a Saintess.

"It's... it's nothing. I just got upset momentarily."

She was still looking straight at me.

Unchanged expression. Unwavering posture.

As if what just happened meant nothing.

"I understand. Everyone desires what they don't have. Like me."

My face suddenly burned hot.

Yes. She was right.

She was literally a Saintess.

The being who called herself the daughter of God, the one called Aria.

Then...

Why did this happen?

Why is someone like her sitting in the position I've dreamed of my whole life?

My hands trembled. I clenched and unclenched my fists repeatedly.

The holy knights' gazes shifted back and forth between the Saintess and the Sword Master.

The air in the tent grew heavy.

What should I do?

How should I endure this... this humiliation?

**

In the end, I didn't get what I wanted.

Communicating with my original self to fix my body so I could bear my lord's child.

It seems impossible.

But things improved a bit.

Just as I can be jealous of someone, someone else can be jealous of me.

Strangely, it didn't feel bad.

My steps felt lighter.

My shoulders straightened.

As I was walking...

"Aria."

I turned my head. It was my lord.

"Hello, sir."

I greeted him as usual.

But my lord bowed his head.

Huh? What's this?

"I'm sorry about my father's thoughtless words. I apologize."

"It's fine."

I answered simply.

My lord's shoulders relaxed slightly. A sigh of relief escaped him.

"Thank you, my..."

His words trailed off. It seemed like he wanted to say more.

"My?"

I asked.

My lord's ears turned red. Usually composed, he fidgeted with his lips.

"My... love..."

As those words fell, the air changed.

Laughter burst out. I tried to hold it back, but it was useless.

"Pfft..."

"Why, why are you laughing?"

My lord's voice rose an octave. He looked at me with a flustered expression.

"It's nothing. I just... didn't expect my lord to say such things."

"Such things..."

His muttering was cute. Completely different from his dignified appearance on the battlefield.

I took a step closer.

"I... love you too, my lord."

Now it was my turn to be embarrassed. My face grew hot.

My lord smiled brightly.

"A-anyway... I have something important to discuss. Lucia is waiting."

Still red-faced, he hurriedly changed the subject.

We started walking. We walked side by side in silence, but it wasn't uncomfortable.

As we pushed aside the tent entrance, the scent of chamomile tickled my nose.

I saw Lucia holding a teacup. She was already seated, her hands holding the cup trembling slightly.

Chamomile. A tea brewed from herbs known to be good for mental health.

She must still be affected by what happened earlier.

"Brother, you're here?"

She looked at my lord. The word "aunt" crossed my mind, but I didn't voice it.

For both our mental health, it's better not to think about what happened earlier.

"Oh, Aria's with you too."

"What's the matter?"

"We need to formulate our main strategy."

Lucia answered instead of my lord.

She put her teacup down on the table. Only then did her hands stop trembling.

"Where are the others?"

"For this operation, the fewer people who know, the better. If we succeed, it will put us in an extremely advantageous position."

Interesting.

"What is it?"

"A decapitation operation."

Ch.103 - Holy Mother
# Operation Decapitation

The name itself was blunt.

It was literally an operation to blow off the enemy's head.

Even a massive dragon becomes nothing but a meaningless hunk of meat once its head is severed.

In my previous life, this would have been a job for stealth bombers or ballistic missiles, but in this world where humanity had once fallen, such convenient things didn't exist.

Of course, the humans of this world gained magic in exchange for losing science. But ordinary teleportation magic had clear limitations on travel distance.

But I was different.

I had the Dimensional Sword.

The power to go anywhere I could remember. With this power in hand, a decapitation operation was inevitable.

A move so powerful and certain that anyone would think of it.

I naturally believed Aria would approve.

What shattered that expectation was her ice-cold voice.

"My Lord. I oppose that operation."

"Why?"

"The idea of targeting the enemy's leadership is excellent. But it's equivalent to placing our own head in the middle of enemy territory."

"What are you saying? I have the Dimensional Sword."

"The middle of enemy territory."

Her tone, cutting me short, was sharper than usual.

"A land of complete isolation, without support or retreat. Are you willing to risk all those dangers with just a few personnel?"

"Don't you trust me?"

I asked directly.

Aria looked at me without averting her eyes for a moment, then shook her head.

"But have you forgotten the battle with Luna? If I hadn't been there, you would probably..."

"T-that was because I was too excited after just getting the Noble Artifact, but now it's different..."

"My Lord."

Her voice was calm. So calm it was almost chilling.

"What?"

"With this body that cannot reproduce, all I can offer you is my life."

"Aria..."

The way she looked at me had changed. No longer the eyes of a knight looking at her master, but those of a woman afraid of losing something.

"If I fail to protect you, I too will take my own life."

I was momentarily speechless.

"Don't say such things."

I approached and placed my hand on her shoulder. Aria's body trembled slightly. The memory of that night passed between us.

"I... I was wrong. The decapitation operation is canceled. Let's find another way."

Even as I spoke, I suppressed the urge to pull her closer. Now... now wasn't the time.

**

Something was strange.

That's what I thought as I watched the conversation between my brother and Aria.

Aria's cold tone remained the same, but the air flowing between them was different.

"With this body that cannot reproduce, all I can offer you is my life."

"Aria..."

The way my brother called her name was different from before. Softer, more careful.

"My Lord is my only family."

Family?

When my brother approached and placed his hand on Aria's shoulder, I saw her body stiffen slightly before relaxing.

As if... as if surrendering to a familiar touch.

Something is different.

My intuition screamed.

"The decapitation operation is canceled. Let's find another way."

Aria nodded at my brother's words. In that moment, there was a glance between them.

It was just a fleeting moment, but I didn't miss it.

That... that wasn't a look between master and subordinate. It was something deeper, more complex.

My heart began to pound with inexplicable anxiety. Something cold seemed to rise from deep within my chest.

Could it be?

The sex education I learned at magic school flashed through my mind.

No. That's impossible.

I shook my head internally. No matter what, such things couldn't happen on a battlefield.

My brother isn't that kind of person. How could he have time for such things while thinking about the war situation?

But at the same time, I recalled something I'd heard somewhere about the "swaying bridge effect."

That emotions deepen when people are together in dangerous situations... It was something a senior at magic school had said jokingly, but now it seemed it might not be a joke.

And then...

That moment when everyone first recognized "beauty" through the power of the True Beauty deity. When everything changed.

When everyone realized how beautiful a woman Aria was.

My brother too... my brother too must have started seeing Aria differently at that moment.

And the same would be true for Aria.

A man and woman who have realized each other's beauty, sharing life and death on the battlefield, spending every night together... how likely is it they wouldn't desire each other?

This is bigger than I thought!

Enough.

I shook off all distracting thoughts. Now wasn't the time to think about such things.

With war imminent and the crown prince's rebellion to deal with, there was no room to be swayed by personal emotions.

No matter how shocking the speculation, I had to set it aside for now.

I took a deep breath.

Focus. The operation is what matters now.

I muttered as if commanding myself. Then I deliberately spoke in a sharp voice.

"So what are we going to do? Do you have another plan?"

My voice had a bit more edge than usual. Enough that even I could notice it.

But I convinced myself it was due to urgency about tactical decisions.

That it was because of the pressing situation, not personal feelings.

**

"So what are we going to do? Do you have another plan?"

Coincidentally, I hadn't thought of a Plan B. Plan A, the decapitation operation, had seemed so perfect.

Of course, it was only perfect with Aria's help. Alone... even with Lucia's help, there wasn't much I could do.

But I couldn't say that out loud.

The undefeated genius. If someone like me showed weakness, those who followed me would become even weaker.

I need something...

I quickly racked my brain. Using all the knowledge from my previous life, gaming experience, and every bit of know-how I'd accumulated.

But nothing came to mind easily. Attacking the enemy headquarters without the Dimensional Sword was... honestly close to suicide.

Lucia was still waiting. So was Aria.

Both of them had their eyes fixed on me. I had to answer something.

'Let's just wing it.'

"O-of course I do."

Only after speaking did I realize my voice had trembled slightly.

Damn.
The genius mask seemed to slip a little. But I'd already spoken, so there was no choice.

I had to continue.

"So... um..."

I didn't know what to say. But I couldn't stop. The moment I stopped, everything would collapse.

Lucia's expression became subtle. She looked like she'd noticed something.

I'm screwed.

But the god of fate hadn't abandoned me.

Knock, knock, knock.

Someone was knocking on the tent door. The commander's tent had a fairly sturdy wooden door, and the sound came from beyond it.

A visitor.

I spoke with internal relief.

"Come in."

The person who entered as the door opened was Selena, the Saintess of the Church of True Beauty. Two holy knights followed behind her, wearing white ceremonial robes.

But something was strange.

The holy knights were looking at Aria with very unpleasant eyes. Not quite hostile, but clearly uncomfortable.

Aria was expressionless as usual, but her shoulders seemed slightly stiff.

Is something going on?

I was curious, but I needed to handle the situation first. After clearing my throat twice, I asked Selena.

"What brings you here?"

"I've come to discuss the miracle that occurred recently."

Miracle.

Ah, she means the incident when the True Beauty deity Ainis appeared. That moment when people first recognized "beauty."

"If it's about that matter, I'll arrange a separate meeting to explain later. For now, rather than that..."

But she shook her head.

"Noble and great one. I have already skimmed through that person's memories and know the general details."

Selena's gaze turned toward Aria.

Skimmed through memories?

A chill ran down my spine. I knew about the Church of True Beauty's ability to read memories, but reading Aria's memories meant...

Surely she doesn't know about that too?

That night with Aria. The intimate moments we shared flashed through my mind.

Lucia looked at Selena with sharp eyes.

"What do you mean by reading memories?"

"Exactly what I said. I too have seen the moment of the miracle that she experienced. There was a slight mishap during the process, but now... everything is sorted out."

Mishap? What's that about?

Of course, I didn't make the mistake of asking about it explicitly.

"What's going on? Does the revival of aesthetic sense have something to do with my brother?"

Lucia was curious too.

It was a natural reaction. A Saintess suddenly appears, says she wants to discuss a miracle, and claims to have read Aria's memories.

But Selena glanced at her briefly, then said coldly.

"It would be better if Lucia and my escorts waited outside."

"What?"

Lucia's voice sharpened.

"You are an outsider in this matter."

Outsider.

That single word froze the air in the tent. Lucia's face instantly turned red.

"An outsider? Me?"

Selena's expression didn't change at all.

"Yes. This conversation is only for the Apostle and the person who has... a special relationship with him."

Special relationship.

Damn, she really does know everything.

Cold sweat ran down my spine. It meant she had accurately grasped my relationship with Aria.

Lucia clenched her fist. Mana began to shimmer faintly.

"What special relationship? I'm my brother's only sister!"

Ch.104 - Holy Mother (2)
Anger wasn't Lucia's exclusive property.

If Lucia was merely annoyed, what the Holy Knights displayed was nothing short of an explosion.

"That woman gets to hear this while we can't?"

The male Holy Knight exploded first.

His hand moved toward his sword hilt, his voice filled with indignation.

"This is unacceptable!"

The female Holy Knight chimed in.

They were supposed to discuss miracles of the True Beauty Deity whom they served with their lives, yet suddenly they were being treated as outsiders.

Moreover, Aria—whom they referred to as "that woman"—could listen while they couldn't?

It was unacceptable to their pride as Holy Knights.

"We are Holy Knights serving the True Beauty Deity. Don't we have the right to know about matters concerning our god?"

"And who is she anyway?"

A sharp gaze turned toward Aria.

"Does she get priority over us just because she's the Apostle's subordinate?"

The atmosphere inside the tent grew tense.

Gazes mixed with doubt and jealousy focused on Aria.

But Aria was different.

With an expressionless face, she scanned the Holy Knights one by one.

Her gaze was like she was looking at insects.

"If you have complaints, we can settle it with swords anytime."

"You might as well kill me instead!"

The male Holy Knight shouted.

Lucia joined in.

"Whatever you're saying, I need to hear it too."

She stood firm with her arms crossed.

"Hmm..."

A strange expression crossed Selena's face.

Her eyebrows furrowed slightly.

The corners of her mouth twisted subtly.

This was very unusual for someone who normally maintained a perfect Saintess smile.

She lowered her head briefly as if lost in thought, then raised it again.

"I suppose there's no choice."

Her voice sounded resigned.

The Holy Knights' resistance was stronger than expected.

Forcing them out might cause even bigger problems.

"But there's a condition. You must never disclose what you hear here. You must swear."

The Holy Knights looked at each other.

"That's only natural."

The male Holy Knight answered first.

"I swear by the True Beauty Deity."

The female Holy Knight nodded as well.

Lucia uncrossed her arms and said:

"I'll swear too. Now let's get started."

Selena's gaze turned to me.

Her eyes silently sought permission.

I maintained my expression and nodded.

One...

Even as I nodded, my mental state was crumbling in another way.

When Selena mentioned a "special relationship" earlier, my heart had sunk.

Cold sweat ran down my spine.

But I soon realized what she meant.

She was talking about a relationship related to the deity.

She meant the relationship between the True Beauty Deity Ainis and Aria.

Ah, so that's what she meant...

I inwardly sighed with relief.

At the same time, I felt slightly embarrassed.

It was ridiculous how I'd taken a perfectly religious conversation in a completely wrong direction.

But it made sense—since my relationship with Aria had deepened, I'd become sensitive about such things.

I'm such an idiot.

I berated myself internally.

The Saintess is talking about the deity's bloodline, and what was I thinking?

But I couldn't show any of this outwardly.

I maintained my expressionless face with all my might.

I tried not to move a single eyebrow or corner of my mouth.

Poker face, poker face.

I chanted inwardly.

The genius of Rising Invincibility couldn't be seen getting flustered over something like this.

Especially not in front of Lucia.

She was too perceptive.

She had even figured out parts of my birth secret before I knew it myself, which said it all.

"Before we begin, I want to say one thing. As most of you know, recently, the deity has recovered her power tremendously."

Suddenly, the air changed.

The Holy Knights' expressions transformed instantly.

Doubt and dissatisfaction disappeared, replaced by adoration.

"Oh! Ohhh!"

Both Holy Knights burst out almost simultaneously.

Faces that had shown discontent moments ago were now filled with joy.

The male Holy Knight clenched his fist.

Tears began to form in his eyes.

The female Holy Knight knelt down.

She assumed a prayer position.

They had probably suspected this already.

But hearing confirmation directly from the Saintess multiplied their excitement.

"Thank you! Thank you!"

The male Holy Knight clasped his hands together.

He offered a prayer toward the sky.

"We've waited for so long. For so very long..."

The female Holy Knight was the same.

Her voice carried intense emotion.

For them, this wasn't just news.

It was the fruition of a lifetime of devotion.

It was a moment that reaffirmed their purpose as Holy Knights.

"Finally! Finally we can receive the deity's true blessing!"

The voices of the two Holy Knights became one.

Their excitement filled the tent.

Joy overflowed.

Lucia frowned as she watched the scene.

"That's a bit much."

She muttered in a voice barely audible.

But the Holy Knights didn't hear her.

Or rather, they had no room to hear.

They were completely enraptured.

"The deity's power has returned!"

"A miracle! A miracle!"

The two embraced each other in joy.

Even shedding tears.

Selena watched the scene with satisfaction.

She seemed to have expected this reaction.

"Please calm yourselves. Now I must tell you something truly important."

"Something important..."

"Just now, I received permission for divine possession from the deity we serve."

"Divine possession?"

One of the Holy Knights repeated.

Selena answered calmly.

"Yes. The True Beauty Deity will possess me."

The Holy Knights' eyes widened.

Their mouths fell open.

Their joyful expressions from moments ago had vanished.

They were completely frozen.

"Really?"

Their voices barely came out.

The deity's power recovery was already astonishing.

But divine possession was on an entirely different level.

It wasn't something any clergy could experience casually.

No matter how high their position.

"So the deity will..."

"Come here in person?"

The two Holy Knights looked at each other.

They couldn't close their mouths.

It meant a god would directly intervene in the human world.

It meant Selena had been chosen as the medium.

Lucia furrowed her brow.

"Divine possession? Is that even possible?"

Her expression was skeptical.

"Of course. The deity herself has permitted it."

Selena answered confidently.

"When will it happen?"

Lucia asked.

"Right now."

The answer was immediate.

**

Gulp.

The sound of swallowing was clearly audible in my throat.

I could feel my heart racing.

What on earth was happening?

My mind began to race with complex thoughts.

The deity regained power?

Wait, does that mean the abstract concept of a deity is actually a concrete being?

Of course, the existence of deities couldn't be doubted.

Because holy magic exists.

But having that power and having a will behind that power were completely different matters.

The academic consensus was as follows:

Deities weren't beings with will but merely personifications of natural phenomena.

And some less intellectually gifted quasi-mages became so obsessed with these personifications that they invented a magic system that, while limited in versatility, was efficient in specific areas—that was holy magic.

But now they were talking about divine possession, something straight out of fairy tales.

Could it really be true?

I wondered internally.

Everything I'd learned at the Academy was being shaken.

But then how could I explain that miraculous event that happened recently?

Had the True Beauty Deity really recovered her power?

My curiosity began to surge.

It was a field I knew little about.

My scholarly instincts stirred.

How often would I get to witness such a mysterious phenomenon firsthand?

Was my brother also confused?

I glanced at him briefly.

As expected of him.

He didn't seem confused at all.

That's when it happened.

A silver light began to emanate from Selena's entire body.

At first, it was just a faint aura.

But it grew stronger.

It flowed gently along her contours.

It was as if she had draped herself in moonlight.

Her white ceremonial robe reflected the light, shining even more divinely.

Her green hair intertwined with the silver light, creating a fantastic radiance.

Wow...

The exclamation came out involuntarily.

I could feel the air itself changing.

Just breathing felt purifying.

If even I, an atheist, felt this way, how much more would theists—especially followers of the True Beauty Deity—feel?

The Holy Knights bowed their heads even deeper.

They were trembling with reverence.

Most astonishing was Selena's gaze.

It was as if she knew all the secrets of the universe.

She was no longer the human Selena.

It seemed like something greater had borrowed her body.

Could it really be a deity...

It was hard to believe, but impossible to deny.

It was happening right before my eyes.

Selena... no, that being who could no longer be called Selena, began walking toward me.

Her steps were still elegant.

But they carried an unapproachable dignity.

One step, two steps.

With each step closer, the divine aura felt stronger.

It was like standing before a vast ocean—overwhelming.

It felt suffocating.

But strangely, I also felt peaceful.

Those mysterious eyes were looking directly at me.

It felt like they were peering into the deepest part of my soul.

Everything felt transparent.

For a moment, my body stiffened, feeling as if everything I wanted to hide, everything embarrassing, was being exposed.

But there was warmth in that gaze rather than coldness.

It felt like understanding rather than judgment.

It was a maternal warmth.

That made it even more confusing.

What? Why me...?

And then that being's mouth opened.

It was Selena's voice, but the tone was completely different.

Deeper, more resonant, with something transcendent mixed in.

"Uh..."

From the first syllable, I sensed something extraordinary.

It felt like something completely unexpected was about to be said.

"Mom?"

That single word froze everything inside the tent.

At that absurd word... an equally absurd sound escaped my mouth.

"Huh?"

Ch.105 - Holy Mother (3)
I looked around. Everyone was frozen in the same way.

The holy knights whispered to each other.

"What did the deity say?"

"Did she say... mother?"

"To whom?"

Their voices trembled. They lacked certainty.

I looked at my brother.

"Huh...?"

He was making an incredulous sound. His face showed complete bewilderment.

So it wasn't an auditory hallucination.

It meant everyone had heard the same thing.

Why?

But who was she referring to?

I turned my gaze.

Aria had a subtle expression. Different from her usual expressionless face.

She seemed... somewhat flustered?

Could it be Aria?

Or perhaps... me?

Judging by where those bright eyes were looking...

It seemed to be me.

"I thought she was possessed by a deity, but has she lost her mind?"

Suddenly, the air in the tent froze.

"You wench!"

The male holy knight exploded.

His voice was filled with rage. His face turned bright red.

"Can't you feel the tremendous divine power flowing from the Saintess's body!"

It was certainly tremendous. Mana of a completely different dimension was emanating from Selena.

But so what? Is it normal to suddenly call someone "mother" just because you have divine power?

"So what? Does having divine power mean you can say whatever you want?"

I retorted.

The holy knight's face reddened further. His hand moved toward his sword hilt.

At that moment, the female holy knight grabbed his arm.

"Wait. If the True Beauty deity is calling someone mother..."

The two holy knights looked at each other.

Their eyes were filled with confusion. They seemed to have realized something, yet they still didn't fully understand.

"Then who could that person be?"

The male holy knight muttered.

"Can a deity call someone mother?"

The female holy knight muttered the same.

They put their heads together and started murmuring. They seemed to be in their own world.

"Perhaps in mythology..."

"Or in ancient scriptures..."

"Was there such a record?"

They were desperately trying to find a religious interpretation.

It seemed they were trying to forcibly assign meaning instead of accepting reality.

Fools.

I clicked my tongue inwardly.

She's simply gone mad.

The conclusion was clear. No other explanation was needed.

Divine possession? Descent of a deity?

Such nonsense only appears in fairy tales.

Reality was simple. The Saintess had mentally collapsed under stress.

Religious people were always like that. When they lose balance between extreme faith and pressure, they start having strange hallucinations.

And when mana goes berserk, divine power itself can increase—she was probably such a case.

I had learned this at magic school. I had even read a thesis on "The Correlation Between Religious Madness and Mental Breakdown."

Especially among True Beauty deity's followers, the proportion of such people is high, isn't it?

Selena was no exception, it seemed.

Poor thing.

I sighed and approached her.

The holy knights were still murmuring. Saying things like, "For a deity to call someone mother..."

Fools. They really refuse to acknowledge reality until the end.

But I couldn't blame them. It must be difficult to accept the collapse of lifelong faith.

I stood before Selena.

Silver light was still flowing from her entire body. The magical phenomenon itself was real.

But that wasn't evidence of divine intervention. It could easily be explained by mana overflow or emotional disturbance.

"It's been hard, hasn't it? You must have been stressed because of the war. The responsibility of being a Saintess is heavy. And what happened suddenly must be confusing."

I continued to comfort her.

Selena smiled. Strangely, she looked peaceful.

"It's okay. You can rest now."

I whispered.

**

What kind of mess is this?

The tent had gone completely mad.

Selena... no, Ainis who had possessed her, was hugging Lucia.

With her face buried in Lucia's chest.

"Mother, mother, my real mother."

She kept murmuring.

Her voice was desperate.

As if she had found something long lost.

On one side, the holy knights were engaged in heated discussion.

"The deity is a self-existing being! Therefore, there can't be parents, but..."

"A similar relationship, for example, a bond between divine beings or..."

"Or it could be related to the primordial deity mentioned in ancient mythology..."

The two were cutting each other off, arguing fiercely. Their faces were flushed red.

Their religious fervor had reached its peak.

Only Aria seemed relatively calm.

But looking closely, there was a difference. It wasn't her usual perfect expressionlessness.

Her gaze was subtly wavering.

Her lips were slightly stiff.

She seemed to want to say something but didn't open her mouth.

Overall, it was a complete mess.

What on earth is going on?

My head hurt.

"Could you explain what's happening? Why suddenly call Lucia mother..."

I needed to sort out the situation. I couldn't just leave this mess as it was.

Ainis hugged Lucia even tighter. As if she would disappear if let go.

"This person is the reincarnation of the noble one's past life sister."

What?

My mind went blank.

Reincarnation of past life sister?

That's impossible. What are the odds of such a thing happening?

My thoughts started racing quickly. A complex relationship diagram formed in my head.

Someone who was a sister in a past life reincarnated and became a sister again in this life?

Then from Ainis's perspective... she really is the mother.

Ah, that's why she's so desperate...

Then there's no need to call Lucia aunt.

Huh?

Why am I thinking like this?

Is this important right now?

Why am I calculating family relationships in this situation?

But I couldn't help it. These thoughts just popped up in my head.

"How does one's past life sister reincarnate as my current life sister?"

I was curious. How such an improbable coincidence was possible.

Strictly speaking, I tried my best to erase thoughts about aunts and such from my mind.

"To be honest... I don't know the reason either."

What?

"You're saying a deity doesn't know?"

"There are areas that even I, who became a deity through science, cannot explain. This is difficult to explain even with the theories established by the noble one."

Yet she didn't let go of Lucia. She was still holding her tight.

"Of course, there are a few hypotheses, would you like to hear them?"

Hypotheses, huh.

I wonder what they could be. I was curious.

But at the same time, I could guess.

"Are they also based on theories I created in my past life?"

"Yes, they are."

As expected.

"Then I don't want to hear them."

I refused flatly.

From one side, the holy knights murmured.

"The deity is using honorifics with a human?"

The female holy knight was the same.

They looked at each other and shook their heads.

"I don't understand. Is this the relationship between a deity and an apostle?"

"I've never seen this in the scriptures..."

"It's so different from what we've learned..."

"The deity is supposed to be an absolute being. So why..."

Both were confused by the situation that contradicted common sense.

The sight of Ainis still clinging to Lucia was equally perplexing. It was an incomprehensible situation.

"Perhaps we've misunderstood?"

"Or maybe there's a special meaning..."

They continued to discuss, putting their heads together, but no answer emerged.

Of course, I had neither reason nor leisure to explain calmly. My secret wasn't trivial enough to explain to just anyone, and it was hard enough just to gather my thoughts.

By the way, to think that child was my sister in a past life too.

Thinking about it, it was fascinating. Could there be another connection like this?

Lucia would surely need various explanations too.

How would she accept such nonsense about reincarnation and past lives?

I thought she might explode again like last time.

But contrary to my expectations:

"It's okay, it's okay."

Lucia was gently patting Ainis's back.

She didn't question or refute. She simply comforted the being clinging to her.

"It's been hard, hasn't it? You missed me a lot."

Her voice was warm.

Like she was soothing a child.

She really is my sister.

I admired her inwardly.

She was being so mature. The sense to comfort first, even in such a strange situation.

"Don't cry. We've found each other now."

She continued stroking her back.

Ainis hugged her even tighter. She had no intention of letting go.

"Mother..."

"Yes, that's right. It's okay."

Lucia was accepting it without any particular resistance.

She was naturally accepting the situation where a deity called her mother.

Amazing.

She's really mature. To be so calm in such an absurd situation.

**

The conclusion was this.

They've all gone mad together.

Everyone has gone crazy.

But the problem was that if only one person remained sane, the atmosphere would become strange.

Even my brother was playing along. In the end, there was only one thing I could do.

I had no choice. I had to go along with it.

"It's okay, it's okay."

I patted Selena's back.

It felt like soothing a mentally ill patient.

No, it wasn't just a feeling—it was the current situation.

"It's been hard, hasn't it? You missed me a lot."

I mobilized all my acting skills.

As if I had really met a family member I had been separated from for a long time.

Selena hugged me even tighter.

"Mother... it's really you, mother..."

Her voice was desperate.

Ah, she's really seriously gone mad.

I sighed inwardly.

"Yes, that's right. It's okay."

I continued stroking her back.

How much longer do I have to keep this up?

My arms were starting to ache from all the patting.

But Selena had no intention of letting go.

Ch.106 - Magic Terms Only I Don't Know
"By the way, Your Greatness, why did you suddenly possess her?"

Though I normally didn't speak formally to her, I felt the need to show respect with the holy knights watching.

"It's for after-sales service."

"After... sales service?"

The holy knights tilted their heads in confusion.

A natural reaction. Such a concept didn't exist in this era. Industry and commerce hadn't developed to that level yet.

But to me, with memories of my past life, it was a familiar term.

"What kind of after-sales service? If it's about the Noble Artifact... I've been using it without any problems."

"That's only natural. It's the best Noble Artifact I have."

"Then why?"

"The after-sales service isn't related to the Noble Artifact. It's just that... our Aria has a personal concern."

Everyone's attention turned to Aria.

Huh?

She turned her head away, avoiding eye contact—unusual for someone who typically met my gaze confidently.

I considered asking her directly but decided against it. Instead, I turned back to ask:

"What kind of concern?"

"It's about infertility."

Infertility.

The word echoed in my mind.

Recent memories flashed through my thoughts.

'She's not even a real woman.'

Gehenna's cruel words.

I remembered Aria's expression then. Her face frozen like stone.

'With this body that cannot reproduce, all I can offer my lord is my life.'

I recalled her words when she opposed the beheading operation.

The despair in her voice.

Damn it.

How much had she been suffering alone?

I'd tried to comfort her, but it clearly wasn't enough.

Aria was still avoiding my gaze. Her shoulders were tense, her fists clenched tight.

My feet moved on their own.

Toward Aria.

I didn't have the capacity to care about the holy knights' whispers or Lucia's expression. None of that mattered now.

She turned her head further away, trying to avoid my gaze.

"Aria."

I called her name. Quietly.

Her shoulders trembled slightly. That was all.

I took another step closer.

"I'm sorry. I was too insensitive."

I reached out carefully and placed my hand on her shoulder.

It felt cold. I could feel her muscles tense with anxiety.

"For making you suffer alone."

I moved closer.

Aria's body stiffened like stone.

But she didn't back away. That was enough.

I extended my arms and embraced her.

At first, I expected resistance. But there was none. She just... remained rigid.

"It's okay."

I whispered in her ear.

"You're not alone. I'm your husband, after all."

Slowly, very slowly, the tension left her body.

Her stiff shoulders relaxed. Her fists unclenched.

Finally, she surrendered herself to my embrace.

I felt her weight. Her warm temperature.

"Don't suffer alone anymore. Tell me whatever's troubling you."

I gently stroked her back.

"Promise me."

There was no verbal response.

But I could feel her nodding slightly. Just barely.

I turned my gaze to Ainis.

"So if you possessed Selena like this, there must be a solution, right?"

"Well... about that..."

"Is there one or not?"

I asked bluntly.

"To be honest... there's no proper solution."

That's when it burst out.

"What?"

My voice rose involuntarily.

"Currently, Aria's body is in a state similar to mine. The function of bearing children... well, even if we forced it somehow, it wouldn't truly be her child in any meaningful sense."

Then why call it after-sales service?

To give false hope?

That's when it happened.

"Then, Mother, is your womb just for show?"

The tent froze instantly.

The holy knights' jaws dropped. Even Lucia's eyes widened.

Talking to a deity like that?

Ainis was completely flustered.

"Not exactly for show... it has some functions, but..."

She muttered, glancing at me.

What functions?

I was curious but now wasn't the time to ask.

"Can't your advanced science do something?"

I asked with a slightly accusatory tone.

"Technically, it's possible."

Wait, so it is possible?

"But even then, it wouldn't truly be Aria's child in any meaningful sense. If you're fine with that... if it's just for the feeling, then it's possible."

She had a scheming expression.

"Just for the feeling?"

I asked again.

"Yes. If that's acceptable... I can give Your Nobility a special treasure."

Treasure?

"A Noble Artifact?"

"Not a Noble Artifact, but something comparable."

**

This seemed too serious for just humoring a mentally ill person.

This wasn't simply playing along.

Something was different...

"Hmm..."

Selena dragged out her words again.

But something was strange.

If a deity had possessed her, why was she being so mindful of my brother?

The formal speech too.

In a typical deity-human relationship, it should be the opposite.

"It's truly a special item."

It was Selena's manner of speaking.

But the control was completely with my brother.

He even spoke informally just now when pretending to be angry, and Selena didn't object.

...
...

Was I taking the mutterings of a mentally ill person too seriously?

"What is it?"

My brother pressed again.

As if he really wanted it.

Infertility treatment for Augmented Humans...

I knew the Chrono Empire had conducted such research. I'd learned about it at the academy.

I remembered what I'd heard in Imperial History class.

'There were several periods when Augmented Humans rose to the center of imperial politics. But none of them continued their lineage. This is one of the most ironic aspects of imperial political history.'

That's what the professor had said.

Looking at imperial history, there were multiple instances where Augmented Humans either made the emperor their puppet or became the supreme ruler themselves.

But without exception, they all ended after one generation.

No matter how powerful they were, it meant nothing if they couldn't leave descendants.

That's why the empire poured enormous resources into solving this problem.

But the result?

All research ended in failure.

The infertility of Augmented Humans remained an unsolved problem even now.

Yet my dear brother was acting as if this deranged woman actually possessed knowledge to solve it.

"Not a Noble Artifact, but something comparable."

It still made no sense.

I almost laughed inwardly. Something comparable to a Noble Artifact? The boasting was too much.

Just as the corners of my mouth were about to curl up—

Whoosh—

A burst of light suddenly emanated from Selena's hand.

"Huh?"

The light was growing stronger.

Not silver, but... some other color. Rainbow? No, something more complex and mystical.

The holy knights bowed their heads deeper. They were trembling. Even my brother looked somewhat surprised.

The intensity of the light increased. The entire tent brightened. Just breathing felt different, as if another energy permeated the air.

Definitely a different quality of mana.

The light continued to strengthen.

It was an undeniable reality.

And as the light faded, something was appearing. Taking shape on Selena's palm.

Round... small... a ring?

It was an intricate, beautiful ring. Set with a transparent stone of unknown type, surrounded by complex patterns.

Like ancient text... or a magic circle...

"Men's fantasies are all the same... to think the day would come to use such an item."

"What do you mean? Fantasies?"

"Harems, of course. What else? It was an attempt by the noble ones before the fall. An accessory for maintaining harems of multiple Augmented Humans. If resources hadn't been wasted on such useless items, humanity might not have perished. Though one of those who wanted this was an essential figure, so it couldn't be helped..."

Noble ones?

My mind raced. Past human civilization? Pre-fall aristocrats? What was she talking about? This was too detailed for a madwoman's delusion... Wait, was she really insane?

"What exactly does it do?"

"The first function is to increase affection from Augmented Humans. Once that reaches a certain level, pregnancy becomes possible."

"What Chinese otaku mobile game nonsense..."

"Wow, as expected of Your Nobility! That's exactly what those enthusiasts used it for."

Chinese otaku mobile game?

Was this some magical term? An ancient spell? Alchemical terminology?

I was frustrated.

After studying so hard at magic school, there were still things I didn't know.

"What do you mean it's just for the feeling?"

"It means that Aria with her new body is no longer human."

"I heard that last time."

"Therefore, bearing a human child is impossible. We could create a womb in null space and use existing genes to conceive a child, but..."

Null space? Genes?

My mind went blank.

"That wouldn't truly be her child. Though it would be your child, my lord."

The conversation was getting stranger.

"Beings like me cannot reproduce. Not unless a miracle happens. That's why that child is precious."

My head hurt.

Too much complex, difficult information was pouring in.

Terms like null space and genes, claims about not being human...

Most confusing was how naturally my brother and Selena exchanged these terms.

When the war ends... I'll return to school and study again.

First, I need to find out what a "Chinese otaku mobile game" is.

Ch.107 - Infertility
My brother accepted the ring without any hesitation.

"Thank you," he said politely, as if addressing a real god.

There was no doubt it was a magical item, but that wasn't what mattered.

"If the likability is high, would it work on Aria? Or does Aria already have high likability—"

"This child has the same potential as me, so manipulation items like this don't work well on her. Try testing it on Augmented Humans nearby."

"This isn't the Chrono Empire—it's hard to find Augmented Humans here," my brother replied.

It was a fair point. If the Luden Kingdom engaged in such practices, they'd be marked as continental enemies like the Chrono Empire. And obviously, the Luden Kingdom didn't have the strength to survive with every neighboring country as an enemy, let alone expand territory like the Chrono Empire did.

"Then keep it for now and try when you get the chance."

Selena continued to speak seriously, as if the item would truly work. My brother nodded, showing no signs of doubt.

*Is he really believing this?* I wondered to myself.

All these absurd stories? Divine possession, reincarnation of his past-life sister, a ring that cures infertility in Augmented Humans... It was all nonsense.

Yet my brother was accepting everything. The Holy Warriors were completely immersed too.

"Oh, as expected of the True Beauty God..."

"Could there be another miracle like this..."

Their voices were filled with emotion.

*Am I the one thinking wrong?*

I scolded myself. *What are you thinking? Such things can't possibly be real.*

Possession and reincarnation are all nonsense. They're neither academically verified nor logically explainable.

*He's just playing along.* My brother isn't stupid; he can't actually believe this. He's just trying to comfort Aria and Selena.

But does Aria believe this? Was she also part of the True Beauty cult? Her real name does have the imperial pronunciation of the True Beauty God...

I hugged Selena tighter. It was an unconscious action. I felt anxious and wanted to cling to something.

"Mother..." Selena murmured again.

"Yes, our Selena..."

"It's time for me to go now."

It was a sudden announcement.

"Already?" my brother asked.

"Possession is more burdensome than you think. Especially when a being like me enters a human body. If I continue, this child won't be able to endure it."

Her voice was weakening as she explained.

The Holy Warriors became restless.

"The Saintess is going through this?"

"Will the Saintess be alright?"

"But there are benefits if she endures it. Her divine power will increase dramatically as a reward for directly experiencing a god's power."

*Sure, sure,* I thought to myself.

*So this is how it ends. With some plausible excuse.*

Possession or whatever has its limits, and now she's finding a way out.

*She's finally coming to her senses.*

I released my hold on Selena.

"Good job."

"Ah, and I have a gift for Mother too."

A gift?

*What absurd thing now?*

"What kind of gift?" I asked without much expectation. It would just be another exaggeration.

Suddenly, her hands rose and cupped my cheeks.

"Huh?"

Before I could react, her lips touched my forehead.

It was a kiss.

But that wasn't all.

The moment her lips parted, something entered my body.

It was warmth.

No, something more intense than warmth.

An energy similar to mana but somehow different, alien.

The heat that started at my forehead spread throughout my body.

I could feel it flowing through my veins.

My heart began to race, beating faster.

My breathing quickened.

"What's happening..."

Something was wrong with my body.

It felt like my mana circuits were activating, but on a completely different level than usual.

Like water coming to a boil.

"It's a gift," Selena smiled.

"What kind of gift is this?"

"With this, Mother can also use divine power, my power."

Divine power?

This strange energy flowing through my body?

It was completely different from mana. Hotter, more active, somehow alive.

It was circulating through my entire body, growing stronger each time it passed through my heart.

Is this really divine power?

I looked at my palm. It was faintly glowing.

I wanted to test it out—a simple healing spell, perhaps. But there was no one injured around.

While lost in these thoughts, something happened.

The silver light disappeared from Selena's body.

Suddenly.

Like a candle being extinguished in an instant.

And at that very moment, Selena collapsed with a thud.

"Saintess!"

"Saintess! Are you alright?"

All the Holy Warriors panicked.

"Calm down," my brother said.

His voice was composed, in contrast to the commotion around him.

"This was expected. She's exhausted from the possession ending."

I approached Selena.

I checked her pulse. It was normal. Her breathing was stable too.

"Her life isn't in danger. She just needs plenty of rest."

"Thank goodness."

"What a relief."

I lifted Selena. She was lighter than I expected.

I moved her to the bed and laid her down carefully.

"The Saintess will use my barracks for now. Until she recovers fully," my brother told the Holy Warriors.

"Thank you."

"Such consideration..."

"It's only natural."

"But..." His tone suddenly changed, becoming serious.

"Needless to say, what happened today must remain confidential."

The Holy Warriors nodded immediately.

"Of course."

"You don't even need to mention it. We understand."

"O great one."

"Good."

As soon as the barracks door closed, a sigh escaped me.

I opened my right hand and looked at the ring.

I had gained something.

An item supposedly made by the True Beauty God. Increases likability and enables pregnancy in Augmented Humans.

Lucia was still walking with a dazed expression. Her half-open mouth and vacant stare made her look like her soul had left her body.

Well... it must have been too sudden for her.

"Aria."

"Yes, My Lord."

"Are there any Augmented Humans in this camp?"

"Among Luden's knights, there couldn't be."

I thought as much.

Almost all religions prohibit creating Augmented Humans.

Doing so recklessly would make you a continental enemy, with the Chrono Empire being the prime example.

But Luden didn't have the strength to withstand turning the entire continent against them.

I put the ring in my pocket.

"Then this ring is useless for now."

Aria hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"Can't you check for Augmented Humans with your ability, My Lord?"

"I probably could, but I haven't tried. With my subordinates constantly changing, I haven't had time to check in my dreams. I still haven't properly assessed the current members' abilities, let alone try new functions."

"I see. Among Luden's knights, there definitely won't be any. But..."

"But?"

"Among the mercenaries, there might be someone who was augmented in the Empire and drifted here."

That was a plausible possibility.

People who were augmented in the Chrono Empire but left for various reasons to become mercenaries. It could certainly happen.

My feet automatically headed toward the mercenary barracks.

"Let's go."

Lucia followed belatedly, still with a dazed expression.

**

We arrived at the mercenary barracks.

I opened the door and entered. Inside, several mercenaries were gathered around a table playing cards.

"Oh, Captain!"

"The Commander himself has come!"

The mercenaries threw down their cards and stood up. They moved hastily, pushing back chairs as they tried to greet me.

"Relax. I'm just passing by."

"But still..."

"Sit down and continue."

The mercenaries sat back down awkwardly, but didn't resume their card game.

They kept watching me nervously.

"Is there anyone among you..."

I was about to ask if anyone had undergone Imperial augmentation surgery, but then realized it was too personal a question.

"Well, look who it is."

A voice came from behind.

I turned to see Belisa walking toward the barracks door.

Brown skin and a voluptuous figure. She was one of the most senior mercenaries here.

Recently she had been using formal speech with me, but today something was different.

Her walk was different.

More leisurely and... more confident than usual.

There was a strange smile at the corner of her mouth.

"I guess I can't help it."

What is she suddenly talking about?

"Can't help what?"

Belisa took another step closer. The closer she got, the more pressure I felt.

"You, have sex with me!"

From behind came a strange cry of "Hoeeh!"

It was Lucia.

I'm pretty sure I received a similar proposal a long time ago... but wasn't that a joke?

Wait, what did she say?

"Why so suddenly?"

Belisa shrugged.

"I've been thinking about it for a while, but today the thought hit me especially hard. Looking at you again, your face is... quite cute."

She's been thinking about it?

She had such thoughts?

Belisa continued to stare at me. Her gaze was sticky.

No, wait.

A sudden thought occurred to me.

Could Belisa be...?

I quickly checked the ring. It was faintly glowing in my pocket.

"Have you undergone Imperial augmentation surgery?"

I asked directly. There was no time for subtlety in this situation.

Belisa shrugged.

"Yeah, I have."

Her answer was nonchalant. As if I'd asked what she had for lunch.

"You prefer 'safe' women anyway."

Belisa's gaze turned to Aria, with a meaningful smile.

Safe?

Does she mean infertile?

I looked at Aria.

Would she be offended?

But... her expression didn't seem that way.

"The effect is certainly real. This means we can use a better strategy than the beheading operation."

She seemed very calm instead.

A better strategy?

Lucia asked first.

"What strategy?"

Aria answered confidently.

"The 'Seduce Imperial Knights' strategy."

What?

"There are many Augmented Human knights in the Empire. If we use My Lord's ring to win them over..."

"Wait, wait," Belisa interrupted, taking another step closer.

"We can talk about strategies later. What's important now is something else. So give me an answer. Will you do it with me or not?"

Ch.108 - Pregnancy Expert
An awkward silence weighed down the tent.

The mercenaries stared at each other, their hands frozen in mid-air holding cards. No one dared to make the first move.

Lucia stood with her mouth half-open, her face still unable to process the situation.

Belisa's proposal hung in the air—raw and direct.

Aria's plan to seduce an imperial knight also lingered in my mind.

But before that, there were things I needed to sort out.

The situation with Belisa. And issues that would affect my entire life plan going forward.

I turned my gaze to Aria.

"Are you okay with this?"

She blinked, her expression showing she didn't understand why I was asking such a question.

She tilted her head slightly.

After thinking for a moment, she seemed to grasp the situation and nodded.

"It's for my lord to decide."

Her voice was calm, showing no emotional fluctuation.

"Well, in situations like this... usually..."

I trailed off, scratching my head. I wasn't sure how to express it.

"My lord is worried that I might consider this cheating and that I might try to restrict your freedom in your sex life."

She hit the nail on the head.

That was indeed my concern.

In this world, women had higher status than in my previous life. Thanks to mana, the physical differences between men and women were practically nonexistent.

Nevertheless, noble men still had wandering eyes, using the plausible excuse of "species propagation."

The problem was that this created quite a few headaches.

In my previous life, such issues could have been suppressed by force. But this life was different. Women could be just as strong.

Yet the reason noble men wanted multiple women was clear.

The probability of inheriting noble qualities was not very high even if both parents were nobles. Children with magical power also had high infant mortality rates.

Therefore, noble men tried to leave as many descendants as possible.

That was the nature of nobles in this world.

Human behavior reminiscent of Zeus and Hera from Greek mythology.

And the basic principle behind scandals that many people couldn't get enough of.

Having grown up as a noble, I thought Aria would follow such customs—that she would be jealous or opposed.

But she just smiled slightly and said:

"I won't be jealous of whoever you sleep with. I have neither the qualification nor the right."

Her answer was completely different from what I expected.

"Really?"

"Yes. Such emotions can only exist between equals. Though we may be in love, my lord and I are not equals."

Not an equal relationship.

She was right. Strictly speaking, I was her master and she was my knight. In terms of social status and power dynamics, we were certainly not equal.

But wasn't there more to it than that?

The times we faced life and death together. The moments we risked our lives for each other. Could all of that be explained by a simple master-servant relationship?

Especially after that day.

At that time, there was no master or knight. We were just a man and a woman.

Or was I the only one who thought that way?

Was it really just an extension of duty for her?

Was it just service for her lord?

Suddenly, a chilling thought occurred to me.

'I gave my body because my lord wanted it.'
'I pretended to love because it was my lord's command.'
'I pretended to be happy because it made my lord happy.'

Surely it wasn't like that.

But I couldn't be certain. She was such a perfect knight.

One who prioritized her master's will over her own feelings.

**

Daughter of the True Beauty God.

If anything had changed since gaining that identity, it was the feeling when standing in front of a mirror.

A bloodline that no one could treat lightly. Unique value. Such things made me stand straighter.

But in front of my lord, it was a different story.

What difference did it make that I was a god's daughter?

He was above the gods. An ancient one who created gods.

Among them, the greatest genius.

A transcendent being who survived until this era.

Though his humble nature made him dislike talking about those times, one thing was certain.

What meaning did my status have in front of him?

Moreover, there was Lucia too.

To be honest, after gaining this status, I briefly thought I was above her.

Especially when I learned she wasn't my lord's real sister.

A strange sense of superiority.

But it didn't last long.

Because she, like my lord, was an ancient one.

She was the mother of my original body.

And above all...

She was my lord's sister in his previous life.

At first, it was jealousy.

A feeling like my specialness had been taken away. But as time passed, I realized. It was just returning to how things should be.

I am my lord's sword. A tool wielded by my lord. Nothing more, nothing less.

Compared to that, she was his precious sister. Things had just returned to their proper place. It wasn't even worth being jealous over.

"I won't be jealous of whoever you sleep with. I have neither the qualification nor the right."

It wasn't a lie. I truly believed I wouldn't be jealous. But that didn't mean I wouldn't feel anything.

Everything about my lord was precious to me.

But would it mean the same to him? Probably not. To my lord, I was just one of many options.

"Such emotions can only exist between equals. Though we may be in love, my lord and I are not equals."

Saying this made me feel strangely relieved.

It felt like I had finally acknowledged the truth. My position, my role, and the limits of the love I could receive.

My lord loves me. That was certain.

But whether that love was romantic or just attachment to a precious tool didn't matter.

What mattered was that my lord needed me. That I could be by his side.

That was enough.

No, it had to be enough.

Because the moment I desired more, I would forget my place. Being my lord's sword, my lord's shield, being everything my lord wanted—that was my reason for existing.

Just be grateful for being loved.

**

I did something foolish.

Why did I say such a thing? I wasn't drunk, nor was it said in anger.

Could it be because of the ring that had the ability to seduce augmented humans?

It seemed like my self-control disappeared from the moment that strange energy flowed through my body.

"Let's have sex!"

Even thinking about it now makes my face burn.

Leon Adelheit. To say such a thing to that man. What place did I have to interfere when he had such a devoted girl by his side?

Only recently did I realize how important a person's face is.

I didn't know before. People were just people. But now I understand what beauty is.

I've come to know that I'm quite pretty too, but... that girl is beautiful. More than me.

Before I understood facial beauty, body shape was everything, and well, it's still important now. And I thought I was confident in my figure, but even that's questionable.

That girl was still growing. Her breasts, her hips, everything would continue to develop.

Moreover, in terms of skill...

Ugh, let's stop. Even comparing is disrespectful.

I was about to say, "Let's forget it, it was just a joke," when—

"We'll begin the strategy meeting."

The silver-haired Sword Master said.

The mercenaries murmured.

"A strategy meeting?"

"Are we participating too?"

Aria cut them off sharply.

"Mercenaries, please wait outside."

It was a cold declaration.

The mercenaries looked at each other. Dissatisfied expressions. Grumbling sounds erupted here and there. But no one dared to object directly.

They didn't have the courage to do so in front of a Sword Master.

"Understood."

They left the tent one by one.

After the last mercenary left and the door closed, the atmosphere changed completely.

"My lord's ring has two functions," Aria said.

"First, it increases likability with augmented humans."

Her gaze turned to me.

I felt a pang. It meant the effect was definitely real.

"Second..."

She paused. It seemed like something important.

"The ring's owner can impregnate augmented humans."

For a moment, I couldn't breathe.

Impregnate?

Augmented humans?

I looked straight at Aria.

She wasn't lying. That cold expression, that voice without emotional fluctuation. It was no different from usual.

I turned my gaze to Lucia.

Finally, I looked at Leon.

He looked surprised. But he didn't deny it. It meant it was true.

Pregnancy.

Augmented humans could get pregnant.

My heart started racing.

It felt like it would burst.

I had a dream when I was young.

To start a family like other children. A simple dream. An ordinary, natural dream that anyone could have.

But the moment I received augmentation surgery in the Empire, that dream disappeared.

Augmented humans couldn't have children. That was common knowledge. An absolute truth.

So I gave up. I thought it was something I shouldn't dream of in the first place.

Even as I wandered as a mercenary, even as I had relationships with various men, there was always that emptiness in a corner of my heart.

What was I living for?

What was I fighting for?

There was no answer. I was just surviving day by day.

But now.

At this moment.

A possibility had emerged.

Slowly, I knelt down.

The cold floor touched my knees. But I didn't care.

I bowed my head.

"Please, make me pregnant."

Ch.109 - The Right To Revenge
After settling things with Belisa—though there were some unusual incidents—my daily routine returned.

The operation was put on hold. The reason was simple.

"Suddenly launching a long-term operation in the Empire could lead to unforeseen complications. We also need to establish contact routes with the Empire's Augmented Humans."

That's what was said, but honestly... it was probably fear. Fear of having sex with a woman I'd never met before.

Every morning at 6 AM, my eyes open automatically.

The patrol begins.

Soldiers' greetings. Supply checks. Outpost situation reports.

It was the same routine repeated daily, but it wasn't bad. A predictable day had its own peace.

In the afternoon, meetings with my adjutants.

"Enemy movements?"

"Nothing unusual to report."

"Supplies?"

"Arrived without issue."

Brief questions and answers. Situations requiring complex explanations were rare.

There were a couple of small-scale battles.

For "small-scale" battles, quite a few people died, but none of our soldiers were lost.

The rumor that we had two Sword Masters had already spread widely. Our morale was high, while the other side was uneasy.

Even my family home, the Adelheit Duchy, was preparing for rebellion. The royal family was surrounded by enemies.

As the probability of victory increased, I felt strange.

I might actually end up sitting on the throne.

Tap tap...

I heard footsteps. Light yet distinct. It was Aria.

"Come in."

The tent entrance opened before I could finish speaking. Her silver hair shimmered softly in the moonlight.

"You finished early today."

"Not much to do."

She came closer and stood beside me. Our shoulders brushed.

"What were you thinking about, My Lord?"

"Whether I could become king."

I answered honestly.

"You will."

Her answer came without hesitation.

She nestled into my arms. Naturally.

"Aria."

"Yes."

"Don't you want to get pregnant?"

A harem...

That dream was within reach, but still...

I wanted her to bear my first child.

Of course, I couldn't rule out the possibility that my first child was already in Belisa's womb.

I felt her body stiffen slightly in my arms.

"Why do you ask that?"

"Just wondering. Isn't it a thought any woman might have?"

There was no answer for a while. The silence stretched.

"But honestly... I'm more worried."

"About what?"

"Because I know that child wouldn't truly be mine."

Her voice grew quiet.

"A child composed of someone else's blood, not mine. I'm not sure if I could truly love such a child."

I comforted her.

"It's okay. Let's think about it over time."

I could feel the tension in her body gradually easing.

That's when it happened.

"A miracle! It's a miracle!"

Cheers erupted from the adjacent tent, breaking the night's silence.

"The Saintess is amazing!"

"It's the blessing of the True Beauty God!"

The murmuring grew louder.

Here we go again...

I gently released Aria and stood up.

"I'll go check it out."

Leaving the tent, I saw soldiers gathered in one area. All looked excited.

Pushing through the crowd, I saw Lucia.

She was kneeling with her hands on a soldier's head. A soft light emanated from her entire body.

Ah, that guy.

He'd gone scouting in the morning and encountered a group of Orcs, suffering a severe head injury. His brain was badly damaged, leaving him unconscious.

"He's... he's breathing!"

The military doctor exclaimed in a trembling voice.

"His pulse has returned to normal!"

It was true. The soldier who had been at death's door was slowly opening his eyes.

"How is this possible..."

This is a world where gods and Divine Power exist.

With enough money, severed limbs can be treated. But brain damage is an entirely different matter.

Yet Lucia was already treating a second patient.

A cavalryman whose leg had been crushed and faced amputation—light was now flowing from his leg as well.

"The True Beauty God loves everyone."

It was Lucia's voice. Different from usual. Deeper, more resonant.

"If you believe, you will be saved."

The soldiers began to kneel. One by one, then more and more.

"Saintess!"
"Long live the Saintess!"

Cheers and prayers mingled.

The original Saintess, Selena, was still suffering from a fever. They said it was an aftereffect of possession, but no one knew when she would wake up.

In the meantime, Lucia had taken over everything.

In reality, her status was closer to Holy Mother than Saintess. After all, she was the reincarnation of the mother who gave birth to the True Beauty God.

I watched Lucia. She was treating a third patient. She showed no signs of fatigue.

She seemed to be enjoying it. All this worship and praise.

When the Divine Power show ended, the soldiers dispersed one by one.

Their faces were filled with emotion.

As the tent quieted, I approached Lucia.

"Weren't you an atheist?"

"Apostle, how can you say such blasphemous things?"

"What did you say?"

"I have been a devout believer since childhood."

What an act.

I sighed deeply.

"Drop that weird concept when it's just the two of us."

Lucia's face changed completely. The piety from moments ago vanished.

"I was an atheist when I didn't have Divine Power."

She said with a shrug. Her expression was shameless.

"That's bold."

"Hehehehe..."

Her distinctive laugh burst out. She seemed quite pleased.

"Using Divine Power and magic simultaneously... it's very, very, very rare, but I'm that case!"

She said dramatically, spreading her arms. She looked desperate to boast.

"So you're going to keep doing this? Continue acting as a Saintess?"

"Of course. Why wouldn't I use something this good? The soldiers love it, and I enjoy it. It's a win-win."

She was certainly right. The soldiers' morale had improved, and the healing effects were excellent.

Above all, Lucia herself was enjoying it.

"I'm glad you're happy."

I said sincerely.

Her happiness made me happy too.

The conversation naturally shifted to operation planning.

"About the Empire infiltration operation."

"Ah..."

Lucia continued her explanation.

"Belisa used to belong to an organization. She said she could communicate with them. It's a group of particularly dissatisfied Augmented Humans within the Empire."

"Right."

"Some of them would switch sides if they found a man who could impregnate them. Using Belisa as evidence could be quite effective."

It was definitely a good approach.

"I see."

"How are things going with Belisa?"

Lucia asked with a curious smile.

"Well... I don't think anything's happened yet. But who knows, it's not something that shows right away."

Pregnancy isn't something you can confirm immediately. It takes time.

"But honestly..."

My voice trailed off.

Should I say this?

Well, it's Lucia, so it should be fine.

"I'd really prefer Aria to bear my first child."

That was my honest feeling.

Lucia tilted her head.

"You're quite taken with her."

"It's not just that I'm taken with her—she's done so much for me."

She saved my life, and we've spent all this time together.

"I want to do at least that much for her. But they say her body is no longer fully human."

"Hmm..."

Lucia rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

"What are you thinking about?"

"If she can't provide genetic material... how about I bear the child for you like Gehenna did, then have her adopt it?"

What?

"What are you saying?"

This was the same Lucia who once fainted at such suggestions. Now she was boldly proposing it.

"You're my little sister, both in your past life and this one."

I drew a firm line.

"I know, I'm just joking."

Lucia waved her hand and laughed.

Anyway, her past life story had resolved my strange worry about whether she was my sister or possibly my aunt.

Now that was settled, I didn't need to think about such useless things anymore.

Since then, she'd been playing Saintess, healing soldiers, and visiting the other Saintess, Selena.

She even prays these days.

A mother praying to her daughter.

Just like the Virgin Mary.

We were chatting about various trivial matters when it happened.

"Commander, you have a visitor."

A messenger rushed in, out of breath.

"From where?"

"From the Adelheit main house."

"Who is it?"

"Lady Eleonora Adelheit."

My half-sister. Or more precisely, another aunt.

The complicated family relationships always confused me.

"Where's Gehenna—I mean, Father?"

"He went Orc hunting."

"At this hour?"

"Yes... he does that sometimes."

Naturally, neither the messenger nor I thought that a Sword Master like him would fall to mere Orcs.

"I know, but it's so dark."

This meant Lucia and I would have to receive her alone.

"Ah, that bitch..."

Lucia deeply disliked and feared her. For good reason.

According to Adelheit family tradition, Eleonora was Lucia's "mentor." As a female family member, she had the duty to guide and lead her junior.

But in reality, it was closer to bullying than guidance.

The fact that an Adelheit descendant who should have chosen swordsmanship had chosen magic instead. Eleonora saw that as betrayal of the family.

"You don't have Adelheit blood."

"How dare you carry our name when you can't even use a sword."

These were words Lucia heard as a child. Delivered in a harsh, cold voice.

Each time, Lucia would tremble and hide. Unable to give a proper response.

But now Lucia's expression was calm. And...

"Call the Holy Knights. I'll greet that damned woman with them!"

That's how it was.

With greater power and backing, she seemed to think she could stand up to her now.

"Lucia, calm down."

"Why? I have power now."

Fortunately, she hadn't completely lost her mind, as she was still using formal speech in front of others.

"You had power before too."

Needless to say, she was a first-class mage.

But it was also true that she paled in comparison to a top-tier Sword Expert.

However, with Divine Power added now?

"Not enough to beat her. Even if one-on-one is still impossible, with the Holy Knights' help, I'm confident!"

Was she planning to gang up on her?

"You still need to show courtesy."

"Courtesy? Was it courteous when she grabbed a 12-year-old and called her 'the family's disgrace'?"

Hmm...

She certainly had the right.

Just as I had with Roderick.

The right to revenge.
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Having rights doesn't mean you can exercise them whenever you want.

Eleonora was a daughter greatly cherished by my biological grandfather.

In terms of affection, she was probably on the same level as my biological father.

Gehenna, Eleonora, me, Lucia, and even Roderick. All of us were registered as sons or daughters of my biological grandfather, but despite sharing the same bloodline, there was an invisible wall between Eleonora and Gehenna on one side, and me, Lucia, and Roderick on the other.

While the first two were the precious son and daughter of the oh-so-great Duke who I wanted to punch, the latter three were just disposable existences.

That might make sense for Roderick and me, but Lucia was clearly a genius in her own field.

Of course, that was when my status was low. Now that I've reached a higher level and the merit of being a grandchild with royal blood has become incredibly valuable, the situation is different. Still, I needed the family's power first.

"I understand. But now is not the time."

"Then how long do I have to wait?"

Her voice was tinged with suppressed anger.

"When I ascend to the throne, I won't stop you from doing anything. I promise."

Lucia blinked.

"Really?"

"Really. Whether you punish her with royal authority or have her assassinated. You can do whatever you want then. But for now, please be patient and wait."

Though we were half-sisters, it was clear which of us was closer.

I was essentially giving her a blank check for the future.

Lucia remained silent for a while.

She was deep in thought with her head bowed.

"Alright."

She slowly raised her head.

"But you really promise, right? When you become king, you won't stop me no matter what I do to that bitch?"

"I promise."

"Hmm..."

The corners of her mouth turned up slightly.

Something like a smile appeared.

"Then I'll try to be patient. I've been patient until now anyway. I'm the great Holy Mother, so I can endure more."

"Thank you."

I said sincerely.

"Now let's go greet that damn woman."

Lucia stood up.

**

Inside the meeting tent, Eleonora was the same as ever.

Perfect posture and impeccable formal attire. Her golden bob hair gleamed coldly under the candlelight.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No need to be so formal."

"Sister... or should I call you Aunt?"

At my experimental question, the corner of Eleonora's mouth turned up slightly.

"Should you?"

A meaningful smile. As if there was something more.

"Why are you making that expression?"

"Because it's amusing. Actually, I'm not my father's daughter either, but his granddaughter."

"What?"

Lucia suddenly leaned forward.

"The Duke had another daughter besides Gehenna. She was my brother Gehenna's older sister. In terms of the family register, she would be my older sister. But that child never made it into the family records."

"Did she lack mana?"

Lucia interjected.

"Exactly. Mana inheritance is quite fascinating. Even with both parents being strong, an ordinary child can be born, and then that ordinary child can produce a talented descendant through recessive inheritance."

I wasn't the only one with secrets about my birth.

"That daughter is my real mother."

"Could Lucia also be..."

"Who knows? It might be the case. It's common in our family. Children without mana are sent away to live as commoners, while exceptional grandchildren are brought in as children."

The already complicated family relationships became even more of a labyrinth.

Lucia pressed her lips tightly together.

"So even by the real family tree, you and I are cousins, not aunt and niece."

Eleonora brushed her hair back with her fingertips.

"Besides, the title 'aunt' makes me sound too old."

Even in a world where women were somewhat powerful, some things never changed.

One of them was that women disliked appearing old.

"So what brings you here, Sister?"

"The enemy has requested a ceasefire in this war."

"A ceasefire?"

Lucia leaned forward.

"For what reason?"

"Because of the late king's death."

The late king. My biological maternal grandfather.

He died?

"When did His Majesty pass away?"

"Three days ago. They say he died from a sudden illness. At least that's what they claim. According to them, they want a three-month ceasefire during the national mourning period."

Three months. Quite a long time.

"There's no reason for a ceasefire."

The reality of this civil war was a confrontation between ducal houses with powerful backing.

If Paragon had Lumenia behind him, then I naturally had the Adelheit family.

Though the two ducal houses were supposedly equal on the surface, in terms of military power, there was more than double the difference.

Add to that the armies from the Chrono front. I had two legions, and Eleonora sitting across from me commanded one as well.

We had overwhelming superiority.

And now my biological maternal grandfather had died suspiciously?

It was suspicious in name only. The culprit was obvious. Crown Prince Paragon. Who else could it be?

Why would the late king suddenly disinherit the crown prince he had been grooming, and try to place a forgotten grandson on the throne instead?

Paragon had always been problematic. He was rumored to be lacking in both ability and character. The royal family covered for him through media play for a while, but there were limits, and he became just a joke among the nobility.

In such a situation, he took advantage of the king's illness to rebel, and now the king had died suspiciously.

Isn't it obvious to anyone?

"That's right. I think the same. But there's another problem."

"What problem?"

"The Anti-Chrono Empire Alliance is forcing the ceasefire."

The Alliance. It was a coalition formed because individual kingdoms couldn't face the Empire alone.

The Luden Kingdom was also a member of this Alliance. In fact, it was one of the top three powers among the Alliance nations.

"They say it's a three-month ceasefire, but... given how strongly the Alliance is pushing, it will likely last longer than three months. It's essentially dividing the country in two."

"Why the hell are they doing this?"

My first thought was of the Kingdom of Buchnan, Paragon's maternal family.

"Is it the Buchnan people?"

"Yes. They're the most active. But other Alliance countries are also supporting them."

"Why are the other countries involved?"

Lucia cut in.

"The Alliance countries are uncomfortable with the Luden Kingdom becoming too powerful. Especially after Luden forces recently killed a Sword Master on their own."

Eleonora tapped the table with her fingertips.

"They're worried that Luden might take over the hegemony of the Alliance."

"They're engaging in such checks and balances when they have a common enemy in the Chrono Empire?"

A snort escaped me.

"Well, if they were that united, the Chrono Empire would have fallen already. No matter how strong those bastards are, they can't be stronger than all the countries surrounding them from all directions."

True. In most of history, alliances were often just words.

"What if we refuse?"

"We could be expelled from the Alliance."

Expulsion from the Alliance. It wasn't impossible, but the risk was significant.

Lucia bit her lip. Her fingers tapped the edge of the table.

"This is really frustrating."

"Indeed..."

Just then.

Thump, thump, thump.

The sound of urgent footsteps approached from outside the tent. Getting closer and closer.

Knock, knock, knock!

"Come in."

The tent flap burst open as a messenger rushed in.

"Commander! Lord Gehenna Adelheit has returned!"

My biological father and Eleonora's biological brother... or rather uncle... and currently the strongest member of the Adelheit family.

Heh.

Eleonora let out a laugh.

"Ah. I should have a sparring match with my brother after so long."

"Isn't he your uncle, not your brother?"

Lucia said with a pout, but Eleonora spoke as if she didn't care at all.

"The family tree is certainly messed up. But what does it matter... when there's a Sword Master to spar with."

Her footsteps headed toward the door.

After Eleonora disappeared outside the tent, Lucia spoke.

"Ha. That bitch turned out to be my niece."

She rested her elbow on the table and held her forehead.

In truth, whether she was my aunt, cousin, or niece had become even more unclear. The most likely possibility was that she was the Duke's daughter, but still.

"And yet she acted so high and mighty with me."

Lucia seemed strangely encouraged by the fact that she might be higher in the family hierarchy than Eleonora.

"I had no idea the family tree was such a mess."

"I don't even know who I am anymore, honestly."

I let out a deep sigh.

"Ugh... damn this family. My brother will say goodbye to this crazy Adelheit forever once he takes the Sardelkia surname, but I can't even..."

She stopped mid-sentence, then her eyes suddenly lit up.

"Ah! Can't you give me the Sardelkia surname too?"

Could it be given away like that?

"Well, I'll think about it."

As soon as I finished speaking, Lucia's face turned bright red.

"Y-you shouldn't say such things so casually."

"What things...?"

"W-well... you know..."

Lucia's mouth opened and closed. She couldn't continue her words.

But then.

"C-Commander?"

I suddenly realized the messenger was still standing there.

He was stammering with a slightly bewildered expression.

Lucia also noticed him and jumped back in surprise.

"What is it? Why are you still here?"

"I have additional information to deliver."

"Go ahead."

"Lady Belisa's belly has swollen."

In that moment.

Time seemed to stop.

Her belly has swollen?

The implication was clear.

"Any other symptoms?"

"She's experiencing morning sickness."

Belisa, who couldn't get pregnant, was pregnant.

This meant... the ring's effect had actually worked.
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Three months had passed.

Ah... I don't mean it's been three months since Belisa became pregnant.

It's been three months since I left the military camp in Gehenna's care and returned to the Adelheit main residence.

But not much had changed.

The same routine every day. Morning training, sparring, rest. Occasionally Eleonora would visit to cross swords with me.

"I heard the ceasefire is being extended again..."

"How long this time?"

"They say half a year."

"Is the Luden Kingdom really going to split in two?"

The knights in the training ground murmured among themselves.

Well, it was within expectations.

In reality, it was evidence that my lord's plans were progressing smoothly.

The longer the ceasefire lasted, the better. It meant more time to prepare.

Suddenly, I recalled three months ago.

That old man I met when I first arrived here. The Duke whom my lord occasionally referred to as his "biological grandfather" with contempt.

He was a Sword Master. Definitely.

Yet he somehow looked frail. Like a twig about to snap in the wind.

Age was the issue. A lifespan artificially extended rather than through true advancement in skill, at over 120 years old. His limitations were obvious.

He was barely hanging on with the help of priests' divine power treatments.

In simple terms, he could die of natural causes at any moment.

Perhaps that's why he never left his quarters.

I heard he expected to obtain a magical item that could extend his life after invading the Royal Capital...

Even if such an item or elixir existed, no one would give something so precious to that decrepit old man.

In one corner of the training ground, Belisa sat in a chair. She was watching my swordsmanship while gently caressing her round belly with both hands.

She called it prenatal education, of all things.
Her belly had now swollen enough for anyone to notice.

Lucia arrived with a stack of documents and settled at a nearby table. She was reviewing papers, rolling her pen between her fingers.

It was an ordinary afternoon, except for the absence of my lord who was buried in work.

"Aren't you jealous?"

Lucia asked, looking into my eyes while reviewing documents.

It was a sudden question.

After meeting my gaze, Lucia turned her head toward Belisa's belly.

The meaning of her glance was clear.

I pondered for a moment.

Was I jealous?

I slowly shook my head.

"No."

"Really?"

"Really."

I lowered my sword slowly.

Strangely, I didn't feel jealousy or envy. It was different from what I had expected.

Why?

After thinking carefully, the answer was simple.

Because I knew I was at the center of my lord's heart.

Even though Belisa was pregnant with his first child, I was certain that I was the one my lord truly loved.

That was enough.

That alone was the ultimate reward.

"You could have one too if you wanted, couldn't you?"

Belisa asked while gently stroking her round belly.

I shook my head.

"I won't."

"Why? You have the ring, and my lord would want it too."

"If I get pregnant, I can't train."

My answer was firm.

No other reason was necessary.

Belisa blinked. She looked dumbfounded.

"Haven't you become strong enough by now?"

"No."

Becoming a Sword Master wasn't the end. I was still lacking.

And above all... I was different from other augmented humans. Even if I got pregnant with the ring's power, the child would still be composed of someone else's genes.

Not truly my child. I couldn't put down my sword for months for such a child.

We were enjoying this ordinary afternoon when suddenly...

The crystal ball on Lucia's table began to glow.

A soft light rippled across its surface, spreading like waves as a faint image appeared.

"What's that?"

Belisa rose from her chair. Lucia put down her pen.

The image became clearer. A blonde woman with a holy aura.

"Are you well, Holy Mother?"

It was Selena. Her voice resonated from the crystal ball. Her tone was careful and reverent.

"Yes, I am well, Saintess."

Lucia responded brightly. Those two really enjoyed their Holy Mother and Saintess roleplay.

"I apologize for contacting you so suddenly, but an urgent matter has arisen."

"What is it?"

"I've made contact through Church of True Beauty followers within the Empire. There are a few who operate in secret."

The Empire was officially an atheist state. Religion itself was prohibited by law.

"Is religious activity possible in the Empire?"

I asked, puzzled.

"Officially it's illegal. But the power of the True Beauty deity is... special."

At Selena's words, I added an explanation.

"During the Empire's augmentation training, there's a process that deliberately amplifies pain. Since the Church of True Beauty specializes in that field, they conduct business under the table."

My explanation subtly changed Selena's expression. I could almost hear her grinding her teeth through the crystal ball.

She probably wanted to keep such internal affairs hidden.

"Ahem... ahem... The reason I called is that we've successfully made contact with the 'Black Sisterhood' that Belisa used to belong to."

"Finally!"

Belisa exclaimed.

"Yes. Our devout followers are in contact with them. I've heard they're a group of augmented humans particularly dissatisfied with the current regime."

Belisa nodded slowly.

"That's right. Mostly those who wanted religious freedom. And..."

She paused, looking down at her belly.

"Those who desperately wanted children... but had to give up."

Selena smiled in the crystal ball.

"Exactly. Hasn't God's miracle already been proven? When we told them the news they most desperately wanted to hear—that augmented humans can become pregnant—they immediately showed explosive interest. Now, I'll step aside and connect you."

The image in the crystal ball changed.

Selena disappeared and a new face appeared.

Sharp eyes and a strong impression. She was beautiful.

Not as much as me, but still.

"Hello, Isabella. I am Lucia Adelheit."

Lucia greeted her formally. Her voice was uncharacteristically ceremonious.

The woman in the crystal ball nodded. Her gaze was sharp, her expression wary.

"It's been a while, Sister Isabella!"

Belisa suddenly interrupted.

With a bright smile, she approached the crystal ball, naturally pushing her round belly forward.

She was proudly showing it off.

Isabella's expression froze instantly.

Her eyes widened. Her mouth opened slightly. She looked incredulous.

"I-is it real? You're not faking it?"

Her voice trembled. She had lost her composure.

"Yes... it's our baby."

"An augmented human... really having a child?"

"It's true! I'm over three months along."

Belisa gently stroked her belly with a proud smile.

"But that's... impossible. In the Empire, all augmented humans had to give up..."

"You wanted one too, didn't you? Since before."

Isabella fell silent at Belisa's words.

Through the crystal ball, her expression kept changing. Shaking her head in disbelief, then staring intently.

Finally, she took a deep breath.

"How... how is this possible?"

The question was filled with desperation.

Not all augmented humans react this way. Many weren't interested in children to begin with.

But Isabella was different. Like Belisa.

They chatted for a while.

"The problem is how to meet."

"I'll make contact first. I have a route to the kingdom."

"No, we have a way to get to the Empire."

"Even with Archmage-level teleportation, reaching Chronia, the imperial capital, would be difficult."

"We have a way."

Lucia said confidently.

She must be planning to use my lord's Noble Artifact.

"Then when can we...?"

"We can go within a week."

"That quickly?"

"Yes. As soon as preparations are complete."

The conversation flowed in a specific direction.

Meeting place, time, signaling methods.

The details were decided one by one.

I was listening to their conversation.

I turned to leave when suddenly...

Isabella stared at my face.

"You... you... you..."

She stammered. Through the crystal ball, her face turned pale.

I had a bad feeling.

"Ainis!"

The imperial pronunciation of my original name.

But she wasn't simply uttering one of the deity's many names.

My past name. The name I used when I was in the Empire.

Judging by Isabella's expression, this wasn't a happy reunion.

This woman... had I met her before?

I committed too many evil deeds during my time as the Emperor's slave to remember them all.

I decided to pretend not to know. I put on the most innocent face possible.

"I heard that Countess Ainis died in battle."

I put childlike innocence in my voice.

Isabella's face contorted through the crystal ball. I could see anger rising in her.

"Liar! It's definitely you! How could I forget that face from back then!"

Her voice exploded. The crystal ball shook.

Could it be something Luna did while impersonating me? It was possible. That woman had done all sorts of things in my name.

But Isabella's next words shattered that theory.

"You killed our sister! Camilla!"

Camilla.

Memory flashed like lightning.

Ah, that woman.

A mercenary who belonged to the Black Sisterhood.

She had a rebellious and stubborn personality. When she refused the Emperor's orders...

That's right. I personally beheaded her.
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I clearly remembered the name Camilla.

A woman who blocked my sword for over 50 exchanges. That was rare indeed.

So the enemy she spoke of was definitely me.

Ah, I'm sorry. It seems I killed your sister and captain.

But that's in the past. This wasn't something that could be resolved with a bow and an apology.

Well, she may be your sister, but not your blood sister. Let's not be petty about this.

That wouldn't work either.

In the end, there was only one option.

Pretend I didn't know.

"I don't know such a person. I'm a Luden native."

"Don't lie! Your accent is clearly from the Empire!"

"My mother was from the Empire..."

"That's right! There must have been a misunderstanding! Aria has always been from Luden!"

Lucia hurriedly chimed in.

It didn't seem to be working.

"And most of all, I didn't realize it before, but now I do. There couldn't be two girls as pretty as you. Just like your name, you look like the incarnation of that goddess."

This girl has good eyes.

The incarnation or avatar of the goddess of beauty. Or rather, a new original from an avatar. That was me, so it was only natural.

For a moment, the corner of my mouth almost curled up.

No, it did curl up.

Lucia stepped on my foot. A signal that this wasn't the time.

I came to my senses. Quickly, I pulled Lucia's arm.

"Speaking of looks, this girl isn't bad either, is she?"

"Huh?"

Lucia was startled at being suddenly pulled forward.

"W-what are you saying?!"

Her face turned bright red.

"The mage is certainly pretty too."

A faint smile appeared on Lucia's face. She must have thought she was being complimented.

"But she's flat as a board."

The smile instantly froze.

Lucia unconsciously covered her chest with her hands. Her face began to redden.

"Her status might have risen to 'cutting board' after that recent incident. But normally, that mage probably heard things like 'I should just focus on studying magic. I'm not pretty enough to get by on looks.'"

Belisa covered her mouth, trying to hold back laughter. I looked at Lucia in panic.

Lucia's expression was turning hostile.

"I'm not done growing yet! And mages make a living with their brains! Looks don't matter!"

She shouted with a bright red face.

Isabella sneered through the crystal ball.

"Right. Make a living with your brain."

"She thinks she's in charge, but we're the ones in charge!"

Lucia said, breathing heavily.

Belisa touched her belly with a tired expression.

"Both of you, calm down. We'll ruin the negotiations at this rate. Don't act like this in front of a pregnant woman."

Isabella gave a cynical laugh through the crystal ball.

"I still don't believe you 100%. An Augmented Human getting pregnant? That's nonsense."

Belisa stroked her belly again, trying to convince her.

"Sister, it's true. Why would I lie about this?"

"Well, still..."

Isabella paused, then suddenly changed her expression.

"Sigh, I really can't stand this. I'll negotiate with your brother instead. If what you say is true, he might become my husband."

There was a strange nuance in her words.

The light in the crystal ball went out.

The training ground suddenly fell silent.

Lucia let out a deep sigh.

Then she looked at me.

"I think it's better if you sit this mission out."

**

"That's basically what happened."

Lucia was the one who relayed the story to me. Aria kept her head down.

"Hmm..."

A deep sigh escaped me involuntarily.

I thought it was over when I killed Luna. That my past in the Empire was all settled.

But here it was again.

I was tired, honestly.

But I didn't show it. Everyone was watching my expression.

"Yes, Aria should sit this mission out."

I said calmly.

Belisa nodded. So did Lucia.

Only Aria kept her lips tightly sealed.

She didn't say anything, but her expression said it all. She was full of discontent.

"It's not your fault. We're just reducing risk factors. Understand."

"...Yes."

Her voice was small.

In reality, it was because of Aria. But there was no need to say that explicitly.

We had to change the original plan too.

Initially, it was supposed to be me, Lucia, and Aria going, excluding Belisa who was effectively out of commission. Now it would be just the two of us.

That meant it was more dangerous.

But there was no choice.

I couldn't take Aria to a place where an old enemy was waiting.

"Do you have to go? It's too dangerous without me."

"I'll definitely come back."

I said firmly. But Aria didn't back down easily.

"My Lord, please."

"Belisa and Lucia will be there."

"That's not enough!"

Her voice rose. It was an emotional display unlike her usual self.

A moment of silence passed.

Finally, Aria sighed.

"...I understand."

She lowered her head. She didn't argue anymore.

Suddenly, she raised her hand to the back of her head.

She plucked a few strands of her silver hair and began weaving them quickly.

"What are you doing?"

"A charm."

Her hand movements were skillful. A small knot was completed in an instant.

"In the past, I was the Empire's blade, but now I am the blade that protects my lord and your woman."

She placed the knot in my hand.

Warmth transferred from the knot to my hand.

"Please don't forget this blade."

"Thank you. I'll definitely return."

I put the knot in my pocket.

"Then I'll take my leave."

Aria's back disappeared beyond the door.

I looked at Belisa.

The child in her belly was mine. My flesh and blood.

But my real guilt was because of Aria.

We hadn't officially married, but I considered her my wife.

Yet she couldn't bear my child.

Using the ring to help her have a child... honestly, it wasn't for her sake.

It was to reduce my guilt.

It was a meaningless act. Even with that ring, the child wouldn't inherit her genes.

Instead, another Augmented Human woman was carrying my child. And I was trying to increase that number.

I felt a bit guilty when I first slept with Belisa, but... it was different.

The exotic charm of her dark skin. Her chest was also bigger. Aria was still growing, but for now, Belisa was more voluptuous.

If I had to choose, Aria was more beautiful, but... at that level, the difference between more beautiful and less beautiful was meaningless.

Enough.

I muttered to myself.

It was pathetic to think like this.

Because of the mission? Because she suggested it first? I could say that.

But honestly, I was also excited about creating a harem.

Self-loathing crept up on me.

At the same time, there was anticipation. Anticipation for the harem.

"Let's go now."

"Already?"

"Yeah."

There was no need to hurry, but I drew my sword to clear the distracting thoughts from my mind.

"Are we finally starting?"

Belisa asked, her hand resting on her round belly.

"Be careful. You're pregnant, remember."

"I'm a Sword Expert, so it shouldn't be a problem. The person who made the ring also said it would be fine under normal circumstances."

Still, a corner of my heart was uneasy.

I channeled mana into the Dimensional Sword.

The blade began to glow blue. The surrounding space rippled slightly.

I pictured the destination in my mind.

The outskirts of the Imperial capital.

A secret location revealed by the Church of True Beauty followers.

I hadn't been there personally, but thanks to the drawing they provided, I could pinpoint the coordinates.

The sword glowed brighter.

Slash!

The sound of space tearing apart was heard.

"Hold on."

I sheathed the sword and

grabbed Lucia and Belisa's hands.

The world bent.

Colors intertwined. Up and down switched, left and right twisted.

It was over in an instant.

I felt solid ground beneath my feet. Cold wind brushed against my cheeks.

I opened my eyes.

The landscape I had only seen in pictures unfolded before me.

A barren field. A massive wall visible in the distance.

We had set foot in the heart of enemy territory.

"We made it."

Lucia sighed in relief.

Belisa stroked her belly and nodded, indicating she was fine.

But unlike them, I was still a bit anxious.

Did we arrive at the right place?

I had practiced for months since obtaining the Dimensional Sword. Long-distance travel, exploring unknown coordinates, group travel with companions.

So far, there had been no problems.

But this place was different. This was Chronia, the heart of the Chrono Empire.

Even a slight error in coordinates could put us in a very difficult situation. We could end up at an imperial checkpoint or near the imperial palace.

So, like a novice driver who just got their license, I surveyed the surroundings.

It looked similar to what Selena had described. But I couldn't be certain.

I checked the remaining mana in the Dimensional Sword. There was still a considerable amount left. Enough to return immediately if we were in the wrong place.

But in that case, it could be too strenuous for Belisa. Consecutive dimensional travel while pregnant could be dangerous.

"Is that it?"

"Looks like it."

As we approached the abandoned house, a faint magic circle was visible on the floor. It had the distinctive pattern of the Church of True Beauty.

When I stepped on the magic circle, the floor gently sank.

Stairs leading underground appeared.

"This is it."

We descended the stairs. Candles were fixed to the walls, so it wasn't dark.

A familiar voice was heard from the end of the corridor.

"Holy Mother, Apostle! Have you arrived?"

It was Selena.

Her green hair glinted in the candlelight. Though dressed more modestly than usual, she still exuded a sacred aura.
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Standing on either side of Selena were familiar faces. They were the two holy knights escorting her.

"Apostle."

"Apostle, good day to you."

The holy knights bowed their heads in turn. Though they weren't in full armor, they still had an imposing presence.

"Please follow me. I'll guide you to our quarters."

After passing through several branching paths, they came to a massive stone door.

Instead of opening it with force, Selena recited an incantation, and the door opened.

"These are our quarters."

Stone-carved tables and chairs occupied the center. It was more spacious than expected. Books densely lining the walls added weight to the darkness.

Naturally, most were theological texts.

A makeshift bed in the corner showed this wasn't merely a hiding place. Someone was actually living here.

"Apostle, hello!"

"Welcome, Saintess Lucia!"

It seemed this temporary residence wasn't home to just Selena and the two holy knights.

Priests approached and respectfully bowed their heads.

"Your following has grown."

"Hehe... that's because of your abilities."

Within the Church of True Beauty, only Selena and her faction regarded me as an apostle.

But her faction had grown considerably due to her rapidly improving divine power.

Moreover, Lucia had recently received saintess certification from the Church of True Beauty.

Conventional wisdom says power diminishes when divided.

The emergence of a new saintess (actually a Holy Mother) could have diminished her power, but since she had personally discovered this saintess, her influence had grown even stronger.

Accordingly, this hideout was well-equipped for someone of such great power.

Still, it couldn't shake the feeling of being temporary quarters.

After all, this was Chronia, the heart of the Chrono Empire.

"Since you've come to this humble place, I should offer you something nice."

"Something nice?"

Selena began pouring a black beverage from a silver teapot.

A scent both familiar and unfamiliar tickled my nose.

"This, this is..."

Lucia was startled. Despite being a duke's daughter, this was a beverage she had rarely tasted in her life.

"Could it be what I've only heard about..."

Belisa's eyes widened as well.

"Coffee, I see."

"Yes, that's right."

In this world, coffee was an outrageously luxurious item. The rare beans had to be imported from the southern continent.

Even nobles only drank it on special occasions.

"You're serving this in an underground hideout?"

"A devotee within the empire donated it."

Selena smiled.

I took a sip. A bitter yet familiar taste spread through my mouth.

In our previous life, my sister and I drank this daily, but in this world, it wasn't something just anyone could drink.

And...

Not everyone here could drink it either. The reason was simple: there was a woman pregnant with twins present.

"Don't give any to Belisa. Coffee isn't good for pregnant women."

Belisa furrowed her brow.

"Is that a thing? I've never heard of that before."

Coffee was such a precious commodity in this world that its harmful effects apparently hadn't been discovered yet.

"The Apostle's words cannot be wrong. Whatever the Apostle says is absolutely correct. It must be divine revelation."

"No alcohol, no coffee... ugh..."

Belisa pouted in dissatisfaction but didn't argue further.

After all, the child she was carrying—one she never thought she could have—was too precious to her.

I received the steaming cup of coffee and savored this rare treat. The aroma alone was authentic.

"The empire needs us for enhancement surgeries and augmentation technology. But they won't officially acknowledge us."

"Is that why we have to hide underground like this?"

"Yes, it's technically illegal but tacitly permitted. Even nobles within the empire secretly learn our training methods. Like Aria did."

At those words, Lucia looked up.

"What a strange country. They need us but won't acknowledge us."

"As you know, the imperial people are atheists. Their laws forbid praising gods. More specifically... they hold the bizarre belief that gods aren't actually gods but artificial life forms created with ancient technology."

I unconsciously glanced at Lucia.

She knew from me that this was somewhat close to the truth. But Lucia's expression didn't change at all.

"Nonsense."

Her voice was resolute.

Selena nodded vigorously.

"You're absolutely right. The reason they put forward such bizarre theories is... to rationalize all the forbidden acts they commit, like human augmentation surgeries that the gods prohibit."

"So they deny the divine to justify their actions."

"Exactly. They tear apart human bodies—the creations of god—modify souls, and even artificially create life... They deny the existence of gods to avoid feeling guilty about such acts."

My feelings were complicated. Knowing the truth, I realized the empire's 'atheism' wasn't entirely wrong.

After all, my essence was still close to that of an atheist.

And Lucia, being smarter than me, would have grasped the essence much more easily, yet she had been acting like this for months.

Well, I could understand.

Born into the Adelheit family but always disregarded due to her below-average physique.

I was her only ally. Even I, who had been driven out of the family, received more attention than her, so I could imagine how lonely she must have been.

Then suddenly she discovered it. The fact that she was the mother of the True Beauty God. The truth that she was the reincarnation of the scientist who created the artificial god.

The revelation that she, who had been ordinary all her life, had actually created a god. That this god would kneel before her, calling her 'mother.'

She couldn't help but be drawn in.

For the first time, she realized she was special.

For the first time, she became someone absolutely necessary to another being.

But was this right?

Just as I was thinking this...

Calm down... calm down...

For calmness, coffee... yes, coffee.

The bitter taste of coffee, which I had forgotten for a while, lingered on the tip of my tongue.

I brought the steaming cup back to my lips and gathered my thoughts.

Coffee truly is a cure-all.

I concluded that what the truth actually was didn't matter.

More precisely, being the only one who knew the truth could be a subtle source of power.

So what if the empire's atheism was partially correct? Was I supposed to surrender to the empire saying, "You were right"?

Ridiculous.

What matters more than what the truth is, is how to utilize that truth.

Selena and Lucia were still criticizing the empire's atheism.

It was somewhat surprising that Lucia, who until recently had been an atheist colleague, had become so fanatical despite knowing all the truth.

"That's why the imperial people are like that."

"They deny the gods yet covet their power. What shameless people."

"But I've heard that recently, the number of True Beauty Church followers has increased in the empire."

"Hehe, that's right."

Selena smiled with satisfaction.

"As everyone came to recognize the beauty that only the Great One knew in the past, the number of believers has increased even in the empire."

The 'awakening of aesthetic sense' that the True Beauty God Ainis had spread throughout the world.

Until then, people in this world couldn't perceive true beauty.

At least not when it came to human faces.

More precisely, only Ainis and I possessed that sense.

But now everyone feels it.

Therefore, it was natural that the number of True Beauty God believers increased even in the empire, an atheist nation.

For people who felt facial beauty for the first time, it was nothing short of divine revelation.

"That's also why the Black Sisterhood, which was quite an anti-state mercenary group, has grown. That's how we were able to connect with them this time."

Belisa interjected.

"Isn't that because of me? It's a big deal that an augmented human got pregnant. And I used to be their colleague."

"They're not naive enough to believe just because a former colleague said so. Communication crystal transmissions can be faked too. They probably thought it was worth a try since a major organization vouched for us."

Well, that wasn't wrong.

"So when are we meeting with the Black Sisterhood?"

I asked, putting down my coffee cup.

"About that, Apostle. Rather than rushing, I think we should handle other matters first."

"Other matters?"

"We need to create an identity that can be used within the empire."

Lucia tilted her head.

"Identity? What for?"

"Think about it. Right now, the Apostle is a noble of the Luden Kingdom. Moreover, a strong candidate for the throne. From the empire's perspective, you're a high-ranking official of an enemy country. What would happen if such a person appeared in the middle of the imperial capital?"

She had a point. Even with the ability to teleport using the Dimensional Sword, it would be troublesome if my identity was discovered.

"Meeting with the Black Sisterhood is the same. Even though they're an anti-establishment organization, joining hands with a soldier from an enemy country is another matter. We need insurance in case we get caught."

Belisa cut in.

"So what do you suggest?"

"It's simple. We make the Apostle an imperial noble."

Ch.114 - Imperial Nobility (2)
"You're going to make him a noble? My brother?"

Lucia asked with wide eyes.

"Yes. We can just buy it with money."

"Buy a noble title with money? Even if the Empire is corrupt..."

"Hereditary nobility is impossible. But single-generation nobility is a different story."

"Single-generation nobility?"

Despite Lucia's extensive knowledge, the Empire's social structure was completely foreign to her. There were limits to what she knew outside the Magic Academy curriculum. I actually knew more from what I'd overheard from Aria.

"In the Empire, you can pay a certain amount to get a one-generation noble title. Literally buying it with money."

"If you can't pass it down to your descendants, it doesn't seem very popular."

"It's called single-generation, but that's not really the case."

Selena elegantly swirled her teacup as she continued explaining.

"There are substantial discounts for purchasing titles across generations. The amount isn't trivial, but it's essentially the same as hereditary succession."

"Then it's not really single-generation at all."

"That's right. And above all... most high nobles in the Empire are either impotent or infertile due to augmentation surgery side effects. Ironically, these nobles who bought their way in are the ones who actually form lasting families."

It was fascinating. The Empire's elite were cutting off their own bloodlines, while those who rose with money filled the ranks below. I took a sip of coffee and asked:

"So in the Empire, money matters more than bloodline?"

"To some extent. However, counts and higher nobles have the right of summary execution... mess with them and your head will roll."

"Who would take such a risk?"

"Drunk people."

Selena shrugged.

"Especially those who mock augmented nobles for their sexual dysfunction. Of course, they're found dead the next day."

That made sense. Alcohol might give courage, but usually just recklessness.

"But even so, the status..."

Before I could finish, Selena flashed a bright smile.

"I anticipated that and prepared in advance!"

She pulled something from under the table and spread it before me. It was an expertly crafted identification card.

"Merchant Leonardo. A spice trader from the Southern Continent. Everything from Empire entry permits to business registration certificates is perfect."

I examined the documents. They were so precise it was hard to believe they were forgeries. They even included fabricated business records.

"Excellent. You did well."

"Hehe..."

Selena's expression completely changed.

The dignity of the holy Saintess was gone, replaced by a bright smile like a girl who'd just been praised.

It was a strange sight. She was a Saintess, after all.

But thinking about it, it made sense. My true identity ranked higher than even gods.

Even Ainis, the True Beauty God, knelt before me, so her Saintess had no reason to stand on ceremony.

"If you take the money to the prepared location, you can receive an Empire knight title immediately."

Though it was only a knight title, the idea of buying noble status with money was still foreign to someone who had lived as a Luden citizen for decades.

"When are we leaving?"

"Let's go right now. That door over there leads to the center of Chronia."

Selena pointed to the opposite end of the hallway.

"Wasn't the entrance to this hideout an empty lot?"

Lucia tilted her head.

"There's another entrance and exit that goes elsewhere. It's actually a repurposed ancient ruin with space magic."

"Space magic? Is it similar to what my brother uses?"

"Nothing that impressive. You'll understand when you see it."

We walked down a corridor filled with candles. It was a tunnel.

"There are so many candles, it's getting smoky. Why candles? Couldn't we use magical light sources?"

Lucia grumbled, covering her nose.

"Using magic everywhere could expose our hideout."

Lucia nodded at Selena's explanation.

After walking for some time, even the candles disappeared.

Complete darkness fell.

"We need to walk for a while."

Selena's voice came from ahead.

"Huh? I thought you said it was space magic?"

Lucia questioned.

"It is space magic. But not the convenient kind like the Apostle's that goes 'poof' and you're there... it's magic that reduces distance to 1/100th. We still need to walk quite a bit."

"If it's 1/100th, isn't that close enough?"

"The original distance is just that far."

Only footsteps echoed in the darkness.

"How much further?"

Belisa asked, rubbing her belly.

"I'm pregnant..."

Her voice was grumbling.

"We're almost there. Just a little more."

It felt like we'd been walking for at least an hour. Finally, a faint light appeared ahead.

Opening the door, we emerged into an ordinary teahouse.

A few customers were drinking tea, and a middle-aged woman was wiping cups at the counter.

Selena exchanged a glance with the woman.

"Hello, Manager!"

The woman pretended to be a simple restaurant manager, but couldn't hide the respect in her eyes.

This must be run by the Church of True Beauty.

I could tell instinctively.

"Is this the Imperial capital?"

Lucia asked in slightly awkward Imperial language. Her pronunciation was subtly off.

Whether in my past life or current one, I was inferior to her in almost all intellectual pursuits, but my Imperial language was better than hers.

Thanks to learning directly from Aria.

Luden and Imperial languages were surprisingly similar. Like the relationship between English and German. The grammatical structures were almost identical, with only some vocabulary differences.

That's why Lucia could manage basic conversation.

"Let's talk after we get outside."

We opened the teahouse door and stepped out.

"Wow..."

I couldn't help but exclaim. Both Lucia and Belisa stood with their mouths open.

The streets of Chronia stretched before us. It was a completely different scene from the Luden capital.

Carriages moved in orderly fashion along wide boulevards. Three and four-story buildings extended endlessly, with streetlamps placed at regular intervals along the sidewalks.

In the distance, the Imperial Palace looked like a massive fortress. No, not a fortress—a small city. Its walls alone were larger than the entire Luden palace.

"It's really big."

Belisa murmured, rubbing her belly.

The overwhelming scale caught our attention before the tension of standing in enemy territory.

"T-t-this is... the capital of the continent's strongest empire."

Even Lucia, who had seen the Luden palace, reacted this way. It was like comparing Gyeongbokgung Palace to the Forbidden City.

People in all kinds of attire bustled about the streets. Merchants, nobles, and commoners mingled, but order was maintained.

We walked for a while. The streets of Chronia seemed endless.

Finally, our destination appeared. The Imperial government office.

The building itself wasn't much different from the administrative offices in Luden's capital. But it was several times larger.

Imposing marble columns rose up, and there were eight entrances.

"Now, let's go in. Apostle, you just need to nod. I've done all the groundwork."

Selena said confidently.

I swallowed hard.

I touched the dimensional sword at my waist.

Well, if things go wrong, I can always escape.

That thought reassured me a little.

We entered the building.

The interior was even more impressive. The ceiling was so high it made my neck hurt, and portraits of the Emperor hung on the walls.

People were bustling about.

"This way."

Selena led the way. Lucia and Belisa followed.

I remained tense as we walked down the corridor. We were trying to buy a noble title with a fake identity in an enemy country's government office. If we were caught, it would be over.

"Here we are."

We stopped in front of an office. The nameplate read "Title Registration Department."

So they really do have a specific place for selling noble titles.

Opening the door, we found a middle-aged man sitting at a desk. He was fat with an unpleasant expression.

"Welcome, Miss Selenia. So this must be the merchant Leonardo you've talked so much about."

The man stood up and greeted us. His voice reeked of money.

"H-h-hello. I'm Leonardo."

That was close. I almost said Leon.

But the official didn't seem to notice. He actually looked impressed.

"You're quite fluent in Imperial language. Like a native."

"Thank you."

I swallowed hard.

Even if it was the lowest knight title, it was still a title. Buying and selling titles with money seemed surreal.

I thought there would be various tests. Even in my previous life, countries required history or language tests for naturalization. The Empire would surely be more demanding.

What if they asked about Imperial history? What Aria had told me would only go so far.

"Shall we begin?"

The official pulled out a stack of documents. It was thicker than I expected.

"First, let's verify your identity."

I handed over the documents Selena had prepared. The official began examining them one by one.

Time passed excruciatingly slowly. I watched the official's expression, but there was no particular reaction.

"Hmm... a spice merchant from the Southern Continent. Your business seems to be doing well."

"Yes, reasonably well."

"Good. Now..."

The official opened another document.

I wondered what would come next. Imperial history? Law? Or a loyalty oath?

Ch.115 - Street Of Pleasure
Aria once told me about when she received her Count title.

She said it was just a formality, but she still stayed up all night studying the empire's history. From the founding story to the lineage of all emperors.

I vividly remembered her grumbling about studying things she'd never need to know.

"The fee for purchasing a knight title is 500 Chrono large gold coins."

"...What?"

"500 large gold coins. If you pay in cash, we can issue your title certificate immediately."

The administrator tapped his calculator as he spoke, as naturally as if he were pricing vegetables.

Wait, that's it?

"Ah, um, aren't there any tests?"

"Tests? Tests for what?"

The administrator tilted his head. He genuinely seemed unable to understand.

"Knowledge about the empire... or confirmation of loyalty..."

"Hahaha! What do you think this place is? We sell titles for money. What test would you need to take?"

Laughter echoed through the office.

I heard Selena's small sigh from behind me. It seemed to mean, "I told you so."

"So really, if I just pay..."

"Yes. Just give me 500 gold coins. Simple, isn't it?"

So this is the reality of the empire.

The noble titles of the Chrono Empire, supposedly the continent's strongest nation, were easier to obtain than buying vegetables.

I took out a pouch of gold coins from my pocket. Selena had prepared it in advance.

"Here you go."

"Thank you!"

While the administrator counted the gold coins, I stood there in a daze.

Is it really this simple? Really?

"Congratulations, Sir Leonardo."

He personally pinned a silver badge on my chest. With this, I became the empire's lowest-ranking noble, an official knight.

As we descended the government office steps, Lucia shook her head.

"Even so, to give a title to a foreigner so easily."

"500 large gold coins is hardly a small amount," Selena said with a shrug.

"The Chrono large gold coins with the first emperor's face may be called gold coins, but they contain black iron in their core, which is more precious than gold. They're nothing like the gold coins of the Luden Kingdom."

She was right. The 500 gold I just paid—or even half that amount—would be enough to buy a baron title in Luden.

"But shouldn't there be some formalities? If a foreigner wants to buy a noble title, shouldn't they at least live here for a year, invest in the country, and prove their loyalty?"

"Well, my subordinate said that with the recent Orc invasion and the frontlines... retreating because of someone, they're printing more money."

Her gaze turned toward me.

I couldn't help but laugh. So it's my fault after all.

"Thanks to that, hundreds of people buy knight titles every year."

Walking down Chronia Avenue, I did some calculations.

Hundreds... let's say 500 people.

If 500 people each pay 500 gold annually, the empire earns at least 250,000 gold from title sales alone.

And this is just for the lowest knight title. Even if we assume that Count titles, being high nobility, aren't for sale, how much would they charge for Baron or Viscount titles?

Moreover, Chrono gold coins, containing black iron, are worth 50 times more than kingdom gold coins...

I asked Lucia, "What's 50 times 250,000?"

"12,500,000."

She answered immediately.

The street scenery took on a new perspective.

Carriages constantly moved along the wide avenue, and every shop was full of customers.

It was hard to believe this was a country at war; everything was so vibrant.

"Amazing," Belisa murmured, rubbing her belly.

"What is?"

"That they can be this prosperous even during wartime."

It was an accurate observation.

The Luden Kingdom was financially strained due to the war with the empire. Taxes rose, and prices soared. Fatigue was evident on people's faces.

Here, it was different. People looked cheerful, and shops overflowed with goods.

"It seems that a perpetual state of war actually drives their economy."

Like Russia in my previous life.

The words slipped out.

Title sales, enslaving war prisoners, plundering conquered territories—the empire's war economy was a complete system. The longer the war lasted, the more money flowed in.

In contrast, the Luden Kingdom's national power diminished the longer the war continued.

That difference explains why the empire is the continent's strongest nation.

Walking through the heart of this massive empire, I felt the overwhelming national power of the enemy country with my whole body.

"We have many places to visit, so let's hurry," Selena said, taking the lead.

"Places to visit?"

"We've come all the way to the empire, so we should do some sightseeing."

Sightseeing...

Well, it couldn't hurt.

As we headed toward the central district, the buildings grew increasingly massive.

Beyond five or six stories, there were even ten-story buildings. Such heights were unimaginable in the Luden capital.

In the distance, a magnificent circular building came into view.

"What's that?" Belisa pointed.

"The Colosseum. The pride of the empire."

As we got closer, its scale became apparent. It was taller than the city walls and wider than the royal palace. The statues carved into the outer walls seemed almost alive.

People were lining up to enter through the massive entrance. There must have been thousands.

"What happens there?"

"Gladiatorial matches. Augmented Humans fighting each other."

A roar erupted from inside the Colosseum, making the ground shake.

So this is what it sounds like when tens of thousands of people shout at once.

"Shall we go in?" Lucia suggested.

"No. It's dangerous," Selena waved her hand.

"Sometimes the gladiators fly into the audience seats. With the strength of Augmented Humans, it's entirely possible."

Another roar echoed, louder this time.

"Someone must have died."

"Died?" Lucia was shocked.

"They're not mock battles; they really kill each other. Augmented Humans fighting Augmented Humans."

"Such barbaric entertainment..."

I clicked my tongue.

I couldn't understand why Augmented Humans would risk their lives fighting. It made no sense.

"It's not just entertainment. They use this to determine who's suitable for advanced augmentation surgery. These days, talent can be somewhat assessed just by looking at someone's face, so more people are getting selected that way."

"But why do Augmented Humans remain loyal to the empire? Even with such treatment?"

At Lucia's question, Selena cleared her throat twice.

"Because they're guaranteed certain privileges."

"Privileges?"

"If you want to know about the privileges... there's a somewhat dangerous place we could visit. Would you like to go?"

Selena's voice trailed off.

"I want to go! Let's go!" Lucia exclaimed, her eyes sparkling like a child before a field trip.

My curiosity was piqued as well. The world enjoyed by the empire's privileged class—what would it look like?

But we couldn't just go recklessly. I could now call myself a mid-level Sword Expert, but Selena and Lucia were ordinary humans.

And while Belisa's swordsmanship was superior to mine, she was pregnant.

"Taking a pregnant woman? And aren't you and Lucia in danger too?"

"We'll be fine because He will protect us. Of course, we'll send Miss Belisa back first, since she's pregnant."

God will protect us...

She must know some divine magic I wasn't familiar with.

Selena used a communication device similar to a telephone to call some Holy Knights.

After sending Belisa back first, she hailed a carriage.

"What's that?"

"A public carriage. Not exactly an imperial public facility, but anyone can use it for a fee."

Ah, like a taxi.

We boarded the taxi-like carriage.

The interior was cleaner than I expected. Leather seats and small windows—no worse than a personal carriage of a middle-to-low ranking noble.

Selena spoke casually, "Please take us to the pleasure district."

"What?"

The driver's voice rose an octave.

"To the pleasure district."

Selena repeated clearly and deliberately.

The driver opened and closed his mouth before finally nodding.

"A-alright."

The carriage started with a jolt.

Lucia whispered softly, "The pleasure district? Really?"

"Yes. It's the clearest place to see the privileges of the empire's Augmented Humans."

The carriage fell silent.

The scenery outside kept changing. First wide avenues, then narrow alleys.

But as we emerged from the alleys, suddenly an even wider and more splendid boulevard appeared.

The once-proper buildings were gone, replaced by structures adorned with brilliant signs.

"We're almost there."

There was a strange tension in the driver's voice.

The carriage stopped.

Selena took a few coins from her pocket and handed them to the driver. They were imperial copper coins.

"Thank you for your service."

"Ah, yes... please be careful."

As we stepped out of the carriage, a completely different world unfolded before us.

Golden signs shone brilliantly on every building. "Ruby Salon," "Diamond Club," "Sapphire House." Establishments named after precious gems lined the street.

Expensive carriages, incomparable to the one we had ridden, moved leisurely along the road.

"Wow..."

The exclamation escaped involuntarily.

Even people's attire was different.

Their clothes looked like they would cost a year's living expenses for a commoner family.

Even the air was sweet.

The scent of incense rising from somewhere tickled my nose—a mixture of roses, lilies, and exotic spices I couldn't name.

It was luxury on a completely different level from the noble district of the Luden capital.

"So this is the empire's finest entertainment district... But how does a Saintess know about a place like this?"

The words slipped out.

Selena shrugged nonchalantly.

"It's nothing special. My mother was a prostitute here."

Ch.116 - Street Of Pleasure (2)
"I'm sorry."

The words left my mouth automatically.

"What for? It's my fault for not speaking up first."

Selena shrugged her shoulders, speaking as casually as if discussing the weather.

"But to share such a personal secret..."

"I'm the one who learned the secret of the Apostle and Holy Mother. That's a much bigger deal."

A Saintess born to a prostitute.

How ironic. The most noble position blessed by God combined with the humblest birth. Yet Selena maintained her serene expression.

Lucia cleared her throat softly.

"So now..."

That's when it happened.

A shout erupted from ahead.

"You're selling this garbage? Huh?"

A harsh voice shattered the atmosphere of the elegant street.

A large man was gripping a merchant by the collar. A gold badge gleamed on his muscular forearm.

"I-I'm sorry!"

The merchant trembled.

The man swung his fist.

Thwack!

The merchant's head snapped to the side from the impact. Though the merchant might have been at fault, the punch looked dangerously powerful.

"That bastard infused his fist with mana."

According to Luden law, assault with mana-infused attacks is treated the same as using a weapon. Especially when used against someone who can't use mana themselves—it's treated as attempted murder without exception.

Imperial law was probably no different.

Onlookers gathered, but no one intervened. They simply looked away, watching with indifference as if it were a street performance.

"This is everyday life in the Empire."

Selena gave a bitter smile.

"Doesn't anyone report it?"

"To whom? That man is a noble."

"Is he an Augmented Human?" Lucia asked quietly.

"See that badge? It's gold."

Selena pointed with her chin. The gold badge gleaming on his chest looked similar to the silver knight badge we'd just received, but made of different material.

"Unlike the Apostle's nobility that was purchased with money, his title was earned through military service. Plus, he's probably had augmentation surgery..."

Now it was clear why no one intervened.

This seemed to be normal here.

Walking a bit further, we came upon an upscale bar.

It was a three-story building with completely different entrances for the first and second floors.

"The first floor is exclusively for Augmented Humans," Selena explained.

The first-floor entrance was magnificent and splendid, with marble columns and gold decorations that dazzled the eye. In contrast, the second-floor entrance looked relatively shabby.

"To be precise, it's for nobles with gold badges. About 95% of them are Augmented Humans, and the remaining 5% are mostly imperial relatives from branch families."

"What about the second floor?"

"That's for ordinary people. It's the same establishment, but completely segregated."

Guards stood at each entrance. They seemed to block ordinary people from entering the first floor.

"Do mages face the same discrimination? Can't mages also earn gold badges through military service?"

"Anyone who isn't an Augmented Human is treated as a second-class citizen. The Empire dislikes outsiders gaining privileges."

"But they must need mages on the battlefield..."

"They mostly use foreign mercenary mages."

Lucia pressed her lips together.

"That's inefficient."

"Especially these days, the Augmented Humans' discontent has grown, so they've strengthened preferential policies to appease them."

"Why are they discontented?"

"It's simple. The higher-ranked Augmented Humans realized they're beautiful and handsome, yet they're infertile. Isn't that unfair?"

She had a point.

In a world where talent and appearance are directly connected. Until recently, people didn't recognize facial beauty, but now things were different.

Now that they knew, it was understandable they'd feel cheated.

"Can't we enter with a silver badge?" I asked, pointing at the gold-decorated first-floor entrance.

"You could enter, but you couldn't handle the consequences. Though since you're a Sword Expert, and there aren't many Experts even among Augmented Humans, it might somehow work out..."

Her voice trailed off.

Meaning troublemakers would appear.

"I'd rather not."

That was my honest feeling.

It didn't seem worth getting into unnecessary trouble.

"Anything else you want to see?" I asked Lucia.

She shook her head.

"I want to leave quickly."

Her voice was small. The chilling reality seemed to have made a stronger impression than the district's splendor.

We started walking toward the carriage station.

"Here it is."

We arrived at the station. Several carriages were lined up, with drivers waiting for passengers.

Selena raised her hand to hail a carriage. However, with so much competition, it was difficult to catch one.

"This is certainly more inconvenient than my previous life."

The words slipped out.

In my previous life, there were call taxis.

Or Ka-something taxis.

I missed the convenience of being able to summon one with just a few taps on a smartphone.

Finally, Selena managed to flag down a carriage.

But it wasn't empty. Two passengers were just getting out.

Both men. And both wearing gold badges.

The first man noticed us as he stepped out of the carriage.

"Oh? There are some cute girls over there."

The second man followed him out.

"Hello, pretty ladies?"

The first man smiled, looking back and forth between Selena and Lucia. His gaze was impure.

Lucia instinctively took a step back. Selena's expression hardened.

The carriage driver noticed the situation and turned away. He had no intention of intervening.

The power of the gold badge.

Well, in a place where attempted murder or actual murder could happen in broad daylight without anyone trying to stop it...

No one would try to prevent mere harassment.

"Hey pretties, have you had surgery too?"

The second man asked, approaching Lucia.

"Can't you tell just by looking? If they had surgery, they'd be wearing badges."

The first man sneered.

Lucia instinctively stepped back. Her face had stiffened.

Of course, she was a powerful mage who now wielded divine power as well, but at this close range, it would be difficult for her to gain an advantage even over an average swordsman.

That's why I, her brother and fellow swordsman, needed to step in.

"Excuse me," I said, stepping forward.

"We were just trying to get a carriage."

"Who asked you?" the first man said irritably.

I calmly pulled out my noble badge from my chest. It was the knight title certificate I had just received.

"I am Knight Leonardo. This is my younger sister, and this is my business partner."

"A knight?" the second man snorted.

"Let me see."

He snatched the badge from my hand.

After turning the silver badge over a few times, he looked disappointed.

"You're carrying around this crude fake? It's a counterfeit badge. Trying to fool us with this cheap thing?"

The first man said mockingly.

A fake?

It was a badge officially issued by the imperial office.

Or...

Perhaps they considered anything other than their gold badges to be fake?

It was an infuriating situation, but I had infiltrated the Empire with a false identity.

"Please return my badge," I said as calmly as possible.

"Return it? A fake badge?"

The second man kicked the badge away.

Clink.

The badge rolled into the middle of the street.

"Hey, Mr. Fake Knight. Do you know where you are, causing trouble?"

The first man stepped closer. He was a full span taller than me.

"This is an Augmented Human exclusive area. Not a place for ordinary people to be wandering around."

He paused briefly, then smiled lewdly.

"Except for women, of course."

While there were many women among high-ranking Augmented Humans, the lower ranks were predominantly male.

And naturally, those appearing in red-light districts were the lower ranks.

The higher ranks were strictly managed by the Empire, so they wouldn't come to places like this.

Instead, they were compensated in other ways. According to an Augmented Human I knew, the Empire built exclusive facilities for them, including spas, with facilities for women being overwhelmingly more numerous.

More people began to gather around.

But no one seemed inclined to intervene. It was just a spectacle to them.

Selena whispered in a small voice.

"Apostle... let's just apologize and go."

But it was already too late.

The second man grabbed Lucia's arm.

"This pretty lady should have a drink with us."

Lucia tried to pull her arm away. But she couldn't overcome the strength of an Augmented Human.

"Please let go."

Her voice trembled.

The situation was rapidly deteriorating.

The first man also approached Selena.

"How about you join us too, miss?"

Selena stepped back.

"We were really just passing by."

"Just passing by?"

The second man sneered.

"Then you need to pay a toll. This is our territory."

Red marks appeared on Lucia's wrist. His grip was considerable.

I couldn't take it anymore.

"You bastards!"

My anger erupted.

"What's a reject who couldn't even get augmentation surgery going to do about it?"

The first man said mockingly.

That was the limit of my patience.

Thwack!

My fist struck his face precisely. Caught off guard, he staggered backward.

"Reject? What about you failures who couldn't even reach Expert level despite having augmentation surgery?"

My voice rang out coldly.

The surroundings suddenly went quiet. It was as if all the noise in the district had stopped.

The Augmented Human glared at me, blood trickling from his nose.

"That man..."

"He hit a knight."

"The knight can't get up..."

"Y-you son of a bitch...!"

I noticed the second guy still holding Lucia's wrist.

"Since you're already impotent, let me make sure you can't even stand."

I channeled as much mana as possible into my foot. I kicked with all my might.

Crack!

Ch.117 - Meeting With The Sisterhood
Thud!

The man's precious area...

A dull sound of eggs cracking.

The second augmented human crouched on the ground. Curling up like a shrimp, he clutched his groin with both hands.

"Argh... ARGHHHH!"

His scream tore through the air. Apparently, even a body strengthened by augmentation surgery had no special protection for that particular area.

"C-could you be a Sword Expert? How... how could a commoner who hasn't even had surgery..."

He wasn't completely stupid if he could manipulate mana.

Or perhaps he thought that anyone capable of injuring his enhanced body must be at least a Sword Expert.

Either way, it didn't matter. Only one thing was important.

I was a Sword Expert.

He wasn't.

"Unlike trash like you, I have natural talent. You had surgery that makes you barely function as a man, yet you still lack innate ability. How unfortunate."

"I can still function... it still gets up..."

"Not anymore."

I mercilessly stomped on that area.

"ARGH! ARGHHHH!"

How dare he touch my little sister.

The Empire surpassed the Luden Kingdom in almost every aspect. But healing was the one exception.

True to its hostile relationship with most religious groups, healing from priests was extremely difficult to come by in the Chrono Empire.

The first guy tried to get up while bleeding. I stomped hard on his groin.

"H-how do you know I have no talent? I'm just a late bloomer!"

"Your lack of talent is written all over your face. Yet you dared to touch my little sister?"

The killing intent in my voice made the surrounding air feel frozen.

The first augmented human who hadn't been hit in the groin staggered as he tried to escape.

"Y-you madman! Do you know who we are...!"

At that moment, flames erupted on his back.

Whoosh!

"ARGH!"

His back burned as he collapsed face-first onto the ground. He wasn't dead, but he was completely incapacitated.

It was Lucia.

The onlookers watched in stunned silence. Two augmented humans with gold badges had been subdued in an instant. Their faces showed disbelief.

The one hit in the groin moaned on the ground.

"Spare... spare me..."

A silver badge that had rolled to my feet caught my eye.

I slowly picked it up.

And felt intoxicated with victory as I looked down at the two battered augmented humans.

But that feeling didn't last long...

Soon, reality hit me like a splash of cold water.

"Wait... isn't this going to be a problem?"

A sudden anxiety gnawed at my chest.

As my anger subsided, I began to see the reality of the situation. I had nearly killed men wearing gold badges in the heart of the Empire.

Even if it was self-defense, this was still the Empire.

The onlookers began to whisper among themselves.

"Who are those people?"

"To do that to augmented humans..."

"Shouldn't we report this quickly?"

Some left the scene almost running. Their footsteps getting faster and faster.

Selena approached with a pale face.

"Apostle, we need to get out of here quickly. The patrol will be here soon. The Imperial Patrol is no joke."

"Hehe... you're all dead... someone scarier than the patrol is coming."

Despite his back being severely burned, he was still sneering.

"What? Someone scarier than the patrol? Apostle! Use your Dimensional Sword now!"

"My cousin sister is part of the Black Sisterhood... you're dead now."

The Black Sisterhood.

My eyes widened.

They were the very group we were supposed to meet in the Empire.

"So your backing isn't the government, I see."

"As if the government would care about this place. This pleasure district is essentially Black Sisterhood territory. Patrol? Those were disbanded ages ago due to the excessive war costs."

Judging by Selena's expression, this was news to her as well.

"The... patrol was disbanded?"

Her voice trembled.

"Because of the massive war expenditures."

The augmented human on the ground laughed while coughing up blood. The laughter escaping through his blood-stained lips was grotesque.

This guy... he seems to be anti-Empire.

"But... the Empire made quite a profit from selling titles..."

"That's why prices have increased fivefold over the past three years."

Selena fell silent. Though she was from here, she'd been gone too long to know the current reality.

Hyperinflation.

"Economic devastation wasn't a problem when we kept winning wars, but with orcs becoming more active, the front lines expanded. We can't win every battle like before, and we even lost on the Luden front recently. Using bonds for economic stimulus in this situation is like sitting on a time bomb."

He's smarter than he looks.

Too many fronts and wars funded by debt. Resulting hyperinflation. Even the mighty Mongol Empire fell that way.

As a bonus, Goryeo, which had bought large amounts of Yuan dynasty bonds, also collapsed. Afterward, Joseon, thinking "so that's how you get screwed," limited commerce despite being a medieval country...

Well, that's not important right now.

"The Black Sisterhood, you said? Perfect. I was planning to meet them anyway."

"What?"

The augmented human's widening eyes were quite a sight.

Lucia stepped forward.

"Oppa, you don't mean..."

"The core of our Empire infiltration operation was to contact the Black Sisterhood anyway. We're just meeting them earlier than expected."

I kicked the augmented human on the ground with my toe.

"If what he says is true, the Black Sisterhood manages this pleasure district, right? Then they'll appear soon."

"But..."

More and more onlookers began to gather around.

In the distance, the sound of hoofbeats approached.

A rhythmic, fast tempo. Multiple people moving together.

The spectators began to murmur and make way. Someone shouted, "It's the Black Sisterhood!" and people scattered.

Selena turned with a tense face.

"The Black Sisterhood. I've dealt with them several times, but... meeting them in person is a first."

"What should we do?" Lucia asked quietly.

"Let's act confident. We can't escape from this situation anyway. Being a Saintess should carry some weight."

The hoofbeats stopped.

A heavy silence fell over the pleasure district.

Footsteps approached, accompanied by the sound of armor.

A woman in black leather armor dismounted from her horse.

"Who's causing trouble in our territory? Which faction are you from?"

Her voice was sharp. All the mounted soldiers surrounding us were women.

They indeed appeared to be the Black Sisterhood.

"That guy was harassing my little sister."

I kicked the augmented human lying on the ground.

"What?"

The woman looked Lucia over.

I pointed at Lucia's wrist, which was still reddish with forming bruises.

"More importantly, take us to Isabella."

"What?"

"We had an appointment with her."

The woman snorted.

"Really... do you think our captain is someone just anyone can meet?"

Selena fumbled in her pocket and pulled something out.

It was an identification card.

"Hmm? That's... an Ainis Church Saintess?"

Ainis Church. The Imperial name for the Church of True Beauty.

It was the Imperial pronunciation of the True Beauty deity's name. Naturally, only in an atheist nation like the Empire would they casually use a god's name this way.

Selena nodded.

"That man harassed me and Lucia, who is also a Saintess of the same rank as me."

"Don't lie about being an Ainis Church Saintess."

The sexual harasser who hadn't passed out struggled to get up from the ground.

"S-sis... they're lying! I'm sure of it!"

The woman in black leather armor appeared to be his cousin sister.

But she completely ignored her cousin sprawled on the ground.

She took the ID from Selena's hand and carefully examined it, turning it over to verify its authenticity.

"Hmm..."

She scratched the surface with her fingernail and held it up to the light.

The Black Sisterhood cavalry dismounted and tightened their encirclement.

The sound of armor echoed on the stone pavement.

"It looks genuine. If this young lady really is a Saintess of the True Beauty Church, you'll have to apologize with your life."

The woman muttered.

"No way! That's impossible! A Saintess wouldn't come to a place like this!"

The augmented human on the ground wailed even louder.

His voice gradually grew weaker.

If the ID was real, it meant he had harassed an executive of the True Beauty Church, a major client of the Black Sisterhood.

"Wait a moment. I need to contact the captain..."

The woman in black armor took out a small crystal ball from her waist.

A transparent orb about the size of an egg. A typical magical communication device.

When she infused mana into the crystal ball, a faint light began to swirl inside.

Blue and purple light slowly spiraled within the orb.

It seemed the connection would be established soon.

Lucia took another step closer to me.

Selena maintained her composed expression.

She even showed a hint of anticipation.

The light in the crystal ball stabilized, and a woman's voice emerged.

The woman I had spoken with recently.

The captain of the Black Sisterhood.

Isabella.

"What is it?"

Her voice was rough.

She seemed annoyed at being contacted while busy.

The woman in black armor held the crystal ball close to her mouth.

"Captain, there are people here claiming to be Ainis Church Saintesses..."

"It's me, Selena. We've spoken several times before."

Selena cut in swiftly.

"Ah, the people we arranged to meet. Is that man there too?... The man who might become my husband."

What?

The woman in black armor stared at the crystal ball with her mouth open.

"What... husband?"

The surrounding cavalry exchanged glances.

Their expressions showed they couldn't understand what their captain was saying.

"Yes, he's with me."

The augmented human on the ground stared blankly at the sky, completely dumbfounded.

Ch.118 - Master And Husband
I arrived at the hotel that Selena was using as a sub-hideout.

Belisa was staying at this hotel.

It was a three-story building that looked like an ordinary inn from the outside. The sign was old and the exterior walls were shabby.

"It's here."

Selena guided me to the back entrance.

As we climbed the stairs, a familiar voice came from a room at the end of the hallway.

"Ah, you're here."

The door opened and Belisa appeared.

Her belly was quite pronounced. It was showing quite a bit for being just under four months pregnant.

"Oh, Unnie Belisa!"

The woman in black armor ran toward her excitedly.

They seemed to know each other.

"Oh my, you were here."

Belisa smiled. But her gaze quickly turned to the surprised expression on the black-armored woman's face.

"Unnie, are you really pregnant?"

"Yes."

"How... they said it was impossible for us..."

Her voice trembled.

Belisa pointed at me.

"It's Master Leon's ability."

I scratched my head.

"You're not that kind of character. You usually speak informally to me."

But Belisa just gave a slight smile.

**

The carriage wound through the back alleys of Chronia.

The scenery outside the window gradually became shabbier.

"Why would the owner of a pleasure district set up a hideout in such a shabby area?"

"It's good for slipping away."

"How much further do we have to go?"

"Just a bit more."

After traveling a bit further, we entered an unpaved road where only the loud sound of carriage wheels rolling over gravel could be heard.

The bustling atmosphere of the city center gradually disappeared, replaced by a gloomy ambiance.

The carriage stopped.

"We're here."

The building in front of us looked like an abandoned factory. It was a three-story building made of red brick, with most of its windows boarded up.

"This is it?"

"Yes. Our headquarters."

From the outside, it looked completely abandoned. There was no sign, and it didn't appear that anyone lived there.

Two women stood in front of the entrance. Both wore black leather armor and had swords at their waists.

"The Captain is waiting," one of them said.

The interior was more spacious than I expected. The first floor was like a large hall with wooden training swords and armor placed throughout.

Iron pillars supported the ceiling, and various weapons hung on the walls.

We climbed the stairs to the second floor.

We stopped in front of a room at the end of the corridor.

"Captain, I've brought them."

"Come in."

The door opened.

A woman was sitting in a chair at the back of the room.

Black hair and black eyes. She was definitely beautiful.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say her appearance was admirable.

But for someone like me who had been trained by various beauties like Aria, Lucia, Selena, and Belisa, she wasn't that impressive.

"Oh my, you've arrived."

Isabella got up and welcomed Belisa.

Her eyes widened when she saw Belisa's protruding belly.

"It's been a while, Unnie."

"Are you really... pregnant?"

There was a tone of disbelief in her voice.

Isabella carefully observed Belisa's belly. She even touched it.

It was undeniably a pregnancy.

"Are you sure you're not just naturally talented and didn't receive the augmentation surgery?"

Still suspicious.

It was understandable.

The infertility of Augmented Humans was absolute.

"What are you saying, Unnie... I got the surgery with you."

Belisa made an incredulous expression.

"But that silver-haired girl didn't come with you?"

Isabella asked, looking straight into my eyes.

Silver-haired girl.

She meant Aria.

There were two problems...

First, Isabella mistakenly believed that Aria had killed her sister (not by blood) who was the founder and former captain of this sisterhood.

Second, that wasn't a mistake but the truth.

Well, what could I do...

I put on a straight face.

"She's not who you think. But with your strange suspicions, she couldn't come along."

I firmly denied it.

"Oh, really?"

"Silver hair isn't that uncommon, especially among Augmented Humans."

"Is that so?"

Isabella rested her chin on her finger, pretending to think.

"But that unique atmosphere... the way she carried her sword... she's definitely the person I know."

Lucia looked at my face from the side.

"You only saw her through a crystal ball."

"That's why I wanted to see her in person."

"How could I bring her when you talk like that? When you come to Luden later, you can see her all you want."

I shrugged.

"Fine, let's say that's the case. Anyway, there are more important matters."

Her intention to change the subject was obvious. It also meant she wouldn't press further.

Belisa let out a small sigh.

"Do you know what our situation is?"

"Aren't you doing quite well? I heard you've taken over almost the entire pleasure district."

"We've certainly grown. Especially helpful is that more knights who believe in the Church of True Beauty are increasing."

"How does that help you?"

"Of course it does. More people with knight status are joining our sisterhood because they're dissatisfied with the Empire."

"Then isn't the situation improving?"

"It's not that simple. From the Empire's perspective, crushing us is burdensome. It's like disturbing a wasp's nest. But we're still anxious."

Lucia carefully asked, "What specific dangers are there?"

"It's simple. If the Emperor decides, we could be wiped out overnight. We've survived so far only because they don't want to allocate separate forces."

"But you just said it's like disturbing a wasp's nest."

"A farmer can clean out a wasp's nest anytime if he wants to. He just doesn't bother because he's busy with other things."

Selena nodded.

"If the Empire's knights led by a Sword Master were to seriously move..."

"Exactly."

Isabella slammed her fist on the table.

The thud echoed through the room.

"That's why we need a reliable patron. Not just someone who provides money, but someone we can truly rely on."

Her gaze turned to me.

"The future king of the Luden Kingdom is enough. If we can escape this damned Empire and find freedom of faith and movement."

"I'm not even king yet."

"But you will be. Definitely."

Her voice was full of confidence.

"And we will help."

A direct promise to help.

Her straightforward words made me feel the negotiation was going well.

"So you believe Belisa's case?"

"Strictly speaking, I don't care if it's true or not. Though all our members are desperate to have children."

I nodded, but her words didn't end there.

"A certain count of the Empire. The one who killed our first captain..."

Her voice turned cold.

"He mocked our belief that we betrayed the Empire because we wanted to have children, saying he made our weak bodies stronger and that was already a great deal."

She clenched her fist.

"We're different."

She was talking about Aria.

Indeed, she wasn't the type to be obsessed with children.

"But it's true that I have the power to impregnate you."

I spoke directly as well.

Belisa stroked her belly.

"That's what we need to verify now."

"Haven't you already confirmed it?"

"More thoroughly."

Isabella took out a crystal ball and began communication.

"I seek an audience with the Bell of the Light God."

It seemed she had contact points with other religious orders as well.

After about an hour, several clergy from the Church of Light arrived.

The leading priestess was a middle-aged woman who knelt when she saw my face.

"But that person is..."

"The fact that this man is here is a secret."

Isabella said coldly.

"I understand. May the Empire fall!"

The priestess nodded.

She probably had seen me in the newspapers.

After all, I was rising as a hero of the Luden Kingdom.

"Then I'll begin."

The priestess approached Belisa.

She placed her hands on Belisa's belly.

A warm golden light flowed from her fingertips.

"There is definitely life growing inside."

"And also check if this woman is an Augmented Human."

"Yes."

The priestess examined Belisa's arm this time.

"The blood vessels and muscle tissue... there are definitely traces of augmentation surgery. This is... a miracle."

"A miracle?"

"Yes. The infertility of Augmented Humans was an absolute side effect of the augmentation surgery."

The priestess explained.

"It was known that reproductive functions were completely destroyed during the process of forcibly expanding the mana circuits..."

She examined Belisa once more.

"This person is clearly an Augmented Human, yet she is pregnant."

"Is there any possibility of a false pregnancy or misunderstanding?"

"Impossible. The energy of life cannot be faked. Moreover, the child's vitality is very strong. It's growing unusually healthy."

Isabella looked at me and said, "Then you may go now, Priestess."

"Yes, I understand. O Sovereign of Luden. May the Empire fall."

The priestess who liked destruction carefully left.

"Well, I'll believe it to some extent."

After confirming the priestess had left, Isabella leaned forward.

Her breathing was close.

A fragrant scent brushed my nose. I couldn't tell if it was a woman's unique body scent or perfume.

"You can't believe it completely?"

"Maybe Belisa was just lucky."

"So what would you like me to do?"

"Stay here and impregnate several members of our sisterhood."

It was a direct proposal.

Lucia coughed softly beside me. Selena turned her head away completely.

"And if pregnancy is really successful?"

"Then you become our master and husband."

Ch.119 - Seed Bearer
Four months had passed.

Life in the Black Sisterhood was more complicated than expected.

No... even "complicated" was an understatement.

I had to maintain relationships with eight Sisterhood members, starting with Isabella, then Maria, Katerina, Elena, and others. Was it an obligation or a privilege?

The results were undeniable.

"Husband, breakfast is ready."

The knock on the door was gentle. It was one of the women I had impregnated.

Katerina.

Serving me had become mostly her responsibility. Though it felt shameful to be waited on by a pregnant woman, she would always say:

"I'm used to it."

That was because she had been a court guard. Despite being two months pregnant, she still took meticulous care of me.

"Come in."

When the door opened, Katerina entered with a tray. Though her belly wasn't showing yet, her steps had become more careful. Her footsteps had grown lighter too.

"Today I've prepared Imperial bread with honey from the Luden Kingdom."

"Thank you. But don't overdo it. You're pregnant."

"This much is fine."

Click!

"The others are waiting."

It was Maria. The woman in black armor with whom I'd had some conflict on the first day. A former Imperial knight with a cold personality... but surprisingly passionate at night.

Now she was four months pregnant. The first to conceive.

"I'll be going then, Katerina."

"Yes! Work hard!"

Work hard...

Is this what a king's life is like?

It wasn't easy dealing with multiple women at once. But I had no complaints. To be honest... I was quite enjoying it.

That day, I slept with three women.

Lucia and Belisa had already returned to Luden. Thanks to the Dimensional Sword, I wasn't completely isolated, but I was spending more and more time in the Empire.

I did return occasionally when I could. And I brought back reports.

According to situation reports, the Empire had proposed a ceasefire first. Though they had more Sword Masters, their situation had worsened due to multiple fronts and Orc invasions.

We had eliminated three more Warlords in the past four months, nearly clearing out the nearby Orc forces.

In contrast, Paragon's side still hadn't managed to push back all the Orcs in their vicinity, so things were going well for us in many ways.

"What are you looking at so intently?"

Elena, who had just finished sharing my bed, asked. She was sitting half-reclined on the bed with her black hair flowing over her shoulders.

"Nothing. Just thinking while reading the newspaper."

I deflected vaguely. I couldn't speak specifically about my country's situation.

"Is it about the Luden Kingdom?"

"Something like that."

Elena moved closer to me on the bed. The mattress sank slightly.

"Are you worried?"

"A little."

"That's understandable. You're going to be king after all."

Her voice was full of conviction.

"I'm not king yet."

"But you will be. Definitely."

All the women in the Sisterhood seemed to think that way. They saw me as a future king.

Isabella had been spreading that idea.

That man will become the king of the Luden Kingdom.

If you succeed in getting pregnant, you'll bear an heir to the Luden Kingdom.

If things go well, the entire Sisterhood will relocate to the Luden Kingdom.

"If we move to Luden, will we become an official knight order? Like the Black Knights or something?"

No, that sounds like an organization from some anime... with the protagonist wearing a mask and hypnotizing people...

"Let's just keep the name Black Sisterhood."

The Black Sisterhood.

When I thought about it, it was an impressive organization.

"Elena, exactly how large is your Sisterhood?"

I asked while getting up from the bed.

"Hmm... only Isabella knows the exact number, but around 3,000 members? Of those, nearly 500 are at Expert level."

"500?"

That was an astonishing number.

With their surgically enhanced bodies, they were stronger than others of the same rank. Except for the lack of Sword Masters, their Expert forces were comparable to the entire Adelheit family.

"That's impressive."

"Well, we're an organization of Augmented Humans to begin with. We only accept the elite, so our basic specs are different."

Elena lightly tapped her forearm.

Though slender, it made a solid sound.

"What's even more amazing is our potential for growth."

"Potential for growth?"

"Yes. Most knights in Luden's families are middle-aged, over 40, right? But we're different."

"How so?"

"Most of us are in our twenties, and considering the long lifespan of Augmented Humans, we can keep getting stronger for decades to come."

While Experts typically show little aging even in their 40s and 50s, their 20s remain their period of greatest development.

As my conversation with Elena continued...

Click!

The door opened and Maria entered. Without knocking.

"Hey, knock first. It's basic courtesy."

I complained, but Maria just shrugged.

"What courtesy is needed between you and me?"

We hadn't known each other long... but it wasn't a shallow relationship either. She was carrying my child after all.

"What is it?"

"Captain Isabella is calling for you."

"Oh, really?"

I nodded.

After about a ten-minute walk, I arrived at Isabella's room.

I knocked on the door and heard a "Come in."

Entering the room, I found Isabella sitting at her desk.

"You called?"

"Yes, sit down."

She pointed to a chair.

As I sat, I examined Isabella's face. She looked more serious than usual.

"What's going on?"

"Nothing much... just something I wanted to confirm."

Isabella put down her pen and looked at me.

"Confirm? Well, how is it? They're already this far along in their pregnancies."

I said, lightly touching Maria's belly, who had guided me here.

"Yes, there's no room for doubt. The superpower to impregnate Augmented Humans... or is it a Noble Artifact?"

She asked with eyes full of curiosity.

"That's a secret."

I replied with a sly smile.

"Tsk, you wouldn't tell me for free, of course."

She clicked her tongue but didn't press further.

"By the way, I hear things are going well for your side."

"Going well?"

"The Empire proposed a ceasefire to you first, didn't they?"

She gave me a meaningful look.

"Oh, that? That's still only being discussed among the leadership. You're well-informed."

"Well, I have my sources of information."

"That might be bad news for you, right? With one less front, the Empire can focus more on you."

"That could be the case."

A brief answer. There was tension in her voice.

But something seemed odd.

I wondered how she knew about something that was only being discussed among the leadership.

"How did you find out about this? You mentioned sources... Do you have spies in the Empire?"

The first thing that came to mind was espionage.

But she immediately refuted it.

"Our organization isn't that systematic."

Isabella gave a bitter smile.

"I suppose not."

I nodded.

No matter how large the Black Sisterhood was, it was still a criminal mafia organization.

Unless they had some extreme technology, it would be impossible for them to plant spies in the government of an Empire that was still in its prime.

Logically speaking.

Wait... logically?

Thinking logically.

A disturbing thought suddenly occurred to me.

What if it was the opposite? Not the Sisterhood planting spies in the Empire, but the Empire planting spies in the Sisterhood?

"I need to use the bathroom..."

I was about to stand up with this thought when Isabella quickly approached me.

"Huh?"

It happened in an instant.

As I tried to rise from the chair, something cold and sharp pressed against the back of my neck. A dagger.

"Don't move."

A cold voice whispered in my ear.

I didn't even see when she drew it. I was completely caught off guard.

The moment the dagger touched my neck, I could tell. Isabella's true skill.

"Sword Master."

I could tell from just that one confrontation.

"You know well. Not surprising though."

I had faced many Sword Masters before.

Of course, it wasn't a self-made breakthrough like Aria's. She had undergone enhancement surgery.

"Hah, you said you hated the Empire, but it was all lies? You underwent surgery again?"

The pressure of the dagger against my neck increased slightly.

"Well, there aren't any additional side effects, so getting stronger makes sense."

"Didn't you have a grudge against the Empire?"

"A grudge? Of course I do."

There was a cold laugh mixed in.

"Then why?"

"I wonder if the wolf who killed my sister Camilla is now owned by the Imperial Emperor or the Luden King?"

As she began, I instinctively knew that continuing to play dumb wouldn't work.

She had clearly received definitive information from someone in the Empire, not just a spy.

"I've heard everything."

Isabella continued.

"I spent money to investigate separately from the Empire, and the results were clear. The government tried to kill my sister's enemy and nearly succeeded, but you saved that thing when it was dying with its limbs cut off and turned it into a Sword Master."

It was generally true, so I couldn't really refute this.

It meant Aria's identity had been completely exposed.

Instead, I tried to counter with a different point.

"But you have a bigger grudge. The Empire performed the enhancement surgery that made you sexually dysfunctional."

"Why would we be sexually dysfunctional?"

Isabella removed the dagger and instead roughly twisted my arm.

"Ugh!"

"We have our own dedicated stud right here."

With a cynical laugh, she applied more pressure to my arm. It felt like the bone might break.

Dedicated stud.

That phrase kept echoing in my mind.

For four months, these women had treated me like a future king. But it was all a lie.

From the beginning, I was nothing more than a breeding male.

Ch.120 - Former Subordinate
It's been almost a week.

Actually, I'm not sure if it's been a full week, ten days, or if even five days have passed yet.

When you're in a place with no sunlight, just repeating the cycle of eating, sleeping, defecating, and fighting, it's hard to keep track.

But this will end soon.

There's something Isabella doesn't know about. My true Noble Artifact, the Dimensional Sword.

Right now, my broken arm makes it difficult to activate the Dimensional Sword. But once I can use it, escaping from here will be child's play.

I've slept with several women during this time.

For now... for now... yes, I'll pretend to go along with it. I'll pretend to be obsessed with women like they want me to be.

But my arm is almost healed now. I should be able to escape tonight or tomorrow for sure.

Click.

I heard the door opening.

"Looks like I'll be working hard tonight too."

It was Elena. The third woman of the day.

She entered the room with her black hair flowing over her shoulders. She carried a small basket containing a bottle of wine and some light snacks.

"You're here again."

I looked at her while sitting on the bed.

My broken arm was wrapped in bandages, but it had recovered enough that I could move it somewhat. Of course, I didn't let it show.

"Of course. You're my man."

Elena smiled as she set the basket down on the table.

Man, she says. She must be mistaking me for her personal breeding stallion. But still, she treats me kindly.

"Would you like some wine?"

She even brings wine for me.

"Sure."

I went along with it. I'll be leaving soon anyway.

While Elena poured the wine, I checked the condition of my arm. The bone had almost mended, and the muscles were recovering too. It should be fine for activating the Dimensional Sword.

"Here you go."

Elena handed me a glass of wine.

I took it and had a sip. It was quite good wine.

"Is it good?"

"Not bad."

"I'm glad. I got it specially for you."

Elena sat down beside me. The bed sank slightly.

I've grown used to situations like this. It's been happening repeatedly for the past few days.

"By the way..."

Elena said, twirling her wine glass.

"I'm curious about something."

"What is it?"

"Isabella mentioned this... Is it true that Ainis is still alive?"

My hand froze.

The wine glass pulled away from my lips.

"Why are you suddenly asking about that?"

"Just... curious."

There was a subtle change in Elena's voice.

I played dumb.

"Isabella's just crazy."

"I see..."

Elena quietly sipped her wine.

Silence fell between us.

Her expression seemed to darken gradually. She tilted her wine glass more frequently.

One glass, two glasses...

"Elena?"

"Yes..."

She answered, but seemed somewhat dazed.

Is she drunk?

Suddenly, she leaned forward and grabbed my arm.

"Please..."

Her voice trembled.

"What?"

"Please... tell me Ainis is alive..."

I couldn't immediately understand what was happening.

"What are you talking about?"

"Tell me... tell me it's a lie that my unnie died..."

"By 'unnie' you mean Camilla...?"

"No, Unnie Ainis."

Tears began to stream down Elena's face. She was clearly drunk.

"Oh... my..."

I noticed that the wine she brought had about three times the alcohol content of regular wine.

Judging by the similar label, it wasn't intentional but seemed like a mistake.

"I... I was in the Ironblood Knights. With Unnie Ainis."

The Ironblood Knights.

One of the Empire's elite knight orders. And Aria was once their captain.

"Unnie... Unnie saved me. When I was about to die. We were only a few months apart in age... but she was my unnie. She was so strong. I was no match for her."

This was common among knights. It wasn't like Confucian culture where hierarchy was determined by age.

Her voice grew quieter.

"Thanks to her recommendation, I was able to receive Augmentation Surgery... and afterward, I worked as a spy under her orders."

"A spy?"

"Yes. I infiltrated the Black Sisterhood... to leak information."

Elena nodded.

"Unnie promised me. She said when she returned from the Luden front, she'd pull me out from being a spy, and acknowledge my contributions when they took down the Black Sisterhood."

But that promise was never kept.

"But then... then news came that Unnie had died in battle at the Luden front."

Her shoulders trembled.

"And the Imperial Princess we supported couldn't become Emperor... so naturally, I became a real member of the Black Sisterhood."

"And after that?"

"A few years later... I heard that another woman had inherited the name Ainis. She was Countess Ainis, but not the real one—a fake."

She was talking about Luna.

"I saw her from a distance once... but it wasn't my unnie. She was a completely different person. It happens sometimes in the Empire, you know. Using imposters."

Elena clenched her fist.

"And recently... I heard that the fake also died in battle. To you and your army. And strange rumors started circulating then. Rumors that the fake was defeated by the real one."

"And so?"

"So... I wondered... if perhaps... the real unnie might still be alive..."

Elena grabbed my collar.

"Please... tell me. Tell me unnie is alive... please..."

Her desperation was palpable.

But what if she's lying?

What if this is all Isabella's scheme?

"I don't know anything about that."

I said coldly.

"But look at this newspaper article saying the real Ainis became the lover and knight of the Boy King of Luden."

She showed me a crumpled newspaper she had kept. Judging by the quality of the paper, it was typical tabloid journalism.

Boy King? Is that what they call me?

Well... I'm not a minor, but still.

"I'm not a king yet."

"But in the newspapers here, both you and your political rival are called kings. The Boy King and the Fool King."

I couldn't help but smile.

The Fool King? Are they referring to Crown Prince Paragon?

Typical of tabloid journalism, but not entirely wrong.

"Please..."

Elena pleaded again.

Is she telling the truth or lying?

My instinct says she's telling the truth. The tears, the trembling voice, the desperate expression—everything seemed genuine.

Should I trust her or not?

What would I gain by trusting her, and what would I gain by not trusting her? After thinking about it, I realized there wasn't much to lose by not trusting her.

To be honest, it would be better to keep playing dumb until the end.

If only I could fall asleep right now, I might be able to confirm in my dreams whether she has loyalty to me or not...

No, even that's not certain.

If her loyalty is to Aria rather than me, it wouldn't be confirmed.

Just as I was about to continue feigning ignorance and refuse...

Wait.

I realized I didn't need to worry.

One of the Dimensional Sword's functions is the ability to space-travel with those who have loyalty to me.

According to what I later asked the True Beauty Deity... it's also possible with people who are loyal to someone who is loyal to me.

In that case...

"Elena."

"Yes?"

She looked up at me with her tear-stained face.

"If Ainis were really alive... if you could meet her... what would you do?"

"Really? Can I really meet her?"

"I'm talking hypothetically. If."

"If I could see unnie again... I'd do anything. Anything at all."

"Alright then..."

I pulled out my true Noble Artifact from empty space.

My bandaged arm wasn't fully healed yet, but it was enough.

"What is that? A... Noble Artifact?"

I nodded.

The surface of the sword began to glow faintly.

"Don't worry. It's not dangerous."

The ability to detect those who are loyal. And the ability to travel with them.

Suddenly, a faint light surrounded Elena.

If she has loyalty to Aria... and if that Aria is loyal to me...

Of course, if that loyalty is insufficient, she could become dimensionally lost.

But in that case, it would mean she deceived me, so it wouldn't be my problem.

"I was planning to do this tonight or tomorrow night after recovering a bit more, but actually it should be fine to do it now."

The result would be some muscle damage to my arm, but I could ask Aria or Selena to heal it.

I injected more mana.

The blue light spread more intensely across the surface of the sword. Space began to distort, and the air in the room grew heavy.

"What... what is this?"

Elena asked with a trembling voice.

"I told you. It's a Noble Artifact."

A dimensional rift opened, and a faint noise could be heard. It sounded like fabric tearing.

The light around Elena grew more distinct.

'As I thought... she does have loyalty to Aria.'

The Dimensional Sword was responding. To the loyalty for Ainis deep in Elena's heart.

And to the chain of connection through the loyalty that Ainis pledges to me.

"Are you ready?"

"Ready for what?"

"We're going to meet Ainis."

Her eyes widened.

"Really? Can I really meet unnie?"

"I can't promise, but... there's a possibility."

The power of the Dimensional Sword reached its peak. Space completely distorted, and a faint passage appeared in the darkness.

Then I swung the sword.

Zing!

A sharp pain shot up from the arm under the bandages. I had expected this.

I can endure this much.

"Now, take my hand."

"But..."

"Trust me. Or don't."

In the end, she took my hand.

Ch.121 - To Unnie's Side
Already three days had passed.

Three days since my brother hadn't returned.

For someone who freely traveled between the Empire and Luden with his Dimensional Sword, this was the first time he'd been out of contact for so long.

No matter how busy he was, he always made sure to show his face at least once a day.

"Aria, have you received any messages from my brother?"

"No. I'm... worried too."

I felt the same way. There was a constant tightness in one corner of my heart.

What if something had happened in the Empire? Or maybe there was a problem with the negotiations with the Black Sisterhood?

All sorts of terrible scenarios swirled through my mind.

"Let's go find Selena. She might have heard something."

Aria nodded.

"Let's do that."

We hurried toward Selena's quarters.

**

Selena had just finished praying in the prayer room.

"Miss Lucia, Miss Aria. What brings you here?"

"Have you heard anything about my brother... I mean, the Apostle?"

"Ah, about that."

Selena waved her hand dismissively.

"According to them, the Apostle has caught a cold. I suppose that's why he's had difficulty using his Noble Artifact."

"A cold?"

I made a face of disbelief.

"You're telling me a Sword Expert got so sick with a cold that he couldn't get up for days? My brother, of all people?"

"Colds can be severe sometimes. Especially since the Empire's climate is different from ours..."

"But you haven't seen his face directly."

My voice grew sharp.

I couldn't believe it based on a simple message. If he had his Dimensional Sword, he could at least show his face once.

"Miss Lucia, please don't worry too much."

Selena took my hand.

"Their grudge against the Empire is real. They absolutely, absolutely, absolutely cannot betray us."

"Still..."

"They especially lost their first leader to the Empire."

But my anxiety wouldn't subside.

"Even so, it's strange. My brother has never gone this long without contacting us."

"Maybe... maybe he's enjoying himself?"

Aria suggested cautiously.

"Enjoying what?"

"With various women... you know..."

Aria's face turned red.

I felt a surge of irritation.

"Are you saying he's not contacting us because of something like that?"

I clenched my fist.

If that was really the case... if that was really the case, I'd teach him a lesson when he returned.

"N-no! I just... thought maybe..."

Selena quickly waved her hands.

"Miss Lucia, please calm down."

"Yes, you should calm down."

Aria joined in.

"Aren't you upset that your brother has forgotten about you and is rolling around with other women?"

Aria's face turned bright red.

I instantly felt like I'd touched on something I shouldn't have.

"B-but... I was the one who said I wouldn't have children, so naturally the Master would... and I was the one who planned this operation... ugh... ugh..."

This isn't good. She's broken down.

"Miss Aria? Miss Aria?"

Even as Selena waved her hand, Aria remained frozen. She was as still as a statue under a spell.

It was clear that chaos was erupting inside Aria's mind.

'I refused to have children → Master with other women → But the mission must succeed → Is it my fault? → No, I wanted to protect Master → But the result is → Ah, I don't know!'

Those thoughts must be looping endlessly in her head.

Aria finally started breathing again. But her eyes were still darting rapidly from side to side.

"Are you okay?"

"N-no. I'm not okay at all."

Aria slumped to the floor.

"I'm... I'm an idiot. A complete idiot."

"Why suddenly?"

"Master... Master has surely forgotten someone like me."

Aria's voice grew increasingly quiet.

"So instead of a selfish woman like me... he's with women who'll bear his children... ugh..."

Another strange sob burst forth.

This time she lay face down on the floor, covering her head.

"It's only been three days since my brother left."

I tried to comfort her.

"Three days... in three days..."

"What about three days?"

"He might have already grown attached to other women..."

"Hey, snap out of it. How could he grow attached in just three days?"

But Aria remained trapped in her own world.

"When I... when I said I couldn't have children... I saw Master's expression. He seemed disappointed."

"I'm sure he didn't make such a face."

"He definitely did. It was very subtle... but I didn't miss it."

Selena looked at us with an awkward expression.

"Miss Aria, please calm down. The Apostle surely..."

When the strongest woman goes berserk, there's no one who can stop her.

Aria was still muttering on the floor.

With her head in her hands, softly sobbing, she looked like an abandoned puppy.

The problem was that this puppy was a Sword Master.

Regardless of her current state, it was clear that my brother genuinely cared for her.

If she had wanted to, she could have monopolized my brother.

"Ugh... what if... what if Master doesn't come back..."

"Hey, get up first. The floor is cold."

"Miss Lucia is right. If you stay on the floor, you'll catch a cold."

"A cold... would I be unable to get up for days like Master?"

Aria raised her head. Her eyes were red and swollen.

"No. I don't think my brother couldn't contact us because of a cold."

"Then... then why?"

"That's..."

I was at a loss for words.

Honestly, I wasn't sure either. I just had an intuitive feeling that something was wrong.

I was sighing deeply when—

"Oh!"

Selena jumped up. I felt it too.

And Aria... she was already moving.

We had detected the energy of a Dimensional Sword transfer. The three of us rushed toward the open space where the energy was sensed.

My brother was there.

With an unknown woman.

Hmm...

She was beautiful. But not as much as me.

Ah, a mistake... since learning about beauty, I often make such comparisons. Fortunately, I only said it to myself, so it's not a big mistake.

Looking at my brother's face, something seemed off.

There were noticeable differences from usual. Bandages wrapped around his arm, subtle marks of injuries on his face.

"Masther!"

Aria was the first to run over.

She's usually accustomed to Luden pronunciation these days, but today she's slipping. Well, I understand. She's been malfunctioning in many ways today.

The unfamiliar woman turned pale upon seeing Aria.

"S-sister?"

Her voice trembled.

Aria's eyes widened when she saw the woman.

"Elena?"

"I knew you were alive. I just knew it."

The girl called Elena ran to Aria and hugged her tightly.

She seemed to be one of Aria's former subordinates.

"Were you still with the Black Sisterhood?"

"I couldn't side with the Emperor who killed my sister. As expected of you. Thorough and resilient, truly worthy of being called the 'Flower of Iron and Blood'—you managed to survive somehow."

'Flower of Iron and Blood,' they called her.

Having just witnessed her earlier breakdown, I couldn't relate at all, but let's just go with it.

"Elena... it's been so long. And I'm sorry. You must have suffered because of me."

Aria placed her hand on Elena's shoulder.

"When I heard you had fallen in battle... I didn't want to believe it."

Tears streamed down Elena's face.

"But that impostor, using your name..."

"You mean Luna?"

Aria's voice turned cold.

"Yes. That woman pretended to be you while committing all sorts of atrocities. Tarnishing your honor..."

"Ah... I know, I know... so I beheaded her myself."

"That's my sister!"

Aria seemed to want to talk more with my brother, but with that woman clinging to her, she couldn't.

Instead, I approached my brother.

"Brother, what exactly happened? I heard you caught a cold, but you even have bandages on your arm..."

"A cold?"

My brother made a face of disbelief.

"Who said that?"

"Selena said she received a message from the Black Sisterhood..."

"Ah, those women."

My brother's expression turned cold.

"The truth is, I was betrayed. Isabella was on the Empire's side from the beginning."

"What?"

Selena jumped in, startled.

"That can't be! She definitely had a grudge against the Empire..."

"The grudge is real. But she had an even bigger grudge against Aria."

My brother looked at Aria.

"Because of your former name. Ainis."

Aria's face hardened.

"So... so you were imprisoned?"

"Rather than imprisoned... well, I was treated like a stud horse."

Stud horse?

I suddenly understood what he meant.

"You don't mean they made you impregnate the Augmented Humans?"

"That's right."

My brother laughed self-deprecatingly.

"I impregnated eight women in four months. I was completely used. And I was locked up for a week, like a sex slave."

Aria's fists clenched.

"Those bitches... how dare they..."

"Wait a minute, did you say a week?"

"Yes, or has it been longer?"

"It's only been three days. Of course, that doesn't mean I have any intention of forgiving those women..."

"Three days?"

My brother's eyes widened.

"Three days... three days..."

Suddenly my brother started calculating. He was counting something on his fingers.

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7!

"AAAAARGH!"

A sudden scream erupted.

"That means seven times a day! Even sex slaves aren't treated like this!"

My brother clutched his head with both hands and wailed.

"Seven times! What am I, a breeding stud horse? Even stud horses aren't worked this hard!"

Birds sleeping in the nearby trees startled awake and flew off with a flutter.

Watching my brother, Aria nodded and drew her sword. A completely blue Sword Aura formed.

Elena, who had been clinging to her, jumped back in surprise.

"I will send Isabella to join her sister."

Ch.122 - Nothing Came Out.
A murderous aura emanated from Aria as she drew her sword.

My feelings were complicated.

Isabella and her group's betrayal and imprisonment were unforgivable, but... honestly, I was at fault too.

I had cheated despite having everything right in front of me.

What was I thinking, betraying a woman prettier, stronger, more devoted to me, and with a better figure than those women?

"Aria. This happened because I cheated. I'm sorry, Aria."

I embraced her.

Aria's body stiffened momentarily before slowly relaxing.

The blue sword aura emanating from her blade disappeared.

"Ugh... if you suddenly do this... people are watching..."

It was a flustered murmur.

In the end, she accepted me.

She wrapped her trembling hands around my back.

A harem is nice, but nothing beats your first wife.

This sense of security I felt in Aria's embrace was something I couldn't feel with other women.

Aria spoke softly in my arms.

"I should be the one apologizing. I was the one who planned this operation."

"But I used that as an excuse to cheat. Besides, the ring's effect wasn't as strong as I thought."

It was supposed to increase affection in addition to enabling pregnancy, but if things got this bad, it wasn't very effective.

"Ah, that's not true," Elena, who had been quietly listening, interjected.

"What do you mean?"

"The effect is real. I feel it, and most of us like Leon. It's just that Isabella is... well... sigh... it's something everyone in the Sisterhood knows, but that woman is a lesbian."

"What?"

"The person she loves is Camilla, who was killed by her sister. Recently, she's been calling some women to her bed, and I can't count how many times I've heard her cry out 'Sister Camilla' during those moments."

In other words, she was saying that she herself was among the women Isabella had called to her bed.

"You're the same as her then."

"I'm a bit different. I swing both ways."

"So you're bisexual."

Elena gave a meaningful smile.

"I wouldn't visit a man I don't like with premium wine and such."

"True, you did bring quite a lot."

"Well, that was partly to get information about your sister, but I also like you, Leon."

I could guess which woman this lesbian—no, bisexual—woman had liked.

When she made eye contact with that woman, Elena quickly waved her hand.

"Ugh, but of course I have no intention of coveting my sister's man!"

It was a hasty explanation.

It was a bit cute.

Aria's response was unexpected.

"That's not it. I can't bear my lord's child, so he needs women who can. I'd be happier if you were one of them."

Her voice was calm, but there was something melancholic about it.

Elena tilted her head.

"Why is only sister unable to get pregnant? Other Augmented Humans can thanks to the ring..."

"It's not that I can't, it's for personal reasons. Mainly, I can't train during pregnancy."

Aria said, turning her gaze away.

Elena looked at Aria as if she were a bit strange, then shook her head.

"Sigh~ Well, Ainis sister was always like that."

"It's Aria here."

Elena flinched and nodded.

"Ah, yes. Sister Aria."

"So now..."

Elena interrupted Aria before she could continue.

"But continuing your bloodline is another matter. You might change your mind later."

Aria nodded.

Of course, even with this ring, she could get pregnant but couldn't continue her bloodline, but there was no need to mention that here and cause misunderstandings.

"Well, maybe later," Aria said with a shrug.

"But for now, what I want is revenge for my lord. I can't forgive Isabella for treating my lord that way..."

Elena trembled slightly seeing Aria's change in expression.

The trembling seemed closer to joy than fear.

"As expected of the sister once called 'The Flower of Iron and Blood.'"

The Flower of Iron and Blood...

Looking at Aria, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

She was the type who would be more popular with women than men.

Of course, she's so beautiful that all men would like her based on looks alone, but her personality, her aura...

She's fundamentally taciturn and cool. Her emotional expressions are restrained, giving her the feel of a cold beauty. And she's strong on top of that.

She's far from the "cute and dependent" female image that ordinary men prefer.

Rather, she's the "cool older sister" type that women might admire.

Well, I prefer Aria just the way she is.

How special it is that her cold, lofty demeanor melts only for me.

As I was lost in admiration for my woman, another woman who liked her started chattering.

"Anyway, if you're thinking of raiding, it would be better to go in about 7 days."

"Why's that?"

"You heard what I just said. Everyone likes Leon."

"You mean all the women I've slept with will rebel?"

Elena shook her head.

"Not just the women you've slept with, but all women except lesbians. Oh, and dual-wielders like me too, of course."

"What?"

"Leon, you're... how should I put it... attractive."

Her gaze wavered momentarily before fixing on me again.

"Whether it's the ring's effect or your inherent charm, I think it's the latter. After all, you're the man who won over sister."

"So?"

"There were many executives who complained when they suddenly heard about imprisoning Leon."

There was certainty in Elena's voice.

"At first, everyone thought it was a cooperative relationship. But suddenly imprisonment? Besides, Leon is our benefactor who even made us pregnant..."

"I wouldn't go as far as calling myself a benefactor."

An honest comment slipped out.

"I enjoyed it too, after all."

"Anyway, there's been strong resistance against Isabella among the executives."

Elena's expression grew increasingly bright.

"Especially the sisters who are pregnant were more furious."

The corners of her mouth gradually rose. She grinned and continued.

"And if they find out that Leon has gone missing..."

Her smile deepened.

"That bitch Isabella will be completely isolated. No, perhaps the executives will deal with her themselves."

She made a throat-slitting gesture with her finger.

"Someone has to take responsibility for losing Leon. And that someone will obviously be Isabella, who arbitrarily gave the imprisonment order."

One week later. Black Sisterhood.

The executives' gazes had changed over the past few days.

Their eyes had grown cold. The reason was obvious.

Leon's disappearance.

Their judgment was that I had cut open the goose that laid golden eggs.

Those who were pregnant and those who weren't both poured out complaints.

"Captain, is this really right?"

"To treat the person who allowed us to have children that way..."

"That man is irreplaceable!"

"Don't tell me you've decided to side with the Empire?"

Words I'd heard until my ears were numb.

I don't know how that bastard Leon escaped, but I was careless.

A strong candidate for king would naturally possess mysterious magical items.

Teleportation. If he had such an ability, imprisonment was meaningless from the start.

So what are they saying?

I am a Sword Master.

Not many women know this, but that alone is enough to dominate this group. Just like my sister did, I will rule this group with power... with power.

As soon as I opened the conference room door, I acted as usual.

"Everyone, thank you for your hard work."

I picked up the bottle on the table and poured drinks into each cup. The invariable ritual.

Gloomy expressions greeted me.

Some wouldn't even meet my gaze.

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

I sat down and continued calmly.

"I understand you've been enchanted by that man. It's true he gave you hope of pregnancy."

I noticed some furrowing their brows, but I didn't care.

"But don't forget who our real enemy is."

I put strength into my voice.

"That woman called Ainis who killed our first leader, Sister Camilla."

"Captain..."

One executive tried to speak, but I raised my hand to stop her.

"As long as that man has Ainis, it's impossible for us to be his. Our enemy, before the Empire, is Ainis who killed our sister, and that man is protecting her."

Silence dominated the conference room.

One executive cautiously spoke up.

"But Captain, what he gave us..."

"Shut up."

At my cold command, she closed her mouth.

Signs of discontent flashed here and there. Among them were those who had never even met my sister, having joined the Sisterhood after her death.

Such women aside... what angered me more were those who had joined during my sister's lifetime yet wouldn't take my side.

"Maria, what do you think?"

I asked one of the veterans who had been with my sister.

"I... feel conflicted, Captain."

Conflicted?

To feel conflicted before my sister's enemy. I hate such women the most.

"Fine."

I stood up and drew the sword at my waist.

"If anyone has complaints, speak up."

I tried to gather my Sword Force as usual. I intended to subdue these rebellious ones with a Sword Master's pressure.

But...

Huh?

No Sword Force gathered.

There wasn't even any Sword Aura, let alone Sword Force.

Confused, I looked down at my sword. It was my usual sword, no different from normal.

I concentrated my mana once more.

But...

Nothing came out.

Ch.123 - Iron Blood Knights
I concentrated my mana again in confusion.

But still, no Sword Force emerged.

Not even Sword Aura rose. As if I'd become an ordinary human.

I looked down at my wine glass.

Colorless, tasteless, odorless premium vodka. Though it had no scent, I instinctively knew.

"Mana suppressant..."

The moment I muttered this, one of the executives sneered and said,

"Captain, let's end this now."

The other executives began changing their expressions one by one.

Even Maria, who had always been loyal, gave me a disappointed look.

I realized too late.

It was a planned betrayal.

"You... you're betraying me!"

My voice trembled. To think that I, a Sword Master, would end up like this.

"The first betrayal was yours, when you received additional augmentation surgery from the Empire."

Maria spoke coldly.

"What?"

"Did you think we wouldn't know? Isabella, who betrayed everyone to become a Sword Master?"

"Sh-shut up!"

I wanted to make excuses, but nothing came to mind.

It was true that I had received additional augmentation surgery from the Empire.

"It was to avenge my sister! To get revenge on that bitch Ainis who killed my sister Camilla..."

"Who cares about that Camilla bitch!"

Maria cut me off coldly.

"Wh-what did you say?"

I was too shocked to speak.

"You want us to give up our future for a woman who's already dead? Leon made it possible for us to get pregnant! I don't care if Ainis or the Empire's Emperor is under him!"

That bitch Maria betraying me...

What made me angrier was that the other women were agreeing with her.

"That's right, Camilla is already dead. We need to live."

"Leon made it possible for us to have children, and you want us to give that up?"

"You're a lesbian so it doesn't matter to you, but we're different."

"In the end, our greatest enemy is the Emperor! You traitor!"

Even the executives I personally selected raised their voices.

These traitors...

But the other women had also drunk the same wine.

I scanned the faces of Maria and the other executives. They had all drunk the same alcohol.

They wouldn't be able to use mana either.

So it would come down to physical ability.

I had the overwhelming advantage, having received superior augmentation surgery.

Though outnumbered, I didn't need to win.

Colorless and tasteless meant the effect wouldn't last long.

Ten minutes... I just needed to hold out for ten minutes.

In ten minutes I could use Sword Force again, and then I could cut down all these traitors.

"Come at me all at once, you bitches!"

To demonstrate my strength, I smashed the stone table in front of me.

Cracks spread like lightning, and heavy chunks of stone fell to the floor.

The executives took a step back.

They knew I was still dangerous.

"Damn lesbian bitch who doesn't know when to quit!"

Maria shouted as she charged at me.

My fist flew toward her face. She barely blocked it with her arm, but the impact sent her flying against the wall.

"Ugh!"

She groaned, her arm bent at an unnatural angle. It was broken.

"Attack together!"

Two other executives rushed at me from both sides.

It was useless.

With my right hand, I grabbed one woman by the throat and lifted her up, while with my left, I caught the other's punch. The woman whose throat I held flailed as she struggled to breathe.

The woman on my left also fell to her knees, overpowered by my strength.

"So it's true you received additional augmentation from the Empire!"

"Traitor bitch!"

I heard their mutters, but I didn't care.

"Yes, you knew I had additional surgery and still dared to betray me? What fools!"

Something was strange.

Those women... not one of them showed any sign of panic. What were they hiding?

That's when it happened.

"Wow, how ugly. The Empire's advanced augmentation surgery."

A voice from behind froze my entire body.

I slowly turned my head. One of the executives was walking forward. Someone who hadn't stood out much before...

"Well, I guess it wasn't proper advanced augmentation surgery. To think you'd transform into such a monster when using your strength."

Her lips curled upward.

Only then did I notice my muscles had swollen. My skin had also turned bluish-green.

"Did they inject Orc Warlord genes or something... I'm glad I didn't get that kind of surgery. Well, I suppose they gave you that because you were disposable."

What?

I'd never heard of that kind of augmentation surgery. Had the Empire deceived me?

At that moment, she placed her hand on her face.

Something was wrong. It was as if she was removing a mask...

With a tearing sound, her facial skin—no, a human-skin mask—was peeled off.

And when I saw the face beneath it, the whole world seemed to stop.

Silver hair. Red eyes. Cold, smiling lips.

That face I could never forget even in dreams, that kept appearing even in nightmares.

"A... Ainis!"

My voice was choked.

My enemy.

The devil who killed my sister was here.

**

It was truly ugly.

To undergo such augmentation. So she turns into that kind of monster in combat mode. I wondered if she could even return to normal.

She must have willingly accepted a prototype augmentation from the Empire. It was possible because they obtained many Orc Warlord samples from this incident.

Many Sword Masters had died because of it, but according to my lord's analysis, the human extinction-level crisis was subsiding just from the Empire's weakening power.

And I blocked the green boar charging at me without much trouble.

Isabella's fist was stopped by my arm. The impact cracked the meeting room floor, but I didn't budge.

"You... you must have drunk the wine too."

Wine... ah, they had put drugs in it.

"That doesn't work on Sword Masters."

Isabella's face twisted in despair, looking ugly.

"I-I'm a Sword Master too!"

"You?"

I couldn't help but snicker.

"Y-yes!"

"Does a Sword Master need to transform into such an ugly form?"

Isabella swung her fist again. It was faster, but still too slow.

I caught it with my palm and continued speaking.

"You and Luna are just the Empire's test subjects, not Sword Masters."

"Then aren't you from test subjects too?"

"Regardless of my origins, I reached my current level through my own efforts."

As I spoke, I drew my sword.

Blue Sword Force enveloped the blade. The Sword Force of a true Sword Master.

Isabella's face contorted with fear.

"Wait, wait a moment..."

Just as she was about to make excuses, my sword moved like lightning.

Slash—

With a clean cutting sound, Isabella's right arm fell off from the shoulder.

"Aaaaargh!"

She screamed and fell to her knees. Dark green blood poured from her green skin.

"Does it hurt? Yes, it should."

I spoke slowly while circling around her.

"Camilla screamed like that too when I killed her."

"Y-you bitch!"

Isabella tried to stand up with her remaining left arm.

But another Sword Force cut off her left arm at the shoulder.

"Urrrgggh!"

This time the scream was louder. Having lost both arms, Isabella fell to the floor, writhing.

"You said you were a Sword Master? Is this all a Sword Master can do?"

"But you... you're finished too..."

A mocking smile spread across my lips.

"I've already... already contacted the Empire... Soon the real Sword Masters from the Empire will come to kill you..."

"So?"

"The Empire... the Empire hates those who received their grace but betrayed them the most... people like you!"

At that moment, her body began to change.

The swollen muscles gradually contracted, and her green skin returned to its original color.

But it didn't completely return to normal.

Her skin became wrinkled and lost its elasticity, as if it had been soaked in water and then dried.

I looked down at Isabella collapsed on the floor.

One sword strike could take her head, but... I didn't do it.

"Pl... please kill me..."

Because she asked me to kill her.

I sheathed my sword and slowly spoke.

"Kill you? No."

"Wh-what?"

Her voice trembled.

"A woman who tried to kidnap my lord deserves to suffer more."

I looked down at her coldly and continued.

"Live with that ugly appearance for the rest of your life and regret what you've done."

Isabella muttered something, but I didn't care. I turned my attention to the executives.

"The Imperial army is coming?"

The faces of the Black Sisterhood members turned pale.

"Th-then... what should we..."

"Shouldn't we run away?"

"They say the Empire's real Sword Masters are coming!"

Anxious murmurs continued.

Then someone spoke up.

"There's no need to worry at all. Everything is going according to plan."

It was my old comrade, Elena.

"You, you!"

"You were missing for a while..."

The members looked at Elena in surprise. With a relaxed smile, she continued.

"It wasn't a disappearance, it was a mission. On Aria's orders."

"That... that woman..."

"She... she was a spy?"

"Well, it's too late to call her a spy now. The ultimate spy was Isabella."

I waited.

Shortly after, a group of knights entered with the sound of heavy armor.

They removed their helmets.

All familiar faces.

"It's been a while."

And...

They all knelt before me.

"We greet our Captain."

My longtime subordinates and comrades. Those who were enemies of the current Emperor, who had fought on various battlefields until more than half of them had died. Those who, having their achievements recognized, had now become one of his security forces.

The Ironblood Knights.

Ch.124 - Direction Of Loyalty
As the instigator and mastermind behind all this internal strife—and a golden goblin at that—I was hiding among them, observing the situation.

I needed my Noble Artifact to move Aria, and more importantly, I needed to confirm if those women would truly be loyal to me.

Things were going better than expected.

Even though I was dressed in women's clothing that didn't suit me at all.

I had no idea women's clothes could be this uncomfortable. The feeling of the skirt wrapping around my hips was distracting, and the corset made it difficult to breathe.

But it was necessary.

I had to see with my own eyes whether the Black Sisterhood truly followed me, or if they had only temporarily turned their backs on Isabella, intoxicated by the sweetness of pregnancy.

The results were satisfying.

Most of those women chose me over Isabella. And Isabella was naturally eliminated.

Everything was going smoothly until that moment.

"The Ironblood Knights... your former subordinates will come. They'll kill you, traitor. To gain His Majesty the Emperor's favor."

To be honest, that statement made me a bit nervous.

But Isabella had said something she shouldn't have.

In that situation, she had essentially admitted that the leader of an anti-imperial organization had sided with the empire.

"You bitch!"

It was Maria, who had just been attacked by Isabella while pregnant.

Her face contorted as she raised the spear in her hand.

The spearhead plunged toward Isabella's face.

Crack!

With the sound of breaking bones, the spear penetrated Isabella's left eye socket.

"Kukukuk...!"

A grotesque moan escaped her lips.

Even with her face impaled on the spear, Isabella didn't die.

Instead, she squirmed.

"What... what is that?"

One of the executives backed away, muttering.

She was still moving despite losing both arms and rapidly aging.

Like a cockroach.

Her face, skewered on the spear, shook from side to side.

Her remaining right eye rolled around, looking at us.

As I was swallowing hard in admiration of this grotesqueness, Elena poked my side and whispered softly.

"Don't worry, my Lord. It's all over now."

She was right. This was all according to the script.

A rigged game.

But I couldn't help feeling anxious.

Aria's former subordinates were ancient history.

Moreover, the Emperor treated them quite well from what I knew. At least, that's what I had heard.

More importantly, Aria wasn't their lord.

She was just their captain.

There's a difference between a lord and a captain. A lord is someone you serve for life, but a captain is merely a temporary commander.

Would such people really be loyal to Aria, who wasn't even their new lord?

I had my doubts.

To be honest, I was half expectant, half worried.

What if they weren't loyal?

I might have to kill them too.

I could escape using teleportation with my Dimensional Sword, but that would mean abandoning the entire Black Sisterhood.

Including all the pregnant women.

I couldn't do that.

A moment later, a group of female knights entered.

They all had slender builds, wearing black armor.

Their helmets covered their faces, so I couldn't see their expressions clearly, but tension was evident in their gait.

Then the knight at the front raised her hand to her helmet.

Click.

With a metallic sound, half of her helmet came off.

My eyes stopped on the revealed face.

She was beautiful.

Short brown hair and sharp eyes. Her lips were thin, but that only emphasized her determined impression.

The other knights also began removing their helmets one by one.

Most of them were beautiful.

Especially the front three were exceptional.

Not as much as Aria, but still.

And all of them knelt before Aria.

"We greet you, Captain."

At that sight... the members of the Black Sisterhood were surprised.

"What, what is this?"

"Suddenly these knights..."

"Is it because she was the captain of the Ironblood Knights?"

"Even so, those three are Sword Masters!"

Confused murmurs erupted.

Aria nodded, and the knights rose in unison. Among them, I could see some who emanated the aura of Sword Masters.

"It's been a while, everyone. Rose, I see you still have the habit of holding your sword with your left hand."

"Ugh... Captain."

"Marcus, your skills have improved a lot."

Aria greeted them one by one, asking about their well-being.

The eyes of the Ironblood Knights reddened.

"We heard you had died."

"I was lucky."

Aria shrugged.

Watching her converse intimately with them, a strange emotion brushed against a corner of my heart.

Aria chatting comfortably with them. Her past that I didn't know, her relationships that I didn't know.

For some reason, it was unpleasant.

She should be completely mine... I didn't like that there were parts of her I didn't know. A desire welled up to know everything about Aria, to monopolize every aspect of her.

Wait, this thought is a bit...

Perverted, isn't it.

Thinking about it meta-cognitively, I realized I was having thoughts like some possessive pervert. But I couldn't help it. It just meant Aria was that precious to me.

After summarizing what had happened, Aria said with a faint smile at the corner of her lips.

"Now, enough about my exploits. Tell me about yourselves. I'm surprised the Emperor even gave you high-grade augmentation surgeries."

Her expression was clearly different from her usual restrained demeanor.

The subordinate called Rose bowed her head and answered.

"Originally, we were treated as expendable on difficult battlefields. But after the 'Awakening of the True Beauty God' incident, the Emperor, who had come to appreciate facial beauty, took notice of me and a few others."

Aria's eyes turned cold for a moment before softening again.

"And? Don't tell me that pervert laid his hands on you?"

"He did."

"That bastard... I should have castrated him when he was still a prince."

"Kuhehehehe... By the way, the Emperor would go crazy if he saw you, Captain. Such a beauty who reached Sword Master on her own merit. He might try to make you his empress."

"Tell.him.to.go.to.hell."

She pretended to look scary, but everyone laughed, and Aria laughed along.

It seemed to be her own kind of joke.

I was shocked.

She was always restrained and calm in front of me... she would smile sometimes, but this was the first time I'd seen her naturally exchanging jokes like this.

At that moment, I realized.

That Aria, living as a foreigner, might not have shown all sides of herself. I should have paid more attention, tried harder to know her deeper.

I need to do better from now on. So she can show such natural behavior in front of me too.

I whispered quietly to Elena.

"Are there any among them who are genuinely loyal to the Emperor? He even made them Sword Masters."

Elena turned to look at me and answered without a moment's hesitation.

"I can say with certainty there are none."

Her confident voice was rather unexpected.

Usually, when someone receives favors, their heart tends to lean at least a little...

Of course, since she said so, there must be some reason.

Aria looked around at her subordinates and sighed.

"Ah, you've all been through a lot."

Her voice was filled with sincerity. A moment later, a playful smile spread across the corners of her lips.

"None of you have fallen for the Emperor, have you?"

There was a moment of silence.

The Ironblood Knights looked at each other, then suddenly burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

"Captain, such jokes..."

"Fallen for him? For that pervert?"

"Your personality hasn't changed at all, Captain!"

Rose held her stomach, laughing, and said.

"Our loyalty still lies with Imperial Princess Priscilla."

The atmosphere suddenly grew heavy.

The other knights nodded, agreeing with Rose's words.

"Even though she ended up like that..."

Rose hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"Isn't it because he is the only hope for Imperial Princess Priscilla that you allied with that prince from the Luden Kingdom, Captain?"

"..."

Aria remained silent.

I was listening to this conversation in women's clothing, but I couldn't understand what they meant.

Imperial Princess Priscilla? Only hope?

It took about 10 seconds of thinking before I realized. Imperial Princess Priscilla was the princess who had fought for the throne against the current Emperor until the end.

I thought she was dead, but apparently that wasn't the case.

Rose continued with a grave expression.

"Imperial Princess Priscilla... is still alive. But instead of completely eliminating her, the Emperor chose a more cruel method."

Anger seeped into Rose's voice.

"To sterilize her, he forced her to undergo knight augmentation surgery. The Princess is nominally our 'captain,' but it's essentially exile."

Since the empire's augmentation surgery sterilizes anyone regardless of age or gender... it's a good method for eliminating political rivals.

Killing her might make her a martyr and provoke backlash, but this way, he could permanently block her succession possibility while appearing 'merciful.'

Byzantine Empire style.

Then I could understand why they referred to me as a new hope.

I was the only person who could impregnate augmented humans.

If Imperial Princess Priscilla lost her fertility through augmentation surgery, there was no way for her to leave descendants without Ainis's ring.

And I was the only person in this world who had it.

But Aria shook her head.

"It's true that I was loyal to Imperial Princess Priscilla. But I believe I've already fulfilled all my obligations to her."

"Captain..."

Rose tried to say something, but Aria raised her hand to stop her.

"I did everything I could for the Princess. I fought prepared to die."

Her footsteps slowly turned toward me.

"And now, the only one I'm loyal to is..."

Aria stopped in front of me. Looking at my disguised appearance, she gave a small smile.

"Only this person."

The Ironblood Knights looked at me with surprised expressions.

Ch.125 - Knight Order Life
The Ironblood Knights' gazes focused on me.

"I heard he was a man."

They seemed confused because of my cross-dressing appearance.

Rose tilted her head and looked me up and down.

"You're prettier than me."

I had thought my disguise didn't suit me, but hearing such words from someone as beautiful as her suggested otherwise.

The other knights also began turning their attention toward me.

"Is that really Lord Leon Adelheit?"

"Looks like a woman..."

"No, no. If you look closely, he does look like a man..."

"He must be that good-looking to have captivated Captain Aria."

I could hear them murmuring.

I removed my wig and spoke.

"I had a reason to come personally."

As the silver wig fell to the floor, my original hair color was revealed.

The Ironblood Knights' eyes all widened at once. The makeup that had been an additional feature of the magical wig also disappeared.

"Ohh..."

"So he really was a man."

"But why the cross-dressing...?"

Aria explained with a small smile.

"He wanted to confirm the situation personally. Whether the Black Sisterhood members or you would truly become allies of our lord."

I nodded.

The real reason was also that she had come this far thanks to my Dimensional Sword, but that was a secret for now.

"Is it really you? I heard you have a beautiful sister who might have come instead. No matter how I look at it, being prettier than me is a bit..."

Rose continued to fixate on the fact that I was prettier than her.

I cut her off firmly.

"That's not what you should be curious about. Continue telling me about this Imperial Princess Priscilla."

The atmosphere suddenly grew heavy.

The expressions of the Ironblood Knights all hardened at once.

"What condition is she in?"

The smile disappeared from Rose's face.

The other knights reacted similarly.

"And can she..."

I paused briefly and looked at each Ironblood Knight one by one.

Everyone was waiting for my next words with tense expressions.

"Take control of the Empire or not?"

Silence fell.

Rose bit her lip and lowered her head.

The other knights remained silent as well.

After a long while, Rose spoke in a heavy voice.

"If you could impregnate the Princess, then I believe it would be possible."

I sighed deeply.

I'm not some breeding stallion. Lately, I've been starting to feel like I have no value beyond that function.

"Well, I don't think it's that simple..."

I tried to joke a bit, but they didn't laugh, unlike when Aria made jokes.

The atmosphere remained heavy.

"The current Emperor has a firm grip on power. It seems unlikely that an old rival could win at this point."

It made sense, as the Empire had enjoyed almost continuous victories during the nearly two years of the current Emperor's reign.

They had faltered somewhat after the Orc uprising, but that wasn't enough reason to doubt the Emperor's leadership.

Moreover, among the allied nations, many had suffered more damage from the Orcs than the Empire had. Although the Empire was at the center of the Green Apocalypse, they had actually gained quite a lot because of it.

Samples from Orc Warlord corpses, Noble Artifact-grade items or actual Noble Artifacts they possessed.

And above all, national unity strengthened through overcoming the crisis.

Rose shook her head and said:

"You might think that way... but there are many problems with the Emperor's rule."

"Sigh, is that so? But you're bound to dislike the Emperor anyway. I can't trust your words 100%."

After all, they were on Imperial Princess Priscilla's side.

They were stubborn supporters who remained loyal to the Princess even after she was broken by the Emperor, despite the Emperor treating them relatively well.

Their assessment of the current Emperor couldn't possibly be objective.

But Rose shook her head firmly and spoke with determination.

"It's not prejudice. The current Emperor truly has issues."

I examined her expression. She didn't seem to be making things up.

The other Ironblood Knights also nodded one by one, showing their agreement.

"What is it then?"

"Since becoming Emperor, the current Emperor has had more than ten children."

"Quite the virile one, I see."

I blurted out without much thought.

"But the Emperor's Bloodline Ability hasn't been inherited by a single prince or princess."

Hmm...

I bit my lip slightly.

Bloodline Ability. A strange trait inherited in noble families.

In fact, not only the major families had Bloodline Abilities. They could also be created artificially.

Through alchemy, special magical rituals, or sometimes divine blessings.

But the likelihood of such artificially created traits being A-grade wasn't very high.

Most families considered great houses possessed A-grade Bloodline Abilities. It was essential for maintaining a family's power and status.

What if that trait weakened? It meant the family's downfall.

For instance, my paternal family, House Adelheit, had a trait that granted powerful physical abilities, or occasionally, instead of physical prowess, powerful mana abilities.

My maternal family, the Luden royal family, which gave me my special trait, was characterized by extreme randomness.

It was often underestimated because it was difficult to control, but with good luck in the draw, it could manifest as cheat abilities including past life memories, like in my case.

But what was the Empire's Bloodline Ability again?

Hmm... I forgot. I'd heard about it before from both Aria and Lucia.

But I was certain it was an ability essential for maintaining the Empire.

While I was thinking, Rose continued.

"Do you understand what this means?"

I shrugged.

"Couldn't it just be coincidence? Men have more reproductive opportunities, so the probability of passing on the Bloodline Ability is lower..."

Rose shook her head.

"It's hard to see it as coincidence. Especially in the Chrono Imperial family, either pregnancy doesn't occur at all or miscarriage happens during the fetal stage. But for children who are born safely, the trait manifests from childhood with almost 50% probability."

I thought about it.

That approach isn't actually good for passing on Bloodline Abilities. Although there are cases where traits not manifested in children appear later through atavism, high pregnancy failure rates, infant mortality, or fetal mortality rates make it hopeless.

Many A-grade abilities were like that.

But the current Emperor was the opposite. Pregnancies were successful and deliveries went well, but the Bloodline Ability wasn't inherited at all.

If the probability of inheritance for 10 children was one-half, that would be 2 to the power of 10, or 1 in 1024.

And he had even more than ten children...

It was strange.

"So what's the problem with the Emperor..."

Rose couldn't say that much.

After hesitating for a while, she finally spoke.

"We learned recently when the power of the True Beauty deity was restored... he's ugly."

"What?"

I couldn't believe my ears.

"That's the problem?"

"...Yes."

Her answer became quieter. The other Ironblood Knights also hunched their shoulders.

Wait, isn't something odd here?

In this world, talent tends to be proportional to appearance. Just look at Aria and Lucia.

Talented people were beautiful, and strong people were beautiful.

This reflected not just simple physical or mana talent, but even Bloodline Abilities to some extent...

But the Emperor was ugly?

"How ugly is he?"

"...It's difficult to express in words."

I shook my head.

"When his aesthetic sense was first awakened, I heard the Emperor screamed and shattered the mirror upon seeing his reflection."

"That bad?"

It was more serious than I thought.

Screaming at one's reflection... doesn't that mean it was truly horrific?

"These days, the Emperor never goes anywhere with mirrors. He even ordered all mirrors in the palace to be removed."

Now I understood why the Ironblood Knights didn't particularly like the Emperor.

Being concubines to an ugly person—certainly something to dislike.

Come to think of it, it would be even worse in this world. After the awakening of the True Beauty deity, the Emperor's face would have been absolute terror to those who developed aesthetic sense.

Charisma from appearance—that can't be ignored.

It causes intense disgust in the opposite sex and near-disgust in the same sex, as proven by extensive research.

Especially in this world, where people suddenly gained this sense after not having it before. It would be even more extreme.

To people who suddenly developed aesthetic sense overnight due to the awakening of the True Beauty deity, the Emperor's face would have been truly shocking.

What if a face that seemed ordinary yesterday suddenly started looking repulsive?

The thought alone was horrifying.

"But despite all this, the Emperor continues to rule because of his Bloodline Ability, right?"

She nodded.

"Yes. It's the irreplaceable imperial ability of collective telepathy."

That jogged my memory.

Ah, right. That was it.

"The ability to exchange telepathic communication with humans who have undergone specific augmentation surgery by the Empire, within a certain range. Usually it covers just the capital, Chronia. Both the former Emperor and the Princess had this ability. But the current Emperor is so powerful he can cover almost half the Empire's territory."

That must have been the decisive reason why the current Emperor defeated the Princess when he was still a prince.

Collective telepathy... an extremely convenient ability for governing the Empire.

It would clearly impact not just military affairs but the entire administration.

In other words...

If that ability suddenly disappeared, the Empire would collapse significantly.

Or I could install a puppet who would obey me in place of the current Emperor.

"If there were a means to infiltrate the Emperor's quarters, would it be possible to kill him?"

The Ironblood Knights all froze at my sudden question.

Rose hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"Would Leon need to go personally with this transportation method?"

I didn't want to reveal too much information. It would be better to keep abilities like the Dimensional Sword secret for now.

"This is just a hypothetical."

But Rose shook her head.

"You need to tell us clearly. The answer depends on the situation."

"Let's say I would."

"Then it would be impossible. The Emperor only allows women into his quarters now. That's how it's been since his aesthetic sense awakened. He says men's faces remind him of his own. The area around his quarters is filled with female guards. They're all Augmented Humans, at least Sword Expert level."

"Hmm."

It was more complicated than I thought.

That's when Elena interjected.

"Why doesn't Leon just cross-dress?"

"What?"

"You're beautiful enough that even Rose, one of the Emperor's favorite concubines, admits defeat."

Rose's face turned red.

"Elena, don't say it like that."

"But it's true. You kept saying 'prettier than me' earlier."

Ch.126 - Her Two Faces
Reporting to Lucia about the meeting with the Ironblood Knights was a natural procedure.

"So that's what happened... You should have seen how jealous that Rose woman was..."

I spoke calmly, treating it as just a minor incident that happened while I was dressed as a woman.

Lucia slowly raised her head to look at me. Her eyes gradually widened.

"Wait a minute."

The corners of her mouth began to twitch slightly.

"My brother... dressed as a woman... beat one of the Empire's greatest beauties...?"

"I wouldn't say she's one of the Empire's greatest beauties... just pretty..."

"Kuhehe..."

She was clearly trying to hold back her laughter. Her shoulders shook as if having spasms.

"No, that's not what I meant..."

Just as I was about to explain myself—

"Hahahahaha!"

An explosion of laughter. Lucia clutched her stomach, laughing uncontrollably.

"My... my brother whom I styled... Hahahahaha!"

She slapped her palm against the desk while shaking her body. She even started to tear up.

"Then that makes you the Empire's number one beauty! Congratulations!"

"Hey, that's..."

"Oh, I'm dying of laughter. Hahaha!"

The laughter didn't stop for quite a while.

"Calm down, Lucia."

"How can I calm down? My brother is the number one beauty!"

Another burst of laughter, even louder this time.

"Should I style you again when you go to seduce the Emperor? It should be quick since you're already experienced!"

She had completely shifted into teasing mode.

I sat lost in thought as Lucia's laughter subsided.

I reached out and picked up the orange juice from the table (there are no oranges in this era, so it must be another fruit, but it tastes the same).

It was a new brand that Lucia had bought, and I was surprised when I took a sip.

It tasted exactly like the orange juice I used to drink in my previous life.

I was already on my third glass.

"Gulp..."

Going in person to captivate the Emperor. It's dangerous, but... honestly, it's also exciting.

Now that I'm more familiar with activating the Dimensional Sword, I shouldn't be in much danger anyway.

I'm also curious about how ugly this Emperor guy is.

Above all, the thrill of going directly into the heart of the Empire.

As a man, I can't resist.

Aria gave her permission with just one condition: she would stick close to me. That was so like her.

The identity forgery work was progressing smoothly.

Forging the identities of two of the Emperor's guard knights. It wasn't that difficult.

I recalled hearing that after awakening to the Church of True Beauty, the Emperor was shocked by his ugly appearance and now only keeps women by his side.

Lucky bastard.

When I become king, perhaps someday I could also enjoy such luxury...

No.

I don't need to go that far. Aria is enough for me.

"By the way, Brother. Don't you think you're living too promiscuously these days?"

"What?"

A chill ran down my spine.

"Getting Belisa pregnant, then several members of the Black Sisterhood..."

She started counting on her fingers.

"Something seems to be going on with that Elena woman, and now you're off to seduce the Emperor."

"That's not what it—"

"What is it then?"

A cold gaze shot my way.

"It seems like you're enjoying your 'missions' a bit too much."

"It's just a kind of community service. Giving babies to women who can't get pregnant..."

"Let's say that's the case."

"It's not just 'saying' it's the case, it is the case."

Of course, if you asked if I enjoyed it even a little bit?

Well, I can't deny that, but still.

"Anyway, it's something to be happy about."

"What is?"

"That you, mistaken for the kingdom's greatest beauty—me—beat the Empire's greatest beauty."

The kingdom's greatest beauty?

Since when?

And above all...

"Again, I don't think Rose is the Empire's greatest—"

I tried to refute it, waving my hands frantically, but Lucia waved her hand to stop me.

"Well, let's just say she is. She's one of the Emperor's concubines anyway. And her looks are good enough that you, with your high standards thanks to Aria and me, would consider her pretty. At that level, who's prettier and who's less pretty is just a matter of taste."

She walked to the window and examined herself in the sunlight.

Before the awakening of the Church of True Beauty, she had just an ordinary appearance. Now she was recognized as a beauty.

The subtle satisfaction emanating from her entire body.

Until now, she had only been evaluated for her figure. It was an era when people didn't properly recognize aesthetic sense.

But when people gained true aesthetic sense through the awakening of the Church of True Beauty? Lucia's overwhelming beauty was finally revealed to the world.

Overnight, she went from "a skinny girl" to "one of the top beauties in the kingdom."

Come to think of it, she seemed to be dressing up a bit more than usual these days.

Though the difference isn't that noticeable since she's naturally so pretty.

"That ribbon is new too, right? You've been changing them often lately. Do you have a man you like?"

Lucia's hand stopped at my sudden question.

"With Lucia's looks now, it wouldn't be surprising if men were approaching you."

Her figure is... well, let's pass on that for now, but her face is definitely extraordinarily beautiful.

Lucia slowly turned around with a strange smile.

"Who knows? Maybe I do, maybe I don't."

It was an ambiguous answer. But there was something hidden in that expression.

"What kind of answer is that?"

"It's a secret. But you know, Brother. You only do it with Augmented Humans... you know that, right?"

She took a step closer with a meaningful smile.

"That the children born that way are female Augmented Humans who can't reproduce?"

"That's right. The ring of the Church of True Beauty allows women who can't get pregnant to conceive, but the result is another woman who can't get pregnant."

It was a double-edged sword.

Being able to create Augmented Humans through reproduction alone was certainly amazing.

Female Augmented Humans in particular have greater physical enhancement than males. Of course, the surgery is also more expensive.

But there was a problem.

The children born that way are also unable to reproduce.

I paused to think.

Then eventually those children too... would I...

No.

That would be too much.

There are limits, after all.

Relations with Augmented Humans? Well... that's between adults, so it doesn't matter. Helping women who can't get pregnant has its own meaning.

But with my own children?

Absolutely not.

No matter how different this world's ethics are from modern Earth, I couldn't do such a thing.

There's a line that shouldn't be crossed between parents and children.

Even if there's a need for a "tool" for reproduction... the thought of having that kind of relationship with a child I raised with my own hands is disgusting.

And what about their children?

It's not like I'll live for thousands of years.

"Can you communicate with the Church of True Beauty and find out if there's a way? A way for those children to reproduce safely?"

"I'll try."

"Good, thank you."

**

"Hmm, I got a message. I need to go now."

My brother said. And he wielded his Noble Artifact more skillfully than a few days ago.

The familiar blue rift created by the Dimensional Sword appeared, cutting through the air.

I quietly approached and adjusted his collar, wearing the face of a worried sister.

"This time it's really dangerous, so don't push yourself too hard."

"I won't."

I watched until my brother completely disappeared into the blue rift.

Only after the wound that had pierced space healed without a trace did I finally reveal my true expression.

The face of the worried sister disappeared, replaced by the smile of a cold strategist. The corners of my mouth turned up slightly.

This was just the beginning.

While my brother was away, I could proceed with my plan step by step.

"You can come in now."

Responding to my call, a shadow in the corner of the room rippled, and a woman silently walked out. It was Selena.

No, it was Ainis of the Church of True Beauty who had borrowed Selena's body. She had been watching the entire situation.

Ainis, with Selena's face, spoke with a voice full of regret. The instinctive disappointment of a deity was evident.

"What a shame. Tonight, the two of you could have become one. The mood was so good. Especially with that juice..."

I firmly shook my head.

"No, I need a proper justification."

The deity wouldn't understand. The importance of the delicate process of completely possessing his heart, not just the fulfillment of simple desire.

Mere primal attraction wasn't enough. My brother wasn't that kind of person.

"You saw it earlier. He pathologically hates crossing the lines he's set for himself. I'm still in the forbidden territory of being his sister."

Ainis tilted her head slightly at my logical explanation.

To a deity who had lived for eternity, human ethics might seem like an incomprehensible game.

That was as far as my explanation to the deity went. Further debate would be meaningless.

Even though Ainis was a deity, she wouldn't understand the rules of the game of winning my brother's heart.

I quietly placed my hand on my lower abdomen. On that quiet, flat place where there was still no sign of life.

Aria. She was certainly a powerful competitor. The only one my brother could trust to watch his back on the battlefield.

But when it came to succession, it was a different story. A sword that didn't want children.

A woman who chose to be a "tool."

Such a woman wasn't even a competitor from the start.

My brother will continue to spread his seeds. Whether with the Black Sisterhood or others. Numerous branches will extend to form a vast forest.

But the single root that will dominate all those branches and monopolize the nutrients of the entire forest.

That will be me.

That child will truly rule my brother's empire, no, this entire world.

The picture of the future was drawn so clearly. Like an irresistible prophecy, it dominated all my senses.

Without realizing it, the corners of my mouth twisted into a cold smile.

Ch.127 - Imperial Audience
# Ironblood Knights

They were one of the Empire's knightly orders that only augmented human women could join.

Strictly speaking, there were no official regulations stating "only augmented humans" or "only women," but in practice, that's how it was.

You know how it goes...

"Age doesn't matter. Education doesn't matter." But in reality, if you're above a certain age or below a certain education level, your application goes straight to the shredder.

Currently, as one of the five knightly orders defending the imperial capital and having produced no less than three Sword Masters, this was especially true.

However, the order's current prestige was relatively recent.

The Ironblood Knights had a sad legend.

In the past, when the Empire was divided between the Imperial Princess faction and the Imperial Prince faction, the order made the wrong choice. As a result, the knightly order was disbanded, and their captain had both arms cut off before being sold from one foreign slave market to another.

Later, after earning merit, the order was reinstated as one of the capital's defensive knightly orders. As for the captain, she supposedly met a handsome and kind prince from a neighboring country who somehow fixed her arms, and she's living well now.

Well, in reality, a substantial number of the knights (especially the three Sword Masters) became the Emperor's concubines. And when I rescued Aria, I wasn't of royal status, nor am I strictly a prince even now... but let's overlook such trivial details.

Anyway, despite their questionable loyalty to the Emperor, as a knightly order favored by him, competition to join was fierce.

And here I stood as a new knight of this order.

"You're lucky. Just had your augmentation surgery and already joining the Ironblood Knights."

The knight sitting next to me remarked.

I was taking a break on a bench at the edge of the training ground, wiping off sweat, when this provocation came out of nowhere.

Was she taking advantage of Aria's absence, since she usually sticks by my side?

Fine then.

"You're a new recruit too. Nothing to brag about if you had to try multiple times to get in."

Since my identity was forged anyway, I considered handling it moderately, but responding too mildly to such an obvious provocation would seem suspicious.

Besides, the Ironblood Knights weren't just... a gathering of women aiming to become the Emperor's concubines.

Well, it might look that way a bit...

But fundamentally, it's a gathering of women who live by the sword.

Women who even underwent augmentation surgery to become stronger.

Of course, I neither had surgery nor am I a woman, but that's beside the point.

I examined my opponent's face carefully.

She had a sharp jawline and cold eyes.

She was beautiful, certainly, and my type, but according to my highly refined aesthetic judgment...

50 points, no, 45 points.

"What are you staring at? Is there something on my face?"

She made an unpleasant expression.

Other knights around the training ground began turning their attention toward us.

Apparently, friction between new recruits was quite the spectacle.

"Nothing much. Just curious."

I shrugged as I answered.

"Curious about what?"

"About how many times you failed. Judging by your face, at least five times."

The training ground suddenly went quiet.

Her face turned red as she stood up abruptly.

"What did you just say?"

"I'm just stating facts. No need to get so angry."

I stood up slowly as I spoke.

Though my identity was forged, backing down now would make things more difficult later. Status within the Ironblood Knights mattered.

"You..."

She clenched her fist.

But at that moment, a sharp voice echoed from the entrance of the training ground.

"What are you two doing?"

All the knights turned their heads at once.

A woman with red hair swept back was striding toward us.

I'd heard she was the vice-captain of the Ironblood Knights.

"Vice-Captain."

The woman in front of me quickly saluted.

I followed suit.

"New recruits fighting already? If you have that much energy, use it for more training."

Vice-Captain Rose.

With her red short hair, voluptuous figure, tall stature, and slightly tanned dark skin, she was the most skilled among the three Sword Masters.

Yet the reason she was vice-captain rather than captain was, by her own admission, that she wasn't "captain material."

Typically, the captain of a knightly order was its strongest member, but that wasn't always the case.

If the strongest member insisted, "I must be the captain!" they usually got the position, but Rose, who couldn't even read, had delegated the role to Marcus (despite the name, she's a woman), the second most skilled member.

A few hours after training ended, she called me aside and said:

"What were you thinking, picking a fight like that?"

Rose stood in a corner of the meeting room with her arms crossed.

The clanking of her armor revealed her displeasure.

"Did you think I would lose? I'm intermediate Sword Expert level, and she's just a beginner."

"But Your Lordship hasn't had surgery, while she has."

Her logic was that while I might win in a sword fight, I'd be at a disadvantage in hand-to-hand combat.

"More importantly, if during a fight it's revealed that you haven't had surgery and are actually a man, it would be extremely problematic!"

Rose's voice grew increasingly louder.

I nodded, giving an "I understand, I understand" kind of response, when a thought suddenly occurred to me.

For someone who claims not to be leadership material, she thinks quite a lot.

"You actually know how to read, don't you? You just dumped the captain's duties on Marcus because they're annoying."

Rose froze mid-motion.

She stood rigid with her arms still crossed.

A few seconds of silence passed.

"Th-that's not it..."

Unlike her usual self, her voice trailed off.

Hmm... was I right? I was just taking a shot in the dark.

"I can't help it. Don't tell anyone else, especially not the captain."

"By captain, you mean not Marcus but... Aria, right?"

"Yes... Lady Ainis. Now Lady Aria."

Rose nodded.

"She would scold me severely if she knew."

I was slightly tempted to see Aria scolding Rose, but hmm...

"To be honest, I have no interest in dealing with complicated paperwork just for a bit more money. My current salary is more than enough."

Rose counted on her fingers.

"I save three-quarters of my salary every month!"

That was to be expected.

Though she had forcibly elevated her skills through augmentation surgery, she was still a Sword Master.

She was one of the top few dozen experts in the entire Empire, a valuable talent.

"Then how did Aria manage as captain? She's not the type to be good with paperwork either."

"The captain..."

Rose's voice trailed off.

"The captain?"

"...was the type who deliberately threw herself into dangerous battles because she hated paperwork."

"..."

That was so like Aria.

"How did she manage to be so popular despite that..."

"In exchange, the captain always took the most dangerous position. As a result, the chance of dying under her command was actually lower. Plus, with more practical experience, she was the best."

That was just like her.

Such a disregard for her own life. This won't do. I need to be the one to cherish her life.

With the clanking of armor, Rose turned around.

"Anyway, be careful. Especially in front of the Emperor."

"Will I have to appear before the Emperor?"

"Of course. All new recruits must have an audience."

All new recruits must have an audience... The purpose was...

Too obvious.

"Well, well, His Majesty the Emperor is more lustful than I thought."

I joked.

"'His Majesty the King of Luden' isn't much better, it seems."

Rose muttered.

There was no point hiding it.

She had already been with me.

Scratching my chin with my finger, I said:

"I'm not king yet. And it can't be helped. There's no other man who can impregnate you all except me."

It was an excuse, of course.

This ability wasn't mine but the ring's, so technically someone else could do it if I lent them the ring.

But why would I?

Share such a top-secret with others?

That's out of the question.

Absolutely out of the question.

"Anyway, watch what you say in front of the Emperor. He'll definitely target you."

I tilted my head, puzzled.

"Target me? Instead of Aria?"

She would also be attending the audience as a new knight of the order.

Rose nodded firmly.

"Definitely!"

"But isn't Aria prettier than me?"

I was sincere.

Who was Aria?

The incarnation, no, the avatar of the goddess of beauty.

Even now, when that goddess of beauty was somewhat damaged (though she had recovered a bit), my Aria, who looked exactly like her, could be called the most beautiful woman in the universe without exaggeration.

"Haah... Of course, the captain is incredibly beautiful. But... what comes to mind when you see Aria?"

"A blade."

The answer came out instinctively.

"Exactly!"

Rose clapped her hands, her armor clanking.

"Men tend to prefer delicate women over strong ones. And among augmented humans, there are plenty of such 'blade-like' women."

I shook my head.

"Not me."

"Really?"

"And blades are fragile too."

Rose's eyebrows twitched.

"Fragile? A blade?"

"She always wants to stand on the battlefield. If I don't protect her, she'll break herself."

Of course, she's strong now.

But still, at least I... need to take good care of her.

Otherwise, intoxicated by her own strength, she'll break. I need to be her scabbard.

"You're the unusual one. Most men hate it when women are stronger than them. Something about wounded pride."

I shrugged.

"What use is such pride? Having a strong woman by your side is reassuring."

"You really are unusual. But the Emperor isn't. That's why he'll target you!"

I let her words go in one ear and out the other.

In my mind, I was running through thousands of scenarios not about me being chosen by the Emperor, but about what to do if Aria was targeted.

And finally, the day of the audience arrived.

Ch.128 - Imperial Audience (2)
There were a total of seven new recruits in the Ironblood Knights who would be presented to the Emperor at the audience ceremony.

Honestly, I was a bit surprised.

All new recruits were Sword Experts.

In the Luden Kingdom, Experts would be considered elite members of any knight order, but here they were just rookies.

Of course, the Ironblood Knights weren't an ordinary knight order. Even considering they were one of the capital's defense orders, the gap was severe.

They weren't even the only capital defense order, nor were they considered the strongest, yet they attracted such talent?

That's what you'd expect from a country with a monopoly on augmentation surgery.

Among the seven, one was a high-level Expert. Well, actually a Sword Master, but that was a secret. Two were mid-level, and the rest were beginners.

Among them, a woman named Mila particularly caught my eye.

"Another mistake, rookie."

That voice appeared without fail whenever I made even the slightest error during training.

She wouldn't dare say a word to Aria, but she constantly picked fights with me.

If she tried that in front of Aria, her head would fly off.

She seemed to consider me her rival since I was approachable and at the same level as her.

Until a week ago, I'd respond to her comments about being a repeater, third-timer, or fifth-timer, but I stopped replying.

Arguing back would only make things noisier.

Aria approached from beside me.

"Should I kill that woman?"

She was serious. Her tone was different from usual.

"Leave her be."

"But..."

"Let's keep things quiet until the audience ceremony."

In truth, Mila was all talk and never actually confronted me.

By the way, that woman...

Something looked different about her, and after staring for a while, I finally realized why.

"Are you wearing makeup?"

I asked bluntly.

"Yes, I am. What about it? Got a problem?"

She answered confidently.

Makeup, of all things. I couldn't imagine the usual Mila doing this.

She always sneered that makeup was for weak women.

The reason was obvious.

She wanted to impress the Emperor.

It was an ambition anyone might harbor after joining the Ironblood Knights.

I looked at Mila, then turned my gaze to Aria.

Hmm...

There's a law of unchangeable fundamentals.

No matter how much makeup you apply, if your base face doesn't support it, there's a limit.

While Mila certainly qualified as beautiful, compared to Aria...

"W-w-w-what's with that expression!"

Mila burst out.

She must have noticed the comparison on my face.

"A candle beside the sun."

The words slipped out unconsciously.

"What?"

"Nothing!"

I quickly waved my hands.

"Grrrr! You insolent rookie!"

Mila's face reddened as she clenched her fists.

"You're a rookie too!"

"I have military experience!"

"Yes, yes."

I tried to brush it off.

But Mila wouldn't back down. Having put on makeup for the occasion, her pride seemed quite wounded.

"We'll see who the Emperor chooses at the audience ceremony!"

She seemed to be throwing down a challenge, but honestly, I wasn't nervous.

The Emperor's... selection? I don't want that.

If the Emperor had unusual tastes and chose Mila over me and Aria, I'd be thankful.

"Hahaha! Well, it's good for our order if any of our rookies gets selected."

A sudden boisterous laugh echoed through the training ground.

All eyes turned in one direction.

Marcus was striding toward us. The Captain of the Knights.

And one of the three Sword Masters in the order, she had a rather small stature and cute appearance despite her name.

"Compete well. Who knows? If you please His Majesty, you might get a Master augmentation surgery."

She looked completely different from last night when she was spewing vitriol about the Emperor.

Well... that was to be expected. Saying such things during the day would cause trouble.

Mila's eyes sparkled.

"Really? A Master augmentation surgery?"

"Of course. Strictly speaking, that's how I got augmented too."

A Sword Master augmentation surgery.

The thought alone made my mouth go dry. There were only a few dozen Sword Masters in the entire empire. An opportunity to reach that level.

Everyone must have been salivating.

"Win the competition! That way I can win against those other bitches too!"

Marcus's boisterous cry echoed throughout the training ground.

One rookie cautiously raised a hand.

"But Captain, you mentioned competition... specifically how...?"

"Obviously, it's about receiving the Emperor's selection. A competition to see which rookie gets chosen by His Majesty."

Marcus shrugged.

"There's a sort of rivalry between the capital knight orders and the imperial knight orders. Who receives the Emperor's first favor is a major point of competition."

Capital knight orders and imperial knight orders...

The empire had five capital defense knight orders. Each had 2-3 Sword Masters and over a hundred members. Adding the three imperial guard orders, there were dozens of them.

A single knight order rivaled the total number of Masters in the entire Luden Kingdom, and combined they accounted for nearly half of the empire's Sword Masters.

I understood why they didn't properly fight against the Alliance. These were the empire's true military strength.

And they seemed to have their own rivalries and competitions.

Aria leaned close and whispered to me.

"Hearing this makes me feel strange, darling."

"Hah, let those lesbian bitches have their bandage fights. I'll be the one receiving the Emperor's glorious selection."

Mila sneered, looking back and forth between Aria and me.

Her face, heavily made up, wore a confident expression, but that confidence didn't last long.

In a gathering of five capital defense knight orders and three imperial knight orders.

Naturally, they were all women.

Though they say gender differences nearly disappear when one masters mana, the perception that knights were a male profession was deeply rooted.

Female knights. Female mercenaries.

They existed, of course.

I myself had employed quite a few of both.

But ratio-wise, it was a male-dominated profession, 7:3 or 6:4.

While early differences in strength and muscle power became meaningless later on, they mattered in childhood, and above all, there was the issue of childbearing population.

When women died, the next generation's birth rate plummeted, so it wasn't good to deploy them in battle.

Unless you were from a family like Adelheit where even the brain was covered in muscle, women were often educated in swordsmanship or magic and then used in political marriages.

Only the empire, shining with augmentation technology, ignored such common sense.

Female knights were everywhere.

Until recently, it hadn't been such a female-dominated society. While women had higher success rates with advanced augmentation surgeries, the number of men attempting them was overwhelmingly higher.

That was until the Emperor filled all eight knight orders with women after the Church of True Beauty resurrection incident.

The purpose was too obvious.

Even I, who was planning my own harem after becoming king, inwardly clicked my tongue thinking, "My goodness, senior, I'll learn from you."

So it was natural that the knight recruit audience felt like some beauty pageant selection.

Murmurs erupted throughout the waiting room.

The air itself felt heavy with dozens of new knights gathered. Each tried to calm their nerves in their own way, but the tension in their shoulders and necks was unavoidable.

"This year's Ironblood Knight recruits are better than expected."

A man wearing a royal butler badge spoke in a deep voice.

But I knew. The imperial royal butlers weren't butlers but royal eunuchs.

His gaze swept the waiting room and stopped on us.

He pointed at Aria and me with his fingertip.

"You two, follow me."

Mila's face froze momentarily, then flushed red. Her heavy makeup only emphasized her embarrassment.

"Wait, why just those two? There are seven new recruits..."

"Only the best should be presented to the Emperor."

Mila bit her lip. She repeatedly clenched and unclenched her trembling fists, but apparently lacked the courage to protest.

"Then the rest..."

"Wait in the waiting room. You can leave when the audience is over."

The butler had no intention of explaining further.

Aria and I followed behind him as he turned and walked away.

Halfway down the corridor, we encountered another group.

Female knights brought by other butlers. As elites selected from each knight order, they were all exceptionally beautiful.

A knight with blonde hair and blue eyes. A tall woman with red hair tied back. A cold-faced woman with black hair.

They were all certainly beautiful.

But we didn't exchange any words. People from other knight orders did the same. They just glanced at each other furtively, conscious of one another.

Because they were competitors.

I glanced at Aria.

As expected.

Our Aria was the prettiest.

The corridor was longer than I expected.

Our footsteps echoed on the marble floor covered with red carpet. Portraits of the empire's past emperors hung on the walls on both sides, all with dignified and handsome faces.

Only the current Emperor's portrait was missing.

"Nervous?"

Aria asked quietly.

"I'm fine."

In reality, I wasn't. Even with the Dimensional Sword, killing the Emperor in the middle of the imperial palace wouldn't be easy.

Especially when I had to approach in female disguise.

The butler stopped walking.

We stood before a massive golden door. Female guards in full armor stood on either side of the door. They all appeared to be at least Expert level.

"Wait."

The butler turned to us.

"You know the audience etiquette, right?"

I nodded. We'd been educated about it in the Ironblood Knights.

"Don't raise your head before the Emperor. And don't speak until spoken to."

"Yes."

"And..."

The butler's gaze lingered on Aria.

"Especially you. Don't move carelessly. His Majesty might be displeased."

Instead of answering, Aria just slightly bowed her head.

Finally, the golden door opened.

It was magnificence itself.

Massive columns reaching to the ceiling, dazzling chandeliers, and a golden throne visible in the distance.

But the figure sitting on that throne wasn't visible. It was too far away.

"Move forward."

Following the butler's instruction, we walked down the long corridor.

With each step, the figure on the throne became clearer.

And when the Emperor's appearance finally came into view.

For a moment, my breath stopped.

Rose's words weren't an exaggeration.

It was truly... terribly beyond description.

Ugh...

What is that?

Can it even be called a face?

It looked like someone had molded clay into a rough human shape and given up halfway. No, it was even more horrific than that.

Asymmetrically distorted features,

Bumps and acne-like holes protruding here and there,

And above all, the size was abnormal.

The head itself looked about 1.5 times larger than a normal person's, and looking at just the face, it resembled a giant pumpkin with holes poked in it.

Since developing aesthetic sense, I've seen countless people. Ordinary people, ugly people too, but...

I'd never seen anything like this.

This wasn't ugliness, it was just... something beyond the category of human.

Ugh...

A chill ran up my spine.

My stomach felt like it was twisting.

A physiological revulsion came over me, like looking at rotten meat.

No. It was worse than rotten meat. At least with rotten meat, you can tell what it originally was.

This... I don't even know what this is.

A side effect of magical surgery? Or was it some kind of curse?

I tried to calm my breathing, but it wasn't easy.

I wanted to look away, but etiquette wouldn't allow it.

I glanced around.

As expected.

The other female knights were in similar states.

Everyone was clearly shocked by the Emperor's appearance. They were trying to maintain etiquette, but couldn't control their physiological reactions.

But...

Only Aria was different.

She had a perfect poker face.

She stood at attention without changing her expression. As if she hadn't seen anything, or as if she was already accustomed to such sights.

As expected, my Aria is different.

Having traversed countless battlefields and seen all kinds of horrific sights, this seemed like nothing to her.

But for the rest of us...

Ugh...

Another wave of chills came over me.

How could someone with such a face be Emperor?

They say he can't look in mirrors, and for good reason.

If I had such a face, I'd smash all mirrors too.

And in this state, he takes women as concubines?

Just thinking about it... ugh...

He wouldn't approach my Aria, would he?

The thought alone made me feel like losing my mind.

Aria is the prettiest among us.

Moreover, maintaining a poker face in this situation made her likely to catch the Emperor's eye.

If those monstrous hands touched Aria...

But then I heard footsteps. Heavy footsteps were getting closer.

No. Please, not Aria...

But the footsteps were heading in my direction.

What?

They were coming toward me.

A large shadow fell over me. And that terrible voice dropped from above my head.

"You don't have the face of a knight."

Ah, that's a relief.

If I was chosen... Aria would be safe.

That sense of relief came first. But soon another sensation pushed it away.

Something moist and sticky touched my chin.

Ugh!

It was the Emperor's hand.

That hand, full of discharge, with skin that could hardly be called normal, was caressing my face.

Goosebumps covered my entire body. My stomach felt like it was twisting.

But I couldn't move.

Ch.129 - Emperor Execution
Discomfort.

And a question.

Why me instead of Aria...

Some might say:

That's just infatuation.

But...

While I'm quite pretty now, she was even more beautiful than me.

This wasn't infatuation—it was logical.

Not a matter of preference.

Of course, beyond a certain level, comparing facial beauty becomes meaningless...

Unlike me with my flat chest due to the limitations of crossdressing, she lacked nothing in face or figure.

Perhaps the Emperor prefers small breasts?

But that didn't seem to be the case.

The Emperor's gaze shifted to Aria.

Especially toward her chest.

A mocking smile flashed across his hideous face.

"You're not bad either. But... there are too many strong ones like you in this palace. Eyes that look like they could cut down anyone who holds a sword."

His voice lowered. A sound like scratching rotten wood rose from deep in his throat.

Aria's expression remained unchanged.

But I could tell. Her shoulders had stiffened slightly. Her fists had clenched subtly.

The Emperor turned his head as if bored, then fixed his gaze on me again.

"Compared to her, you are..."

His damp hand caressed my cheek again.

Ugh...

An unpleasant sensation like being touched by something oozing. I felt the hair all over my body stand on end.

"This trembling, this fragility... this is the true charm of a woman."

His other hand lifted my chin.

I was forced to meet those terrible eyes and face.

"A body that pretends to be strong but ultimately trembles. A heart that pretends to be brave but is ultimately afraid. Yes, I like this."

My stomach twisted.

It wasn't just the Emperor's appearance. His words, his gaze, his touch—everything was disgusting.

"All the other women are the same. After augmentation surgery, they act as if they've become men. But you're different. You still have purity left."

"Men often prefer weak women over strong ones."

Rose's words echoed in my head.

At this moment, I was feeling to the bone how accurate those words were.

The Emperor truly preferred the "seemingly fragile" type like me over strong women like Aria.

This monster before me was the epitome of the "average man" Rose had spoken of.

And I...

That I seemed...

Even more fragile than my woman... the thought made my self-esteem plummet.

I, who had risen to Sword Expert intermediate level, who had fought countless battles, at this moment appeared to be nothing more than a helpless girl.

"Such delicate skin, such an elegant neckline... truly perfect. A beautiful body unlike a warrior's... heh, it's been a while."

All the confidence I had built crumbled like a sand castle.

I clenched my fist. But I couldn't move. One mistake could ruin the entire plan.

I turned my gaze slightly toward where Aria stood.

Her shoulders were trembling slightly. With rage.

Ah, yes. While I was enduring this, Aria was...

My mind suddenly cleared.

While I was receiving this monster's attention, she was safe. These filthy hands wouldn't touch her.

Even if my pride fell to the ground.

Even if I was treated like a helpless girl.

That was enough.

Better that I, a man, be the sacrificial lamb.

At least my woman... absolutely not...

But another problem crossed my mind.

How would he react if he discovered I was a man?

He seemed ready to undress me right here... in front of the other women...

If I were exposed...

The thought alone was horrifying.

How could I get through this situation while also finding the Imperial Princess's whereabouts...

I squeezed my eyes shut.

For a moment, everything seemed to stop. The Emperor's touch, the surrounding noise, even the sound of my heartbeat.

A moment of silence.

I thought the Emperor would do something more, but nothing happened.

And then...

BOOM!

An enormous roar.

With that roar, the Emperor's disgusting breathing was no longer heard.

What happened?

I slowly began to open my eyes.

**

How dare such filth...

That damp, hideous hand caresses my lord's cheek.

Something boils deep inside me. Hot and violent like molten iron in a furnace.

I see my lord's slight trembling.

No. It's not trembling. He's suppressing his anger.

Normally, no one and nothing could make my lord like this. But now he's enduring for the sake of the mission.

"This trembling, this fragility... this is the true charm of a woman."

Each word from that monster cuts into my heart.

Fragility? Trembling?

My lord... how strong my lord is.

He recognized me at a glance in the slave market when I was in despair with my arm cut off. With those sharp eyes, he discerned my value and saved me without hesitation.

He never surrendered even in the face of countless enemies. He's always been the one blazing the trail forward.

How dare such a disgusting thing to my lord...

"A body that pretends to be strong but ultimately trembles. A heart that pretends to be brave but is ultimately afraid."

My fist clenches involuntarily.

So tightly that my nails dig into my palm. Almost enough to draw blood.

Calling my lord's strength a "pretense"? Calling my lord's courage fake?

My shoulders tremble slightly. With rage.

I must endure. I must endure now. I cannot ruin my lord's plan.

But...

When those filthy hands lift my lord's chin, the thread of reason stretches taut.

How long... how long must I watch this?

Something hot continues to boil deep inside me. Not mana. This is something more primitive, more violent.

The impulse to protect my lord.

The desire to cut down that abomination.

But not yet... not yet.

Not until my lord gives the signal.

I clench my fist tighter. Blood begins to flow.

"How dare you... touch my lord's skin..."

The Emperor's hand moves toward my lord's shoulder, toward his collar.

My mind goes white.

No.

Absolutely not.

The moment those vile fingers are about to touch my lord's clothes.

I see only one thing.

The fact that this monster is trying to defile my lord.

To hell with the mission and the plan.

Trying to undress my lord? Trying to defile my lord's body?

Not while I live.

Such a thing will never happen.

How dare such a thing.

Mana surges from my toes.

Hot and violent, like a volcano erupting. All the power I usually carefully control is released in an instant.

The surrounding air vibrates. A faint black aura surrounds my body.

I can no longer endure.

I can no longer watch.

And so my body moved before my consciousness.

BOOM!

**

The moment I opened my eyes, a tremendous roar split my ears.

BOOM!

An impact sound strong enough to make the entire palace vibrate.

A true Sword Master's strike had directly hit the monster's cheek.

The roar. And then the sound of something rolling.

It was a head.

There had been two Sword Masters guarding the Emperor. But they couldn't move.

Because they were looking at Aria.

"She broke through the realm on her own power..."

One of them muttered.

"Impressive."

Is that really the Emperor's head rolling on the floor? That hideous face that was alive and speaking just moments ago...

"Uh... uh..."

Someone's trembling voice began to accept reality.

The Emperor was dead. With a single strike.

"AAAHHH!"

One person's scream became the fuse.

Panic spread like an epidemic. The screams gradually faded away.

Footsteps and the sound of armor from all over the palace. The Royal Guard was rushing in.

Aria knelt before me.

With her head bowed.

"I'm sorry, my lord."

Her voice trembled. For reasons other than anger.

"I ruined the plan."

Her blood-stained hand touched the floor. The Emperor's blood was still warm.

"But... how could I stand by and watch that monster toy with you?"

She raised her head. Her eyes were red.

"If I did nothing in that moment... then I would no longer be myself."

A voice filled with conviction. As if without regret.

"But I will accept punishment."

How could I speak of punishment to her?

Aria doesn't know how much I raged inside while that monster was toying with me, how helpless I felt. But she knew. That I was suffering.

So she risked everything to save me.

"You assassinated the enemy's head—that's a great success."

Aria raised her head.

"My lord..."

"Ruined the plan? Not at all. The original goal was to eliminate the Emperor."

We were surrounded by now.

Two Sword Masters. And more than a dozen Sword Experts.

But none of them dared to attack first.

One of the guard knights spoke.

"I completely missed your movement. Are you the real thing?"

"I am."

"To think a real one actually exists..."

"Don't you have any in the Empire?"

There was no answer to that.

I'd heard that some Sword Masters in the Chrono Empire had crossed the threshold through their own power like Aria, but it seems that was a lie—they had merely received higher-level surgery.

"But the Royal Guard will arrive soon. You won't be able to escape from here alive."

Just then, the sound of armor grew closer from the corridor.

CRASH!

The door shattered as the Royal Guards poured in.

"Your Majesty!"

"What happened!"

"Ahhh, that's..."

The guards in black armor completely surrounded us. There seemed to be at least twenty of them.

A woman who appeared to be their captain pointed her sword and said:

"Surely you don't think you'll escape alive after doing this?"

I gripped the handle of my Dimensional Sword.

"I do plan to escape alive."

The Royal Guards all burst into laughter.

"Haha! You're truly insane!"

"The entire palace is sealed—where do you think you can escape to! No matter how much you slash at the air... huh? What?!"

The laughter soon stopped.

A bluish gap began to form in the empty air.

The Dimensional Sword cut through space, opening a dimensional door.

"What, what is that!"

"Is it magic?"

While the Royal Guards were confused, I took Aria's hand.

"Let's go."

"Yes, my lord!"

Without hesitation, we leaped into the dimensional gap.
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As I stepped through the spatial rift, Rose and Marcus, who had been waiting near the castle gate, jumped to their feet.

"You're back already?"

Marcus muttered with wide eyes.

"There's no way the royal audience could have ended so quickly..."

Aria emerged from the dimensional gap behind me. Blood stains were still visible on her wrist.

"You didn't do something reckless, did you?"

Rose approached with furrowed brows.

There was no need to answer. The commotion coming from inside the palace told the whole story—the clashing of armor, footsteps, and screams mixed with shouts.

"Ah, damn it."

Rose pressed her forehead.

She massaged her temples as if she understood what had happened.

"There's no way the mission could have succeeded so quickly."

Marcus made a naive comment.

I straightened my chest and answered confidently.

"No, it was a complete success."

Aria turned her head in surprise. She had been blaming herself for the plan going awry, but suddenly I was calling it a success.

But in the end, everything she did was for me.

If she had ignored my suffering... I might have been disappointed.

And if the Emperor had crossed the line further... I might have acted myself.

Thanks to Aria moving first, that didn't happen.

"Capture the king and you win the chess game."

Rose and Marcus immediately turned pale.

They both seemed to understand what I meant.

Of course, there was someone who didn't get it—Mila, whose existence I had completely forgotten until just now.

"By complete success, do you mean you and the Emperor consummated—"

Mila suddenly closed her mouth. The air had frozen. Especially as Aria shot her a sharp glare.

My expression hardened instantly.

The thought of sleeping with that horrible monster made me want to vomit.

"W-w-why that look! A-after all, both you and your lover came here to gain the Emperor's favor."

Mila shouted angrily.

The other excluded female knights also murmured, trying to understand the situation, but I had no intention of explaining further.

They might find themselves in a slightly difficult situation after I leave with my followers, but I didn't feel obligated to care for them.

Still, I should give them a chance, just in case.

"Those who trust me, follow me!"

I drew my Dimensional Sword. As the blade cut through space, a bluish rift appeared once again.

I stepped into the dimensional gap first. Aria, Rose, and Marcus followed in order.

I heard Mila shouting from behind, but I ignored her.

As the dimensional rift closed, all that noise was instantly cut off.

We returned to the knights' quarters through the dimensional gap. We couldn't stay here long either.

The people here... and those from the Black Sisterhood... I would only take those who followed me.

Looking around, I noticed that not a single new knight had followed us. That was to be expected.

They weren't particularly talented, nor were we close.

I'm viewing people as tools.

The thought suddenly crossed my mind.

I'm becoming more of a psychopath doing this. A bitter smile formed on my face.

Marcus couldn't hold back his anger.

"So that man was just using us after all? This makes rescuing the Imperial Princess even more difficult!"

His fists were trembling. It was more like despair than anger.

"The Imperial Princess... she must be counting on us..."

Surprisingly, Rose remained calm.

"You knew from the beginning this would happen."

She shrugged with a deep sigh.

"What are you talking about..."

"When Captain Ainis serves that man as both master and husband, what can we do?"

Looking at Marcus glaring at me, I thought to myself.

I don't actually dislike such loyal dogs.

Now was the time to comfort her.

"The Imperial Princess isn't necessarily in danger. The imperial bureaucratic system essentially runs on that ability unique to the imperial family."

Marcus's eyebrows moved slightly.

"That's true. Then in the empire... they might enthrone her as Emperor. Despite her flaw of being unable to reproduce... they need her right now. And if you can heal that flaw..."

"That's likely how things will play out."

I said that out loud, but inwardly I was making completely different calculations.

The core of the imperial bureaucracy was the contract communication ability—the power to share senses with augmented humans under contract within a certain distance, covering about half the empire's territory.

While it might not seem like an impressive ability, this was the cornerstone of imperial administration.

Bureaucracy. It's practically the only way to manage large organizations, but bureaucrats always tend to commit corruption.

Throughout history, those who properly operated bureaucracies were all psychopathic killers who liked the color red.

In other words, for smooth bureaucratic operation, officials needed to be killed periodically.

To give an example from my past life's historical knowledge...

Stalin, who turned Russia—an eternal land of promise—into a superpower rivaling the United States, was like that. So was Zhu Yuanzhang, the Hongwu Emperor, who not only repelled the Yuan Dynasty but also stabilized his empire considerably during his reign.

But those individuals were GOAT-level figures in Han and Slavic history in terms of pure political ability, and such people aren't born often.

Yet the empire ran smoothly. That was thanks to this ability.

Augmented humans cannot commit corruption. The Emperor can connect to them at any time and discover their wrongdoings, so they remain loyal as officials.

That was the key reason why the empire maintained its form despite its vast territory.

Of course, distant areas beyond the Emperor's communication range operated somewhat haphazardly and inefficiently, but this was clearly the most crucial ability for imperial administration.

However... there was a separate issue.

From the new Emperor—the Imperial Princess's—perspective, the former officials weren't partners for cooperation but targets for purging. She wouldn't keep those who had been loyal to the former Emperor.

The officials knew this too, so they might preemptively try to eliminate her.

In the end, this was closer to a lie to comfort Marcus.

Above all, I didn't particularly like that Imperial Princess Priscilla.

Wasn't Aria nearly killed while protecting her... because of her?

After gathering the knights, I cut through space again with the Dimensional Sword.

The bluish rift opened deep within the hideout.

Maria, who had been managing the Sisterhood since Isabella's death, turned her head.

A look of surprise crossed her face as she supported her swollen belly with one hand.

"You're back already. Is there a problem with the plan...?"

"We're going to Luden."

I cut her off and spoke directly.

Maria's eyebrows rose slightly.

The other women supporting her also began to murmur.

"What's happening? Why suddenly go to Luden...?"

"You didn't fail, did you?"

I considered briefly.

Should I tell them?

The deliberation didn't last long.

"The Emperor is dead."

The hideout fell silent.

"Who... who killed him?"

"I did."

It was Aria who answered.

"According to plan."

That was a lie. But I needed to reassure them.

The response was completely different from the Ironblood Knights.

"That's amazing!"

"You really... you really did it!"

Cheers erupted. For these women with deep grudges against the empire, the Emperor's death was cause for celebration.

"I'll explain the details later."

I looked around at the gathered members. Many were supporting their swollen bellies with one hand.

They were pregnant with my children.

"For now, moving is our priority. If you have things to prepare, gather them quickly."

There was no time to waste. The entire empire would be in chaos.

"Wait, are we really going to Luden? So suddenly?"

Lisa asked.

"Is there any reason to risk suspicion from the imperial forces?"

She didn't argue further. Instead, she shouted to the other executives.

"You heard him? Hurry and pack!"

Urgent footsteps echoed throughout the hideout.

The sound of metal bowls clanging, weapons being gathered, and simple luggage being packed.

In less than 30 minutes, all preparations were complete.

I drew the Dimensional Sword again.

As the blade cut through the air, the familiar bluish rift appeared.

"First group."

I couldn't take everyone at once. That was the limitation of the Dimensional Sword.

Maria led her pregnant body toward the dimensional gap. Other executives supported her.

Rose and Marcus followed without hesitation.

Those women from the Ironblood Knights had nowhere else to return to.

After the first transfer was complete, I returned to the hideout.

Second group, third group.

After dozens of trips between the Black Sisterhood and the Ironblood Knights, I was able to transport all my followers to the Kingdom of Luden.

"Welcome to the Kingdom of Luden."

I greeted the group standing dumbfounded in the garden of the Adelheit family mansion.

"So many people... truly impressive."

The total number reached about 250, including executives from both the Ironblood Knights and the Black Sisterhood.

All of them were at least mid-level Sword Experts.

Particularly, there were two Sword Masters from the Ironblood Knights.

A satisfied smile spread across my face as I looked at this powerful force.

Of course, the pregnant women couldn't be deployed in battle immediately. But even accounting for that, it was tremendous.

This was enough power to completely destroy a small country.

"So what do you plan to do now?"

One pregnant woman carefully asked. It was Maria.

Having killed the Emperor and fled the empire, it was natural to wonder about future plans.

All eyes around focused on me. Both the Ironblood Knights and the Black Sisterhood were waiting for my answer.

I shrugged casually and replied.

"Isn't it obvious?"

"Pardon?"

Maria tilted her head. Others did the same.

The corner of my mouth turned up slightly.

"While the empire is still in disarray..."

I paused briefly and looked around. Everyone's gaze was fixed on me.

"We'll pull all troops from the imperial front and crush Paragon Sardelkia and his backer, the Kingdom of Buchnan."
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War.

It's not simply about absolute national power.

Of course, national power is important.

But the real variable isn't absolute national power, but rather the power that can be projected.

No matter how strong you are, if you can't properly utilize that strength? It's useless.

Just look at the difference in military strength between the Luden Kingdom and the Chrono Empire. It was enormous.

Just counting Sword Masters alone, we had only three: Gehenna, Duke Adelheit, and His Majesty the King.

One could say we had four after Aria joined, but...

My biological maternal grandfather, the King, had died suddenly, and now a civil war had broken out between his foolish son and his intelligent, handsome grandson.

And the Empire? I didn't know the exact number, but they had close to a hundred Sword Masters.

If we say roughly 90, that's a 30-fold difference.

Of course, this calculation only considered Sword Masters. When accounting for regular soldiers, knights, mages, and priests, the national power difference was about 10 times or slightly more.

Yet the reason Luden could somehow hold out was simple.

The Empire wasn't in a position to pour all its resources into Luden alone.

It wasn't some fair play spirit like "You have one-tenth of our national power, so I'll only use one-tenth against you!"

With enemies on all sides—north, south, east, and west—they could barely squeeze out even that one-tenth.

The Kingdom of Buchnan was in a similar situation.

If the Chrono Empire was the top dog compared to Luden, Buchnan was clearly the underdog.

Just looking at population, they had barely half of ours. The military power gap was even greater.

They shared more borders with the Empire, so they received more support from the churches and had more excellent knight forces.

And comparing my power with Paragon's?

Mine was superior.

The military power of the duchy backing me was vastly different.

The Lumenia Duchy might have had wealth, but in terms of military might, it was no match for the Adelheit Duchy.

And most importantly, the entire imperial front army was on my side.

At this point, if we were to compare force against force, we wouldn't lose even if the entire Kingdom of Buchnan attacked.

But...

The biggest reason I couldn't crush Paragon was clear.

Most of my army was tied up at the imperial front.

They were forces I couldn't casually withdraw. Excluding those troops, Paragon's side was actually stronger.

Of course, even with that superior force, they had lost most battles so far, but thanks to this delicate balance, neither side could launch a proper offensive.

Balance. A tense tug-of-war.

But now the situation had changed.

The Emperor was dead.

It was obvious that the Empire would be paralyzed for some time. The bureaucracy that had operated through the Emperor's collective telepathy ability would collapse in an instant.

Chaos. Vacuum. Opportunity.

The time had come for that balance to break.

When a weight is removed from one side of a scale, the other side tilts rapidly.

This was precisely that moment.

A time when troops could be withdrawn from the imperial front.

Moreover, our forces had increased tremendously.

It was the perfect opportunity to crush Paragon and Buchnan.

**

"Lucia."

As the study door opened, I spoke, and her name spread through the air.

The women who had just arrived from the Empire were busy with room assignments and settling in. I had entrusted that to Hassan.

There were many matters to attend to, and I would need to speak to everyone separately tomorrow, but for now, I needed to report to Lucia alone.

She was my most trusted advisor, after all.

"Oppa. You're back. Was the mission successful?"

"Sit down first."

I pointed to the chair opposite me. Lucia neatly arranged the documents on the desk before sitting down.

Her expression was more serious than usual.

I spent about twenty minutes explaining everything that had happened.

...

A moment of silence.

"So, it ended up like this after all."

Lucia spoke first.

There was something like a sigh mixed in.

Rather than resignation... it was more like the tone of someone who had anticipated what would happen.

"You expected this?"

"I anticipated various possibilities, and this was one of them."

"Anyway, now that things have turned out this way, we need to make plans. I'm thinking of dealing with Paragon first."

"I agree with crushing that idiot and the Kingdom of Buchnan."

The expected response.

"Good... then as soon as possible..."

"But there's one thing we need to be careful about."

"What is it?"

I tilted my head.

"We need to conceal the faces of those harem knights you brought from the Empire."

"Harem...?"

My face heated up slightly. I was taken aback by Lucia's blunt expression, but she wasn't wrong.

And because of that... it was even more embarrassing.

"If the identities of those women from the Empire are exposed, it could become a major problem. Especially those from the Ironblood Knights. In the worst case, they could be accused of being connected to the Emperor's assassination... well, that wouldn't be a false accusation, would it..."

Lucia said as she organized the documents on the desk.

"So?"

"Let's make custom helmets."

"Custom helmets?"

"We need to make full helm types that can completely cover their faces. And if it becomes an issue later, we can show their pregnant bellies."

"Pregnant bellies?"

Lucia shrugged.

"It's common knowledge that Augmented Humans can't have children. If someone claims they're imperial knights or Black Sisterhood members, we can show the pregnant women and argue, 'How could they be Augmented Humans?' Just say they're different people who look similar."

"Hmm... that makes sense."

"Making custom armor will take a few days, and in the meantime, we need to make other preparations. Things like unit organization and operation plans."

"Right. Let's order the helmets first. 250 pieces... that's quite a large quantity."

"If we mobilize all of the Adelheit family's exclusive blacksmiths, it should be possible within a week."

Lucia began writing something on the document.

"And Oppa, one more thing."

"What is it?"

"Don't deploy pregnant women directly in combat; use them only for rear support roles. Even for Augmented Humans, it's dangerous during pregnancy."

That was obvious. I had no intention of putting my children in danger.

"I understand. Then we'll organize the actual combat units mainly with non-pregnant women and the Ironblood Knights."

"Right. So our actual combat force is... about 150 people?"

Additional women could come from the Black Sisterhood's subordinate organizations and elsewhere, but this was our current strength.

Meanwhile, Lucia blinked twice and then gaped.

"Wait, if there are 150, that means 100 are pregnant?"

"Um... that's right."

"100 women..."

My sister's hand stopped.

After a brief pause, she started calculating something with her fingers.

"100 women in 4 months... on average, per week..."

Her face grew increasingly rigid as she calculated.

"Oppa."

"Yes?"

"You're a beast."

Her tone was resolute.

"No! It's because of the ring. It makes it easier for Augmented Humans to get pregnant!"

I hurriedly made excuses, but her expression didn't change.

"Still, how many times did you do it per day? Calculate it mathematically."

"That was... out of strategic necessity. To build cooperative relationships..."

"Cooperative relationships?"

She put her pen down on the desk with a thud.

"You built cooperative relationships with 100 women?"

"..."

I had nothing to say.

Even with the ring, it was still something I had done. I knew my excuse had no credibility.

There's no room for excuses.

"Anyway, show some restraint from now on. Our army almost became a nursery."

She picked up the documents again.

"By the way, what will you do when the children are born? All 250 mothers are combat personnel."

"That's..."

"We'll need to build a kindergarten too."

Lucia sighed deeply.

"Alright. I was wrong. I'll show restraint from now on."

I could only nod.

"And about ordering the armor..."

She picked up her pen again.

"Armor... is there anything special about it? Can't we just order something appropriate?"

I shrugged.

The corner of her mouth turned up slightly.

"Hehehe."

It was a somewhat conspiratorial laugh.

"I'll have them all made with Black Iron."

"What?"

"Oh, and if you need Black Iron for anything else, just let me know."

She started writing something on the document with her pen.

I was shocked.

Black Iron isn't just some common material... it's more expensive than gold of the same weight.

She's making 250 sets with Black Iron?

"Wait, Lucia. Do you know how expensive Black Iron is?"

"Of course I do."

She answered nonchalantly.

"And you're still making all 250 sets with it?"

"Yes."

She continued writing something on the document.

"Did you discover another Black Iron mine or something?"

I asked, tilting my head.

"I discovered something even more amazing."

She stopped writing and looked up.

"Something more amazing than..."

"Ancient ruins."

Those two words cut through the air.

I understood immediately.

If it's ancient ruins... what's inside isn't just Black Iron.

Magical equipment, various gems, and above all, ancient technologies.

"Don't tell me you've already started excavation?"

"Of course. Did you think I was sitting idle while you were doing manual labor in the Empire?"

"That's impressive! You discovered ancient ruins with Black Iron."

I exclaimed with surprise and joy, but Lucia laughed once more.

"Hahahahaha..."

What did that laugh mean?

Something didn't feel right. Normally, when I praise her, she would either smile modestly or show pride...

"Am I missing something here?"

"You're really naive, Oppa."

She said, twirling her pen.

"Naive? What do you mean?"

"Do you think ancient ruins are just discovered by chance?"

"If not that, then..."

Suddenly, one possibility crossed my mind.

True Beauty Goddess Ainis.
Could that being, whom Lucia had called her daughter from a previous life, have revealed the location of the ruins?

"Could it be that Ainis..."

"Correct."

"So what was discovered in the ruins..."

"Well..."
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"Just tell me quickly. I really don't know."

I was at my wit's end with all this beating around the bush. Lucia's characteristic mischievous expression was just frustrating right now.

"Fine."

Lucia wore an expression like she'd claimed victory.

It seemed she felt like she'd finally received my declaration of surrender. She tapped the desk with her finger and smiled leisurely.

"That ruin is from the old humanity. In other words, it's a ruin used by the humanity from our past lives."

The air froze for a moment.

Old humanity?

Does she mean a ruin left by the humanity of past lives... the humanity with far more advanced science and technology than I remember?

It felt like past and present connected in an instant.

But...

"Did black iron exist back then too?"

Not in my memory. At best, carbon steel was the pinnacle of alloys used by humanity, not something with such ridiculous strength and hardness...

"Actually, they invented it. Oh! According to Ainis, your paper also influenced the creation of black iron from regular iron."

Wait.

What did she just say?

Paper? A paper I wrote?

Did I ever write a paper...

That can't be... she must be talking about that notebook again.

At this point, I can't tell if it's true that all kinds of technologies were created from my middle school notebook or if the True Beauty Goddess is just messing with me.

"So what are you trying to say?"

"Do I really have to spell it out?"

Here we go again.

The corners of Lucia's mouth turned up again.

She had a look that couldn't contain her mischief. She twirled her pen, waiting for my reaction.

It seems she's determined to push this to the end.

"Yes."

I answered firmly. I've had enough of this beating around the bush.

"A device for manufacturing black iron is preserved in the ruins."

I felt my breath stop for a moment.

A manufacturing device?

Does this mean they didn't just find a few chunks of black iron, but an actual machine that produces it?

"And several other things too."

That additional comment was even more shocking.

What does she mean by "several other things"? Are there other ancient technologies preserved besides the black iron manufacturing device?

Looking at Lucia's expression, I was certain. She really must have discovered something incredible.

She was leaning on the desk with a satisfied smile. As if asking, "Well, surprised?"

And I was surprised. No, shocked would be more accurate.

A black iron manufacturing device. This isn't just a simple discovery but something that could trigger an industrial revolution.

Now I understood why she mentioned making 250 sets with black iron.

"Then let's go see it!"

I jumped to my feet.

**

Thud, thud, thud.

The sound of pickaxes digging into soil could be heard continuously. Mixed with the murmuring spells of mages.

The excavation site was completely like an ant colony.

On the way to the ruins after finishing my conversation with Lucia, the noise could be heard from far away, making my steps quicken naturally.

"I didn't expect this scale."

When I arrived, it was beyond my imagination.

Dozens of workers were digging the ground with shovels and pickaxes, while mages were levitating and moving stones.

Even priests were there, casting purification magic on the excavated artifacts.

It was completely like a battlefield.

But in the middle of it all, I noticed an old man standing with a cane.

Wait.

That back view looks familiar?

As I got closer, it became clear.

It was my biological grandfather.

Duke Adelheit.

"Huh? Why is Grandfather here..."

Normally he'd be holed up in his study, never coming out. Is this important enough for him to come to such a site in person?

Or has his personality changed with age?

As I got closer, his figure became clearer.

The man I once thought was my father.

He looked much older than when I last saw him.

His back was hunched, and he seemed unable to stand without his cane. His once imposing shoulders were now shrunken.

I suddenly calculated his age.

He was already over 100 when I was born... so now...

There seems to be a limit even for a Sword Master.

No matter how transcendent a being is, there's no winning against time. Or is it because this man isn't a complete Sword Master either?

"Grandfather."

I called out in a low voice.

Grandfather slowly turned his head. His cloudy eyes turned toward me.

The cold gaze he used to have when looking at me was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, there was some ambiguous expression on his face.

"Your Majesty. I heard you were somewhere else, but you've come."

Huh?

That was the first thing that came out of the Duke's mouth.

"I'm not king yet, Grandfather."

I hurriedly replied, taken aback.

"You will be soon."

His tone was resolute.

"Look at this. Lucia has excavated a black iron facility."

He pointed to the entrance of the ruins with his cane.

The situation was completely reversed.

That grandfather who thoroughly ignored me in the past was now bowing his head.

Even speaking formally to me.

"I see."

I could only answer awkwardly.

Something felt strange. Not exactly good, but... complicated.

I suddenly remembered his cold treatment in the past. Before my talent bloomed, when he didn't even want to meet me.

Just because he's changed his attitude now doesn't mean those memories disappear.

"Lucia has really done great work. To discover such an important ruin. If we arm our family's knights with black iron now... Paragon is finished."

When I heard him praising Lucia, I almost laughed.

Wasn't he the one who ignored Lucia even worse than me in the past?

"Indeed."

I answered briefly.

I didn't feel the need to continue this conversation. After all, the past is the past, and now is now.

It wasn't worth wasting emotions on.

"Then I'll look around the ruins."

After a brief greeting, I headed for the entrance of the ruins.

The Duke seemed to want to say something more, but I didn't listen.

What's important is the ruins I'm about to see.

But that was just my thought...

With every step toward the ruins, Lucia's harsh words continued.

"Isn't it ridiculous? He couldn't stand the sight of me in the past."

The noise at the excavation site grew louder. Lucia raised her voice so it wouldn't be drowned out by the pickaxe sounds.

"It feels like just yesterday he was looking down on me for being a mage. Now he's saying 'you're my pride.'"

The anger in her words, spat out bitterly, was palpable. Her hand repeatedly clenched and unclenched.

"He's just sucking up because he thinks you'll become king."

Lucia is right.

That grandfather had ignored Lucia even worse than me.

The reason was also that her talent was more in magic than swordsmanship.

"But we do need his help right now."

Lucia made a scoffing sound.

"Still feels bad though."

Yet her steps didn't stop. The entrance to the excavated site was getting closer.

"That old man has always regretted not becoming king. He wants to make his grandson king so he can turn Adelheit Castle into a royal palace."

A sharp analysis.

Emotionally unpleasant, but realistically, I have no choice but to use him.

It was a complicated feeling.

"Here we are."

Lucia stopped walking.

A massive stone door blocked our way. It was already open, and a faint light was leaking from inside.

"Is the excavation already finished?"

"Just the core part. There's still a mountain of areas to investigate."

Lucia went in first.

The interior was wider than I expected.

The ceiling was high, and complex patterns were engraved on the walls. The interior was brightly lit thanks to magically illuminated lights.

"The black iron generator is over there."

Looking in the direction Lucia pointed, I saw something like a huge machine.

It was truly enormous.

A metal mass the size of a house was majestically in place.

Unknown symbols were densely engraved on its surface, and several pipe-like things were complexly connected.

"Have you figured out how it works?"

"Barely. Actually, Ainis possessed Selena and told us."

So it was with the help of the True Beauty Goddess after all.

It would have been impossible with human power alone. The technology of the old humanity is far ahead of the current civilization.

"If you put in iron ore, black iron comes out. It compresses to about 1/100th."

That's incredible efficiency.

It means if you put in 100 pieces of iron, you get 1 piece of black iron. It might seem like a loss, but considering the value of black iron, it's an enormous profit.

But looking around the machine, I saw other things too.

"That's!"

My eyes widened instantly.

"That's what?"

Lucia tilted her head.

"A computer!!!"

My voice trembled.

That silver box in the corner. It was definitely that. Above all... the apple logo!

It was several generations more advanced than what I'd seen on Earth, but that was only natural.

"Com-pu-ta?"

Lucia asked with a puzzled expression.

Of course she wouldn't know. It's an object that doesn't exist in this world. And she doesn't have memories of her past life.

But for me, it was shocking.

All playfulness and curiosity disappeared. From the moment I discovered the computer, my mind began racing rapidly.

This isn't just an ancient artifact.

It means the core technology of my past life civilization is preserved intact.

"Lucia."

My voice carried a different weight than usual.

"Yes?"

Lucia still looked at me with a puzzled expression. She didn't seem to understand why I suddenly became so serious.

"Did you learn from Ainis how to operate the device that produces and converts electricity?"

"Umm..."

Her voice was flustered.

"I did learn, but..."

Lucia's gaze wavered. It seemed like she'd received an unexpected question.

"Do it right now."

I said firmly.

"I need to use this!"

I pointed to the computer.

Lucia's eyes grew wider.

"That com-pu-ta thing? What is it exactly..."

"I'll explain later. Electricity first. Make sure the voltage and power match so the computer doesn't break!"
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Lucia's fingertips trembled slightly.

She nodded at my words and began operating the device.

A strange humming sound emerged, and a blue light turned on.

"It worked!"

The moment we connected the wire to the computer, a faint light leaked from the machine.

Click.

When I pressed the power button, the screen lit up brightly.

But immediately after, a strange creaking sound echoed.

"What's that noise?"

Lucia stepped back.

Cold sweat ran down my spine. Could it be broken? A machine hundreds of years old couldn't possibly be intact...

But suddenly the sound stopped.

A familiar apple logo appeared in the center of the screen. The loading bar slowly filled, and finally the desktop appeared.

"Hehehe, this is it. This is what I wanted."

I burst into laughter. It was actually working.

"Wow, Oppa, do you know how to use this?"

Lucia peered at the screen with curiosity.

"Of course."

When I moved the mouse, the cursor followed smoothly. The keyboard worked normally too.

The key layout was slightly different, but I could get used to it quickly.

I started opening folders one by one.

The Game folder caught my eye first. But I was more curious about the "Study paper" folder next to it.

When I clicked, numerous files were listed.

They were research papers.

Since all the titles were in English, I ran a translation program.

It was a local translator that worked without internet, and the quality was surprisingly good.

It wasn't inferior to the AI translations from my previous life.

It seemed to be running something locally that was at least as powerful as the server-based large language models I knew before I died.

As I read through the translated titles, things got increasingly strange.

'Physical Interpretation of Mana Energy'

'Practical Applications of Dimensional Travel Theory'

And the moment I clicked to see...

Wait.

Aren't these the settings I wrote during my chuunibyou phase?

My fingers started trembling.

As I scrolled down further, an even more shocking file appeared.

"His Research Notes."

It was none other than the original of my chuunibyou files.

"What... is this..."

My voice trembled.

I didn't even need to run the translator.

The notes were in Korean.

"Ooh, is this a tool that displays pictures on the screen? But what is this note drawing?"

It was Lucia.

"Ugh..."

I know intellectually that I shouldn't be embarrassed.

But emotionally, I was mortified.

Putting aside my embarrassment, I decided to show the computer to someone who needed it more than I did.

"Look at this."

I ran a spreadsheet program. When a blank table appeared on the screen and I showed some functions and formulas, Lucia tilted her head.

"Is it like a calculator?"

"Something like that."

I started entering complex formulas.

100 iron ores to 1 black iron, black iron required per set of armor, transportation costs, labor costs, magic enhancement costs...

Plus production rate variables per hour, seasonal ore price fluctuations, mage hiring costs.

"This way, multiple variables simultaneously..."

I connected formulas to dozens of cells. I even added conditional functions to set up situation-specific optimization calculations.

I pressed the Enter key.

Instantly, all calculations were completed. Optimal production schedule, estimated costs, profit rates all at once.

"Whoa!"

Lucia stepped back.

It was the moment she saw complex formulas processed instantly.

"This could be used for magic formula calculations too!"

"Of course."

Lucia looked at the screen with an excited expression. She tapped the keyboard with her fingers.

"There are tons of machines like this in other ruins!"

"Really? Then it would be good to try activating them one by one."

She seemed to be already planning the next exploration.

"If I have less work to do, let's try it slowly. Play games too..."

"Gei-mu?"

Her pronunciation was still awkward.

"Yeah, that's a thing."

That was enough with the computer.

We stood in front of the massive black iron generator.

A metal mass the size of a house was majestically positioned.

Thumping machine sounds echoed throughout the ruins. Iron ore was sucked through pipes, compressed, and converted into black iron in a mysterious process.

"How's the production speed?"

"About 5 black iron pieces per day. One piece can outfit a knight."

"Then to make 150 sets..."

"About a month?"

It was faster than I thought. Making equipment for the knights was realistically possible.

"But the stored black iron alone is enough for about 150 sets."

I nodded, suddenly thinking of Aria.

I remembered her caressing her black iron sword and even naming it. The way she polished the blade with such care.

What would happen if black iron weapons were mass-produced?

Her sword. Would Bami no longer be special?

My concerns deepened. I needed something special that only Aria could have.

Not just a simple weapon, but a gift meant only for her.

Maybe not artifact-grade like a dimensional sword. But at least something meaningful.

"I should give her a gift someday."

I muttered in a small voice.

Lucia turned her head.

"What did you say?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

**

"Alright, as soon as the weapons and armor are completed, let's go after Paragon's head..."

That boast didn't last long.

It took a week just to turn one black iron piece into a suit of armor. Even with a skilled blacksmith hammering day and night.

According to calculations, completing 150 suits would take at least half a year.

Of course, there wasn't just one blacksmith or mage, so it would be faster, but it would still take at least a month.

There was no rush.

What was actually urgent was something else. The Empire's movements.

It had been a week since I killed the Emperor, but there was still no official announcement. I needed to check directly.

Since I was the only one capable of long-distance teleportation.

Rather than going alone... I needed to bring some security personnel. I had other tasks for them too.

I headed to the training ground.

The sound of clashing metal came from Training Ground 13.

Rose and Marcus were sparring. Befitting their Sword Master-level skills, their sword auras cut through the air in sharp trajectories.

"Stop for a moment."

At my voice, both of them withdrew their swords.

"What is it?"

"I need to go to the Empire. Escort me."

Rose tilted her head.

"The Empire? Suddenly?"

"I need to directly confirm the situation after the Emperor's assassination. I have other tasks too."

Marcus looked puzzled.

"For such a mission, wouldn't Captain Aria be better... why us?"

It was a reasonable question. Aria was the strongest and most trustworthy escort.

"Aria can't handle the additional tasks."

No further explanation was needed.

Rose shrugged.

"Well, going to the Empire sounds good."

True to her straightforward personality, she accepted without objection.

"When do we depart?"

"Right now. But we need to disguise ourselves first."

Both nodded.

"They might recognize our faces, so be thorough."

An hour later.

The three people standing in front of the mirror looked completely different.

Rose had lengthened her originally short red hair with a wig, and Marcus had attached a beard to give himself a more masculine impression.

I also changed my hair color and applied some makeup to my face. Fortunately, I didn't have to cross-dress this time.

"I've prepared long hoods too."

Rose brought three hooded cloaks. Made of black fabric, they were generous enough to deeply cover our faces.

"Good."

When I put on the hood, my vision was clear while my face was completely hidden.

"Let's go then."

I said, drawing my dimensional sword.

"Where are we teleporting to?"

"First to the streets of Chronia. We'll decide after assessing the situation."

I channeled mana into the blade. Space tore open, creating a door into darkness.

"Let's go."

The three of us stepped into the dimensional gate side by side.

**

As we cut through space, the streets of Chronia appeared before us.

"Let's look around ordinary streets first."

We walked with our hoods pulled low.

At first, nothing seemed unusual. Merchants selling goods and people coming and going, not much different from Luden.

But after passing several blocks, the atmosphere began to subtly change.

"Doesn't that look strange?"

Rose said in a low voice. Several shops had their doors firmly closed, and there were fewer people on the streets than usual. The expressions of passersby also seemed somewhat dark.

"They seem tense."

Marcus said, looking around.

As we went deeper, the situation became increasingly serious. Smoke was rising from several buildings, and the smell of burning stung our noses.

"What's this?"

At the end of an alley, two augmented humans were pushing an ordinary person. The victim was lying on the ground, but no one tried to help.

People were scattering in confusion.

"Was it always this chaotic?"

I asked Rose. She shook her head.

"It wasn't this bad originally. Unless it's the entertainment district... the knights would have intervened."

Something had clearly happened.

"Let's check other areas too."

We used the dimensional sword to visit several cities, and the situation was similar everywhere. Order seemed to be breaking down.

Of course, no one was talking about the Emperor's death yet, but something major had definitely occurred.

"What about near the Imperial Palace?"

We approached the palace gradually using the dimensional sword, starting from the outskirts.

There were more guards than usual. Their expressions also seemed tense. They could be seen whispering to each other.

"It seems like some kind of emergency..."

As we got closer, we could hear officials gathering for a meeting inside the palace.

"We have no choice but to announce that His Majesty has fallen seriously ill..."

"But how long can we hide it?"

"Where is Imperial Princess Priscilla..."

"We can't reach her. She seems to have fled..."

Rose and Marcus, who still had some loyalty to Priscilla, reacted. Their expressions darkened.

The meeting continued.

"What will you do if you catch Priscilla? Install that woman as ruler? Then we're all dead men."

"Then what should we do?"

"That's why we're having this meeting!"

They were in complete disarray.

It seemed that when the Emperor's special ability disappeared, the entire imperial control system collapsed.

I'd heard enough. As expected, the Empire was in chaos.

"Situation assessment complete."

Marcus said with a complicated expression.

"Then let's return to Luden."

Rose nodded.

"Wait."

I interrupted them.

"What is it?"

"Remember I mentioned additional tasks? Actually..."

I hesitated briefly before speaking.

"I'm looking for a gift for Aria."

Both looked at me simultaneously. Their expressions were curious.

"A gift?"

"For the Captain?"
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"Oh, a gift."

"Why that thought all of a sudden..."

"When black iron weapons become mass-produced, Aria's sword won't be special anymore. I want to comfort her."

The two nodded.

"That's true. When black iron swords become common... the captain, who values hers so much, might feel a bit deprived."

"But... what can we give her right now..."

Marcus scratched his chin.

"What would Captain Aria like?"

"I'm not sure. She doesn't seem interested in anything besides swords."

Rose also appeared deep in thought.

"But we can't just give her another sword. I wonder if some broke noble is selling a Noble Artifact somewhere?"

Even as I said it, I knew it was foolish.

Nobles might sell their mansions and territories, but they would never part with their Noble Artifacts. And there was no guarantee that any artifact we found would suit Aria anyway.

She could connect with the Church of True Beauty and receive an artifact, but the fact that she hadn't suggested she didn't feel the need.

"Still, you two should know Aria's tastes, right?"

"If that's what you want, why not ask Elena instead of us?"

"She's a rival in love."

While I'm generally tolerant of my lover's lesbian activities, there's no guarantee she feels the same way about me.

"Besides, surprises are important for gifts, and she's the type to blab."

Rose shrugged.

"Let's check the upper-class district. At least that area is still normal."

After exploring various places using the Dimensional Sword's abilities, I'd found that while public safety had rapidly deteriorated across much of the empire, one area remained an exception.

Chronia's First District.

Befitting the empire's most exclusive area for the upper class, the streets were immaculate.

The marble floors gleamed, and shop windows displayed dazzling merchandise.

The first place we entered was a jewelry store.

"Welcome!"

The merchant's voice was unusually cheerful.

Though I wore a hood, its quality was evident.

Wealthy people often concealed their identities, so the merchant had judged me a rich customer just by my attire.

I scanned the display cases. They were full of sparkling jewels, but everything seemed ordinary.

"How about a necklace or a ring?" Marcus suggested.

"Would Aria like accessories?"

I doubted it. Given her practical nature, it seemed unlikely.

Rose shook her head too.

"I don't think so either."

Next was a clothing store.

"Our latest fashion dresses!"

The clerk showed us elaborate clothes. Dresses adorned with silk and lace hung on display.

But this wasn't right either.

These wouldn't suit Aria, who only wore practical clothes.

"Pass."

We headed to the next store.

The third was a shop selling perfumes and cosmetics.

"How about this? Surely a woman would like perfume..."

Marcus suggested cautiously.

I considered it briefly, but it still wasn't right.

Aria didn't wear makeup and avoided perfume, saying it interfered with combat.

"This isn't it either."

After an hour of visiting various shops, we hadn't found anything suitable.

Jewelry, clothes, cosmetics, perfume... all the typical gifts for women didn't match Aria.

I felt disappointed returning empty-handed.

I threw myself onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.

Despite spending all day in the empire's upper-class district, I couldn't find a gift for Aria.

Jewelry, clothes, perfume... none of these suited her.

Suddenly, I had an idea.

The status window system that appears when I sleep.

It consumed quite a bit of mana and made sleep feel less restful, so I'd kept it turned off for a while.

Until now, I'd only used it to check combat power and skills, but I remembered it could also show personal information.

What if I could identify her true preferences and hidden desires?

"Right, why didn't I think of this before?"

**

In my dream, the familiar system space unfolded.

"Change to a window that shows as much personal information as possible, not combat-related data."

"Input confirmed."

"Aria."

Nevertheless, combat-related information still appeared at the top.

Basic information, skills, abilities...

It was still impressive.

No, even more impressive than before.

Most of her abilities were listed as "Unmeasurable."

Scrolling down further, I found categories I'd never seen before.

'Detailed Preference Analysis,' 'Potential Desires,' 'Suppressed Interests'...

It was much more sophisticated than I'd thought.

The system wasn't just collecting combat data but understanding personal inner workings as well.

My finger paused over the mouse.

Was I ready to see Aria's true self?

I clicked.

'Suppressed Interests: ████████ (Extremely Hidden)'

'Potential Desires: Strong Yearning for ████████'

'Hidden Preferences: ████████ Desire (Unconscious to Self)'

Blacked-out text filled the screen.

"Reveal!"

Focusing my mind and consuming more mana, the system gradually began revealing the information.

As the blur disappeared and the content was revealed, my jaw dropped.

"Wow..."

It was a completely unexpected direction.

To think Aria, who seemed focused only on practicality and combat, had this side to her.

These desires were the complete opposite of what she had always shown.

I examined the screen more closely.

Each item had detailed explanations and recommended responses.

"I was completely wrong."

I would have to discard all my previous gift ideas.

**

When I opened my eyes, dawn light was filtering through the window.

The information I'd seen in the system was organizing itself in my mind.

Now that I knew her hidden side, I was thinking about gifts from a completely different perspective.

Practical items? Combat-related?

All wrong.

What she truly wanted was something entirely different.

But even she wasn't aware of these desires.

So the first place I needed to go was...

**

I stood at the front gate of Duke Adelheit's mansion.

"Welcome!"

The gatekeeper rushed out. In the past, he would have turned me away for arriving without notice. Now he hurriedly guided me inside.

Walking through the corridor, I saw butlers bowing their heads. Every one of them had a respectful attitude.

Before the study door even opened, he came out.

"Please come in."

To think that this old man, who wouldn't even look at me in the past, was now bowing his head. Is this what power does?

"I've been busy at the ruins and haven't properly greeted you."

"Not at all! It's only natural!"

The Duke waved his hands dismissively.

"A black iron production facility... such a discovery is unprecedented in our thousand-year family history. It's only natural that you focus on that."

In reality, I was busier turning on my computer and searching through game folders. I inwardly smiled bitterly.

While sipping a cup of tea, we began discussing family matters.

The conversation continued about Gehenna's condition, the cause of his madness, and the possibility of treatment. The Duke chose his words carefully.

"It's clearly a surgical aftereffect. But complete treatment..."

Complex emotions about my biological father surfaced.

"It will take time, but there must be a way."

"I hope so."

The Duke's voice carried a subtle regret. Perhaps for past decisions.

Trivial conversations continued. The family's financial situation, relationship with the royal family, future plans...

The atmosphere gradually became serious.

I put down my teacup. A small 'tok' sound echoed in the study.

And then I brought up the main point.

"Would it be possible?"

The Duke's expression changed. His cloudy eyes looked at me and trembled slightly.

Silence fell.

Was I about to be refused?

But such worry was unfounded.

The Duke slowly nodded.

"Of course."

An immediate answer. Faster than I expected.

"Grandly. As grandly as possible."

His tone was emphatic. Determination set in his aged voice.

There was no need to say more.

It felt like a heavy stone had settled in my chest. I had fastened the first button of my plan.

**

I lay on the grass with my back against it.

My body was drenched in sweat from the intense training just now. My breathing was rough, but my mind was at ease.

In the distance, other knights continued training. Wearing black iron armor.

Clang.

The sound of swords clashing reached my ears. What would have been special before now felt like ordinary noise.

My hand went to "Night" at my waist. The cold sensation of the sword hilt transferred to my palm.

Still precious. Truly.

I had already poured too much of my sword aura into this blade. Switching to another weapon now would be unthinkable.

A knight raised his black iron sword high. The blade reflected in the sunlight with a gleam that once only mine possessed.

It's certainly a good thing. That my subordinates now have better equipment.

A good thing, but...

A part of my chest felt tight. I shouldn't have these feelings.

"Captain Aria!"

A messenger ran over. Panting, he bowed his head.

"The lord is looking for you. He said to come immediately."

Immediately?

My heart sank. Did he discover my feelings? Or is there some other urgent matter?

"I understand."

I hurried my steps. As I passed through the corridor, I tried to organize my thoughts, but it wasn't easy.

Standing in front of the door, tension washed over me. Sweat formed on the back of my hand.

Knock knock.

"Come in."

The door opened. My lord was sitting at his desk. Unlike usual, he had a serious expression.

I knelt down. Bowing my head, I waited.

"Sit."

"Yes."

I sat carefully on the chair. I straightened my back and brought my knees together.

Silence fell. My lord seemed to be contemplating something. He was tapping the desk with his fingers.

"I have an order."

He finally spoke. His voice carried a weight different from usual.

"Whatever you command."

"Accept this."

My lord held out a small box. It was a black box the size of a palm.

What is this?

I carefully received it. It was heavier than I expected. Made of premium material.

"This is..."

"Open it."

I lifted the lid of the box. For a moment, my breath stopped.

It was a diamond.

And an enormous one at that.

The jewel set in the ring shone brilliantly. It was larger than any diamond I had ever seen.

"This... this is..."

Words failed me. Should I accept something like this? No, what does this even mean?

With my mouth open, I looked up at my lord.
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Looking at Aria's frozen expression as she held the ring, I recalled the information I had seen in the system.

'Suppressed Interest: Strong desire for formal relationship recognition' (Currently in denial)

That was the first item.

Aria pretended to be satisfied with their relationship as lord and subordinate, but in reality, she wanted formal recognition.

She said it was fine for him to have relationships with other women, but that was because she thought she didn't deserve better.

The fact that she couldn't have children who would inherit her genes made her withdraw even more.

'Latent Desire: Yearning for life as an ordinary woman', not particularly bothered by her partner's promiscuity, but wants to be his special woman. (Strongly denying)

That was the second item.

Though she appeared focused only on combat and swordsmanship, she had such desires too.

The desire to wear elegant dresses, pretty accessories, and live as a feminine woman.

Of course, being fundamentally diligent, these desires were severely suppressed.

And...

'Hidden Preference: Strong desire for romantic situations' (Unaware of it herself)

The third item.

This was truly unexpected.

Aria, who seemed cold and rational, was actually dreaming of fairy tale-like romance.

Wanting to be loved like a princess and treated as someone special.

The system had even analyzed specific details like 'prefers proposals on one knee.'

So I made a decision.

To give Aria what she truly wanted.

Not a new sword or anything like that.

A formal relationship. Recognition as a woman. And romance.

"Aria."

I lowered my voice.

Still frozen while holding the ring, she slowly raised her head.

Her silver hair sparkled in the sunlight. Her trembling eyes looked at me.

"My... my lord... this is..."

She couldn't continue speaking.

I stood up from my seat.

Then I walked around the desk and approached her.

Aria's eyes grew wider. She seemed to sense that something unexpected was about to happen.

I knelt on one knee.

"Eek!"

A small sound like a scream escaped her lips.

Aria's face instantly turned bright red. The box in her hand trembled.

"My... my lord? Why are you kneeling...!"

Her voice was flustered.

For a lord to kneel before his subordinate. It must have been an incomprehensible situation in her worldview.

I took her hand.

It was cold and trembling. I could feel the calluses on her palm from wielding a sword.

"It's an order."

I said firmly.

"An... order...?"

"Yes. An order."

Aria's eyes wavered. Her lips quivered.

The word "order" was something she couldn't refuse. She had always absolutely obeyed my commands.

"Marry me."

My woman froze completely.

She seemed to have stopped breathing.

A silence fell as if time had stopped.

"This... this..."

She finally opened her mouth but couldn't form proper words.

"I said it's an order."

I spoke more forcefully.

"You can't refuse. You know that, right?"

"B-but..."

"But?"

"I... I can't have children..."

Her voice grew increasingly quieter. Indeed, that was the biggest obstacle.

"You have that ring from Ainis."

"T-that..."

"I know it makes it possible. We'll find a way around the genetic issue. Or even if it's impossible, I don't care."

I held her hand tighter.

"What I want isn't children, it's you."

"My lord..."

Her eyes began to redden.

"And this isn't a proposal. It's an order."

I pushed forcefully.

Because this is what Aria wanted.

Being pushed strongly.

Not being given a choice.

That way she could accept without feeling guilty.

'I couldn't refuse. It was an order.'

I needed to give her that excuse.

"Answer me."

"..."

"Aria."

"Y-yes..."

Her voice trembled.

"What does 'yes' mean?"

"...I will marry you."

Tears rolled down her cheeks.

"I will... marry you, my lord..."

Her voice was choked.

I took the ring from the box. A huge diamond sparkled in the sunlight.

"Give me your hand."

"Yes..."

She extended her trembling hand.

I placed the ring on the ring finger of her left hand. It fit perfectly. I was glad I had measured the size in advance.

"Now you're my fiancée."

"Fiancée..."

Tears continued to flow from Aria's eyes as she looked at her hand with the ring.

"Thank you... my lord..."

"Call me Leon."

"...Lord Leon."

"Drop the 'Lord' too."

"T-that's..."

"It's an order."

"...Leon."

It was a small voice. But I heard it clearly. It was the first time she had properly called me by my name.

"Well done."

I stood up and embraced her.

Aria began to cry quietly in my arms.

How long had she been holding back?

How lonely had she been?

I patted her back and waited for her to calm down.

Only after a long while did her crying stop.

"I'm sorry... your clothes, my lord..."

"It's okay."

I wiped her tear-stained face with a handkerchief.

"And it's Leon, not 'my lord.'"

"...Leon."

"Yes."

"I love you."

"I love you too."

I hugged her tightly once more. This time she didn't cry. Instead, she put her arms around my back and whispered quietly.

"I'll stay by your side... forever."

"Yes. Forever."

Sunlight poured in through the window.

Aria's silver hair shone. The diamond on her left ring finger sparkled brilliantly.

"We'll have the grandest engagement ceremony possible."

Aria's eyes widened.

"Grand?"

"Yes. We'll mobilize the entire Adelheit family."

"T-there's no need for that..."

"Yes, there is."

I said firmly.

"Because I want you to be formally recognized as my wife."

"..."

"My lord... no, Leon..."

"And we'll have the finest dress made for you."

"A dress?"

"Yes. You've always wanted to wear one."

"When did I ever..."

She stopped speaking.

It was a desire she wasn't even aware of herself.

"I know everything. What you want. What you've been holding back. Everything."

"..."

"Don't hold back anymore. Do whatever you want. Wear pretty clothes, accessories."

"But for combat..."

"You can still fight when needed. But in everyday life, you can live as a woman."

Aria lowered her head.

"I don't... deserve that..."

"I decide what you deserve."

I lifted her chin to meet her eyes.

"You're my fiancée now. Soon to be my wife. You can live proudly."

"...Yes."

She answered softly.

But her gaze was firm.

"Thank you, Leon."

"You're welcome."

I kissed her forehead.

Aria's face turned red again.

"T-this kind of thing..."

"We'll be doing much more of this from now on."

"...!"

Aria, red to her ears, bowed her head deeply.

It was a cute reaction.

So she could show this side too.

It was a new aspect of her, who had always seemed cold and strong.

"I'll take care of all the preparations, so you just need to wait."

"Understood."

She raised her left hand to look at the ring.

The way she gazed at the diamond sparkling in the sunlight made her look like a young girl.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

"Yes. You're more beautiful."

"...!"

Her face turned red again.

I'll get to see this reaction often from now on.

Not bad at all.

No, it was quite good.

**

The tree was higher than I expected.

Even though I was maintaining my balance with magic, and even if I fell I could fly, my legs still trembled a bit standing in such a place.

Holding back a sigh, I looked down.

Through the office window, I could see Leon oppa and Aria.

Oppa knelt down.

Aria froze.

The ring box opened.

Can't miss the timing.

I raised my hand.

The magic I had prepared in advance glowed in my palm.

A special magic combining divine power and light magic.

"El Shaddai!"

I chanted the spell softly.

Sparkling particles of light began to scatter from my fingertips.

The golden swarm seeped into the office through the window.

Like a blessing.
Like destiny.
An effect to enhance the atmosphere.

I could see Leon oppa putting the ring on Aria's finger.

Aria began to cry.

Oppa embraced her.

Sunlight and magical light enveloped the two, sparkling around them.

It was like a picture.

Like a fairy tale.

How bitter.

I muttered inwardly.

A corner of my heart ached strangely.

Jealousy? No, not that.

This is what I wanted.

What I planned.

Aria is a good person.

She sincerely loves oppa, is loyal, strong...

And she can't have children.

That was the key.

Aria cannot bear children who inherit her genes.

This was different even from ordinary augmented humans.

With the ring Ainis gave her, pregnancy is possible, but the child born will only receive my brother's genes.

So...

I hugged my knees on the tree.

The right of succession will eventually go to my child.

It was a cold calculation.

Aria will become the official wife.

But she can't bear children who will continue the royal bloodline.

As for the incest issue...

This... actually isn't such a big problem.

Sitting on the tree, swinging my legs, I thought.

In the Kingdom of Luden and surrounding cultures, incest is a more complex issue than one might think.

Relationships between parents and children, or between siblings, are naturally taboo.

But beyond that...

Uncles, cousins—such relationships are often even encouraged.

Especially in noble society.

Especially in cases where the official spouse is sexually incapable, it's not uncommon for relatives of uncle-level or more distant to have children as proxies.

Leon oppa and I grew up as brother and sister, but...

We're not actually blood siblings.

Through the window, I could see the two still embracing.

Aria's silver hair sparkled in the sunlight.

They looked happy.

Truly.

A smile formed on my face.

Congratulations, Aria, sincerely.

Make oppa happy.

I'll... play my role too.

"Be happy, oppa."

I whispered softly.

"And... please wait. Until my turn comes."

Ch.136 - Engagement Ceremony And The Beginning Of War.
The engagement ceremony was more magnificent than I expected.

It was all thanks to my biological grandfather, Duke Adelheit, who personally oversaw it.

In the grand cathedral with its red carpet, we received blessings from all three religious orders in succession.

While Aria technically belonged to the Church of True Beauty, I currently maintained good relationships with all three orders, and there was no need to break those ties by associating with just one.

Selena and the other saintesses from the Church of Light, Church of True Beauty, and Church of Order blessed us.

Sunlight poured through the stained glass windows, painting the floor with rainbow colors.

Knights of House Adelheit stood in formation with their swords drawn.

It seems almost excessive.

Again, this is an engagement ceremony, not a wedding.

But it was necessary.

For Aria's sake.

I needed to imprint upon the entire kingdom that she wasn't just a knight, but my official partner. Someone no one could treat carelessly.

The cathedral doors opened.

Aria entered.

Her pure white dress and silver hair gleamed in the sunlight.

Her usual cool expression was nowhere to be seen. The corners of her eyes trembled slightly.

She was nervous.

I didn't expect her to be this anxious.

How curious that a Sword Master who had cut down hundreds would tremble at an engagement ceremony.

It was strangely adorable.

She walked slowly toward me. The hand holding her bouquet shook slightly.

The priests began their blessing. Long phrases about the blessings of each deity.

Honestly, I could barely hear them.

I could only see Aria's profile.

She turned her head slightly to look at me. Our eyes met.

Her lips moved slightly.

'Thank you.'

A silent message.

My heart swelled.

"Please exchange the rings."

The priest's voice reached me.

I picked up the prepared ring and took Aria's hand.

Her fingers were slender and cold.

I slipped the ring on.

Aria also placed a ring on my finger.

"Now complete your vow with a kiss."

The priest stepped back.

Aria looked up at me.

She parted her lips slightly, then closed them again. She was still trembling.

I placed my hand on her waist first.

Her body stiffened.

"Relax."

I whispered softly.

"...Yes."

Even her voice trembled in response.

How cute.

I slowly lowered my head. Our lips met.

A brief kiss.

But it was enough.

The cathedral filled with applause.

The knights raised their swords in unison. The blades reflected the sunlight.

"We celebrate the engagement of Leon Adelheit and Aria Adelheit!"

The priest's declaration.

Aria's hand tightly gripped mine.

When I turned to look at her, I saw her eyes had reddened.

Was she crying?

No, she seemed to be holding back tears.

"It's okay."

I whispered again.

"...Yes."

She nodded.

We walked along the carpet. Guests lined up on both sides, offering congratulations.

"Hurrah!"

"Long live the Adelheit royal family!"

The royal family comments were clearly from people my biological grandfather had planted.

Having lived with the inferiority complex of not being king, he was quite excited about the possibility of changing the royal palace.

Aria gripped my arm tightly.

"...It feels like a dream."

Her voice was small.

"It's not a dream."

"I know. But... having so many people congratulate me... it's unfamiliar. And using your—I mean, Leon's surname."

I understand.

Considering her past.

Being augmented, turned into a killing machine, and ultimately sold as a slave...

She could never have imagined a day like this would come.

"You'll get used to it."

"...Do you think so?"

"I know so."

"...Yes. I believe you."

A carriage was waiting for us.

We boarded amid the cheers of the guests.

When the door closed, the noise was shut out.

A space just for the two of us.

Aria sighed.

"...It's really over."

"It's not an end, but a beginning."

"I suppose so."

She was smiling.

With this, I've resolved one issue.

My guilt about creating a harem has lessened somewhat.

No matter how many women I might add in the future, she is now my special woman, guaranteed by law and witnessed by countless people.

**

I put on my armor immediately after the engagement ceremony.

The fact that I was deploying right away was actually top secret.

Officially, I was supposed to be enjoying my honeymoon with Aria.

Body doubles had been prepared.

People who (with makeup) resembled us would be seen around the castle for a while.

But I had work to do.

"Deployment preparations complete. 3,000 soldiers. All mana users or higher."

I nodded as I listened to Lucia's report.

Elite soldiers stood in formation. Their black armor gleamed in the sunlight.

There was a nominal commander-in-chief.

"Where's Father?"

"Over there."

I looked where Lucia pointed.

Gehenna Adelheit.

He sat on horseback wearing black armor. His expression was vacant. He seemed to be having a bad day.

I approached him.

"Father."

"...Who are you?"

As I thought.

"It's Leon. Your son."

"Son?"

Gehenna tilted his head.

"But Leon is just a baby."

Here we go again. His memories were mixed up.

"Johnson."

"Yes."

Johnson, Father's closest aide and butler, approached.

A man who had served him for decades.

His face was wrinkled, but his eyes remained sharp.

"Please take care of Father."

"Leave it to me."

His voice was calm.

"Remember. You must only maintain a standoff. Do not attack the castle before the signal comes."

"I understand."

"If Father loses control?"

"I will stop him at the cost of my life."

His eyes were serious. This wasn't an exaggeration. He had actually stopped Gehenna several times before.

"...Thank you."

I bowed my head.

Johnson returned the gesture.

I turned and walked toward the special unit.

250 female knights stood in formation.

All in black iron armor. With helmets completely covering their faces, I couldn't tell who was who.

The armor was made to follow the body's curves, so I could tell they were women.

But that was all. Height differences were the only distinguishing feature.

"Rose, Marcus."

"Yes."

The two Sword Masters stepped forward.

The taller one was Marcus. The shorter one was Rose. Their voice tones were different enough that there would be no confusion.

"I'm sure you all remember the plan, but I'll explain once more."

250 pairs of eyes focused on me from inside their helmets.

"First, we'll move mixed in with Father's 3,000 troops. That's why we standardized all soldiers' armor in black. The enemy won't know we're among them."

I saw some nodding.

"What happens when the main force of 3,000 soldiers reaches the castle walls?"

Rose answered.

"The enemy will feel threatened."

"Right. And then?"

"They'll position their mana-using soldiers on the walls."

"Exactly."

Marcus chimed in.

"The moment their Expert-level soldiers concentrate on the walls..."

"That's when," I cut in.

"We make our move."

"Yes, my lord!"

All 250 answered in unison.

Women's voices resonating from inside their helmets.

A strange thrill ran through me.

Honestly, I didn't mind being called "my lord" by attractive female knights.

Well, I didn't think it was appropriate for a woman I'd taken as my wife, which is why I told Aria to call me Leon instead... though she still uses both interchangeably.

"Alright, let's move out."

** 3 days later...

Count Alfred, lord of Stonefield Castle, was standing on the wall looking at the horizon when he spotted a dust cloud.

At first, he didn't think much of it.

He assumed it was a merchant caravan or a small patrol.

But the dust cloud grew larger.

And turned black.

"That's..."

The adjutant standing beside him noticed first.

"An army, sir. And..."

He raised his telescope.

Through the lens, he saw the scene.

Soldiers in black armor. An endless column.

"Enemy... Adelheit... banners!"

And at the front.

A large man in a red cape sat on horseback.

The count nearly dropped his telescope.

"Gehenna... Adelheit?"

He was speechless.

The father of the heir to the throne.

A man who should be guarding the empire's border. One of only two Sword Masters in the kingdom.

He was here.

"How... what about the border?"

The adjutant stammered.

The count couldn't answer either.

He estimated the troop size. It looked to be at least 3,000.

"All troops! Battle positions!"

His voice cracked.

His mouth was dry. He tried to swallow, but his throat felt like it was burning.

The sound of soldiers climbing the stairs thundered like lightning.

The clashing of armor, hurried breathing, the sounds of weapons being readied.

It was chaos, but trained chaos.

"All Experts to the walls! Position archers! Ready the catapults!"

He barked orders.

But questions boiled in his chest.

'Why is Gehenna here? What if the empire attacks?'

No, more importantly.

'Could he have already made a non-aggression pact with the empire?'

If so, this war...

He stopped his thoughts.

Now was not the time for thinking.

The black army arrived below the walls.

Gehenna Adelheit dismounted.

He drew his sword.

Cold sweat ran down the count's back.

A red sword aura began to blaze.

Then he swung his sword toward the gate.

Boom!

The gate shook.

Dust rose.

"Damn it..."

Someone muttered.

But the gate was intact.

It was a gate reinforced with thick iron plates and magic. It wouldn't break after just one or two strikes.

"It's okay. We can hold."

Gehenna swung his sword again.

Boom!

Once more the gate shook.

Fourth time, fifth time.

Boom! Boom!

The sword strikes continued.

But the gate was still holding.

'This isn't enough. It would take dozens of strikes... but even that man doesn't have unlimited mana.'

Just as the count was calculating, it happened.

Creak.

A strange sound.

The gate was... opening.

Ch.137 - Easy Siege Battle
**One Hour Earlier**

Thud!

Another dull sound echoed.

It was the sound of my father striking the castle gate.

Of course, that alone wouldn't destroy the gate.

A steel gate reinforced with magic.

Even a Sword Master would need to strike dozens of times to inflict proper damage.

But that wasn't what mattered.

Just need to draw the enemy's attention.

The soldiers on the wall, and even those inside, would all be focused on my father.

A Sword Master wielding red Sword Force.

Officially, one of only two such monsters in the kingdom.

Who wouldn't look in that direction?

Thud!

Once more.

I steadied my breathing inside my helmet and looked around.

I brought only 30 elite knights out of the 250 female knights.

I wanted to bring more, but that was the limit of the Dimensional Sword.

But this would be enough.

Aria, Rose, Marcus.

Three Sword Masters, no less.

The remaining 27 were all between mid and high-level Sword Experts.

This was sufficient.

I could hear rough breathing inside the helmets.

I felt the killing intent of the female knights.

Especially Aria.

Her hand was trembling slightly as it gripped her sword hilt.

Not from nervousness.

From excitement.

My wife... still had that battle-hungry temperament.

The shy demeanor from our engagement ceremony was nowhere to be seen.

Now she was just a sword waiting for slaughter.

"The real battle begins now."

I muttered quietly.

The female knights nodded.

I could see red light flickering inside their helmets. They were drawing up their Mana.

"Galen."

"Yes, my Lord."

A male voice responded.

Except for me, the only man among the 250-member special unit.

A long-time subordinate and the key to this operation.

"Please guide us."

"Leave it to me."

Galen had served at this Stonefield Castle during his time as a soldier.

Not only did he know the internal structure thoroughly, but we needed him to set the coordinates for spatial movement.

That was why I brought him.

I drew the Dimensional Sword.

The blade cut through space, emitting a blue light.

"Let's go."

I swung the sword.

Space tore open.

Darkness rushed in and then disappeared.

The unique sensation of teleportation.

But I was used to it now.

The ground beneath my feet was cold and hard. Stone floor.

I looked around.

A narrow space. Moss covered the walls.

A damp smell stung my nose.

"...Where are we?"

Galen looked around before answering.

"The bathroom."

"...What?"

"The soldiers' bathroom in this castle. Located in the western section of the third floor."

Ahem.

I cleared my throat.

"...Right. Well, anywhere is fine."

I heard Aria laughing softly inside her helmet.

Rose's shoulders were also trembling.

"...Don't laugh."

"No, my Lord. We're just..."

"Enough. Let's move."

I opened the bathroom door.

A corridor came into view.

And soldiers were visible.

But they barely paid attention to us.

"A Sword Master's Sword Force..."

"Will the gate hold...?"

Murmuring voices.

Everyone's attention was directed toward the wall.

Gehenna Adelheit.

The fear and fascination that name commanded.

No one noticed us.

Even though strangers in black armor were walking down the corridor.

Perfect.

Galen took the lead.

We walked along the corridor. Went down the stairs.

We passed by several soldiers, but no one stopped.

Everyone was hurrying toward the wall with urgent steps.

"Battle positions!"

"All Experts to the top of the wall!"

"Don't panic! Even he doesn't have unlimited Mana!"

Shouts came from all directions.

Chaos.

Trained chaos, but chaos nonetheless.

It was the perfect cover for us.

The sound of armor filled the corridor. The sound of hurried footsteps. The sound of weapons being gathered.

Amid all that noise, the footsteps of our 31 members were perfectly concealed.

Galen turned a corner.

We followed.

At the end of a long corridor, an iron door was visible.

Torches burned on either side.

"That's the gate control room."

Galen whispered softly inside his helmet.

I nodded.

The place with the mechanical device that opens the gate.

If we secure that place, this castle is finished.

"Good. We're going in."

I signaled with my hand.

Aria stepped forward. Rose and Marcus flanked her sides.

The rest of the female knights followed.

Quietly but quickly, we approached the door.

Light leaked through the gaps in the iron door.

Voices could be heard from inside.

"Check the gate status!"

"No abnormalities, sir!"

"Keep the magic reinforcement active! It must not fail!"

Tense voices.

I placed my hand on the doorknob, steadying my breath.

Cold, heavy iron.

I turned it slowly.

Creak.

The door opened.

The soldiers and knights inside all turned to look at once.

There were just over twenty soldiers and knights...

Five.

Two of them emanated the aura of Experts.

The other three were ordinary knights.

"Who... are you?"

The knight at the front asked.

His hand moved toward his sword hilt.

"Which unit are you from? Without permission, this area is—"

Before he could finish.

Aria moved.

A sword strike as fast as lightning.

Perfect accuracy even while wearing a helmet.

Slash!

The lead knight's head flew off.

Before his body could fall, Rose moved.

She thrust her spear toward the second Expert.

The knight tried to block with his sword, but it was useless.

Crash!

The sword shattered as the spear tip pierced his chest.

"Enemy raid—ugh!"

The knight's mouth trying to shout was silenced.

Marcus's sword had pierced his throat.

Three attacks.

In less than three seconds.

Five knights including two Experts. And all the regular soldiers. All dead.

They couldn't even scream properly.

"Close the door."

At my command, one female knight quickly shut the door.

Thud.

The control room was quiet again.

I looked around.

A room of moderate size. Various levers and pulley devices were installed on the walls.

The mechanical device for opening and closing the gate.

In the center was a large disc-shaped handle.

"Turn that and it's done."

Galen pointed at the handle.

"Twelve turns counterclockwise. That will open the gate completely. Since it's not opened by force alone, it requires some skill, so I'd better do it."

I nodded.

"Good. Open it."

Galen approached the handle and grabbed it with both hands.

He applied force and turned it.

Creak... Rattle...

With a heavy sound, the handle began to turn.

The sound of chains moving came from somewhere above the ceiling.

One turn.

Two turns.

"Keep going."

Three turns, four turns.

Sounds came from outside.

"The gate... the gate is opening!"

"What? Who dares—"

"Check the control room!"

Footsteps could be heard in the corridor.

They were running toward us.

"Rose, Marcus. Guard the door."

"Yes!"

The two Sword Masters stood in front of the door.

They drew their swords.

Bang!

The door opened violently.

Soldiers rushed in.

"What are you doing—ugh!"

The lead soldier's head flew off.

Rose's sword strike.

The soldiers following behind hesitated.

But they couldn't retreat because of their allies pushing from behind.

Marcus swung his sword.

Blue Sword Force filled the corridor.

"Aaaaargh!"

Screams.

Five men fell simultaneously with a single sword strike.

Blood soaked the corridor floor.

"Sword... Sword Masters!"

"Run away!"

The soldiers scattered in panic.

But there was nowhere to run in the narrow corridor.

Rose and Marcus swung their swords in turn.

Sword Force swept through the corridor.

Ten, twenty.

Bodies piled up in an instant.

"Keep turning!"

I shouted to Galen.

"Yes!"

Six turns, seven turns.

The sounds from outside grew louder.

"Close the gate! Hurry!"

"We can't! The control room has been taken!"

"Then retake the control room!"

"There are two Sword Masters..."

"What?"

The confusion was intensifying.

Eight turns, nine turns.

No more soldiers came rushing through the corridor.

The pile of bodies blocked the way.

And beyond that, no one dared to approach.

Two Sword Masters.

That alone was barrier enough.

"Almost done!"

Galen shouted.

Ten turns.

Eleven turns.

"Last one!"

Twelve turns.

Thud!

With a heavy sound, the handle stopped.

"Completed!"

Galen reported, gasping for breath.

I looked out the window.

Through the small window, I could see the gate.

The massive iron door opening slowly but surely.

And beyond it...

My father's army in black armor was visible.

3,000 soldiers.

The gate opened completely.

"Charge!"

My father's voice was heard.

Red Sword Force slashed through the sky.

A black wave rushed into the castle.

What followed was a one-sided massacre.

3,000 elite soldiers poured into the castle.

All of them Mana Users or higher.

Before them, the unprepared garrison was like weeds before a farmer with a scythe.

"Aaaaargh!"

Soldiers' screams erupted from everywhere. They tried to flee, but it was useless.

The plaza inside the gate was already filled with a wave of black armor.

Like surrounded rats, they had nowhere to go.

"I surrender! I surren—ugh!"

The soldier's voice was cut off. A sword had pierced his chest.

Blood soaked the stone floor. The dull sound of armor clashing, interrupted screams, dying groans.

It was more like slaughter than battle.

Organized resistance was impossible from the start.

"...Perfect."

I muttered as I stepped back from the control room window.

It was going according to plan.

No, it was proceeding even more smoothly than planned.

I turned to look at the female knights. Eyes shining inside helmets were staring at me.

"Good. Now we go find Count Alfred."

I pointed my finger toward the inner corridor.

"Alive or dead, it doesn't matter. But he must not escape. If he returns to the Royal Capital and reports this incident, things will get complicated."

Ch.138 - The Resonance Of Words
I kicked the corpse in front of the control room as I walked out. No one else was trying to break in anymore, and the corridor was absolute chaos.

I could see soldiers fleeing. They were running away in a hurry, not even properly dressed in their armor.

When they saw us, they ran even faster.

There was no need to chase them. They had already lost their will to fight.

"Galen."

"Yes, my Lord."

"Guide me to the lord's quarters."

"This way."

Galen took the lead.

We walked along the corridor and climbed the stairs.

The highest floor of the castle.

"It's at the end there."

Galen pointed to the end of the long corridor.

I could see an ornate door.

I approached slowly.

I stopped in front of the door.

Voices could be heard from inside.

"Hurry! Quick!"

"We need to pack more belongings!"

"Forget that stuff! Life comes first!"

Urgent voices.

I placed my hand on the doorknob.

Slowly turned it.

Creak.

The door opened.

Everyone inside turned to look at once.

Count Alfred.

Gray hair and a sturdy build.

I heard he was over 60 years old, but as befitting a Sword Expert, his aging was slow.

But now his face was pale.

Knights surrounded him.

About ten of them.

I could feel the aura of Sword Experts from all of them.

"Wh-who are you!"

The Count shouted.

His hands were trembling.

"...You, which unit are you from?"

I didn't answer.

I just slowly entered the room.

The female knights followed behind me.

Still wearing their helmets.

Black-armored knights with not a single face showing.

The Count's face grew even paler.

"Y-you're Adelheit's people, aren't you! Y-you traitors!"

It seemed he finally realized we weren't his subordinates but enemies.

"You'd empty the imperial front to attack here? What will you do if the Chrono Empire invades!"

I couldn't help but laugh.

This man knows nothing about the empire's situation.

Well, he couldn't possibly know.

In a world without internet, let alone telephones.

There are tools that can serve similar functions through magic, but they're difficult to popularize and remain the exclusive property of a few nobles.

The news of the Chrono Emperor's death.

The fact that the empire was in chaos on the brink of civil war.

This man wouldn't know any of it.

Even within the empire, they were doing their best to hide it.

Even if he paid spies with expensive magical tools to get information...

He'd only receive reports like 'The empire's economic situation doesn't look good for unknown reasons' or 'Security has rapidly deteriorated for unspecified causes,'

He wouldn't get information like 'The Emperor appears to be dead.'

"Y-yes... You have nothing to say! You must feel guilty too. Betraying the kingdom..."

Before he could finish speaking.

Aria moved.

A flash.

One knight's head flew off.

"Ugh!"

The knight standing next to him tried to draw his sword.

But Aria was faster.

A blue Sword Aura flashed and pierced his chest.

"S-sword..."

He collapsed before finishing his words.

The rest of the knights all drew their swords at once.

But it was useless.

Aria moved.

Silver Sword Aura whirled.

Five people fell simultaneously.

Rose and Marcus took care of the rest.

Three seconds.

That was enough.

Ten Sword Expert-level knights.

All sprawled on the floor.

Blood soaked the luxurious carpet.

The Count staggered backward.

He leaned against the wall.

His legs seemed to give out. He sat down.

"Sp-spare me..."

A trembling voice.

"If you spare me, I'll give you anything... I'll give you gold. I'll give you all the treasures in this castle!"

To think such words would come from the mouth of someone who was just calling us traitors.

I couldn't help but smirk.

Humans are such fickle creatures.

When their lives are at stake, they throw away both beliefs and pride.

"P-please... just my life..."

I took off my helmet.

The Count's eyes widened.

"L-Leon... Adelheit?"

"You recognize me? Well, it would be strange if you didn't."

"H-how... how are you here..."

"Surprised?"

I took a step closer.

The Count pressed himself further against the wall.

"I surrender... I surrender, Your Highness."

Finally, he knelt down.

"Rose."

"Yes, my Lord."

"Search the entire castle. Check if any nobles or knights have escaped."

"Understood."

Rose took some female knights and left.

I approached the window.

Looked outside.

I could see the castle courtyard.

It was filled with our soldiers in black armor.

Enemy soldiers who had surrendered were kneeling.

Disarmament was in progress.

Swords and spears were being piled in one place.

Most of the soldiers newly entering the castle were also our troops.

The enemies were busy running away.

And I... was sitting in the high-quality chair where the castle lord would normally sit, drinking tea provided in the lord's room and chatting idly with Aria.

During that time...

"Reporting, sir!"

The door opened and a knight entered.

Actually, not a knight but a mage, though he was wearing armor that knights would typically wear.

It was Johnson, my father's adjutant.

"Casualties?"

"About 40 of our men died."

"The enemy?"

"About 600 dead. The rest have all surrendered."

I nodded.

Less damage than expected.

"What about the surrendered soldiers?"

"After disarming them, I've ordered them to gather on the plain outside the castle."

"Good. Continue."

"Yes!"

Johnson withdrew.

I looked out the window again.

Our flag was being raised on the castle walls.

The emblem of House Adelheit.

The flag fluttering in the wind.

"It's over."

I muttered.

Aria approached.

Her face with the helmet removed. Silver hair fluttered.

"Well done."

"You too."

I stroked her hair.

She looked slightly surprised, then narrowed her eyes.

"...Are you in a good mood?"

"Yes. It went more smoothly than expected."

"I'm glad."

"Now I should go to the ramparts."

"Pardon?"

"To declare victory. For the morale of the soldiers."

Aria nodded.

"Shall I come with you?"

"Of course. You're my fiancée."

Her cheeks turned slightly red.

How cute.

We went up to the castle wall.

The wind blew. My cloak fluttered.

I looked down.

3,000 soldiers were lined up in the square.

Their black armor gleamed in the sunlight.

They all raised their heads to look at me.

I took a deep breath.

Shouted loudly.

"We have won!"

My voice echoed throughout the square.

"Stonefield Castle is now ours!"

The soldiers cheered.

"Hurrah!"

"Long live King Leon!"

"Long live Adelheit!"

The cheers pierced the sky.

I raised my sword.

Sunlight reflected off the blade.

"Today's victory belongs to all of you!"

Even louder cheers.

"For our fallen comrades! And for future victories!"

It wasn't really a speech with any special meaning. But what did that matter?

We had captured this huge castle with only about 60 casualties.

That achievement.

That accomplishment.

That was the best speech.

"Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!"

The soldiers raised their swords.

Thousands of swords gleamed in the sunlight.

It was a magnificent sight.

My heart swelled.

Aria was smiling beside me.

I linked arms with my fiancée and said,

"Greyhaven, Eastmark. We'll capture these two castles in succession. Within two weeks."

Aria turned to look at me.

"...Two weeks?"

"Yes."

Johnson spoke with surprise from behind.

"Isn't that too fast? The soldiers need rest, and supplies need to be reorganized..."

I raised my hand to cut him off.

"We can't give the enemy time to respond. Speed is key."

I looked down outside the window.

Soldiers cheering in the square.

"Our morale is at its peak right now. We need to maintain this momentum."

Johnson was silent for a moment.

"...Even so, capturing two castles within two weeks is..."

"It's possible."

Aria interjected.

"If my Lord says so, it's possible."

She looked up at me.

There was conviction in her eyes.

Johnson sighed.

"...Understood. I'll do my best."

He nodded.

I turned around to look at the square again.

The surrendered enemy soldiers were sitting in groups.

"And one more thing."

"Yes?"

"Gather those with titles among the surrendered. I have a use for them."

Johnson's eyes sharpened.

"...What do you intend to use them for? As hostages or bargaining chips?"

"Hostages? Negotiations? We don't need such things. Overwhelming power. And overwhelming speed to crush them is all we need."

"Then why..."

"I'm going to spread rumors."

"Rumors..."

I was about to explain to him when...

Footsteps were heard on the stairs.

The sound of heavy armor.

Gehenna Adelheit came up to the tower.

His red cloak fluttered in the wind.

I looked at his eyes.

They were clear.

He seemed normal now.

Well, he had performed quite well in the earlier operation too.

Johnson quickly bowed his head.

"My Lord, well done. Now after resting for just one day..."

"There's no need to rest for a day."

Gehenna cut him off firmly.

Johnson's expression hardened.

"But my Lord, you've released Sword Aura several times. You must have consumed quite a bit of Mana."

"It doesn't matter. As for the Sword Aura... we can disguise one of Leon's concubines as me and have her release the Sword Aura."

"...That is an option, but."

"It's not an option, it's what we will do."

Gehenna walked to the edge of the tower.

He placed his hands on the railing.

Looked down.

The soldiers gathered in the square could be seen.

And he shouted loudly.

"We will go to avenge Rapunderia!"

His voice echoed throughout the square.

The soldiers all raised their heads.

A moment of silence passed.

I thought it might be too personal a speech, but then.

"We will avenge her!"

"Revenge! Revenge!"

Soldiers raising their swords and spears.

The response from soldiers who had already tasted the drug of victory to near-lethal doses was at its peak.

And above all...

Isn't revenge the best justification?

I seek revenge for my mother.

Gehenna seeks revenge for his wife.

For our own reasons, we sharpen our blades.

Having awakened memories of my past life, I sometimes wondered if revenge for a mother I couldn't even remember was truly mine.

Such doubts weren't absent.

But.

'Mother's revenge'

There was a resonance to these words themselves.

Ch.139 - Enemy Circumstances
The throne was more uncomfortable than he had expected.

The Iron Throne, forged from melted weapons.

Unlike that famous novel, it didn't have blades jutting out, but it was still far from comfortable.

Most kings were Expert-class or Sword Masters, so they didn't feel much discomfort. But the current king was different.

The king leaned back against the backrest, trying his best to hide his discomfort.

He opened a report.

"Leon Adelheit's engagement ceremony... My nephew has caused quite a commotion."

His voice was tinged with mockery.

Nephew.

The word tasted strangely bitter as it left his lips.

Ordinarily, he wouldn't have even acknowledged him as a nephew. A child not from the legitimate wife, but from some filthy commoner-blooded woman.

But things had changed now.

The fact that he was his nephew had become an important justification.

He turned his gaze toward the window. The palace garden was visible. The place where his father often strolled when he was alive.

Childhood memories surfaced.

His father had been quite kind to him.

He personally taught him swordsmanship and encouraged him, saying this would be his country someday.

But as time passed and his lack of talent became apparent, things changed.

His father's affection gradually turned to disappointment.

Disappointment to anger.

And finally to indifference.

His relationship with his mother deteriorated as well.

When his father began ignoring her, his mother had nowhere to direct her frustration.

That frustration was directed entirely at him.

Fortunately, his mother always apologized, and unlike his father, it never led to complete indifference, but his father had completely given up hope in him.

He began looking for other candidates instead of his son.

*Why didn't you look at me?*

An old resentment welled up from deep within his heart.

*I am the firstborn.*

The son of the legitimate queen. The rightful heir.

Yet his father always looked elsewhere.

*At that concubine's child.*

Princess Rapunderia. That woman who, despite being a daughter of a concubine, received the king's favor. And the child she bore.

*When I, the firstborn, was right here...*

His hand gripped the armrest of the throne tightly.

As much as he hated to admit it, it was true. That side had superior talent.

But still.

*Look at the emperors of the Chrono Empire. How many of them were truly talented? They ruled merely through their special ability of collective telepathy.*

Only after speaking did he realize.

Wasn't that "special ability" itself a talent? One that he lacked.

He shook his head.

*What's important for a king isn't power. It's legitimacy. And the ability to govern.*

Yes. That's how it must be.

"Legitimacy. Bloodline. That determines everything."

Whether Duke Lumenia heard the king's muttering or not was unclear. After focusing on the report and turning its final page, the Duke closed it with a snort.

"Marriage to a former Augmented Human slave... Quite a political choice. She'll be given the nominal position of primary wife, but it's a meaningless title in reality."

Paragon nodded.

"A reward for military achievements."

"Indeed. Unlike Your Majesty, it can hardly be called a proper marriage."

"I suppose not."

There was a strange tremor in Paragon's voice.

He thought of his own queen.

The daughter of Duke Lumenia.

A woman he married for political reasons.

They even slept in separate bedrooms.

A relationship where they only spoke at official functions.

*I want a divorce.*

That was his true feeling.

But it was impossible.

Without the support of the Lumenia family, he couldn't maintain the throne.

"Leisurely holding engagement ceremonies... I suppose we won't have to worry about that rebel leader attacking anytime soon?"

Paragon asked casually.

Duke Lumenia spread out a map.

"That's correct, Your Majesty."

His finger moved across the map.

"The rebels' military strength is formidable. Two Sword Masters and hundreds of Experts. It's only natural, of course. They control the lands near the border, allowing them to occupy numerous military fortresses and the soldiers stationed there. However..."

"However?"

"However, as you know, we have the advantage in terms of immediately deployable forces."

His voice was confident.

"Their main forces are tied up at the imperial border. Their entire corps is stationed there. This is the shackle that comes from controlling border territories."

His finger traced along the border.

"As long as tensions with the Empire continue, the rebels cannot withdraw those troops."

"But we can't simply crush those rebel puppets either."

Duke Lumenia nodded.

"That's right, Your Majesty. While we have the advantage in mobile forces... their overall strength is superior. Hundreds of Experts. Plus that monster Gehenna Adelheit and that woman who served Leon for years and finally became his wife..."

"Hmm."

"If we attack rashly, we too will suffer heavy casualties. In the worst case..."

He stopped speaking.

Paragon coldly finished the sentence.

"In the worst case, the legitimate royal family itself could be overthrown."

"...That's correct."

Silence fell.

Paragon leaned back on the throne and looked up at the ceiling.

"So if it comes down to a situation where neither side has anything to lose, we're at a disadvantage."

"Precisely, Your Majesty. But since we control the capital and the central regions, time is on our side. We just need to wait."

Paragon smiled bitterly.

"Just wait... How passive."

"But it's the surest method, Your Majesty. If we fight, we lose; if we defend, we win."

The military might of Adelheit, the financial power of Lumenia.

Drawing Lumenia to the king's side was both the king's luck and his skill.

When it became clear that Rapunderia had brought in Gehenna, he quickly took action.

He played on the duchy's anxieties, offered benefits, and ultimately succeeded in making them his allies.

If war broke out immediately, they would likely lose. But what if war didn't break out right away?

The situation would be completely different.

Among the ducal houses backing each side, Lumenia might not match Adelheit in military power, but their business revenue was overwhelming.

This was the fundamental difference between a knight-centered group and a mage-centered group.

Duke Lumenia leaned on the armrest and spoke.

"We have more money, after all..."

"Indeed. Knights are such frustrating beings. They produce nothing while consuming resources like parasites. All they can do is swing a sword, yet they act like nobles. Ridiculous."

The corner of Paragon's eye twitched slightly. He too was nominally a knight.

*Insolent bastard...*

But he didn't point it out. He needed the duke's support right now.

"Unlike the Adelheit family, which consists entirely of knights, we Lumenias create real value through magic research institutes, magical item manufacturing, potion businesses..."

The duke said proudly.

"We earn money even in peacetime, while knights just train and waste money. That's the difference."

Paragon nodded.

"True. And our control of the capital is a huge advantage. A quarter of the kingdom's tax revenue comes from the capital."

"Exactly, Your Majesty. The rebels' only advantage is their immediate military strength. Threatening, yes, but a burden in the long run."

"A burden?"

"An army is everything during wartime. But if war doesn't break out immediately? It's just a money-eating hippopotamus that strains finances."

A smile spread across Paragon's face.

His father-in-law was saying exactly what he wanted to hear, and several ministers nodded in agreement.

This was one of the reasons he hadn't divorced.

"Well said."

"How much does it cost to maintain one Expert? Equipment, supplies, training... Supporting hundreds requires enormous funds."

He explained, counting on his fingers one by one.

"The rebels must manage this with border region taxes and the unproductive stone-headed Adelheits. We have the central tax revenue of the entire kingdom. As time passes, their finances will hit rock bottom."

"Hmm."

"When that happens, they'll naturally collapse. Without us having to shed any blood."

"So we just need to wait."

"Yes, Your Majesty. With patience, victory will come on its own."

"Then we must control the variables. Stonefield, Greyhaven, Eastmark... Strengthen the defenses of these three places."

"It's already been done. Twenty Expert-class knights have been stationed at each fortress. The walls are thick, and supplies are plentiful."

Paragon nodded.

"Then..."

"There's no need to worry."

The duke declared confidently.

"As long as those three fortresses remain safe, the rebels will be trapped in the north forever."

A relaxed atmosphere settled over the room.

Several ministers whispered with smiles.

"So it's a waiting game."

"Time is on our side."

Paragon leaned back against the throne again.

The iron backrest was uncomfortable, but at this moment, it didn't feel so bad.

Three points on the map. All they had to do was protect them.

A simple task.

But there was something he didn't know...

The dice had already been cast.

BANG!

The door burst open violently.

A messenger stumbled in. He wasn't even properly dressed in armor.

"Urgent news!"

His breathing was rough. He seemed to have run straight here after dismounting.

Paragon's hand gripped the armrest.

"What is it?"

"Rebellion! The rebels..."

The panting messenger.

Duke Lumenia furrowed his brow.

"Speak properly!"

"Stonefield, Greyhaven, Eastmark... They've captured all three fortresses simultaneously!"

The court froze.

Only someone's breathing could be heard.

The color drained from Duke Lumenia's face.

"Simultaneously? That's impossible... Their main forces are at the imperial border... How... How is that possible?!"

One minister jumped to his feet.

"Give an accurate report! All three fortresses at once? Nonsense!"

The messenger shook his head.

"It's certain. Yesterday at dawn, black smoke rose from all three fortresses simultaneously."

"Black smoke?"

"The signal of capture. Survivors' testimonies all match."

Paragon rose from the throne.

The iron chair scraped backward with a clang.

"How did they do it? A frontal assault?"

"No."

"The gates... they were opened from inside, they say."

"From inside?"

Duke Lumenia staggered.

"Traitors... There were traitors among us!"

"We're still confirming, but..."

"What confirmation! Strengthen the defenses of the remaining fortresses immediately!"

The duke shouted.

And the king, watching the duke, thought:

*He's useless when it really matters.*

Then he beckoned to his close eunuch.

"Call her... Call her here."

Ch.140 - Destruction And Catastrophe
Eight.

That was the number of fallen castles.

Stonefield, Greyhaven, Eastmark. And five more.

Winterhold, Crossroad, Silvergate, Ironcrown, Thunderpeak.

Among them, Winterhold and Silvergate surrendered without any battle.

Things were going smoothly.

So smoothly that it was actually unsettling.

The existence of the Dimensional Sword must never be discovered.

Teleportation ability. The moment this becomes known, our strategic advantage would be largely lost.

And above all... I'd be advertising myself as the Emperor's assassin to the Chrono Empire.

The Empire was still hiding the Emperor's death.

Of course, by now there were whispers everywhere suggesting the Emperor might be dead, but legally, His Majesty the Chrono Emperor was still alive.

Good grief...

It seems being a Chrono Emperor means you can't even die freely. As someone aiming for a job in the same industry—the King of Luden—it was somewhat disheartening.

Of course, the Empire was a special nation with an even greater dependence on its Emperor.

They were barely maintaining balance in the chaos just before civil war.

But what if the culprit was identified?

And what if that culprit was the heir to the neighboring kingdom's throne?

All the Empire's factions would unite as one. To kill me.

The thought alone was terrifying.

That's why I deliberately spread false rumors. I used the nobles who had surrendered.

I gave some of them excessive rewards intentionally. The meaning was clear.

That person was the culprit.

'We have a spy among us.'
'They were bought with gold.'

The truth was buried. No one knows about the teleportation with the Dimensional Sword.

To be honest, rather than telling people I attacked by teleporting around with swoosh-swoosh sounds and opened the gates...

The story of having an internal betrayer was hundreds of times more plausible.

I knew exactly how Paragon would react.

Right now, our Chief Strategist is giving a speech in front of several knights and officers.

"Attention! Everyone, pay attention!"

Thirty-five military officers were gathered in the castle.

Half were original members. The other half were recent additions.

To be frank, they were those who had surrendered and joined our side.

More precisely... they were the ones I deliberately made into "traitors." I gave them excessive rewards and honors to make it appear as if they had cooperated from within.

Except for the two who actually handed over their castles, none of them actually had any merit.

"Paragon Sardelkia."

Lucia coldly spoke my political rival's name.

"To understand his operating principles, we must first grasp his psychology."

Her finger pointed to the Royal Capital on the map.

"He's a typical bundle of complexes. The firstborn son unacknowledged by the late king. The legitimate heir without talent."

There was a strange emotion mixed in Lucia's voice. Empathy, perhaps?

She too had similar complexes. Born with magical talent instead of sword talent, she had been mistreated in a warrior family.

Of course, I wasn't foolish enough to bring this up.

"This type is predictable. He has a pathological obsession with the throne, but lacks the skills to match. That's why many of you here and others have abandoned him."

One noble nodded, and another followed, nodding enthusiastically.

Too enthusiastically.

Their expressions seemed to say, 'Look at me, I'm really cooperative.'

The funny thing is, among them, the only real traitors were the two castle lords and their close associates.

The rest of those nodding excessively hadn't actually betrayed anyone.

They had merely surrendered. Accepted defeat and begged for their lives.

But who would believe that?

After surrendering, they kept their positions. They retained their territories. They even received excessive rewards.

From an outsider's perspective, it was obvious. 'That guy betrayed us.'

And they themselves think they're the only fake traitors.

That's why they're so anxious, thinking they need to accomplish something.

In truth, they'll be the first to be cut off once things settle. They probably know this themselves, which is why they're trying to earn some merit.

Poor things.

"Paragon must be obsessed with finding traitors by now."

Lucia continued her explanation.

"He'll make the castle lords suspect each other. 'Could that person have been bought by Brother Leon?' and so on."

She tapped her finger on the Royal Capital on the map.

"What's more interesting is that Paragon cannot admit his own incompetence. He can't accept defeat. So what will he do?"

A moment of silence.

"It's obvious. He'll console himself by thinking, 'I didn't lose, I was betrayed.' Without even considering the fact that he's incompetent enough to be betrayed."

Lucia smiled. A cold, calculating smile.

"This type becomes increasingly paranoid. He'll send his trusted associates to the castles to monitor them. This will create new grievances among the nobles."

"Then..." someone muttered.

"Internal division will occur."

"Exactly."

Lucia nodded.

"Paragon will destroy his own foundation. He'll suspect, purge, trust only his close associates while alienating the nobles. Then..."

Her finger pointed to various castles on the map.

"It becomes easier."

The noble from Winterhold raised his hand.

"But... wouldn't that make it harder to use internal spies in the future? Security will be tighter."

Of course, he doesn't know about the Dimensional Sword. Even among my close associates, only a handful knew.

Lucia smiled confidently.

"There are ways."

"What ways?"

"That... you'll find out when the time comes."

It was an ambiguous answer, but the noble didn't ask further.

He seemed to know he had no right to speak.

Instead, he muttered with admiration:

"Indeed... to operate internal spies so systematically. Impressive."

The survival skills of someone who has no right to speak but does have the right to flatter.

Other nobles nodded as well.

"With such a difference in ability, it's no wonder the late king took notice of Lord Leon."

"He's incomparable to someone like Paragon."

"It must be the combination of Lucia's intellect and Your Highness's decisiveness that produces such results."

Lucia bowed her head modestly.

"You flatter me. It's all thanks to His Highness's insight."

I inwardly smirked at the scene.

Internal spies, huh?

There are none. I just used the Dimensional Sword to teleport and open the gates.

But it was good to let them misunderstand.

No, it was important to make them believe that.

The secret of the Dimensional Sword must never leak.

That's why I kept those parasites alive in the first place.

Things are going too smoothly.

That thought came to me again.

Eight castles. In just two weeks.

The casualties totaled less than 200.

It wasn't a war but a one-sided massacre.

Smooth...

Too smooth...

To be honest...

I was extremely complacent at that time.

But there was something I didn't know.

That while we might be skilled in military matters, we were still novices in politics.

If I had known this fact in advance, I might have been able to prevent what happened next.

An aide rushed in.

"What is it!" Lucia demanded.

He replied weakly, "This should be heard by His Highness first."

He whispered in my ear.

"Your Highness, urgent news."

"What is it?"

"The Kingdom of Buchnan and the four other nations of the anti-Empire alliance... have simultaneously requested a ceasefire."

I almost dropped the pen I was holding.

"...What?"

"A ceasefire request. It came through official diplomatic documents."

My mind went blank.

A ceasefire? Now? When we're winning?

I had expected Buchnan to do something like this.

But the other countries too?

"Tell the generals to leave."

My voice came out. I hoped it sounded calm.

"Yes, Your Highness."

The aide withdrew.

The nobles stood up and left one by one. Their expressions were puzzled, but they didn't dare ask.

The door closed.

Only a few people remained in the room now.

Gehenna Adelheit. My biological father.

Count Tormaniu. Once an enemy, but now one of the most trustworthy nobles.

And Johnson and Lucia.

"What's happening?" Tormaniu asked.

"The Kingdom of Buchnan and the four other allied nations have requested a ceasefire."

Silence fell.

Tormaniu's face hardened.

"...It seems information has leaked."

My heart sank.

"About me? My Noble Artifact?"

I thought of the Dimensional Sword. Could my teleportation ability have been exposed?

But Tormaniu shook his head.

"No. The fact that we have two more Sword Masters."

"...Why does that matter?"

I couldn't understand. Is having strong forces a problem?

Tormaniu sighed.

"The anti-Empire alliance doesn't want any single country to become too powerful."

"What are you saying? If we become stronger, it helps counter the Empire."

"It's not that simple, Your Highness."

Tormaniu explained slowly.

"Countering the Empire and the Luden Kingdom becoming too powerful are separate issues."

"...Separate?"

"Yes. The allied countries want balance. They want the Empire weakened, Luden weakened, and themselves slightly strengthened... that kind of balance."

I was speechless.

Lucia spoke up.

"Brother, you won too quickly, too overwhelmingly."

"That's a problem?"

"Yes. It's a problem. If the Empire were normal, it might be different... but I should have anticipated that if not, the checks would intensify. It was my mistake."

Her voice was cold.

"A mistake..."

"Taking eight castles in two weeks... it's not normal. Having four Sword Masters isn't either. In the eyes of the allied nations, we are now..."

"A threat," Tormaniu finished.

"The most threatening entity after the Empire. Perhaps even more threatening than the Empire, since the Empire is on the brink of civil war."

Gehenna drew his sword.

"Then we should just cut those bastards down too."

"My Lord!"

Johnson quickly intervened.

"We cannot face five countries simultaneously."

"Why not?"

"We lack the troops. Even with Sword Masters..."

"Then we gather more."

Gehenna's logic was simple. But not wrong.

The problem was time.

Tormaniu spread out the map.

"If the five countries apply pressure simultaneously..."

His finger moved along the border lines.

"We'll be surrounded by enemies on all sides. We need to guard the Empire's border, deal with Paragon, and now these five countries..."

"You're saying it's impossible."

I muttered.

"Yes."

Silence.

Lucia spoke.

"We must accept the ceasefire."

"What?"

"Now is not the time. No matter how strong we are, we cannot face five countries simultaneously."

"But we're winning!"

"For now. But if we refuse the ceasefire?"

Her gaze was cold.

"The allied countries will intervene. Their justification? 'Luden's civil war threatens regional stability' would be sufficient. And we..."

She stopped.

But the rest didn't need to be said.

We would be surrounded. From all sides.

"Damn it."

The curse escaped my lips.

Tormaniu carefully asked.

"What will you do, Your Highness?"

The options were clear.

Accept the ceasefire.

Or risk everything and push forward.

Ch.141 - The King And His Advisor
In the royal palace of Luden Kingdom, Paragon Sardelkia's teeth clenched as he received the devastating news. Eight castles had fallen in just two weeks.

"How..." he muttered. "How... how could this happen?"

Internal betrayal. That much was clear. Unless the rebels had somehow discovered ancient teleportation magic, it would have been impossible otherwise.

"Those worms have finally..." Paragon picked up the report. "I should have purged them. I should have purged them..."

The situation was dire. The report contained even more troubling news: his traitorous nephew not only had his father and fiancée on his side but also two additional Sword Masters.

"Did he win their loyalty by revealing his Sword Masters?" His fingers drummed on the desk. "Sword Masters are overrated compared to their actual strength, but most don't think that way..."

Four Sword Masters. None of the nations in the Imperial Siege Alliance possessed that many at once.

"But how... how... by what means..."

He fidgeted, repeatedly crumpling and smoothing the report.

Paragon wasn't actually as stupid as his reputation suggested. His lack of talent as a knight and the resulting resentment and mockery had created that impression. Stress had led him to commit foolish acts like drunk carriage driving.

But if he were truly stupid, he wouldn't have maintained his position. He would have been deposed according to his father's plans and lived a wealthy but quiet life. He certainly wouldn't have thought to bribe his father's healers to let him die when a blood vessel burst during intercourse.

"Your Majesty."

A low, calm female voice.

He turned his head.

Priscilla Chronaina.

Imperial Princess of the Chrono Empire. Once a competitor for the throne against Emperor Chronaina. The dead emperor's half-sister.

And the loser.

"Enter."

Priscilla quietly entered the room.

She didn't have the monstrous appearance of the Emperor. She wasn't that terrible. But she wasn't beautiful either.

For a noble, she was ordinary, perhaps even below average in looks.

In the past, people wouldn't have noticed. Humans couldn't properly perceive facial beauty then.

But things were different now.

After the awakening of Ainis, the deity of True Beauty, the world had changed. People understood the concept of "facial beauty" for the first time.

There were many beautiful people in noble society.

Priscilla knew this. She also knew she wasn't as beautiful as they were. It was a subtle complex of hers.

But she never showed it on her face.

"The ceasefire request was successful," she reported concisely.

"Really?" Paragon's voice rose slightly at this rare good news.

"All five countries, including the Kingdom of Buchnan, have agreed."

A moment of relief passed over him.

"Well done. How did you manage so quickly..."

"Leon Adelheit won too quickly, too overwhelmingly."

Priscilla calmly explained.

"That actually created an opportunity."

"An opportunity..."

"The reason the allied countries attack the Empire. What do you think it is, Your Majesty?"

Paragon thought for a moment.

"Because the Empire is on the wrong religious path? Because it's immoral?"

"You're deceiving yourself."

Priscilla's answer was firm.

"Don't you already know that's secondary?"

"One must always be careful with words," Paragon's fingers tapped the desk again. "If I misspeak in an official setting, it could cause problems. I'm not a Chrono Imperial like some people; I'm Luden royalty..."

"The royal family is the same. They pretend to care about the three religious orders and such pretexts... no, even their leadership secretly cooperates with the Empire. Like you and me."

Paragon nodded.

It was a well-known secret among those who needed to know.

Priscilla continued her explanation.

"The real reason the allied countries attack the Empire is simple. Because the Empire is strong."

"Is that all you think it is?"

"That's all it is."

A sneer flashed across her lips.

"If the Empire were weak, no one would care. No matter how immoral the Augmented Humans are, no matter how cruel the Emperor is."

That wasn't the whole truth, of course.

Paragon knew it too.

He knew that even the three major religious orders, sworn enemies in public, secretly cooperated with the Empire. The benefits both sides gained were enormous.

While openly displaying hatred for the Empire, they secretly joined hands. The Pope, the Saintess, the Cardinals—all the same.

Having met them frequently, he knew this all too well.

But was their hatred for the Empire insignificant?

*No. They're always looking for an opportunity to destroy the Empire. While the nobility's hatred is calculated, theirs is in the realm of faith.*

They cooperate reluctantly and feel ashamed about it.

They believe they should stop at any time.

In fact, in the Church of Light, two Saintesses and five Cardinals had once joined forces to behead the Pope for colluding with the Empire.

Afterwards... as the church's internal affairs deteriorated, things eventually returned to normal, but...

*The church's hatred isn't fake... not at all...*

The hatred that united everyone from officials to ordinary believers was unmistakable.

But...

He didn't point out this obvious fact. After all, his chief advisor who had just achieved this success was from the Empire.

"When one does too well, it's human nature for others to gang up against them."

Priscilla nodded.

"And now, Leon Adelheit is in the same position. He appears too strong."

"Four Sword Masters..."

"Eight castles in two weeks. Four Sword Masters. The moment this information spreads, the allied countries become anxious."

"And they say he discovered a Black Iron mine?"

Priscilla nodded.

A miraculous metal with 100 times the strength and hardness of ordinary iron.

Its value wasn't 100 times that of iron of the same volume. Due to its weight, pricing it by weight wasn't appropriate.

It was worth 1,000 times the same volume of gold.

In fact, even that was understated—it commanded a premium beyond mere money.

The fact that Black Iron was suddenly being used everywhere meant the purity and deposit size couldn't even be estimated.

Other kingdoms would naturally be frightened.

"Indeed, many factors have aligned in our favor."

Paragon paused.

"But... I didn't realize your connections with other countries were this extensive. To think they're even more robust than mine, the King of Luden."

Priscilla was silent for a moment.

"I was an Imperial Princess. Once a more likely successor than the current Emperor. And as you know, as an Imperial Princess, I conducted many backdoor deals with foreign royalty. Even as we fought on the front lines."

"I see... well, I did bring you on as my advisor."

Paragon nodded.

"Still, I didn't expect those bastards to handle matters so quickly."

"It's thanks to the intelligence your spies sent. That made it easier to persuade them."

Priscilla's voice continued calmly.

"The Kingdom of Luden is becoming too powerful. They have four Sword Masters. They have a Black Iron mine. Now that the Empire is weakened, Luden will be the next threat. That's how I framed it."

"It was effective."

"Of course. The evidence is solid. They want balance."

Priscilla continued.

"A weak Empire, a weak Luden, and themselves slightly stronger... that's the world they want."

Paragon chuckled.

"Greedy creatures."

"That's the nature of power."

"The important thing is that now your unworthy nephew must make a choice," she said.

"A choice?"

"Either accept the ceasefire or make enemies of all five countries."

A smile spread across Paragon's face.

"Both options benefit us."

Of course, looking at the situation, he had lost nearly half his territory in just a few weeks.

But the dire crisis—that was ending.

Just that alone was a relief.

"If he accepts the ceasefire, we gain time. We can reorganize our forces, strengthen our defenses, and solidify our alliances."

"And if he refuses?"

"Even better. Leon will face pressure from all sides. He'll have to guard the Empire's border, fight against Your Majesty, and now deal with five countries... Even with four Sword Masters, it's impossible."

Paragon laughed.

"Excellent. Taking you in was indeed a wise decision."

Priscilla bowed her head.

Her eyes were cold. Calculating.

*Paragon Sardelkia.*

She muttered inwardly.

*You're just a tool. For my return to the Empire.*

But she didn't let this thought show on her face.

"What choice do you think Leon will make?" Paragon asked.

"...He'll accept the ceasefire."

"Are you certain?"

"Yes. He's not reckless. He's clever. He'll know that facing five countries simultaneously in the current situation would be suicide."

"Then..."

"It becomes a race against time."

Priscilla's voice lowered.

"Who completes preparations first. Who builds alliances first. Who stabilizes their internal affairs first."

Paragon nodded.

"Good. Then we must hasten our preparations as well."

"Indeed, Your Majesty."

Her response was composed.

But deep in her heart, different thoughts were swirling.

*Leon Adelheit.*

A smile spread across her lips.

*Three female Sword Masters... according to the spy's report, they were all originally my knights.*

The silver-haired Sword Master.

The woman once called Countess Ainis.

And Captain Rose and Vice-Captain Marcus of the Ironblood Knights.

All once under her command.

*With that method...*

A way to reactivate the obedience circuits implanted in the Augmented Humans.

*I can reclaim ownership of them. Instantly.*

The mere thought was thrilling.

Leon Adelheit's most powerful assets.

What if those three suddenly switched to her side?

*Gehenna Adelheit alone can't do anything. He's just a madman.*

But her thoughts didn't stop there.

*No...*

She slowly shook her head.

*Perhaps using an illusion mage would be better.*

High-level magic that perfectly mimics another person's appearance and voice.

The Empire had several such mages. Directly under the Imperial family.

Her smile deepened.

*If he appears to be him, and Ainis, whom he recruited as his fiancée, supports him...*

It was perfect.

Ainis was already her former subordinate.

Reactivate the obedience circuit, and she becomes a puppet.

If that puppet vouches that "Leon" is real?

The rest of his forces would follow naturally.

*I can swallow his entire power base in one day.*

Four Sword Masters.

The Black Iron mine.

Troops with overwhelming combat power.

All of it would become hers overnight.

*And with that power... I return to the Empire. As Emperor. Whatever happened, it's clear that monster's health isn't good... Before he dies naturally, I must do it with my own hands... Then restore my reproductive ability. Somehow... For that, I first need to contact Rose. When I was in the Empire it would have been impossible, but now I can activate the communication network...*

As the woman was mentally crafting her ambitious plan—

"Your Majesty!"

The door burst open as a messenger rushed in.

"Urgent news!"

"What is it?"

"Windfall Castle has... fallen!"

"What?"

Paragon's face turned pale.

"Leon, has that bastard gone mad? Even after receiving the ceasefire request!"

The messenger shook his head, gasping for breath.

"That... doesn't seem to be the case."

"What do you mean? Tell me exactly... what happened?"

"That... well..."

Just as he was about to speak—

Paragon's hand grabbed a glass from the table.

The glass flew through the air.

Crack.

It hit the messenger's forehead, and he staggered and fell.

The messenger collapsed to the floor.

Broken glass shards scattered everywhere. A red stream flowed from his forehead.

Down his lips, his chin, onto the floor.

"Useless," Paragon said.

Priscilla watched the scene.

Her expression remained unchanged.

Ch.142 - Revenge For My Lord
My pen trembled in my hand.

A ceasefire agreement.

Parchment adorned with elaborate gold decorations and the emblems of five nations.

I expected this from the Kingdom of Buchnan, but to think the other four kingdoms would pull this stunt too.

"You just need to sign, Your Highness."

I heard the voice of the joint diplomat from the five nations. It was respectful. Too respectful.

This was to be expected, I suppose. The agreement included recognizing both Paragon and me as kings simultaneously.

I looked down at the pen.

Eight castles. Two weeks. Two hundred casualties.

A series of perfect victories.

And now I'm supposed to stop?

"Your Highness."

It was Lucia.

I raised my head. Her face was calm as usual, but she avoided my gaze. Count Tormaniu was standing there too. He remained silent.

The tip of the pen touched the parchment.

The signature line.

Where I should write 'Leon Adelheit.'

My hand trembled. The writing wavered.

Damn it.

We're winning.

We're overwhelmingly winning.

"You're too greedy, Your Highness. This campaign has already secured 70% of Luden's territory for you. With the Black Iron mine included... its value alone makes it unnecessary to covet the remaining 30%."

Sophistry.

The Royal Capital is in that remaining 30%.

The region where population and resources are concentrated.

It's like devouring over 80% of South Korea's territory but missing Seoul and Gyeonggi Province.

That bastard knows this.

He's smiling smugly.

I want to punch him.

But I can't. It would cause diplomatic issues.

"Your Highness, are you alright?"

Am I alright?

"...I'm fine."

A lie.

I wasn't fine at all.

Because I can't fight five nations simultaneously. We need to guard the empire's borders, deal with Paragon, and now face five hostile countries? We'd be surrounded. From all sides.

Even with four Sword Masters, it would be impossible.

The pen moved.

'Leon'

The first letters etched onto the paper.

'Adelheit'

Until the last letter.

Complete.

I threw down the pen.

"Take it."

"Your Highness?"

"I said take the document. It's over now, isn't it?"

"Ah... yes, Your Highness."

The diplomat carefully picked up the document.

He withdrew. Only silence remained in the room.

"Brother."

It was Lucia.

"...What."

"We must bide our time. We're weak now. But as time passes... if we utilize the computers excavated from the ruins..."

"I know."

I cut her off.

"I know all of it. That we have to do this. That we can't fight five nations at once."

"Then..."

"But that doesn't make it any less humiliating."

Lucia closed her mouth.

Count Tormaniu spoke up.

"Your Highness, war isn't just about winning. Sometimes retreat is also a strategy..."

"This isn't retreat, it's surrender."

"Your Highness!"

"That's the truth."

My voice rose.

"We were winning and we stopped. The enemy requested a ceasefire out of fear, and we accepted it. Is this retreat? It's surrender."

Silence.

No rebuttal.

I looked out the window. In the distance, I could see enemy territory.

Eight castles. Eight castles we had conquered.

But now we can advance no further.

"...Damn it."

"We have the Black Iron mine."

It was Lucia. She called it a mine despite knowing the truth, in case others might be listening.

"We have four Sword Masters. And... we have you, Brother."

"...Right."

A sigh.

"I suppose that will have to do."

**

The next morning.

Military staff meeting.

"The ceasefire agreement has been signed."

Lucia announced.

"Therefore, all offensive operations will cease immediately. Switch to defensive positions from your current locations and..."

BANG!

The table shook.

Gehenna had slammed his fist on the table.

"No."

"...My Lord?"

Johnson spoke, trembling.

"I said no."

Gehenna repeated.

"I cannot accept this ceasefire."

The meeting room stirred.

"Duke Gehenna, this is already a settled matter."

It was Tormaniu. He was cautious.

"Who decided this?"

"His Highness..."

"Leon?"

Gehenna looked at me. Madness. Still there.

"You decided this?"

"...Yes, Father."

I answered as calmly as possible.

I thought he could be persuaded while he was still somewhat lucid.

"The ceasefire is necessary. Right now we..."

"It is not necessary."

He cut me off.

"Not until I avenge Rapunderia."

"Mother's revenge is..."

"That Buchnan bitch poisoned Rapunderia! And now you want a ceasefire? To let them breathe comfortably in their capital?"

"My Lord."

Johnson tried to stop him. Desperately.

"Please calm down. This is..."

"I cannot calm down!"

His voice echoed throughout the meeting room.

"Twenty years! I've waited twenty years! Living like a madman, losing my mind, and now that I've finally regained my senses... you tell me to stop?"

He drew his sword.

"No. Absolutely not."

"Put away your sword!"

Tormaniu shouted.

But Gehenna didn't listen.

"I'm going. To the Royal Capital. To behead the king and queen mother..."

"That would be disobeying orders!"

"Orders?"

Gehenna sneered.

"Whose orders? Leon? You think you're my lord?"

The meeting room fell silent.

I looked straight at Gehenna.

"...These are orders, Father."

"I have only one lord."

Gehenna's voice lowered.

"Rapunderia. My wife. My lord. Only she can command me."

"Mother is dead."

"That's why!"

He shouted again.

"That's why I must avenge her!"

"Now is not the time."

It was Lucia. She remained calm.

"Shut up."

Gehenna looked at Lucia.

"What do you know? About Rapunderia's pain. The humiliation she suffered."

He swallowed.

"Those eyes, worrying about me even as she was slowly dying from poison. What are you? Just someone who fell out of favor with your father. Yet you still received support from the family. You grew safely as a mage."

His voice grew rough.

"But Rapunderia was different. That idiot king placed expectations on her but never protected her. She always had to fight for survival. Was it because her talent wasn't as great as expected? Or was it because that idiot couldn't bear to abandon Paragon's background?"

He paused for a beat.

"And what about you? Your biggest concern is how to seduce your older nephew..."

Lucia kept her mouth shut.

Even though this was clearly slander—her trying to seduce me—one thing was certain: his emotions were extremely agitated.

And intense emotions lead to action.

Gehenna swung his sword.

The table split in two.

"I'm going. No one can stop me."

"Then..."

I placed my hand on my Dimensional Sword.

"I'll have to stop you."

Gehenna laughed. Madness.

"You? Stop me?"

"If necessary."

We faced each other.

Father and son.

But in this moment.

Commander and traitor.

"...Interesting."

Gehenna muttered.

"Fine. Then..."

He withdrew his sword.

"...I'll retreat for today."

"Father."

"But remember this, Leon."

Gehenna's gaze turned cold.

"I will go. To behead that Buchnan woman. Whether you stop me or not."

He turned around. Left the meeting room.

Johnson hurriedly followed.

The door closed.

Heavy silence.

Tormaniu sighed.

"...This will be a problem."

"I know."

It was Lucia.

"But there's nothing we can do. Duke Gehenna is... no longer sane."

"We need to strengthen surveillance."

"Yes."

Father is lucid now. His obsession with my mother... Rapunderia, his thirst for revenge... they're clearly established.

But I knew this state wouldn't last long.

Soon, confusion would return. That state where memories mix, where reality and fantasy intertwine.

We need to wait for that moment.

"Johnson."

I called quietly.

Gehenna Adelheit's loyal servant, advisor, and butler turned his head.

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Watch my father."

"...Your Highness?"

"In 24-hour shifts. Never leave him alone."

"You're waiting for my lord to fall into confusion again, aren't you?"

"Yes."

I answered honestly.

"He's too lucid right now. Burning with vengeance. But in a few days..."

"His mind will cloud."

Johnson smiled bitterly.

"If I offer him good wine then... he'll fall asleep drunk. And forget everything. He'll remember me as a child again."

"..."

"Just a few days, we just need to hold him off for a few days. Until Father's mental state deteriorates again."

Lucia murmured softly.

"That's cruel, Brother."

"...I know."

I admitted.

"But there's no other way. In his current state, he absolutely won't listen."

**

"Your Highness! Your Highness!"

An urgent voice woke me from sleep.

It was Johnson.

"What is it?"

I got up hastily.

"Duke Gehenna..."

Johnson's face. Pale.

"He's gone."

"...What?"

"My lord is gone! And..."

He gasped for breath.

"300 knights with him!"

My mind went blank.

I thought Johnson could control Father, but that was unreasonable from the start.

The only reason Father had somewhat followed Johnson's guidance until now was because he wasn't burning with vengeance like he is now.

As a Sword Master, he could easily evade Johnson if he wanted to.

Realizing this too late, instead of scolding him, I asked:

"Since when?"

"We estimate just after midnight. Under cover of darkness..."

"Where is he headed?"

"We believe Windfall Castle."

Tormaniu rushed in.

"Your Highness, it's confirmed. Duke Gehenna is marching toward Windfall Castle!"

"Windfall..."

Lucia murmured.

"One of Duke Lumenia's territories."

"Damn it!"

I quickly grabbed my armor.

"Assemble the army! Right now!"

"Your Highness, but..."

Tormaniu hesitated.

"The ceasefire agreement..."

"We can't just leave Father!"

I shouted while putting on my armor.

"Attacking a castle with 300 men? That's insane!"

"Brother. This is madness."

It was Lucia. Quiet.

"But..."

"We still have to go."

Lucia sighed.

"I suppose we have no choice. We can't abandon Duke Gehenna... my damned first brother... no, my only brother."

Outside, I could hear soldiers assembling.

The sounds of war.

I took a deep breath.

"We march."

Ch.143 - Revenge For My Lord (2)
In the early dawn, outside Windfall Castle.

Of the 300 knights led by Gehenna Adelheit, fewer than 100 remained alive.

Though they were skilled warriors selected from the Adelheit family, they proved useless in a battle against a castle.

The enemy refused to engage directly.

Instead, arrows rained down.

From the castle walls, from arrow towers. Hundreds of arrows fell like a downpour. Even knights with shields were pierced and collapsed.

There were simply too many.

A shield could block only one or two. The rest struck shoulders, legs, necks.

"Arghhhh!"

Screams erupted. One knight fell with an arrow in his neck.

The castle wall stood 50 meters away.

It blocked their path like an uncrossable river.

A thousand archers held the high ground. That alone was more than enough.

Objectively speaking, their archery skills weren't exceptional, but the sheer volume of arrows fired simultaneously by a thousand men from the elevated position of the castle wall was itself a disaster.

Even elite knights had no way to block the rain of arrows that darkened the sky.

"My lord! Leon His Highness is unusually late today. When will reinforcements..."

A knight spoke with a desperate expression.

"They're not coming."

Gehenna's answer was brief.

"What?"

The knight asked with a blank expression.

"Leon isn't coming. I never called for him in the first place."

"T-then... could it be..."

A trembling voice.

"Could it be you acted on your own?"

Gehenna nodded.

"That's right."

Murmurs spread among the remaining knights.

"On his own? Without reinforcements?"

"A-are you insane!"

"Are you saying we'll all die here!"

"It's not like the Young Duke going mad is anything new..."

"Should we retreat... should we retreat now..."

Panic spread.

Some knights stood in a daze, while others looked back, considering retreat.

But they stopped when they saw Gehenna glaring at them sternly.

Fewer than 100 troops. No reinforcements. And an endless rain of arrows.

Morale had completely collapsed.

Except for one man.

Gehenna Adelheit raised his sword.

A red light flowed along the blade.

"Rapunderia!"

He shouted.

"Are you watching!"

Sword Force flew out.

Toward the 20-meter-high castle wall. Toward where the archers were concentrated.

BOOM!

It sliced through the top of the wall.

Four or five archers were cut in half before they could even scream. Blood splattered across the wall. Bodies fell to the ground below.

"Your enemies are falling!"

Gehenna laughed. It was a laugh filled with madness.

But after that single burst of Sword Force, he was breathing heavily.

Long-range Sword Force.

A technique taxing even for a Sword Master.

Seven times was his limit.

And he had already used it five times.

The enemies on the wall gathered again.

There were plenty of soldiers to replace the five who had died. The archers drew their bowstrings again. Arrows rained down once more.

Several arrows pierced the gaps in Gehenna's armor.

They didn't penetrate deeply thanks to the Sword Master's durability, but blood still flowed.

"Must... must kill more..."

He muttered.

He raised his sword again. Red light once more enveloped the blade.

The sixth Sword Force.

BOOM!

Now only one remained.

But there were over a thousand enemies on the wall.

"Rapunderia... please... please wait just a little longer..."

Gehenna's voice trembled.

It was a battle without hope of victory.

On the castle wall, the general of Duke Lumenia sneered.

A commoner by birth.

Still only at the early Expert level despite his middle age.

But his loyalty, battlefield achievements, and efficiency had earned him recognition, bringing him this far.

Recognized as a close confidant of the duke, who was the king's closest ally, he had been appointed to manage Windfall Castle in place of the original administrator.

"That mad dog... ignoring the ceasefire agreement and attacking!"

"But this is our opportunity. We can eliminate one of the enemy's Sword Masters."

The general nodded.

Gehenna's Sword Force was powerful.

It cut through the castle wall and sliced soldiers in half. But it had its limits.

It was clear he had already used it several times. The way he gasped for breath after each strike was telling.

He would soon tire.

"Keep firing arrows. Until that madman collapses from exhaustion!"

The archers drew their bowstrings again.

Hundreds of arrows were fired simultaneously. Gehenna's subordinates tried to block them with shields, but it was useless. There were too many arrows.

One, two, three.

Knights fell one after another.

The general calculated.

'After two or three more volleys, I'll lead the soldiers out to surround him.'

Even a Sword Master wasn't invincible.

Sword Force was more powerful than arrows, but its range wasn't that great.

Above all, it consumed a lot of mana.

'When he uses his last Sword Force... that's our chance.'

Then they would surround him with hundreds or thousands of troops.

Even a Sword Master couldn't fight hundreds or thousands of opponents simultaneously.

Though they had lost eight castles and were essentially defeated, what if they killed the enemy's Sword Master? What if they killed the biological father of the enemy's heir to the throne?

'A draw... no, we could even claim victory.'

The general smiled.

"Hehehe..."

It would be an incredible achievement. He might even receive a high title, at least that of a count.

"Archers, ready!"

The archers nocked arrows to their bowstrings again.

Hundreds of arrowheads pointed downward. Toward Gehenna.

"Fire!"

Swoosh- Whisk!

The sound of arrows flying.

None of them found it strange. They were busy firing their own arrows.

But...

What was flying toward them wasn't their arrows.

Swoosh- Whisk- Thud! Thud-thud!

An archer on the wall fell backward with an arrow in his forehead.

The knight beside him collapsed without even a scream as an arrow pierced his neck.

"W-what's happening?"

The general looked around in confusion.

Swoosh- Swoosh- Swoosh-

Arrows continued to fly.

Not from above to below, but from below to above.

"Ambush! Enemy cavalry!"

Someone shouted.

The general turned his head.

In the distance, through the dawn darkness. Mounted knights were appearing.

Hundreds of them.

No, even more.

They held bows while on horseback. But not ordinary bows. Strange, shining bows with pulley mechanisms.

"The distance... the distance makes no sense!"

Arrows were flying from well beyond the effective range of normal bows.

It was common sense that archers on high ground had the advantage over those below. It was also common sense that stationary archers were superior to mounted archers.

That common sense was being defied.

The enemies on the wall couldn't even counterattack.

Their arrows fell before reaching the archers below the castle. In contrast, the opponents' arrows had a much greater range despite being fired from below the castle.

Compound bows, fired simultaneously by hundreds of Expert knights.

The castle wall instantly became a scene of chaos.

"Damn it! Reload! We still outnumber them!"

The general screamed.

But an arrow struck his helmet too. Though it didn't penetrate his head, the impact made him stagger backward.

**

Until now, everything had been perfect.

Not just tactically, but strategically as well.

Finding someone who knew the castle's layout well, then using the Dimensional Sword to teleport in and open the gates.

Everyone could be made to believe in the existence of an 'internal spy.'

It was the perfect disguise.

But now there was no time.

If I hesitated... Father would die within an hour.

Bribing a duke would take at least several days.

Making contact, negotiating, building trust.

That was because of the Dimensional Sword's mechanism.

The Dimensional Sword doesn't simply take me wherever I want.

At minimum, I need someone who clearly recognizes that place.

And that someone must have at least minimal loyalty to me.

Creating a traitor takes time.

But Father is surrounded right now.

So... I reveal one of my cards.

"Prepare for second volley!"

I gave the order.

The knights all drew their bowstrings at once.

Compound bows.

An innovative weapon made with knowledge from my previous life.

More precisely, it was made by applying materials and magic from this life to knowledge from my previous one.

Elasticity from minotaur horns, force amplification through pulley mechanisms, bowstrings made of steel cables.

Twice the power and range of ordinary bows.

When fired by Experts I personally selected for their archery talent and trained, they were as effective as sniper rifles.

"Fire!"

Swoosh- Swoosh- Swoosh-

Hundreds of arrows flew.

The enemies on the wall were thrown into confusion. Their arrows couldn't reach us, while ours precisely struck their vital points.

This was the accuracy of archery masters I had personally selected for their talent, not ordinary archers.

But now the enemy would know.

That we had some special weapon.

Though not as much as the Dimensional Sword, this too was a strategic secret.

We hadn't used compound bows in this civil war, only in battles against the Empire.

The enemy would see.

They would analyze.

'Pulley mechanisms... special materials... high tension...'

They would try to imitate it.

They might not be able to perfectly recreate it, but they might make something similar.

If not that...

At least they would prepare countermeasures.

Our technological advantage would diminish.

But there was no choice.

I couldn't abandon Father.

"Prepare for third volley!"

As I was about to give the order, a man on the castle wall caught my eye.

A general wearing a helmet. While other soldiers were in disarray, he alone stood firm, shouting at the top of his lungs.

"Reload! I said reload! We have numerical superiority! We'll win before they run out of arrows!"

I'd heard he was of common birth.

A man who had risen to the position of acting castle lord through luck and loyalty alone.

The real castle lord had been summoned to the capital under the pretext of 'rooting out traitors,' I'd heard.

My false rumors had worked perfectly.

And now, that man was desperately holding his ground to prove his loyalty.

"Lucia."

I called quietly.

"Yes?"

"Sensory enhancement. Maximum."

Lucia hesitated briefly, then nodded. Her hand touched my back, and warm mana flowed into me.

Magic that focused my senses—sight, hearing, smell—on the target of my concentration.

The world became clearer.

A distance of at least 500 meters. Dawn darkness. Despite all that.

I could see.

His eyes visible through the gaps in his helmet.

Down to each blood vessel.

Even the look in his eyes, a mixture of fear and anger.

"We are knights of House Lumenia! We do not retreat!"

He shouted once more.

In his figure, shouting at the top of his lungs as if his throat might burst, I sensed a certain... solemnity.

He was of common birth, they said.

He must have worked hard, sweating blood. With loyalty, dedication, perseverance.

That's how he would have risen to this position.

But you are the enemy.

And I must save my father.

A deep breath.

Once.

Twice.

The world grew quiet.

The surrounding noise disappeared. The soldiers' screams, the sound of hooves, even the wind.

Only my target and I existed.

I drew the compound bow's string.

The tension reached its maximum. The pulley mechanism creaked.

Aim.

The gap in the helmet.

His left eye.

I focused on the finger pulling the bowstring.

Now.

My finger moved.

Click-

The sound of the string snapping forward.

The arrow flew.

The world slowed down.

The arrow traced a parabolic arc through the air.

The sound of it cutting through the air. Swoosh-

A single trajectory through the dawn darkness.

The general was still shouting. Not knowing death was flying toward him.

Thud-

The sound was small.

An arrow entering through the gap in his helmet.

Precisely in the center of his left eye.

Through the cornea.

Through the lens.

Past the eyeball.

Into the brain.

The general's body stiffened.

The voice that had been shouting at the top of his lungs fell silent.

He collapsed backward.

The sound of his helmet hitting the floor.

Thud-

"...Good!"

An exclamation burst from my lips.

Even multiple healing spells would be useless. Once the brain is pierced, it's over.

The castle wall was in an uproar.

"The, the general!"

"The general has fallen!"

"Healer! Call a healer!"

But they would know it was useless.

The clergy in this world were remarkable, but like doctors in my previous life, they had no effective solution when the brain was damaged.

I could see the enemy troops' morale crumbling.

Now then...

"Charge!"

Ch.144 - Ashen Victory, Black Scheme
Victory was ours.

But...

A victory of ashes.

That would be the most appropriate way to describe the fall of Windfall Castle.

Our flag fluttered atop the castle walls.

And yet...

"Ugh... my leg... my leg..."

"Healer! Where's a healer!"

"Hey, stay with me! Open your eyes!"

The square before the castle was littered with the bodies of our soldiers.

Hundreds of them.

Eight hundred and ninety-three, to be exact.

That was the count from last night.

Particularly devastating was that of the 300 who followed Gehenna, only 27 survived.

The loss of so many valuable knights was painful.

Healers rushed between the wounded. The light of healing magic flickered here and there.

But it wasn't enough.

Not enough healers, not enough mana, not enough time.

So the healers made an inevitable choice.

They focused their care on the valuable ones who could still fight, while neglecting the common soldiers.

They said they would heal the soldiers after tending to the knights, but both the speakers and listeners knew the truth.

That the soldiers would die before their turn came.

"Your Majesty."

A voice came from behind me.

It was Lucia.

I turned around.

Her expression was calm as usual, but her eyes were heavy.

"What is it?"

"Urgent news."

She held out a parchment.

I took it and unfolded it.

A diplomatic letter bearing the seal of the Kingdom of Buchnan.

The content was concise.

'We strongly protest the North Luden Kingdom's violation of the ceasefire agreement and demand an immediate explanation.'

"...This isn't the only one, is it?"

"There are five in total."

Lucia answered.

All five countries.

"Are the contents all similar?"

"More or less. Violation of ceasefire, strong protest, demand for explanation."

I sighed.

"I expected this."

"The timing couldn't be worse. We've lost our justification. No matter what, Your Majesty personally signed it... we broke the ceasefire first. The bigger problem is that now the five countries have grounds to intervene."

"..."

"The strategic value of Windfall Castle is... honestly not that high. It's not a transportation hub, nor does it have quality farmland or mines."

I clenched my fist.

"A thousand lives lost for just this castle."

"Brother, please calm down."

"Calm down? How can I calm down?"

I turned to face her.

"We were winning. We captured eight castles in two weeks. But we agreed to a ceasefire. We had no choice. We couldn't fight all five countries at once."

I took a deep breath.

"And that ceasefire... we broke it first. Just one day later. While losing a thousand men."

"It was Duke Gehenna acting on his own."

"Does that matter! The result is the same!"

My voice grew louder.

Lucia flinched.

"...I'm sorry."

I lowered my head.

"I got worked up."

"...It's alright."

Lucia's voice was quiet.

"I'm... angry too."

I looked up at her.

Lucia's eyes.

Calm as usual, but hiding anger within.

"Where is Duke Gehenna... father?"

"In the lord's chamber. Alone."

"Alone?"

"He sent even Johnson away. Told him not to let anyone in. He's drinking and muttering about Rapunderia... about Rapunderia... Oh, I apologize. I spoke carelessly about Your Majesty's birth mother."

Lucia sighed.

"Are you planning to see him?"

"...I suppose I should."

I descended from the wall.

I walked through the corridor.

"Your Majesty."

A knight saluted at the foot of the stairs.

"My father?"

"He's upstairs. However..."

"However?"

"He ordered that no one be allowed in. Including Your Majesty."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes. 'Don't let Leon in. Especially not Leon,' he said."

A bitter smile crossed my face.

"I understand. Stand aside."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

The knight stepped back.

I climbed the stairs.

Outside the room.

The door was closed.

I could hear sounds from inside.

"...Rapunderia..."

Father's voice.

A drunken voice.

"Did you see... your enemies... fall..."

Mumbling.

"That Buchnan woman's... subordinate... is dead... by my hand... no, Leon... Leon shot him... but he's dead anyway..."

My hand touched the doorknob.

Should I open it?

Or...

"A thousand..."

Gehenna's voice trembled.

"A thousand died... because of me..."

Silence.

"...I know. What I did... was madness..."

The sound of a bottle falling to the floor. Crash.

"But... but... I couldn't bear it..."

Sobbing.

"That those who... killed you... were living comfortably..."

My hand gripped the doorknob tighter.

I should open it.

I should go in and say something.

But...

What should I say?

'It's alright, father'?

It's not alright. A thousand people died.

'I understand'?

I can't understand. Breaking the ceasefire on his own.

'I forgive you'?

...Can I forgive him?

My hand trembled.

"Your Majesty."

A voice from behind.

I turned around.

It was Count Tormaniu.

"...Count."

"Were you planning to speak with Duke Gehenna?"

"...I was."

"Now is not the time."

Tormaniu spoke quietly.

"He is... not himself right now."

"...I know."

"And neither are you, Your Majesty."

I looked up.

Tormaniu looked straight at me.

"If you go in now, you'll both say things you'll regret."

"...But."

"Do it later. In a few days. After Duke Gehenna has come to his senses, and after Your Majesty has regained your composure."

I sighed.

"...You're right."

I removed my hand from the doorknob.

I turned around.

I descended the stairs.

I walked through the corridor.

I went outside.

The square.

The healers were still busy.

The groans of the wounded.

Soldiers moving bodies.

"Brother."

Lucia approached.

"We need to call a meeting. We have to draft responses to the five countries."

"...What should we write?"

"For now... we have no choice but to explain that it was Duke Gehenna acting on his own."

I nodded.

Whether it would work or not, we had to try.

**

Several days passed.

Four days, to be exact.

Gehenna was still shut in his room. They said he was just drinking. Occasionally muttering Rapunderia's name.

My heart felt heavy every time Johnson reported with a worried expression.

But right now, there was a more urgent matter.

"They've all arrived."

Five letters were spread across the table.

From the five countries of the Imperial Encirclement Alliance.

Ornate wax seals and emblems. But their contents were far from ornate.

Lucia picked up the first letter.

"The rapid military buildup of the North Luden Kingdom poses a threat to neighboring countries. In particular, the monopoly on Black Iron mines greatly disturbs the regional balance of power."

She paused and looked up.

"From here, it gets blatant."

"Continue."

"Therefore, we propose that the North Luden Kingdom open part of its Black Iron mine shares to an international consortium. This would be a reasonable measure for regional stability and mutual prosperity."

I couldn't help but laugh.

"A reasonable measure..."

"Shall I read the letters from the other kingdoms?"

"Go ahead."

"Considering the strategic value of the Black Iron mines, monopoly by a single nation is undesirable. Fair share distribution and joint development are necessary. We demand the dispatch of an independent investigation team to assess the mine's reserves and purity. We also propose the formation of an international council to discuss future Black Iron trade prices and volumes."

"Are the others similar?"

"Almost identical, with slight variations. Shall I read them?"

"No need."

I waved my hand.

"Is Black Iron their real objective?"

"Partly, I'm sure."

Lucia put down the letter.

"But that's not all. They want to share the strategic resource of Black Iron while simultaneously planting their people in our territory."

"Under the name of an investigation team."

"Exactly."

Lucia nodded.

"Once we let them in, it will be difficult to remove them. They'll keep finding fault. 'The reserves are suspicious,' 'the purity doesn't meet expectations,' 'the mining method is inefficient'... they'll make up any excuse."

I leaned on the table.

A long sigh escaped me.

"...Damn it."

Lucia and Tormaniu looked at me.

"Your Majesty?"

"No, it's nothing."

I covered my face with my hands.

Black Iron mine.

There isn't one.

There never was.

What Lucia discovered wasn't a mine but an ancient civilization's Black Iron manufacturing device.

Computers and machines inside the ruins. They were 'producing' Black Iron, not 'mining' it.

Of course, we told the outside world it was a mine. That was easier to explain.

And it drew less attention.

If a mine draws this much attention, imagine if they knew "we've excavated ancient technology and are mass-producing Black Iron like hotcakes"...

Consortium proposal or not, war would break out that very day.

Justification?

When one country monopolizes a super-strategic resource, what justification is needed? That itself is powerful justification.

Moreover, technically, I was the one who broke the treaty first.

"Count Tormaniu."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"You may retire for today. Thank you for your hard work."

Tormaniu hesitated.

"But..."

"It's alright."

Lucia said.

"I'll handle the rest."

"...Very well."

The Count stood up. He saluted and left the room.

The door closed.

Only Lucia and I remained in the room.

"Brother."

"I know."

I nodded.

"Only the two of us know the truth about the Black Iron mine. Well, three including my biological grandfather?"

Actually, Duke Adelheit knew as well. Of course, he wouldn't betray us.

"We need to create a fake mine at this point."

Lucia nodded.

"I've been thinking about that."

She gazed out the window.

"We need something to show the investigation team. An actual mine where Black Iron is 'extracted.'"

"Is that possible?"

"We'll need to plant actual Black Iron ore. The investigation team might want to mine it themselves."

"The ore..."

So we'd disguise the Black Iron made by the ancient machines as raw ore.

This... if we do it right...

Ch.145 - Extraction Plan
Around the time when the fake mining operation led by Lucia Adelheit was progressing more smoothly than expected, a woman was absentmindedly stroking her stomach.

Rose.

The former vice-captain of the Ironblood Knights.

She was undoubtedly beautiful.

But those who saw her thought of the term "pretty girl" before "beautiful woman."

Her rose-colored hair barely reached past her shoulders, a natural shade rather than an artificial one.

It was well known that Experts and above aged more slowly, but Rose looked exceptionally young even among them.

Her slender jawline, porcelain-smooth skin, and large, clear eyes reminded one of a fifteen-year-old girl.

Of course, no one dared to tell her she "looked young."

What madman would touch a Sword Master's complex?

At most, only her superior Aria or her friend Marcus might.

Leon never even attempted it.

Though nominally her lord, he didn't consider them particularly close.

Of course, thinking that way about a woman he'd been intimate with wasn't exactly gentlemanly... but they hadn't known each other for very long either.

Anyway, she had quite a diligent personality.

In terms of skill, she fell behind Marcus, who had undergone the Master augmentation surgery with her.

Swordsmanship, mana control, battle sense—he was superior in every aspect.

She was also slow-witted. At least, that's what she thought of herself.

The ability to read complex political situations, quick judgment, strategy—Marcus was far better at all these.

But.

Their reputation differed.

The knights followed Rose.

They chose the approachable and trustworthy Rose over the cold and calculating Marcus.

Even Marcus himself relied on her.

And in fact, whether she knew it or not... even when Ainis was captain, Rose handled much of the practical work.

Ainis might have had charisma, but she wasn't particularly good at administrative duties.

Ainis was perfect with a sword, but clumsy with administration.

*I didn't know back then.*

Rose murmured to herself.

*That Lady Ainis... would still be alive.*

Aria.

That's what she should call her now.

Her current lord.

Leon Adelheit's fiancée.

The woman who was once their captain.

And her greatest rival in love.

*It's complicated.*

She placed her hand on her stomach again.

It was still flat.

*When will I get pregnant?*

Leon's words came to mind.

*Sword Masters have a much lower chance of pregnancy. The mana is too strong... the life force itself rejects external changes.*

*How much lower?*

*About one-tenth of a normal person? Maybe even less.*

*...I see.*

It was bitter.

She had thought she couldn't have children because of the augmentation surgery, then believed it possible again thanks to the ring.

Now she learned her chances were low because she was a Sword Master.

*Still.*

She clenched her fist.

*I won't give up. Someday.*

She lay down on the bed.

Closed her eyes.

Just as she was about to fall asleep.

Buzz—

A faint vibration.

On her wrist.

She opened her eyes.

A bracelet.

An old silver bracelet was glowing faintly.

*...What?*

Her heart beat rapidly.

This bracelet.

The imperial royal family's secret communication device.

Given by Imperial Princess Priscilla to her direct knights.

*How many years has it been?*

Her fingers touched the bracelet.

It was cold.

She fiddled with it.

Sent mana flowing into it.

The bracelet responded.

A faint light spread through the air, forming a hologram.

A woman's silhouette.

And a voice.

"It's been a while, Rose."

A cold, elegant voice.

Priscilla Chronaina.

The Imperial Princess of the Chrono Empire. The defeated heir to the throne. And once their master.

"Have you been well?"

Rose didn't answer.

She bit her lip.

What should she say?

Silence.

Long, heavy silence.

Priscilla waited. Calmly.

Finally, she spoke.

"Let's meet."

"......"

"Tomorrow night, at the abandoned Church of Light in Loreania near the border."

Her voice grew lower.

"Come alone."

It was an order.

Not a question.

Not giving her a choice.

"Tomorrow night. Midnight. Don't forget."

The light went out.

Only darkness remained.

Rose lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

The bracelet on her wrist.

Cold and heavy.

*Should I tell Marcus?*

He would be sleeping in the room right next door.

She could get up, knock on the door, wake him, and tell him.

*Imperial Princess Priscilla contacted me. She wants to meet tomorrow night.*

What would Marcus say?

...
...

Her hand clutched the blanket.

*Not yet... not now.*

She didn't know why not.

Just instinctively.

It felt like she shouldn't tell anyone yet.

*Let me go see first. Alone.*

She closed her eyes.

But sleep wouldn't come.

**

The abandoned Church of Light in Loreania.

Originally it was far from the border region, but now with the civil war raging, it might as well be border territory.

The building that was once bustling with believers was now in ruins.

Part of the roof had collapsed, and there were cracks in the walls.

Now that 9 castles had been conquered in succession, it was nominally the rear, but despite that, those who had left had not yet returned.

Rose came alone.

Why had she done that?

Instinct.

*Let me check first, then decide.*

She pushed the broken wooden door.

Creak—

The rusty hinges screamed.

Inside was dark.

Only moonlight entered through the broken stained glass. Colorful glass fragments were scattered across the floor.

And.

In front of the altar.

A woman was standing.

"It's been a while, Rose."

Priscilla Chronaina.

Her silhouette appeared under the moonlight.

She was unchanged.

An ordinary appearance.

She hadn't known before. She couldn't recognize beauty in people's faces back then.

But now she knew.

After the awakening of Ainis, the Goddess of True Beauty, people recognized "beauty" for the first time.

And Rose came to realize.

That her former master was quite... plain-looking for a royal.

Of course, she would be average among commoners, but in noble society, she definitely fell short.

*But even she was considered relatively better among the imperial family.*

The recently deceased Emperor came to mind.

Less human than... monster.

No, closer to a zombie.

His skin was rotting in places, his eyes bloodshot, and his mouth emitted a foul odor.

*It was fortunate he at least maintained a human shape.*

The side effects weren't limited to appearance.

The imperial family members almost always died young. Few lived beyond 50.

Mental illnesses were common too. Paranoia, schizophrenia, depression.

And they didn't respond well to mana.

Despite being the continent's strongest nation and using various means to amplify talent...

Despite some (mainly those who lost in competition) undergoing augmentation surgery...

Hardly any imperial family member rose above low-level Expert.

*Why was that?*

She wondered.

*Was it because of their ability? Side effects of the bloodline?*

But other bloodline ability users didn't have such severe side effects.

Rather, since the awakening of beauty, it was generally accepted that those with bloodline factors were more beautiful.

*Both my new lord and the captain—she doesn't have a bloodline factor, but her innate special ability is practically the same as one.*

"Sit down."

Priscilla pointed to a dust-covered chair.

But Rose remained standing.

"I hope you've been well, Your Highness."

A polite greeting.

But she didn't sit.

Priscilla's gaze sharpened. But she didn't show it.

"How have you been?"

"Well."

A short answer. Then a bitter smile.

"I should be grateful just to be alive."

"......"

"Paragon Sardelkia. That man. I fled to him. Contrary to rumors, he was surprisingly generous. Despite knowing I was the imperial princess, he didn't kill me. Instead..."

Her words trailed off.

Rose waited.

"Instead, he made me pay a price. With my body."

"...!"

"Don't be surprised. It's rather better than what usually happens to royalty who've fallen from power."

Her voice was cold.

"Bedding the princess of the world's strongest nation. Isn't that every man's fantasy?"

"......"

"At least I avoided public execution."

Rose had nothing to say.

"There were other... incidents as well. But I survived. Like this."

Her gaze fixed on Rose.

Moonlight illuminated Priscilla's face. Still an ordinary face. But something was different.

Wrinkles around her eyes. Downturned lips. Traces of hardship.

"Before that incident... I was considered quite beautiful too. But after learning what beauty truly is... I fear looking in the mirror. Even Paragon no longer desires me."

Priscilla's gaze moved slowly.

"Compared to that, you. With such a cute face... you must have overcome your complex about your stature."

After hesitating briefly, Rose spoke.

"...A little."

"A little?"

"I still dislike looking so young."

"Haha."

Genuine laughter erupted.

"Still better than me, wouldn't you say?"

Silence again.

"Of course, I was better than my half-brother."

"......"

"It's understandable that the empire faltered with that monstrosity failing as emperor. Just looking at him made one nauseous."

She nodded.

"...I agree."

Priscilla smirked.

"It's just that past memories were reestablished. That face was always like that. But now thinking about it makes me sick."

"Me too... I feel the same."

The two women, meeting after a long time, conversed calmly.

Since Priscilla wasn't a harsh leader to her close associates, the conversation continued pleasantly, like old friends catching up.

"That's why the empire needs a true, proper emperor."

"Do you have a plan?"

"I need power. An army. Sword Masters. Resources."

She paused.

"And all of that... is gathered in one place."

"What?"

"Leon Adelheit. Four Sword Masters. The Black Iron mine. Highly combat-effective troops. And... my former subordinates. You, Marcus, and... Ainis."

"Captain Ainis will never betray him."

"Yes, I suppose so... But... augmented humans have obedience circuits implanted. You know that, right? Those circuits can be activated."

"That's..."

"Then you'll be mine again. In an instant."

Priscilla took another step closer.

"Leon Adelheit's most powerful forces. Three Sword Masters becoming mine overnight."

"Th-that's impossible..."

"There's an even better method."

"...What is it?"

"An illusion mage."

Her eyes widened.

"Advanced magic that perfectly mimics another person's appearance and voice. The empire has several such mages. Directly under the imperial family."

A beat.

"I can contact some of them if I push hard enough."

"You don't mean..."

"Through that mage, I'll disguise myself as Leon. And Ainis will vouch that I'm the real one."

Priscilla's lips curled upward.

"She, controlled by the obedience circuit."

"......"

"Then? The rest of the forces will follow naturally. Who would doubt when his fiancée confirms it?"

Ch.146 - Direction Of Loyalty
Rose was a loyal servant.

A loyal servant of Priscilla Chronaina.

As the Vice-Captain of the Ironblood Knights, she wielded her sword, received orders, and risked her life.

After the Captain's demise (though she didn't actually die), she inherited the Captain's position and protected the Imperial Princess until the very end, even after losing the imperial succession war.

*But.*

She closed her eyes.

*Who was the person I truly revered?*

Silver hair.

A sword faster than anyone else's.

Yet also a strong sword.

It was during their first training session.

Ainis swung her sword. The air split. Deep marks were carved into the training ground floor.

That was when it began.

The moment her knees instinctively bent.

Though only two years older, the gap in talent couldn't be bridged by those two years. She was captivated by that talent, that strength.

Since she was strictly heterosexual, she wasn't sexually attracted like Elena from the same cohort.

But she revered her.

The Imperial Princess was her political lord.

Someone who gave orders, bestowed titles, and showed direction.

But Ainis meant something different.

Marcus was the same.

Though she claimed loyalty to the Imperial Princess with her words, in reality, on the battlefield, it was Ainis she entrusted her back to.

*And now.*

She opened her eyes.

Priscilla was still talking. But her words didn't register.

*The Captain is by Lord Leon's side, and I can't betray him. He's her fiancé. And...*

Her hand touched her stomach. It was still flat.

*Someday.*

Pregnancy.

The only man who had made it possible for her, an Augmented Human, to have children. Leon Adelheit.

Other women were already pregnant. Belisa, Maria, and dozens more.

*Me too.*

Life growing in her womb. A warm weight. Tiny hands. The sound of crying.

*...Can I give this up?*

Her hand gripped her stomach tightly.

*Even though it hasn't happened yet. But someday it will. That child.*

She couldn't give it up.

*Perhaps.*

A bitter smile formed.

*Maybe the excuse that I followed the Captain as a leader more... is because of this.*

An excuse.

A plausible excuse.

The real reason was greed.

Ordinary, human greed. The desire to have a child. To build a family.

*Even if the chances are low because I'm a Sword Master.*

She clenched her fist.

*I won't give up.*

At that moment, Priscilla's voice became clear.

"If you achieve merit, you'll rise to the rank of Duke in the Empire. I'll give you a title in the capital."

"B-but a duchy in the capital is only for..."

"I'll depose my wretched little aunt who sided with my brother and give her position to you."

"......"

"Duchess Rose. How does that sound? Doesn't it sound good?"

A hand reached out. It touched Rose's shoulder.

"I can trust you."

Priscilla paused for a beat.

"That day. Wasn't it you who carried me on your small back and helped me escape?"

The memory surfaced. The imperial palace. Burning corridors. Screams. Sword fights.

Her small frame.

At that time, she wasn't even a Sword Master yet.

But she carried the Imperial Princess on her back and ran.

Cutting down enemies. Breaking through escape routes. They both survived.

"If it weren't for you, I would have died that day."

"...I only did what was natural."

"No. Many abandoned me. They judged there was no chance and fled. But you stayed. Until the end. I trust you, Rose."

"......"

"Stand by my side once more. Watching amusing plays every day. Eating delicious food."

A pause.

"Protect me... the Emperor."

Silence. Long, heavy silence.

Rose didn't answer.

Priscilla seemed to take the silence as agreement and continued.

"The wealth will be immense. I'll give you that cursed aunt's mansion and territory as they are."

But.

*That's not what I want.*

Wealth. Honor. Power.

Being a Sword Master alone made her welcome anywhere on the continent. It was true during the Empire's time, and it's true now.

The position of Captain of the Ironblood Knights. Enormous salary. Luxurious mansion. Servants. She had it all.

Even now, she receives the highest treatment under Leon Adelheit. If she wanted, she could receive any territory. Titles too.

Her hand touched her stomach again.

*What I want is.*

Her hand caressed her stomach.

Priscilla's voice faded away.

A duchy. Territory. Tens of thousands of gold coins.

*That's not it.*

She closed her eyes.

*What I want is.*

Small hands. Tightly gripping her own.

Someone she could teach swordsmanship to directly.

Growing in her womb. Nursing at her breast. Laughing while riding on her back. Growing up watching the sword.

*That child.*

Her hand trembled.

More than a duchy.

More than territory.

More than tens of thousands of gold coins.

That's what she wanted more.

Of course, Rose hadn't always harbored only this desire.

When she underwent the augmentation surgery, she too had chosen it somewhat voluntarily.

She wanted power, wanted to become stronger, wanted recognition.

But after obtaining wealth, power, and authority, isn't it human nature to desire what one doesn't have?

After achieving so much, it became even more desperate.

A child to whom she could pass on everything she had accomplished.

Priscilla didn't understand such feelings of hers.

Nor did she know that Leon Adelheit had the means to fill Rose's void.


**

The next morning, in Rose's quarters.

"Come in."

The door opened.

Marcus, who had received the message, entered.

Though they both underwent Master augmentation surgery together, their appearances were starkly different.

Her skin was a healthy tan color. Like a warrior's skin, bronzed by the sun. The complete opposite of Rose's porcelain-like paleness.

But what stood out most was her figure.

A figure anyone would call good.

No, "good" was insufficient.

Full breasts, a slender waist, firm thighs.

Curves difficult to conceal even in armor.

Rose occasionally teased, "All that food you eat goes straight to your chest."

Of course, Marcus would retort, "Aren't you going to thank me for eating your share too?"

Her face wasn't girlish like Rose's.

By post-Beauty Awakening standards, she was definitely beautiful.

But expressions like 'cute' or 'adorable' were far from fitting.

'Sexy,' 'sensual,' or 'imposing' would be more appropriate.

Comparing her with Aria revealed an interesting point.

Aria was two years older, and their figures were similar.

But Marcus looked more mature.

Aria's silver hair, pale skin, and cold doll-like aura gave her a somewhat transcendent, surreal feel.

In contrast, Marcus was definitely a 'human woman,' and a mature female warrior in her prime at that.

"What's going on?"

Marcus asked.

Her voice was the same as usual. But her eyes were sharp.

Rose hesitated for a moment.

"...Actually."

A deep breath.

"Last night, I received a message from Imperial Princess Priscilla."

"......!"

Marcus's eyes widened.

"Sit down. It's a long story."

Rose pointed to a chair.

Marcus sat down calmly.

"We met at the abandoned church. Alone."

"...Alone?"

"Yes."

Marcus sighed.

"Continue."

Rose began to reveal everything.

The conversation with Priscilla.

Reactivation of the obedience circuit.

The plan to impersonate Leon using an illusion mage.

The offer of an imperial duchy.

Territory, wealth, honor.

Everything.

Marcus listened quietly.

Her expression didn't change.

When the final words were spoken.

Silence.

A long silence.

Marcus opened her mouth.

"Me too."

"...What?"

"I was contacted too. Not in person, but through a magical communication device."

Rose jumped up.

"Really?"

"Yesterday at dawn."

Marcus showed her wrist.

A bracelet.

An identical silver bracelet to Rose's was faintly glowing.

"Same offer?"

"Almost. The details were slightly different."

"......"

"She promised me the position of Marquis of the Border."

Marcus smiled bitterly.

"In terms of practicality, she said it's better than a duchy. The eastern border of the Empire. A position with the authority to wage war at will."

Rose understood immediately.

Priscilla had accurately grasped both their personalities.

For Rose: honor and stability.

A duchy in the capital. Splendid banquets and a respected position. And good cultural life.

For Marcus: freedom and power.

A marquisate at the border. A battlefield where she could wield her sword as she pleased.

*She knows us too well.*

It was chilling.

Of course, it was natural after fighting together for years.

"She wants us to conquer the world together."

Marcus added.

Her tone was light, but her eyes were heavy.

"So... what are you thinking of doing?"

Rose asked carefully.

Marcus didn't answer.

Instead, she looked out the window.

"...I can't betray our current lord."

Rose spoke first.

"Why?"

"It's complicated."

Rose sighed.

"He's going to be the Captain's husband... he took my virginity..."

Her hand naturally touched her stomach.

"And... and..."

Words failed her.

She was embarrassed.

To decide loyalty based on such reasons.

But it was the truth.

"...And there are personal reasons too."

"Pregnancy?"

Marcus's voice was direct.

Rose's face reddened.

"...Not yet. But someday."

Silence.

Marcus looked at Rose.

"Same here."

"...Really?"

Rose's eyes widened.

Marcus nodded.

"What's a Border Marquis to me? I'm already well-respected as a Sword Master. And if we're talking about world conquest... Captain Leon has better prospects."

It was true.

Priscilla had no army, no territory, no money.

All she had was a name.

She was little more than a puppet of Paragon Sardelkia.

Whereas Leon.

He had much.

He even seemed to possess powers they didn't know about. Only Aria or Lucia would know the true nature of that power.

"Of course, the biggest reason is children. I didn't know when I underwent the augmentation surgery. That I would come to want this."

"......"

"I wanted power. Wanted to become stronger. Wanted recognition."

Marcus looked out the window.

"And I got it. Became a Sword Master, earned respect, became an object of fear."

"Yes."

"But."

Her hand caressed her stomach.

"Once I had everything, I saw what was missing."

"Me too."

"I wanted to become a knight. Wanted to be strong."

"And now?"

"Now..."

Her hand gripped her stomach tightly.

"I want to see my child's face. Connected by my blood. Grown in my womb. Teach that child swordsmanship or spearmanship..."

Their gazes met.

Old comrades.

Who underwent surgery together, fought together, survived together.

And now.

Wanting the same thing.

"Funny, isn't it?"

Marcus chuckled.

"That one of the few Sword Masters in the world would want a child more than an imperial duchy or a border marquisate."

"...It is funny. I'm the same."

Rose laughed along.

"We should report to our lord."

"Of course. Right now."

Ch.147 - Justification Theory
The fake mining site was much more complex than I had expected.

I rested my chin on my hand as I looked down at the interior from the entrance.

"What are those mages doing over there?"

"They're fusing the boundary between the bedrock and the black iron ore, Brother."

"...Fusing?"

"Yes. If we just buried raw black iron, it would be obvious. Natural ore veins form over thousands of years. Pressure, heat, groundwater influence... everything leaves traces."

I knew it wasn't as simple as digging a hole and burying some rocks, but this was more complicated than I'd imagined.

"And?"

"We need to create a transition layer between the bedrock and the ore. We recreate pressure and heat with mana to make it look like minerals have slowly infiltrated over a long period of time."

Lucia raised her hand to point below.

Three mages were forming a circle around a central point, chanting spells.

Blue light seeped into the cracks of the rocks.

"This connects the crystal structure of the ore naturally to the bedrock. So it won't be detectable even with magical instruments."

"I see..."

"And over there. That's the impurity concentration adjustment."

"Impurities?"

"It would be suspicious if there was only pure black iron. Natural ore veins should contain other minerals too. The ratios are important as well."

Lucia gestured as she headed down, and I followed.

A mage was contemplating a small piece of black iron in his hands.

"Is this sufficient, Lady Lucia?"

"No. The crystal structure is too uniform here. Natural ore veins should be irregular."

"But..."

Lucia picked up a small sample from a nearby rock.

"Natural ore should have uneven grain like this. With cracks, and some parts crumbling. If it's too perfect, it actually raises suspicion."

The mage nodded.

"I understand."

Lucia moved to another work area, and I followed behind her.

"I didn't know a family with little interest in magic could do this much. I thought almost all magic connections in Luden were controlled by Lumenia."

"Yes. While Lumenia is indeed Luden's greatest magical house, their tyranny is just as bad as Adelheit's, if not worse."

"...Really?"

"They're especially known for patenting trivial things and extorting money through lawsuits."

"And?"

"Because of that, there are quite a few groups of mages who resent Lumenia. They can't speak out publicly, of course. Those people over there are exactly that type."

"I see..."

"And something I only discovered after starting this project..."

Lucia smiled meaningfully.

"Adelheit has been backing those groups."

"...What?"

"Well, it makes sense. If you're at odds with one of the two major ducal houses, aligning with the other is the obvious move, right?"

I nodded.

"True enough. And thanks to that, we're creating a mine that looks completely natural."

"Not completely. This is still far from adequate."

"Won't that cause problems?"

"Not really. I realized there aren't many black iron mines on the continent."

"...Really?"

"People find more black iron artifacts in ancient ruins than they mine from actual mines. The Empire has two profitable mines, but it's not like the anti-imperial alliance can access those."

"So?"

Lucia's lips curled upward in a cynical smile.

"If we claim 'this is what black iron mines are like,' what can the investigation team say?"

"...!"

"They have nothing to compare it to."

I chuckled.

That's right.

Black iron is a rare mineral.

There are only a few sources across the entire continent.

The largest belongs to the Chrono Empire.

The second largest also belongs to the Chrono Empire.

The rest are small-scale.

It's such a valuable mineral that mining continues despite questionable profitability, but small-scale mines and large-scale operations are naturally different.

So.

We become the standard.

"No matter what scholars say, if we declare 'these are the characteristics of natural black iron veins,' that becomes the accepted theory. They have no basis to refute it."

She's right.

We don't need to make it perfectly natural.

Just plausible enough.

As I was admiring the gradually developing grandeur of the Adelheit Duchy's black iron mine...

Footsteps sounded from the mine entrance.

Fast ones.

Must be urgent.

"I need to see His Majesty!"

Rose's voice.

Different from usual.

Urgent.

Two guard knights blocked her way.

"Just a moment, Lady Rose. His Majesty is currently inspecting the site."

"Move aside. It's urgent."

"But..."

I raised my hand.

"Let her in."

"...Yes."

The guards stepped aside.

Rose and Marcus entered.

Both were panting.

They must have run here.

For Sword Masters to be out of breath, they must have come in quite a hurry.

"What's the matter?"

"Your Majesty... we need to speak somewhere private. There are too many eyes here."

It's a bit troublesome, but...

They were Aria's right and left hands, valuable talents...

"Lucia, find us a room."

"Yes, Brother."

**

A private room.

Just the four of us: me, Lucia, Rose, and Marcus.

The door was closed, with guards posted outside.

"Speak. The sound-blocking magic is thorough, so nothing will be heard outside."

Rose knelt down.

Marcus followed suit.

"Your Majesty. I have a critical matter to report."

Rose's voice was firm.

But it contained a tremor.

"Last night at midnight, I received a secret communication from Imperial Princess Priscilla Chronaina."

"..."

"An imperial direct communication device. A bracelet form, given only to knights directly serving the princess."

She showed her wrist.

A silver bracelet was faintly glowing.

"The princess contacted me directly through this. She wanted to meet."

"...Where?"

"At an abandoned Church of Light in Loreania. Near the border."

"Did you go alone?"

"...Yes."

Rose bowed her head.

"I apologize. I didn't even tell Marcus. Instinctively... I felt I needed to go alone."

"Continue."

"I arrived at the abandoned church at midnight. The princess was already there."

Rose took a deep breath.

"The princess... is currently working as an advisor to Paragon Sardelkia."

"...!"

Lucia drew in a small breath.

I maintained my expression.

"Evidence?"

"The princess herself revealed it. She said after being defeated in the Empire, she fled to Paragon. And survived as his... concubine."

"Video?"

Lucia asked.

"Here it is."

Fortunately, she had recorded it on a magical item she always carried.

Marcus interjected.

"I also received contact from the princess at dawn the same day. I don't have video, but I do have audio."

"...Both of you?"

"Yes. She contacted us separately."

Rose continued.

I watched the video and listened to the audio they provided. Quite an interesting plan they had devised.

An obedience circuit.

An illusion mage.

Using him to impersonate me.

And seizing power.

Whether the plan was realistic or not was beside the point...

I glanced to the side.

Lucia.

Her shoulders were trembling slightly.

She was biting her lip.

Her face was turning red.

She was trying not to laugh.

Me too.

The corners of my mouth twitched.

It was hard to contain.

Rose looked up.

"...Your Majesty?"

"Ah, it's nothing. Continue."

"...I have nothing more to report."

"I see."

I looked at Lucia again.

Her shoulders were still trembling.

Our eyes met.

Lucia was also trying to hold it in.

Twitch.

The corner of my mouth went up.

Twitch.

Then down again.

But soon back up.

Rose and Marcus looked at each other.

I smiled brightly and patted both their shoulders.

"You've done a great service! A truly great service!"

Rose and Marcus looked at me with slightly bewildered expressions.

"Now we have justification! Perfect justification!"

Relief washed over me.

I meant it sincerely.

It was perfect.

"You both did very well."

Pure joy was evident in my voice.

But.

"Your Majesty."

The voice was low.

"May I speak frankly?"

A polite tone.

But the look in her eyes was cold rationality itself.

"What... difference does this make?"

"...What?"

"You said we've gained justification. But. What use is that?"

"What do you mean?"

"The reason various small kingdoms covet the Empire is ultimately because the Empire is powerful."

Rose's voice grew even lower.

"Justification is of little use, isn't it?"

"...!"

"Was it because of justification that the five countries stopped us? No. It was because they feared Your Majesty becoming too powerful."

Marcus chimed in.

"Rose is right, Your Majesty. Justification is merely decoration for the strong. The weak are trampled no matter how righteous they are, and the strong survive no matter how unjust. That's how the world works."

A bitter smile.

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

I didn't understand what they were saying at first... then I realized.

Ah, that's right.

They're from the Empire.

I suppose they might think that way.

Just as I was about to explain something—

BANG!

A chair fell backward.

Lucia had jumped to her feet.

"You're wrong!"

Her voice echoed through the room.

Her usual calm tone was nowhere to be found.

It was an octave, no, two octaves higher.

Filled with emotion.

Anger? No, rather...

Joy.

Well, it would be hard to contain such joy.

"Let me explain why Paragon is about to be destroyed."

Ch.148 - Justification Theory (2)
"You gentlemen are from the Empire, so it's understandable that you don't comprehend this. But a kingdom is different from an empire."

My sister stepped forward.

"First, the governance structure is different."

She held up one finger.

"The Empire directly controls half its territory through the Emperor's bloodline ability. Telepathic network. Immediate transmission of orders. Perfect centralization."

Rose nodded.

"That's right. That's the Empire's strength."

"But Luden, and other kingdoms, are different."

Lucia's voice grew firmer.

"Here, individual nobles have strong influence. Even the king cannot wage war, levy taxes, or enact laws freely without the nobles' consent."

A backward aspect of this country.

But that wasn't all...

"And more importantly: inheritance."

"Inheritance?"

Marcus questioned.

"The augmented humans, who make up the Empire's mainstream nobility, cannot have children. You both know this."

"...That's correct."

The two nodded.

"But kingdoms are different. Nobility is inherited. The grandfather fought against the Empire, the father fought against the Empire, and the son fights against the Empire. The war has continued for nearly 100 years. Gentlemen, how many noble families in the Luden Kingdom do you think haven't lost family members because of the Empire?"

"..."

"Almost none. No, we can say there are none at all."

Her voice lowered.

"They've lost parents. Or siblings. Or spouses. If we include uncles or cousins, practically everyone has lost someone. Their hatred for the Empire is stained with blood. It's a grudge passed down through generations. Even the king cannot ignore this in politics."

That was it.

A justification based not on simple principles, but on grudges.

This was the core issue.

Rose and Marcus's expressions began to change subtly.

"And second."

Lucia's voice grew even firmer.

"Religion."

"...Religion?"

"Being from the Empire, you seem to underestimate the power of religion."

Lucia spoke slowly.

"The Church of True Beauty, the Church of Light, the Church of Order. Do you know what these three major denominations call the Empire?"

"...Heretics?"

"No."

Lucia shook her head.

"It's worse than that."

"Worse?"

"Land of demons. Blasphemers against God. Cursed land. Heretics at least believe in the same god, just with different interpretations. But the Empire? They're barely considered human."

"...!"

"Of course, reality is different. They cooperate behind the scenes. When an imperial noble is injured, they secretly send priests to heal them and receive enormous sums in return."

A bitter smile.

"But when priests and clergy gather among themselves? They hold Empire overthrow revival meetings. Sermons preaching hatred against the Empire. Cries of 'We must defeat God's enemies' echo throughout."

"..."

"I've seen this firsthand as a Saintess of the Church of True Beauty. You can believe me."

Rose carefully asked.

"But... what does that have to do with kingdom politics?"

"Everything. Even the king cannot completely go against the church's influence."

"But he's the king?"

"Precisely because he's the king."

A definitive answer.

"The subjects' loyalty to the church is a secondary issue. The real problem arises when church services are suspended."

"...Services?"

"Healing. Blessings. Purification. Soil restoration after harvests. Funerals. Marriage and birth blessings. Et cetera..."

She folded her fingers one by one.

"The church isn't just a place for prayer. It's deeply embedded in people's lives. If the king is judged a heretic? If the church suspends all services in that country? The royal family, nobles, commoners—everyone rises up simultaneously."

"...!"

"The sick cannot receive treatment, harvested land cannot recover, the dead cannot be buried, and those wishing to marry cannot wed. Marrying without blessing makes them heretics too."

Lucia's voice dropped a tone.

"In that situation, who would support the king?"

Silence.

Long, heavy silence.

"The moment it becomes known that he's joined hands with an imperial princess? The nobles will turn their backs. They'll think, 'This person is an Empire lackey who killed our families.'"

"..."

"The church will declare him a heretic. They'll proclaim him 'an apostate in league with the Empire.'"

"..."

"The people will be outraged. They too have lost family members. They'll shout, 'He's a dog of the Empire that killed our families.'"

"But commoners don't often serve in the military. Compared to nobles, fewer would have lost family members..."

"Whether they actually lost family members doesn't matter. The social atmosphere is such that the moment you oppose this view, you're considered worthy of death."

The language was a bit harsh.

But it wasn't wrong.

"But, Commander, you're also from the imperial nobility. His Highness even announced his engagement to you. Quite grandly at that."

A rebuttal came.

"That's right. Then by the same logic, couldn't His Highness also be seen as colluding with the Empire?"

Marcus interjected.

His expression hardened.

A long sigh.

"...I didn't want to say this, but... I told you that doctrinally, the Empire is the 'land of demons.'"

"Yes."

"And."

Her gaze pierced straight through the two.

"To be blunt. People who have undergone augmentation surgery are... 'tools' used by demons. They're not seen as people. According to doctrine."

Silence.

Heavy, cold silence.

Faces hardened.

Lips trembled.

Silence.

Long, heavy silence.

The sound of clearing a throat.

"...B-but."

A voice trying forcibly to brighten.

"The God of True Beauty loves everyone."

"..."

"You can also join the church. The Church of True Beauty is open to everyone."


**


Of course, the proselytizing wasn't particularly successful.

But the important thing wasn't the success of the proselytizing.

Three weeks later.

Adelheit Duchy.

The entrance to the fake black iron mine.

The investigation team arrived.

The scale was considerable. Delegations of over 100 people from each kingdom.

Mineral experts, magic scholars, and geologists from each country disembarked in succession.

I greeted them at the entrance.

"Thank you for your efforts in coming such a long way."

A courteous greeting.

The chief investigator from the Kingdom of Buchnan stepped forward.

"Lord Leon Adelheit. It's an honor to meet you."

A middle-aged man.

Gray hair and sharp eyes.

From the Buchnan Royal Mining Office.

The most concerning figure.

"This way. I'll guide you."

Lucia took the lead.

The investigation team followed.

A massive cave. Torches on the walls cast shadows.

"How deep is it?"

"The confirmed depth so far is about 200 meters."

Lucia answered.

"We expect it goes deeper. We don't know how far the vein extends."

The investigation team that entered took out magical tools. Glowing crystal balls. Mana detection devices. Mineral analyzers.

They began examining everything in detail.

The Buchnan chief ran his hand along the wall.

"...The bedrock is granite."

"That's right."

"It's rare for black iron to be found in granite layers."

"Finding it at all is rare."

The answer was concise.

The investigation team went deeper.

The first excavation point.

Exposed black iron ore. Black color. Metallic luster. Distinctive weight.

"...Is this black iron?"

"Yes."

"The purity?"

"About 0.65%. That's the limit in its natural state."

He took out a magical tool and placed it against the ore.

A light reacted.

"...It's definitely black iron."

But.

His gaze sharpened.

"However... the crystal structure is... a bit strange."

"...!"

Tension.

The air changed, subtly but perceptibly.

The Buchnan investigator turned the ore this way and that.

"If it were a natural vein, it should be more irregular. This seems... too uniform."

Lucia stepped forward.

"Sir, have you ever seen black iron ore in person?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Have you, or haven't you?"

A sharp question.

He closed his mouth.

Silence.

"...No."

"Exactly."

The corner of her mouth turned up slightly.

"There are only a few black iron mines on the entire continent. The profitable ones are in Chrono Empire territory. Have you ever entered imperial territory?"

"But in the literature..."

"Literature?"

A smirk escaped my sister's pretty lips.

"The person who wrote that literature probably never saw it either. They just copied from other literature. Everyone does that when writing magic school papers..."

"..."

"And the person who wrote the original probably didn't actually see it either, but referenced yet another text. In the end, it's all speculation. Because no one has actually seen it."

She paused.

"If you want to refute this, raise your hand if you've seen black iron ore elsewhere."

Silence.

No one raised their hand.

"No one, I see. Then these are the characteristics of a natural vein. What you're seeing here now."

It was perfect.

There was no room for rebuttal.

Everyone kept their mouths shut.

The other investigators said nothing.

I smiled.

"Let's continue the investigation. We'll give you plenty of time."

No one raised any further objections.

The investigation continued throughout the afternoon. The scale of the vein. Estimated reserves. Mining difficulty. Profitability calculations.

The atmosphere was fairly amicable.

And then.

Evening.

Dinner time approached.

Adelheit Duchy mansion.

The grand banquet hall.

Long tables were prepared. Candles were lit. Silver cutlery gleamed.

The investigation team and diplomats took their seats.

I sat down too. Lucia sat beside me. Aria stood behind us.

"Welcome."

I raised my glass.

"For our distinguished guests who have come from afar. Let's start by watching a good magical projection."

The main event began.

Ch.149 - Reversal Diplomacy
"For our esteemed guests who have traveled far. Let's begin by watching a good magical projection."

My brother's voice echoed through the banquet hall, and I channeled my mana.

The projection device placed on the table began to glow faintly.

An image unfolded in midair.

I observed several of the diplomats.

I had memorized everything about them.

Faces, careers, family relationships...

Meritocracy is truly an empty concept.

Perhaps it makes sense when selecting mages or knights.

But when it comes to selecting officials, "ability" becomes ambiguous.

What criteria should be used?

Test scores? Interviews?

It's all a mess.

In the end, connections were the mainstream.

Naturally, there were side effects.

Incompetent noble children monopolized key positions, and bribery ran rampant.

So things changed recently.

A new standard.

Simple and clear criteria.

Those who distinguished themselves in the war against the Empire but could no longer fight.

Of course, that didn't mean they wouldn't accept bribes...

But at least public opinion calmed down.

Such people were rare, of course.

Healing magic can treat most injuries. Arms regrow, eyeballs regenerate, organs recover.

But there are exceptions.

Like being hit by special magical attacks.

Or having one's mana circuits damaged in battle.

Such people.

They were given official positions.

Both honor and a means of livelihood.

And one more thing.

Those who lost family to the Empire.

Those who lost parents, siblings, spouses, or children.

They were given priority.

The same applied to diplomats.

No, it was even more pronounced among diplomats.

What would diplomats do when gathered together?

Share anti-Empire sentiment, of course.

In fact, among high-ranking diplomatic personnel from the five—no, including us, six—countries, there were hardly any who had served fewer than five campaigns in the war against the Empire.

And few who hadn't lost a parent, sibling, husband, wife, or child to the Empire.

So I was confident.

This footage would resonate.

It wasn't just what Rose and Marcus had provided.

We had conducted our own investigations based on that.

Priscilla's activities.

Her relationship with Paragon.

Her communication network with the Imperial royal family.

Her attempt to impersonate my brother using illusion magic.

Everything.

We edited it all into a magical projection.

The evidence was sufficient.

Now it was time to show it.

The footage began.

A dark, abandoned church.

Two silhouettes under moonlight.

Priscilla Chronaina and Rose.

A voice flowed out.

"It's been a while, Rose."

A cold, elegant voice.

The banquet hall fell silent.

Everyone's gaze fixed on the projection.

The conversation continued.

The confession of becoming Paragon Sardelkia's concubine.

Communication with the Imperial royal family.

The plan to usurp Leon Adelheit's power.

The Obedience Circuit.

The illusion mage.

Everything flowed out.

The atmosphere in the banquet hall changed.

Subtly.

But definitely.

The sound of someone setting down their glass.

The sound of someone swallowing.

The sound of someone grinding their teeth.

The footage continued.

Second scene.

Communication between Marcus and Priscilla.

The offer of a border marquis position.

The proposal of world conquest.

Third scene.

What we had investigated independently.

Once we caught a lead, we could somehow gather evidence.

We spent quite a bit of money bribing enemies, but it wasn't wasted at all.

A conversation directly involving Paragon Sardelkia.

"How is the five-country alliance going?"

"Smoothly. They fear Luden becoming too powerful."

"Good. Keep pressuring them. So Leon Adelheit can't move."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

And the final blow...

"Now let's move on to the next task... my love..."

The footage ended there.

Silence.

Long, heavy silence.

A hand holding a glass trembled.

Someone's hand.

A Buchnan diplomat. The chief representative, in fact.

**

Chief Representative of Buchnan Kingdom's Diplomatic Corps.

Amund Bellos.

55 years old.

Once a professor at the Royal Magic Academy.

Specialized in ice magic and illusion magic.

Taught students for over 20 years, and like such people often do, held a military rank.

Major General.

Elite among elites.

But.

Five years ago, everything ended in a battle resulting from an Imperial army surprise attack.

He was directly hit by a mana backflow spell.

His circuits were twisted.

Irreversible.

A body that could no longer use magic.

He could have maintained his professorship, but being a professor who teaches magic yet cannot use it...

Standing before students was painful.

So he changed careers to become a diplomat.

After a scandal that nearly turned the country upside down when they appointed several royals with questionable skills and morality as diplomats, this became the trend.

Magical appraisal. Treaty verification. Detection of magical fraud.

Fields where his expertise shone.

And now.

His hand holding the glass trembled.

His pupils shook.

Left and right.

Up and down.

His focus blurred then sharpened repeatedly.

His lips dried up.

He moistened them with his tongue.

They dried again.

His throat tightened.

He swallowed.

It wouldn't go down.

He swallowed again.

It barely went down.

His heart beat rapidly.

The pounding sound in his ears.

His hand trembled.

The glass tilted.

Wine spilled.

A red stain on the tablecloth.

"...Lord."

A voice from beside him.

He couldn't turn.

"Lord Bellos."

Again.

Louder.

He barely turned his head.

His deputy. The second-in-command of the diplomatic mission.

Marten Strauss.

Over 190cm tall.

Missing his left eye.

Covered with an eye patch.

He said he was struck by a magic-imbued sword.

An injury that couldn't be reversed even with healing magic.

Mid-40s.

Former knight.

A skilled fighter who had reached mid-level Sword Expert.

But he retired after losing an eye.

Depth perception. Distance perception. Fatal in combat.

So he became a diplomat like Amund.

Tall with an imposing physique.

Useful at the negotiation table.

"Is that... fabricated?"

Marten's question.

Straight to the point.

Other diplomats leaned in to listen.

"...Fabricated."

"It is... fabricated, right...?"

The one-eyed former knight asked again.

A hope that 'it must be.'

Amund knew.

That Marten also wanted it.

For it to be fabricated.

To be false.

But.

His hand trembled.

"It must be fabricated! Video manipulation is entirely possible!"

That's right.

Technically, it's possible.

But.

"Marten. Lord..."

Amund's voice.

Small.

Trembling.

"...Lord?"

"When illusion magic is used to manipulate footage... traces remain... The mana flow... becomes irregular. Color bleeding occurs. Voice synchronization becomes slightly misaligned..."

His finger pointed to the afterimage in the air.

The already vanished footage.

"But that... that... had none of those issues... The possibility that the footage is fabricated... doesn't seem very high."

He couldn't bring himself to say it completely.

That 'it's not fabricated.'

That it's the truth.

That His Majesty the King's noble grandchild was colluding with devils...

He couldn't say it.

But they weren't the only ones who couldn't reach a conclusion.

"Ha... of all people to sleep with, the Imperial Princess. That Paragon fellow must be quite the madman."

"No wonder the former king tried so hard to dethrone him. He was unqualified from the start."

"We support North Luden, no, unified Luden!"

"Imperial dog! To think such a person covets the throne! He was planning to stab our allied nations in the back!"

Anger.

Excited voices.

Whether they were genuinely angry or just pretending didn't seem important.

But Amund thought.

'After all... since this is to check Luden's unification, once the atmosphere dies down, somehow...'

Justifications and such.

Can somehow be pushed aside.

Practical benefits take priority.

Of course, some concessions might be necessary...

Somehow, even in the worst case...

But.

Leon Adelheit opened his mouth.

"Everyone."

His voice filled the banquet hall.

Calm.

But powerful.

"The footage you saw today must have been shocking."

The diplomats nodded.

"My unworthy uncle conspired with the Imperial Princess to betray our alliance."

Silence.

"And everyone here knows who stands behind him. Therefore! I declare at this moment."

Leon rose from his seat.

"The Black Iron mine development project. Negotiations with the Kingdom of Buchnan will be suspended."

"...!"

Amund's eyes widened.

"Instead, we will proceed as planned with other countries. With righteous allies."

Immediate reactions.

"A righteous decision!"

"We cannot deal with traitors!"

"We support Lord Leon's resolution!"

"Our kingdom agrees as well!"

"A necessary measure!"

Applause broke out.

One.

Two.

And then in succession.

The banquet hall filled with the sound of applause.

The hot-tempered deputy Marten jumped to his feet.

His chair pushed back.

Bang-

"In the end... aren't you just the same, sleeping with an Imperial woman?! His Majesty Paragon merely... had a slight affair! Out of political necessity! But you! You even got engaged! To an Imperial noble! Publicly! Grandly!"

Silence.

Heavy silence.

But.

The gazes were cold.

The eyes of the other diplomats.

They didn't sympathize.

Rather.

Contempt.

Amund inwardly sighed.

'It's over.'

Marten didn't realize it.

That the game was already over.

But Amund, with more experience, was different.

'The moment he offered the Black Iron development rights, we had no way to win. They will ostracize us just to obtain those rights.'

Political calculation.

Cold calculation.

'Even if he had acted without justification, we would have had difficulty responding. Let alone when the justification is so clear... that will only fan their anger.'

Marten continued shouting.

"Isn't this a double standard! Why only His Majesty Paragon! Why only us!"

But no one answered.

Then.

From beside Leon.

The silver-haired woman moved.

Aria.

Leon Adelheit's fiancée.

From the Empire.

Countess Ainis.

No, even that name was now a thing of the past.

She slowly walked forward.
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Aria's voice echoed through the banquet hall.

Cold and composed.

Emotionless.

"I am a body that underwent augmentation surgery in the Empire."

Silence.

"I cannot bear children. Ever."

The diplomats held their breath.

"The engagement... is merely a reward for military achievements."

One step.

Another step.

Toward Marten.

"I am a tool. Leon's sword and shield. Nothing more, nothing less."

Her silver hair swayed.

A physical curse.

It became both an object of sympathy and a convenient excuse.

*Well, it's not like noble families haven't had such cases before.*

*Isn't it an appropriate reward to win over an Empire warrior? Our country has similar precedents. Though becoming queen is another matter...*

*This is acceptable. After all, it weakens the Empire's military strength.*

*When I return to my country, I should suggest this approach to His Majesty.*

These were the thoughts of most diplomatic personnel.

"But Paragon Sardelkia is different."

Aria's voice dropped an octave.

"He whispered words of love to the Imperial Princess while betraying his allied nation. Secretly. Cowardly."

Marten's face turned pale.

"He said he would help her ascend to the Empire's throne! In exchange, he was guaranteed enormous privileges!"

There wasn't actually any such content in the recorded video or audio.

But most diplomats nodded.

At this point, whether he had committed 10 sins or 100 sins wasn't really the issue.

Even 10 sins made him deserving of death.

That's how justification worked.

"If this isn't betrayal, then what is?"

Marten's face reddened.

"Th-that...! A d-duel... This is a diplomatic occasion! Violence is..."

"If you're afraid."

Aria cut him off.

"Apologize."

"Apologize?"

"For insulting His Highness Leon and myself."

His lips trembled.

Marten looked around.

His colleagues.

But most avoided his gaze.

They looked away.

Or gave him resentful glances...

Especially Amund, who had been giving him reproachful looks for causing unnecessary trouble, lowered his head when their eyes met.

*It's over.*

He was alone.

"I... I've done nothing wrong!"

His voice cracked.

"You're the ones who...!"

"Then."

Aria with her sword drawn.

"Will you accept?"

Marten reached for his sword.

His hand trembled.

The sword tip wavered.

Once a mid-level Sword Expert.

But.

He was missing his left eye.

His depth perception was ruined.

His sense of distance was gone.

It's not that there aren't knights or mercenaries who remain active after losing an eye.

But more importantly, he hadn't had proper combat experience for five years.

Aria was a Sword Master.

Even if he were in his prime, could he block even a single strike?

The game was over before it began.

"I yield."

Marten's voice was small.

"Please forgive my rudeness."

Aria nodded.

Then, at her gesture, several knights entered.

She gave them an order.

"Detain them."

"Wh-what?!"

Amund jumped to his feet.

"Detain?! We are a diplomatic delegation! Diplomatic immunity...!"

"He lost the duel."

Aria's voice.

Cold.

"He fought with a knight's honor. And lost."

"B-but that...!"

"And he insulted me."

The knights approached.

"Th-this is outrageous! Diplomatic discourtesy...!"

"Take them away."

"No! This is...!"

The knights seized Amund.

And Marten.

And the other diplomats.

One by one.

They were dragged out.

The banquet hall fell silent.

Diplomats from other kingdoms.

Their faces hardened.

Displeasure.

Subtly.

But clearly.

*Too forceful.*

*Detaining diplomatic envoys.*

*Sets a bad precedent.*

Leon knew.

Their thoughts.

But.

"Everyone."

He lowered his voice.

"If you're displeased, I apologize."

He bowed his head.

Slightly.

"But this was a matter of my fiancée's honor."

He raised his head again.

"As knights. As nobles. We must uphold honor. The Buchnan delegation crossed the line. They must pay an appropriate price."

Still silence.

But.

Someone nodded.

The diplomats from the Kingdom of Malezia, who had poor relations with Buchnan.

Starting with them...

One.

Two.

They began to nod.

*Can't be helped. It's an insult to royalty.*

*It doesn't concern us anyway.*

And above all...

*Black iron mines.*

*Development rights.*

*Now that Buchnan is out...*

*Our share increases.*

Calculation.

Cold calculation.

Leon read their expressions.

He was satisfied.

"Then let's continue the banquet."

He clapped his hands.

Music flowed again.

Servants moved.

New dishes were served.

Wine was poured.

Conversations resumed.

Awkwardly.

But they resumed.

He left the banquet hall and walked down the corridor.

Aria was beside him.

Thanks to the Buchnan people reacting more than planned, things had become easier.

But she.

My bride.

Must have been hurt.

Silence.

Only footsteps echoed.

"Are you angry?"

He asked.

Aria nodded.

"...Yes."

A short answer.

"Me too."

He answered honestly.

"Very."

The insult to Aria.

That was what angered him most.

But.

At the same time.

*Thanks to that, things have become easier.*

The entire Buchnan diplomatic corps detained.

Information blocked.

Communication with their homeland would be delayed.

At least a day.

At most two.

That time would be enough.

"My lord."

"Yes?"

"Did I... act too emotionally?"

He shook his head.

"No. You did well."

Truly.

"I'm grateful, actually."

Aria blinked.

"You gave us justification."

He smiled faintly.

"Now let's end this quickly."

"...Quickly."

"Not just Paragon."

He stopped.

Turned around.

Met her eyes.

"But Buchnan behind him as well."

"...!"

Her eyes widened.

"But Leon. Buchnan is an allied nation. Even though they're hostile..."

"I know."

He nodded.

"Even with justification, attacking a kingdom within the alliance. Some countries won't accept it."

"Then..."

"But."

He paused.

Looked out the window.

Dark sky.

Moonlight.

"If we end it quickly."

He turned back.

"They'll have no choice."

Aria remained silent.

A thoughtful expression.

And then.

"...How many days?"

"A week."

He answered immediately.

"Within a month, I'll behead Paragon. I'll slaughter both him and his mother Bradia. Then, when the opportunity arises, I'll crush Buchnan too."

"...A month."

She repeated.

"Is that possible?"

"I have the Dimensional Sword."

He tapped the scabbard.

Tap tap.

"And I have knights."

Four Sword Masters.

A smile came naturally. Thanks to continuous duels with them, my swordsmanship is improving rapidly.

With three more years of training, I might even reach advanced level...

"It's enough. The alliance is just nominal; the individual countries aren't close. When they learn the Empire has been destroyed... it will disintegrate. So, first..."

"First?"

"Within two weeks, we'll conquer the Lumenia Duchy."

** 7 days later

Lumenia Duchy.

Central mansion.

Study.

The garden visible through the window.

Well-tended roses.

A fountain.

A peaceful scene.

But.

Inside the study was different.

Carlos Lumenia.

65 years old.

Duke Lumenia.

One of the most powerful men in the Kingdom of Buchnan.

The king's father-in-law.

No.

More precisely.

Paragon Sardelkia's father-in-law.

The current king's.

He was now.

Pacing back and forth in his study.

Footsteps.

Rapid.

Irregular.

"This... this..."

Muttering.

His hands trembled.

Right thumb nail.

Brought to his mouth.

Bit it.

Tore it off.

Blood flowed.

He didn't care.

Next, the index fingernail.

Bit it.

"How... how to solve this..."

On the table.

An unfolded map.

Luden Kingdom.

South.

Red markings.

Leon Adelheit's advance route.

Stonefield.

Greyhaven.

Eastmark.

Windfall.

And.

Since four days ago.

Five more castles.

Blackstone.

Irongate.

Silvercreek.

Goldenhill.

Crimsonvalley.

All.

Fallen.

The speed was abnormal.

Too fast.

*How could this happen...*

The nail-biting fingers.

Several already bloody.

But he didn't stop.

Knock knock.

A knocking sound.

"Come in."

His voice cracked.

The door opened.

Secretary.

Middle-aged man.

Pale face.

"D-Duke."

"Speak."

"U-urgent news from Silvercreek..."

"Again?!"

He shouted.

The secretary flinched.

"I-I'm sorry, but..."

"Speak! Quickly!"

"Leon Adelheit's forces..."

His voice trembled.

"Have passed Goldenhill... now at our territory's border..."

"...!"

The Duke's face turned white.

"How long."

"Half a day... until they arrive..."

"Half a day..."

He staggered.

Grabbed a chair.

Barely maintained his balance.

"Our forces."

"Our territory's defense force is 10,000..."

"10,000..."

Certainly not a small force.

Duke Lumenia thought.

*Somehow... somehow...*

His fingers trembled.

Bloody nails.

*Our magical forces are the best in the kingdom.*

That's right.

The pride of House Lumenia.

Over 200 mages.

Among them, 20 at Circle 5 or higher.

*Magical forces excel not in offensive warfare but in defense. Not in field battles but in siege warfare.*

From atop the walls.

Magic barriers.

Wall reinforcement spells.

Fireballs.

Lightning.

They could melt the enemy.

*For defending a castle, they're worth ten thousand soldiers.*

Yes.

That should be the case.

But...

The Duke couldn't imagine winning.

*An opponent who instantly captured over ten castles... with barely any losses. The enemy must have something I can't anticipate...*

His hands trembled.

More severely.

*Where did it all go wrong...*

Memories surfaced.

Long ago.

Princess Rapunderia.

News that she had joined hands with Adelheit.

*Was that... was allying with Paragon back then the problem...*

His head hurt.

Thoughts tangled.

Nothing made sense.

Then.

Knock knock knock.

Knocking sound.

More urgent.

Louder.

"Come in!"

He shouted.

The door burst open.

An adjutant appeared, panting.

"D-Duke!"

"Speak! Which castle has fallen now!"

"N-no, not that!"

"Then what!"

"A messenger... a messenger has come from the enemy!"

"...Messenger?"

The Duke's eyes widened.

"A messenger... for negotiations?"

Hope.

A faint hope arose.

"Who came."

He composed his voice.

As calmly as possible.

"W-well..."

The adjutant stammered.

"Speak! Quickly!"

"I..."

The adjutant's face.

Strange.

Fear.

Bewilderment.

And.

Sympathy?

"What is it!"

"Th-the messenger is... none other than..."

His voice trembled.

"L-Lady Bianca."

"...!"

The Duke froze.

"What did you say?"

"Lady Bianca has come... as the enemy's messenger..."

"Bianca?"

His voice cracked.

"My daughter Bianca?!"
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The Duke's face.

His pale face.

Gradually changed.

His eyes widened.

His mouth opened.

And.

"Hehehe..."

Laughter.

Soft.

Trembling laughter.

"Hehehehe..."

It grew louder.

"Hehehahaha..."

"D-Duke?" the adjutant asked with a bewildered expression.

"What's wrong? Are you... happy that your daughter is alive...?"

The adjutant's foolish words didn't even register. Perhaps if it were his beloved first or fifth daughter, but the second daughter with meager talents who had become an invalid...

"She's alive!" the Duke shouted.

"She's alive!"

The adjutant's face.

Grew even more confused.

"Duke, please calm yourself. The enemy will soon..."

"No!"

The Duke grabbed the adjutant's shoulders.

Firmly.

"Don't you understand!"

"W-what do you mean...?"

"What it means that Bianca came as an envoy!"

"...?"

The adjutant tilted his head.

The Duke realized.

This fool doesn't understand.

"Leon Adelheit..." the Duke said.

His voice trembled.

But this time, it wasn't from fear.

Hope.

"He intends to spare us!"

"...!"

The adjutant's eyes widened.

"Spare us?"

The adjutant muttered.

"Then does that mean he's abandoning the conflict with His Majesty Paragon..."

Slap!

A palm struck the adjutant's cheek.

"You idiot!" the Duke shouted.

The adjutant clutched his cheek.

A dumbfounded expression.

"Think! Use your brain!"

The Duke shook the adjutant's shoulders.

"Sending Bianca as an envoy means he's giving us room to negotiate! He's willing to accept our surrender!"

"B-but Duke, His Majesty Paragon..."

"Paragon?"

The Duke sneered.

"What about that pathetic fool!"

"...!"

The adjutant drew in a breath.

High treason.

Words that insulted the king.

But the Duke didn't care.

"Between a man who conquered ten castles in less than a week and a man who secretly sleeps with Imperial women behind his first son's back."

"Who do you think will win?"

The adjutant closed his mouth.

He couldn't answer.

"Contact the first son! Quickly! Tell him to get out! Hurry!"

**

When studying history, you'll find mysterious figures among the founding contributors.

People who were granted first-class honors despite doing nothing particularly noteworthy.

They were typically servants of the previous regime until the very end.

But such people are usually honored for the mere act of 'surrendering.'

While victory through direct attack would be possible, it would cause considerable damage, so their timely surrender reduced casualties—that was their contribution.

Korean history during the late Goryeo and early Joseon period had such figures, and in popular media...

Like House La*nister from Game of T*rones.

During Ro*ert's Rebellion, they hesitated until the last moment... then as a reward for opening the capital's gates at the critical moment, they maintained their power.

Were they traitors?

Or realists?

Just a difference in perspective.

What matters is:

'Their opening of the gates meant less bloodshed.'

I held the reins while on horseback.

Johnson rode beside me.

My father Gehenna's adjutant.

No, essentially his caretaker.

After Windfall Castle.

His condition had worsened.

He drank all day.

Cycling between losing consciousness and waking up.

But.

"Still, he hums when on horseback," Johnson added.

A smile.

A faint smile.

"He seems to know things are going well."

I nodded.

"Of course. Even with his occasional fits of madness, he's no fool."

Ten castles.

One week.

He would understand what these numbers meant.

That victory was near.

That the day to avenge my mother was approaching.

"But Young Master," Johnson's voice lowered.

"Will Duke Lumenia really surrender?"

"He will. Because he sent Bianca."

"But what if he's stalling for time..."

"He won't. He's quick with calculations. He knows how pointless it would be to resist in the current situation. He also knows that if he resists and provokes my anger, it's only a matter of time."

I urged my horse forward.

Increasing speed.

Johnson followed.

"But Young Master, if they surrender, how will you deal with them?"

"I'll spare them."

I answered immediately.

"...Spare them?"

Johnson's voice carried surprise.

"Why are you surprised? Isn't it obvious?"

"But they helped Paragon. They poisoned your mother..."

"I know. But right now, Lumenia isn't who I want."

"...Then."

"Paragon. And his mother, Queen Bradia from Buchnan. Those two are all I need to capture."

I urged my horse again.

"I could break through by force. Through the Lumenia duchy, and beyond to the Royal Capital."

"But."

"The casualties would be high. And it would take too long."

I turned my head.

Looked at Johnson.

"If we take too much time, we might lose Paragon and Bradia."

"You mean they could escape?"

"Of course. They're not fools either. When the situation turns against them, they'll flee abroad. That's why speed is crucial."

I pointed ahead with my finger.

"Quickly force Lumenia to surrender... then straight to the Royal Capital... not giving Paragon and Bradia any chance to escape."

The horse's pace quickened.

Wind brushed against my face.

"That's why it's better to spare Lumenia if they surrender. I'll even reward them. In exchange for their cooperation."

Johnson nodded.

Slowly.

With an understanding expression.

A position as a founding contributor.

Maintaining the duke title.

If the royal family name changed to Adelheit, they would essentially become the only royal family.

My maternal family, the Sardelkias, had too few hands... even if they wanted to pass down titles, there weren't suitable candidates.

If anyone, I would be the likely candidate... but much of the support I currently receive from my paternal family comes with the premise that I'll keep the Adelheit name...

Hoofbeats sounded.

From ahead.

A messenger galloped toward us.

Quickly.

"Your Highness! A response has come from the Lumenia duchy! Bianca Lumenia is coming... along with..."

"Along with?"

"Yes! Duke Lumenia himself has come in person!"

Faster than expected.

In person?

The Duke came personally?

A smile spread across my face.

"Perfect."

I muttered.

"Johnson."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Prepare for the reception."

**

The sound of hoofbeats grew closer.

Beyond the horizon.

A dust cloud.

And.

One horse.

No.

Two horses.

Carlos Lumenia.

This was my first time seeing him in person.

65 years old.

I had expected a somewhat shabby old man. While mages could live long lives once they reached a certain level, and could maintain their appearance through magic, many of them were frail.

Not just eighty and ailing, but a hundred and eighty and ailing.

But he was different from those mages.

The Duke's riding posture.

Perfect.

His back was straight.

The hand holding the reins was steady.

His movements seemed to make him one with the horse.

Mages usually... have an image of being cooped up in their chambers.

Like Lucia. Disliking horseback riding. Disliking movement. Preferring to sit at a desk.

But that Duke was different.

A mounted mage.

Casting magic while riding.

Not an easy feat.

Casting magic while standing on flat ground versus maintaining concentration while on a moving horse.

The latter is several times more difficult.

But if one can manage it, it's an incredible skill for a battle mage.

The rumors of him being the kingdom's best battle mage weren't unfounded.

The horse stopped.

The Duke dismounted.

His movements were natural.

Belying his age.

"Your Highness Leon Adelheit. It's an honor to meet you."

I also dismounted.

Slowly.

"Duke Lumenia. Your Excellency."

I bowed my head.

Slightly.

"This is our first meeting in person. I'm honored to meet the kingdom's greatest mage."

"The honor is mine."

Exaggerated praise.

According to Lucia, he was surprisingly among the candidates for the kingdom's best mage, but not the overwhelming first pick.

While he was the most capable battle mage, there were apparently two other mages who surpassed him in research achievements.

The corner of the Duke's mouth turned up slightly.

"You flatter me. Rather, the honor is mine. To meet the undefeated young hero in person."

"Undefeated? The war isn't over yet."

"But Your Highness is already writing legend. Ten castles in ten days. With almost no casualties."

He paused for a beat.

"The title 'God of War' suits you well."

God of War.

I inwardly scoffed.

Impossible without the Dimensional Sword.

Of course, I didn't show it.

"You flatter me. Your Excellency, with your perfect horsemanship at 65 years of age... even decent knights should learn from you."

"Haha, I've just ridden for a long time. I'm not what I used to be. My back hurts too."

A lie.

That old man's movements.

He hadn't aged at all.

He must have used something.

Magic...

Or perhaps medicine...

The formal aristocratic conversation of mutual flattery continued.

"Your Highness's tactical insight is..."

"The triple barrier theory you developed is..."

"Not at all. Rather, Your Highness's compound bow..."

"You flatter me. The 17 magical theses you've authored..."

It was boring.

I felt like yawning.

But I held back.

This is the rule of aristocratic society.

Before getting to the main point.

A process of confirming each other's status.

A ritual showing mutual respect.

After nearly 30 minutes had passed.

"Your Highness. There was once a merchant."

"...A merchant?"

"Yes. This merchant traded between two kingdoms. He sold goods to both sides."

"..."

"But war broke out. The merchant had to choose which side to join. The merchant was clever. He chose the side that would win."

"A wise choice."

"But the merchant didn't stop there."

The Duke smiled.

"The merchant offered his most valuable information. The location of the losing kingdom's secret treasury."

"...!"

"Thanks to this, the victorious king could end the war quickly. He could capture the enemy king before he escaped with the treasury's wealth."

The Duke took out a scroll from his breast pocket.

He unrolled it.

It was a map.

His finger pointed to a spot on the map.

"This is a secret passage connecting from the palace to the outskirts of the Royal Capital. I designed it myself 30 years ago."
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In the conference room, Lucia spread out the map so she could see it clearly.

"This is the secret passage map that Duke Lumenia gave us."

"Hmm. Isn't he giving in too easily?"

A voice filled with suspicion.

"I think so too."

I nodded.

"It could be a trap. They might lure us into the passage and ambush us. Or the passage itself could be a trap."

"Then?"

"We need to verify it."

The verification method is simple. Just use spatial movement ability to secretly send a small group to check if there are any traps.

Of course, I didn't tell that untrustworthy old man confidential information like "We have an ultra-powerful Noble Artifact that can teleport."

"Let's check the exits first. Whether they really lead to three locations. And if there are any traps inside the passage."

"Got it."

Lucia nodded.

"But, Brother."

"Yes?"

"What if it's real?"

"If it's real, that's good. We can use it."

"That's not what I mean."

"Duke Lumenia. That person. He really betrayed Paragon."

"That's right."

"Then couldn't he betray us later too?"

"Of course."

I answered immediately.

"So?"

"So what are you going to do about it?"

"For now, we need to keep him alive. Killing him now would be disadvantageous."

"Disadvantageous..."

I spread my fingers.

"First, the forces of Duke Lumenia's territory and his magic corps. We can get them without fighting. Second, the secret passage information. If it's real, it's an enormous benefit. Third, it shows other nobles in the kingdom that 'if you surrender, we'll spare you.'"

"...And later?"

"Later."

A smile spread across my face.

"You can handle that as you see fit."

The corners of Lucia's mouth turned upward.

The fate of traitors was never good. They weren't trusted by either side. Of course, there were rare cases where they managed to live peacefully despite all odds, but more than half didn't.

"If all else fails, we could let Bianca inherit the duke's position as promised. As a puppet, of course."

But this also had problems.

"What about Bianca's potential for betrayal?"

"Maybe? We used to be on really bad terms, remember? Back at the Royal Academy. But now she follows me around like a lackey. So it wouldn't be unreasonable to think she might betray us, but..."

"...A lackey."

What an interesting expression.

But it wasn't wrong.

"Do you believe she won't betray us?"

"Well. But you know."

Lucia shrugged.

"Bianca's mana circuit is broken. She believes we're the only ones who can fix it."

"...Can you fix it?"

Lucia blinked.

"No. I can't."

"Then?"

"I just gave her hope. That 'someday I might be able to fix it.'"

"And that works?"

"It does. After seeing us recruit several Sword Masters and discover the Black Iron mine."

"Ah. The mine."

I nodded.

Only we know.

That it's not a mine but an ancient civilization's production facility.

"So she thinks, 'They've uncovered some ancient magical secret. Maybe someday I could benefit from it too.'"

It's like a terminal cancer patient falling for some cult treatment.

Just as it was nearly impossible to treat stage 4 cancer with modern medicine in my previous life.

Bianca's mana circuit.

There's really no way to fix it.

But she can't give up hope.

'Someday. Someday it might be fixed.'

Clinging to that hope.

She follows us.

"Well, she's done good work this time too... Though we can't repair her mana circuit, we might be able to give her a title. Hehe..."

One advantage the nobles of this era have over the privileged class of my previous life is meritocracy.

The reason is simple.

Unlike my previous life, this world... no, this is still future Earth after all. This era has clear standards of ability.

Mana.

Sword Force.

Magic.

Absolute standards proven by numbers, light, and power.

In terms of my previous life, it's like sports athletes... no, even more visible than that.

When a Sword Expert wields a sword, when a Circle 5 Mage uses magic, everyone watching is overwhelmed.

So having a title without ability doesn't earn much respect.

It becomes a mockery instead.

Especially since mages' pride rivals that of knights...

If Bianca, with her broken mana circuit, becomes a duchess.

She'll be a puppet.

A scarecrow.

Nothing more, nothing less.

The mages of the Lumenia family would never truly follow her.

Mages.

They're often slightly marginalized in political power compared to knights.

That's because they have poor physical strength and spend most of their time researching in chambers.

But their pride is higher than knights'.

And not without reason.

Unlike knights who are useless except during wartime, mages are useful in many ways, and their average salary is higher than knights'.

Combat mages are the same.

In siege warfare and such, they're always in short supply. Demand far exceeds supply. So their price goes up.

Just looking at mercenary rates, a combat mage of similar level commands four or five times the price of a swordsman or spearman of similar level.

Naturally, this leads to higher titles when they receive noble ranks later.

So even if the royal family comes from knight lineage, even if many high nobles are former knights, mages walk with their heads held high.

Knights understand this to some extent.

Or rather, they tolerate it.

Thinking about this reminded me of those who surrendered.

"By the way, those who surrendered this time... over ten thousand troops. Including hundreds of combat mages."

"That's right."

"They surrendered without a proper battle. Won't some of them be disgruntled?"

"Disgruntled?"

Lucia tilted her head.

"They surrendered without even fighting. I think some might feel their pride was hurt."

"They won't."

An immediate answer.

"...You're confident?"

"Of course."

There was the sound of a chair being pulled.

Lucia sat down and crossed her arms.

"You don't understand mages well, Brother."

"What do you mean?"

"Mages are different from knights. Even combat mages are closer to scholars."

"Scholars?"

"Yes. Rather than warriors."

Lucia nodded.

"Of course, I can't say there are no battle maniacs among them. There certainly are. But."

She spread her fingers.

"They value their lives much more than physical combat warriors do."

"...I see."

"And also."

Lucia looked out the window.

"In combat situations, warriors sometimes break through barriers and reach new heights, right? Like awakening after a near-death experience."

"That's right."

"Mages rarely have that. I can't say it never happens, but most magic develops in the laboratory. Not on the battlefield."

"Ah."

I understood.

"So."

Lucia looked at me.

"Unless they're fools, when they see fortresses that even the imperial army couldn't breach in tens of thousands being broken through ten at a time in just ten days."

"Their will to resist disappears?"

"Of course. Because they don't want to die."

"Hmm."

I nodded.

I understand.

But.

"Lucia."

"Yes?"

"Being too cautious is problematic."

"...Why?"

"Because I'm going to use the surrendered people in the siege of the Royal Capital from now on."

"In the siege? The Lumenia mages?"

"Of course. Why else would I accept their surrender?"

I shrugged.

"We need troops. Especially mages."

"Well. You don't need to worry."

"Hmm?"

"Anyone worthy of being called a combat mage may not enjoy fighting, but they have their own know-how."

"Know-how?"

"They may not enjoy fighting itself, but they enjoy creating theories about fighting well."

"...Theories?"

"Yes. And they also like applying them to reality."

Her eyes sparkled.

"From which angle is it most efficient to shoot a fireball? How many layers of barriers are optimal? How to maximize firepower relative to mana consumption."

"Ah."

"Researching such things is their hobby. And they experiment on the battlefield."

Lucia smiled.

"So don't worry. The combat mages will actually like it. It's an opportunity to experiment."

"...Really?"

I nodded.

But inside, I thought.

They're just ordinary battle maniacs.

These mages.

They seem to think they're different.

But in the end, they enjoy fighting just the same.

I didn't say it out loud.

"Oh, and there's a very good way to earn the loyalty of mages."

"...A way?"

"What is it?"

"Brother's research notes."

"Th-those?"

"Yes."

Lucia smiled brightly.

So bright it was almost eerie.

"The ones you showed me before. Found in the computer stored in the ancient civilization ruins. Those notes. If we make them public to the magical community, it will cause a sensation."

She declared.

"The Triple Barrier Theory? It was in your notes, Brother. The one Duke Lumenia boasted about developing."

"...Really?"

"Yes. In an even more advanced form."

"...Oh."

I was speechless.

"Elemental Fusion Magic Theory. Mana Efficiency Optimization Formula. Analysis of Inter-Circle Interference Phenomena."

Lucia took a breath.

"They're all in your notes. Systematically. Diagrammed."

"B-but still..."

"Do you know what mages, especially combat mages, value most?"

"...What?"

"Theory."

Lucia's eyes shone.

"Swordsmen follow their masters. Knights follow honor. But mages?"

"...They follow theory?"

"Exactly."

She clapped once.

"Who presents better theories? Who comes closer to the essence of magic? That's the hierarchy among mages."

"...I see."

I understood.

Mages.

Scholars.

Researchers.

What's important to them isn't power.

It's knowledge.

"If we make those notes public. How will mages view you, Brother?"

"...As a genius?"

"More than just a genius."

She shook her head.

"A living legend. The incarnation of magic. That's how they'll treat you."

"...Isn't that an exaggeration?"

"No."

She was firm.

"I'm a mage, so I know. Those notes. Their true value."

I thought about it.

Middle school syndrome notes.

Dark history.

But.

Now I'm not embarrassed by them anymore.

"Let's make them public."

"Really?"

"Yes. But put your name on them."

"Why?"

"If I, a knight, claim to have researched that, no one will believe me."

"But..."

"Who would believe it? They'd be suspicious. They'd think 'someone else must have written it for him.'"

"That... well..."

She couldn't argue with that.

"Whereas if they're said to be written by you, everyone will believe it."

"...But is that okay? You said your previous life self won an incredible award for it. The Nobel Prize, was it?"

"I'm just glad someone like you wrote it."

"...Brother."

"It's true. After I died, that notebook could have just been thrown away. But you found it. Developed it. Used it to save humanity and create a new world. That's what matters. It's the same this time."

"...This time too?"

"Once I become king of this country, what use is more honor? So I'll give it to you."

Lucia bit her lip.

A thoughtful expression.

And then.

Slowly.

She nodded.

"...Alright. I'll accept it. But."

"But?"

"I'll put your name in the preface."

"...Preface?"

"Yes. Something like 'This research was made possible through the advice and support of His Highness Leon Adelheit.'"

"...Do you really have to?"

"Yes."

She was resolute.

"If not, I won't accept it."

"...Fine."

I sighed.

"Do as you wish."

Ch.153 - The Queen's Throne
The Royal Palace.

The office.

Paragon Sardelkia gazed out the window.

The royal capital, Luden.

The capital.

His distant ancestors had established the city-state of Luden here, gradually conquering and unifying several large cities to create what is now Luden.

And Luden was a city that lacked nothing.

The true heart of the Luden Kingdom, providing one-third of the kingdom's revenue.

But now.

The heart of Luden's owner.

Was beating rapidly.

Thump.

Thump.

The sound echoed in his ears.

His hands trembled.

Slightly.

He clenched his fists.

To hide the trembling.

"Your Majesty."

A voice from behind.

He turned around.

A general.

General Roberto.

Mid-fifties.

Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Capital Defense.

"Speak."

He steadied his voice.

As calmly as possible.

"The rebels have passed through Silvergate."

"...!"

Silvergate.

80km north of the royal capital.

The final gateway.

"Resistance?"

"There was none."

"None?"

His voice rose.

"How could there be no resistance!"

"It seems Duke Lumenia's betrayal is true."

"...That bastard."

He gritted his teeth.

*In the end. In the end, he betrayed us. I suspected it when that woman suddenly disappeared... when things settle down, I'll exterminate his entire family!*

He spat venom inwardly.

"Then where are the rebels now?"

"They're... a day's march from the capital."

"A day..."

His legs weakened.

He grabbed a chair.

Barely maintaining his balance.

"Your Majesty."

Roberto took a step forward.

"Don't worry."

"...?"

"We have 35,000 elite troops."

He puffed out his chest.

A confident voice.

"And the royal capital Luden is impregnable. The continent's greatest fortress city. Even the Imperial Army of 100,000 couldn't breach these walls a century ago."

"..."

"No matter how strong the rebels are, it would take them months to breach the castle. In the meantime, we can... from our ally Buchnan..."

"Enough."

Paragon raised his hand.

"Stop."

"Your Majesty?"

"Leave."

"But..."

"I said leave!"

He shouted.

Roberto flinched.

"...I shall obey."

The middle-aged general bowed and left the room.

The king waited until the footsteps completely faded away.

Corridor.

Stairs.

Then silence.

"Fool..."

Paragon muttered only after confirming Roberto had closed the door and left.

The capital's defense general knew nothing.

*35,000 elite troops...*

He snorted.

He walked to the window.

The royal capital spread out below.

The walls.

The soldiers.

The flags.

*Except for 5,000, they're all conscripts.*

He knew.

The reality of the royal capital's defense forces.

Properly trained troops.

At most 5,000.

Royal Guard 2,000.

Wall Defense 2,000.

Mobile Reserve 1,000.

That was all.

The rest were.

Hastily gathered farmers.

Merchants.

Craftsmen.

Even the elderly.

People who had never properly held a spear.

*Roberto doesn't know that.*

No.

He knows.

He surely knows.

But he doesn't say it.

Before the king.

Because he can't break morale.

Meanwhile, the enemy possesses the true strength of the border regions.

*How can we stop them?*

He covered his face with his hands.

Through his fingers, he could see the royal capital.

Impregnable?

Ridiculous.

The Imperial Army of 100,000 from a century ago?

The situation was different then.

The Imperial Army had extended supply lines.

Winter came.

Plague spread.

That's why they retreated.

Not because the walls were strong.

But now?

Leon Adelheit.

That man.

Conquered ten castles in ten days.

With almost no casualties.

*How did he do it?*

It made no sense.

*My grandfather's reinforcements aren't coming either.*

The Kingdom of Buchnan.

His maternal grandfather, Bruno Buchnan.

An army of 40,000.

Professional soldiers, not conscripts. Almost all he could immediately mobilize.

If one falls, the other follows.

I heard he even pulled some troops from the border regions.

Because if I fall, my grandfather would be in trouble too.

But.

They're not coming.

They can't come.

After the marriage alliance, it was none other than he, Paragon himself, who had oppressed the small Kingdom of Malezia, Buchnan's longtime enemy.

Or more precisely, it was his mother Bradia.

As a result.

The Kingdom of Malezia has now desperately conscripted an army disproportionate to its size to face his grandfather's forces.

30,000.

Malezia was weak.

They didn't just pull some troops from the Imperial border—they pulled most of them.

But they were desperate.

In terms of battle-experienced troops, Malezia actually had more.

*Even if they win, there's no chance the war will be decided within six months.*

Since the Kingdom of Malezia understands the situation, they'll focus on dragging out the time as much as possible.

Guerrilla warfare.

Hit-and-run tactics.

*Meanwhile, I...*

He raised his head.

Outside the window.

North.

Far away.

Beyond the horizon.

Leon was coming.

*Should I run?*

The thought crossed his mind.

Not for the first time.

For days.

Constantly.

*Even now. Through the secret passage.*

Thirty years ago.

A secret passage built during the previous king's reign.

From the palace to the outskirts of the capital.

Three routes.

North.

South.

West.

But.

He shook his head.

*No. Lumenia must have revealed the secret passages. Certainly.*

If that bastard had betrayed him.

Then naturally, that much...

*He was the designer, after all.*

He bit his nails.

Chewed them.

They bled.

*Then where?*

*The sea? A ship?*

The western harbor.

Take a ship from there.

To the Empire?

Or to a neutral country?

*No. Rather than living like that, I'd rather die.*

Knock knock.

The sound of knocking.

Paragon's hand stopped.

From the nail he was biting.

"Who is it?"

His voice was cracked.

"It's me, Your Majesty."

A voice.

A woman.

An old woman.

But with dignity.

...Mother.

Paragon's back straightened.

Reflexively.

A habit ingrained since childhood.

Before his mother.

Always.

Straight.

The door opened.

Slowly.

Creaking.

Queen Dowager Bradia.

Elegant. But a face that looked in her sixties.

Paragon knew.

That his mother's apparent age.

Was the same as her actual age.

This was unusual for royalty or nobility.

Mana.

With it.

One could maintain an appearance 20 years younger.

One didn't even need to become a Sword Master or Archmage. Just possessing a certain amount of mana was enough.

Most royalty and high nobility were like that.

Those in their sixties looking like forties.

Those in their seventies looking like fifties.

But his mother.

Was not like that.

Sixties looked like sixties.

Wrinkles as wrinkles.

Silver hair as silver hair.

White hair that came with age, not by birth.

A body that couldn't use mana.

Like Rapunderia, who was once her political rival. The result of poison.

She was ultimately used as a tool for a political marriage.

She came from the Kingdom of Buchnan to the Kingdom of Luden without mana, solely for the purpose of childbearing.

But she eventually seized real power in Luden.

Even manipulated her homeland of Buchnan.

And.

In the end.

She succeeded in doing to her own brother what had been done to her.

No.

It wasn't even the same fate.

Her brother suffered more miserably.

After becoming disabled.

Claiming to seek opportunity.

He became an adventurer.

But.

He couldn't even begin his adventure.

First journey.

First day.

He met an assassin.

An assassin sent by the sister he had crippled.

The king was also complicit.

Complicit in killing his uncle.

And...

Complicit in killing his father.

"Paragon."

"Yes, Mother."

"Why do you look so haggard?"

"...!"

Paragon's hands trembled.

Though he hadn't looked in a mirror.

He could tell.

How damaged.

His face was.

He hadn't slept properly for days.

He'd bitten his nails.

The blood had dried.

Dark circles under his eyes.

His lips were cracked.

He hadn't properly trimmed his beard.

Not the appearance of a king.

"I'm sorry."

He bowed his head.

Deeper.

"Raise your head."

A command.

A gentle command.

But a command nonetheless.

"...Yes."

He raised his head.

Slowly.

Bradia looked down at her son.

"You must endure."

"Mother..."

"Two weeks. You only need to hold out for two weeks. Your grandfather, His Majesty, is already on the move. Two weeks. That's all you need to endure."

Bradia placed her hand on her son's shoulder.

"The royal capital Luden is impregnable."

The same words.

That General Roberto had said.

"Even the Imperial Army couldn't breach it a hundred years ago."

It wasn't particularly helpful.

Paragon knew.

The situation in Buchnan.

That his grandfather's army.

Was tied down in Malezia.

At least six months.

No.

Perhaps even longer.

They're not coming.

They can't come.

But.

*Mother doesn't know.*

His secret intelligence organization... even his nominal confidants didn't know. He hadn't shared it with his mother.

The reason was simple.

*Telling them would only spread despair.*

Better to let them believe.

That reinforcements were coming.

That they only needed to hold out for two weeks.

Better to maintain morale at least...

"...Yes, Mother."

Paragon nodded.

Weakly.

Then.

"And."

Bradia's voice lowered.

"Remember a hundred years ago."

"...A hundred years ago?"

"It was even more desperate than now."

His mother's hand gripped her son's shoulder tightly.

"The Empire invaded us with abilities gained through deals with demons. And with Noble Artifacts obtained through deals with demons."

"...!"

Paragon's eyes widened.

"But in the end, we prevailed. Our ancestors protected us."

Noble Artifact.

That word.

Echoed in Paragon's mind.

"Come to think of it... it's been decades since the Empire used that Noble Artifact."

"That's right."

Bradia nodded.

"That's how Noble Artifacts are. Especially such powerful ones. There must be qualifications. Or... a price. Or more likely, both."

"A price..."

"Great power comes with great cost. Using such a Noble Artifact to kill political rivals is something Your Majesty knows better than I do. That's probably why even the Empire can't use it carelessly."

Silence.

Paragon thought.

Noble Artifact.

The Empire's Noble Artifact.

If only he had that.

"Where might that Noble Artifact be..."

"I've heard rumors that Princess Priscilla, who fled, has it."

"...!"

Paragon's heart beat rapidly.

"Priscilla... has the Noble Artifact?"

"It's just a rumor. When the old Emperor died and she fled, there were stories that she took something with her. Some say it was that artifact."

Paragon's eyes shone.

Subtly.

But clearly.

For the first time.

In days.

Hope.

A very small one.

But hope nonetheless.


Creak.

The rusty hinge groaned softly.

Paragon entered and looked back.

Guards standing in the corridor.

"Let no one in."

"We obey, Your Majesty."

The door closed.

Click.

Inside the room.

Not spacious.

A guest room in the underground palace, but essentially a detention chamber. Her treatment had changed recently because she'd been "wandering around too much."

Of course, the decisive reason was that Paragon's favor had diminished.

A few candles pushed back the darkness.

And.

One woman.

Priscilla Chronaina.

She was sitting in an armchair by the window, reading a book.

The hand turning the page stopped.

"Welcome. I'm honored by your late-night visit."

She made no mention of her recent punishment.

Paragon silently surveyed the room.

A desk.

A bed.

A small table.

The window was barred with iron.

"Priscilla."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"I'll be direct."

He took a step closer.

"Hand it over to me."

Silence.

Priscilla's eyes wavered slightly.

The finger turning the page stopped.

"...I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't play dumb. Did you think I wouldn't know? That when you escaped from the Empire, you took the Empire's national treasure with you."

As king, he wasn't actually certain.

He was just placing his last hope on a gamble.

But...

"...!"

Priscilla's hand froze above the book.

Her expression hardened.

Behind her elegant mask, calculating eyes.

She slowly closed the book.

Carefully placed it on the table.

"...Indeed. The Luden bloodline, optimized for possession, would handle that Noble Artifact better than anyone."

"..."

"That's why the Empire was particularly wary of the Kingdom of Luden compared to other countries. The Sardelkia bloodline ability—communicating with higher beings, or with the lingering consciousness left by one's past life as a divine being..."

The corner of Paragon's mouth turned up.

The gamble had paid off.

"Then let's be quick. Hand it over."

"However."

"...However?"

Paragon's eyes narrowed.

"I have conditions."

"Conditions?"

His voice grew cold.

"You dare to bargain now?"

"It's nothing difficult."

Priscilla took a step forward.

Toward Paragon.

Her dress swept the floor.

"The vacant position by your side."

Her finger slowly rose.

Pointing at Paragon's chest.

"Give me that."

Ch.154 - Collapse
Even in a situation where the kingdom was split into two factions and heading toward civil war, there were those who maintained neutrality.

The mages.

Specifically, those who worked in practical fields like industry and agriculture, rather than combat magic.

It might seem surprising, or perhaps not, but most mages in this world were actually focused on such practical applications.

Combat fanatics like Lucia who delved into battle magic and researched ways to kill people... they were actually the minority.

These practical mages couldn't aim for high noble titles, but they lived stable, comfortable lives with high salaries.

Their logic was simple.

"No matter who wins the war, they won't kill us anyway."

"They'll need us for national reconstruction."

"Why take sides clumsily when we might end up on the losing side?"

Besides, they were relatively ineffective in combat compared to battle mages, so their pay was lower.

It was only natural that mages who valued their lives wouldn't want to do that kind of work for that kind of money.

But recently, the atmosphere had changed.

It wasn't just the battle mages who had surrendered to House Lumenia.

Even the practical mages were excited about Lucia's newly published theories.

My past life notes.

Those theories packaged under Lucia's name.

They cheered for them.

The magical academic world was buzzing.

"An advanced form of the Triple Barrier Theory!"

"Mathematical proof of Elemental Fusion Magic!"

"Mana Efficiency Optimization Formula!"

Academic journals sold like hotcakes.

Mages held forums.

They debated with each other.

And their conclusion was unanimous.

"Lucia Adelheit is a genius."

"No, she's beyond genius."

"She's a living legend."

I had to laugh inside.

My childish notebook.

My embarrassing past.

Shining so brightly now.

But that wasn't what mattered.

What mattered was that the mages had started to move.

The practical mages who had maintained neutrality began to lean toward our side one by one.

"I want to hear Lady Lucia's theories directly."

"I want to participate in the research."

"Could my knowledge be of help?"

Letters poured in.

Visit requests flooded in.

And they were helpful.

To be honest, in terms of siege warfare, they were far more useful than warriors of the same rank.

Grand magic.

The term for magic with destructive power beyond ordinary spells.

If regular magic was at the level of dynamite, the minimum power of grand magic was at the bunker-buster level.

There were two main ways to implement grand magic.

First: Archmages.

Those who had reached a level where they could wield grand magic with their power alone.

But such talents were even rarer than Sword Masters.

You might not find even one in an entire kingdom.

So most chose the second method:

Mobilizing an overwhelming number of mages.

Dozens.

No, hundreds.

Gathering their mana into one.

Weaving it into a single spell.

Controlling it with a single will.

Overcoming individual limitations through numbers.

Just like now.

"We begin."

Hundreds of mages under Hassan's command moved in unison.

They raised their staffs.

Extended their hands.

Began to chant spells.

"Terra Solidus..."

"Laxis Maxima..."

"Gravitas Concentratus..."

Different voices.

Yet harmonious.

Mana began to gather.

In the air.

Slowly.

Glowing particles assembled.

Gray.

Brown.

Black.

Colors of earth.

Colors of stone.

The particles clumped together. Grew larger. Began to take form. A spear.

A massive spear.

No.

It was too large to be called a spear.

It was the size of a building.

No, larger than a building.

It looked to be at least 50 meters in length.

Its thickness was about the height of a person.

A gigantic stone spear. And it was still growing.

That size.

That mass.

If it fell...

It would shatter castle walls in an instant.

That is, if there were no defensive magic.

In this world where magic was commonplace, the reason castle walls still functioned was because there was counter-magic as well.

But...

Another group of mages.

Under Lucia Adelheit's command, they too were chanting spells.

"Dispel Fortis..."

"Magia Break..."

"Bariera Dissolutus..."

Different types of magic.

Dispelling magic.

Interference magic.

Spells to neutralize the reinforcement magic protecting the walls.

Invisible waves of mana spread out.

Eviant Castle.

The final gateway to the royal capital of Luden.

The last fortress blocking all enemies from the north.

On those walls.

The faintly glowing barrier trembled.

"It's working!"

"Continue!"

The mages' incantations grew faster.

Stronger.

The massive stone spear in the air became more distinct.

More solid.

Patterns began to be engraved on its surface.

Magical characters.

Penetration.

Destruction.

Collapse.

"It's almost ready. At your command..."

Hassan said.

But my gaze was fixed on the castle walls.

Eviant.

They must know.

When that spear is complete...

The walls will crumble.

And when the walls crumble...

It's over.

On the wall.

Someone moved.

One soldier... no, several.

Murmurs could be heard.

Faintly.

The distance was too great to hear clearly, but they were definitely arguing.

Whether to surrender.

Or fight to the end.

"Just a little, just a little longer."

Just a bit.

Just a bit more.

Then.

On the castle wall.

A flag was raised.

White.

A white flag.

"...!"

Murmurs around me.

"Are they surrendering?"

"A white flag!"

"We've won!"

The soldiers cheered.

But I...

Raised my hand.

A signal to be quiet.

"Hassan."

"Yes, Captain... No, my Lord."

"Keep the spear as it is."

"...?"

"We can't let our guard down. It could be a trap."

"Understood."

Hassan nodded.

He signaled to the mages.

The spear remained.

Floating in the air.

Displaying its threatening presence, showing that it could be dropped at any moment.

The castle gate opened.

Slowly.

Creaking.

A heavy sound.

And.

People emerged.

At the front.

A man in armor.

Mid-fifties or so.

His beard was gray.

His gait was heavy.

The walk of a defeated man.

Those following him were the same.

Heads bowed.

The man in front knelt down.

Clank.

The sound of armor colliding.

"Maximilian von Kreutz, lord of Eviant Castle, requests surrender to His Highness Leon Adelheit."

Silence.

I looked down at him.

The kneeling man.

Once a proud castle lord.

The final shield.

A Count.

But now.

A defeated man.

"Your terms?"

"Terms... there are none."

He bowed his head deeper.

"If you would just... spare our lives..."

"Lives?"

I asked again.

"The lives of your soldiers? The lives of the nobles? Or just your own life?"

"...!"

The man's shoulders trembled.

"Everyone... everyone. Please..."

A plea.

A desperate plea.

I looked at Lucia.

She nodded.

I looked back at Maximilian.

"Rise. I accept."

"Really... truly?"

"Of course, there are conditions."

"A-anything!"

"All weapons and armor in the castle. Supplies. And a list of assets."

"Yes! Of course!"

"And the names of knights who have sworn loyalty to Paragon Sardelkia."

"...!"

His face hardened.

"T-that..."

"Is it difficult?"

I lowered my voice.

Coldly.

"N-no! I will submit it!"

"Good. Open the gates..."

"I obey your command."

Maximilian stood up.

He staggered.

The magical spear still floated in the air above Eviant Castle.

**

Three days after the fall of Eviant Castle.

Everything was going according to plan.

All that remained was the royal capital, Luden.

The siege would be complete in three days.

Then the ultimatum.

Everything was proceeding well.

But...

In Eviant Castle.

In the lord's chamber.

Lucia lay on the bed.

Her face was deathly pale.

Her lips had turned blue.

Her breathing was rapid.

Irregular.

"What happened?"

Selena had her hand on Lucia's forehead, channeling divine power into her.

But despite Selena's divine power, which could normally heal even severed limbs, there was no noticeable improvement.

"During magic training, suddenly..."

Selena's voice trembled.

"The doctor?"

"He'll arrive soon."

Shortly after, a thin middle-aged man entered.

A doctor wearing glasses.

He examined Lucia, placing his hand on her forehead, checking her pulse, lifting her eyelids.

"How is she?"

"...Overexertion. Mana depletion combined with extreme physical fatigue."

"The cause?"

"It seems she pushed herself too hard recently with writing papers... and with the war..."

He was pretending to know, but listening carefully...

"So you don't know the real cause."

"If we knew the real causes, there would be more mages than there are now."

"How serious is it?"

"A precise diagnosis is needed... if it's mild, rest will allow recovery. But if it's severe..."

"If it's severe?"

"She might never be able to use magic again..."

I clenched my fist.

My nails dug into my palm.

"And the worst case?"

"...Her life could be in danger."

Silence fell.

Heavy, cold silence.

"However. Lucia's case is different. She is a Saintess of the Church of True Beauty, and she's receiving focused care from Saintess Selena."

"So?"

"She won't die."

He stated firmly.

But.

Those words offered no comfort.

Lucia's pale face.

Blue lips.

Labored breathing.

Despite receiving divine power from Selena and several other healers...

Her condition looked extremely poor.

"What can we do now?"

"Rest and... continuous divine power treatment. And..."

"And?"

"Based on my examination, it seems Lady Lucia is more stable when Your Highness is nearby, so please stay by her side as much as possible."

I took Lucia's hand.

"Lucia."

There was no response.

"Lucia!"

I called louder.

Her eyelids trembled slightly.

But they didn't open.

"I will do my best, Your Highness."

Selena's voice.

Trembling but resolute.

I nodded.

I squeezed Lucia's hand tighter.

It was still cold.

"...Hang in there."

I whispered softly.

There was no answer.

Ch.155 - Long Time No See
The lightning-fast advance that had conquered enemy castles over several days finally came to a halt with Lucia's illness.

As the once-charging army remained stationary for a month, various rumors began to circulate among the soldiers.

"They're our countrymen after all."

"His Majesty wouldn't recklessly attack the Royal Capital. It will eventually become his city anyway."

"He must be waiting for their surrender."

These were just rumors.

Baseless speculations.

But the soldiers wanted to believe them.

I issued orders to spread these rumors.

Morale management.

Public opinion shaping.

It was necessary.

But... what if Paragon actually surrenders?

Of course, such concerns wouldn't become reality.

Paragon was defending the castle, holding out.

The gates remained firmly shut, with flags fluttering above the walls.

Even if they were to surrender, they wouldn't do so after just a month.

Right.

We've been moving too quickly until now; it's not that we're slow now.

I reassured myself.

First, maintain the siege.

Wait for the enemy's food and supplies to run out.

Meanwhile, cooperate with the Malezian army to inflict damage on Buchnan's forces.

The plan was clear.

But.

There was a heaviness in my chest.

I looked out the window.

Darkness.

No moonlight.

Clouds covered the sky.

A sigh escaped me.

I rose from my chair.

I headed toward Lucia's room.

My heavy footsteps echoed through the corridor.

I opened the door.

Quietly.

Creak.

Inside the room.

On the bed.

Lucia lay there.

Still with a pale face.

Still with blue lips.

Only her breathing could be heard, regular and rhythmic.

Shh. Shh. Shh.

I pulled a chair beside the bed.

Scrape.

I sat down.

I took Lucia's hand.

It was still cold.

"Lucia."

I called my advisor's name, but there was still no response.

I closed my eyes.

Worries swirled in my mind.

Paragon.

Buchnan.

Bradia.

The war.

Time.

And...

Lucia.

My thoughts tangled.

Nothing was clear.

I was tired.

My body.

My mind.

Everything.

Before I knew it, my eyelids grew heavy.

Leaning against the chair.

Holding Lucia's hand.

I fell asleep in her room.

**

A few days later.

In the conference room.

The faces of the advisors around the table were grave.

"Your Majesty. We've been holding back our attack for too long." ...

"Strange rumors are starting to spread among the soldiers. That we're too afraid to attack..."

"That's nonsense!"

Another advisor interrupted.

"But the very fact that such rumors are spreading is a problem."

"Indeed. We need to launch an attack, even if just for show."

I nodded.

I knew.

A month.

It was too long.

"If Duke Gehenna were to lead..."

Someone suggested cautiously.

But.

"That's not possible."

Count Tormaniu said firmly.

"The Duke is... not in his right mind at the moment."

Silence.

Everyone knew.

Gehenna Adelheit.

My father.

He was still drunk.

His mind was unstable.

And above all.

"After the Windfall Castle incident... he's currently under disciplinary measures."

Unauthorized sortie.

Disobedience of orders.

Hundreds of casualties.

My father was bearing that responsibility.

The debate continued.

But no conclusion was reached.

"Let's end here for today."

I concluded the meeting.

The sound of chairs being pulled back.

Footsteps.

One by one, they left the conference room.

Then.

"Your Majesty."

A voice from behind.

I turned around.

Rose and Marcus.

Aria's former subordinates.

Two Sword Masters from the Empire.

"What is it?"

"We have a proposal to make in private."

"A proposal?"

"Yes. Regarding the capture of Luden Castle."

"..."

Marcus nodded as well.

"We will lead the operation."

"You two?"

"Yes."

Rose's voice was resolute.

"Two Sword Masters are enough. Your Majesty just needs to prepare the troops."

I thought about it.

It was a feasible plan.

Two Sword Masters.

They could certainly do it.

But.

"Priscilla Chronaina. She told you about something called an obedience code."

Silence.

Rose and Marcus exchanged glances.

"Do you believe her delusions have any basis in reality, Your Majesty?"

"But isn't there a possibility?"

"That's just Priscilla's delusion. Of course, such measures are taken during the surgery process, but once one becomes a Sword Master, such things have no effect whatsoever."

Marcus puffed out his chest.

A confident voice.

"To begin with, it wasn't Imperial Princess Priscilla who made us Sword Masters, but the Emperor."

It was a reasonable argument.

But... something still felt unsettling.

If Aria herself were to step forward, there would be no issue at all. Her body had been completely reconstructed, and she was already something beyond human.

"A Sword Master is such a being. A state where mind, body, and mana are in perfect harmony."

"External interference... we can burn it away with Sword Force."

They raised their hands.

Slowly, a faint light flickered.

Mana.

The energy of Sword Force.

A soft glow of blue light. Red light. White light. All colors of the rainbow.

"Even if something was implanted in our bodies during the Imperial era, it has no meaning for us now."

A declaration.

A confident declaration.

The look in their eyes.

Full of certainty.

No hesitation.

No doubt.

Only absolute confidence.

Only the pride of being Sword Masters was reflected in their eyes.

"...Are you certain?"

"Yes."

I nodded.

"But don't overdo it. Avoid overly risky operations."

"We will obey your command."

Rose and Marcus bowed in unison.

Normally, I might not have approved their solo operation.

I would have considered various factors.

But... that's not important right now.

I covered my face with my hands.

I was tired.

My head felt heavy.

My thoughts were jumbled.

Lucia.

Since she collapsed.

Everything seemed to have fallen apart.

I sighed.

Deeply.

And once again, I moved my feet.

To Lucia's room.

I walked down the corridor.

In front of Lucia's room.

I stopped at the door.

Then.

"Leon."

A voice from beside me.

I turned around.

Aria was standing there.

"Go in."

"Ah..."

I replied briefly.

Aria opened the door for me.

Creak.

I stepped into the room.

It was different from usual.

People surrounded the bed.

Priests of the Church of True Beauty.

Those wearing white ceremonial robes.

About ten of them.

They surrounded the bed.

Kneeling.

Hands clasped.

Praying.

Murmurs.

Low incantations.

"Oh God..."

"Mercy upon your servant..."

"The light of life..."

Right beside the bed.

Selena was standing.

Eyes closed.

Both hands placed on Lucia's forehead.

Channeling divine power.

A soft glow.

Golden and green light.

But Lucia's face remained pale.

Despite using divine miracles that surpassed the medicine of my previous life, her condition showed little improvement.

On the positive side, without this baptism of divine power, she might have already died.

Selena raised her head.

She opened her eyes.

Sweat beaded on her forehead.

"Today's the day, isn't it?"

"Yes. It's the day we can perform the possession ritual."

I nodded.

The True Beauty Goddess Ainis.

Lucia's daughter from her previous life.

No, to be precise, an artificial deity created by Lucia in her previous life.

Contact with her.

"Yes. The alignment of stars and moon... now is optimal."

The alignment of stars and moon. According to my common sense, this place is still Earth, and stars and moon are just physical objects, not abstract entities. I would have enjoyed discussing this scientifically or fantastically...

But now I didn't even have the energy for such debates.

Lucia was more important.

"The preparations?"

"Already complete."

Selena signaled to the priests.

The priests began to move.

They cleared the area around the bed.

They drew patterns on the floor.

White chalk.

Silver powder.

Complex geometric designs.

Circles.

Triangles.

Hexagons.

And characters.

Ancient script.

Sacred text.

Unreadable letters filled the floor.

"To properly channel her miracle, it's better to follow these procedures, though cumbersome."

I nodded.

"Please step back."

Selena said.

Everyone moved outside the pattern.

Aria, the priests, all to the corner of the room.

Only Selena remained within the pattern.

And as I was about to step outside the pattern...

"Your Majesty, please stand beside Lucia."

"Here?"

I pointed next to the bed.

"Yes."

I approached.

Next to Lucia.

Right beside the bed.

Selena stood on the opposite side.

With the bed between us.

"I will begin."

She announced.

The priests all knelt at once.

They bowed their heads.

They began to pray.

"Goddess of beauty and war..."

"Respond to your servants..."

"You who govern life and death..."

Prayer that sounded like singing.

It had rhythm.

It had melody.

Selena raised both hands.

Her lips moved.

An incantation.

An inaudible incantation.

No.

It was audible.

Faintly.

"Great Mother... your daughter calls to you..."

Light began to rise.

Gold.

Green.

Silver.

Red.

Blue.

Purple.

Light mixed in all colors of the rainbow.

The light grew stronger and filled the room.

And then the light disappeared.

Selena was still standing there.

But different.

Her posture, expression, and atmosphere.

Completely different.

She tilted her head slightly.

She smiled.

"It's been a while, Great One."

The voice.

It wasn't Selena's voice.

The tone was different.

The pitch was different.

Softer, more elegant.

Great One.

That's what she called me.

I looked around.

And so I responded confidently.

"Yes. It's been a while."

Ch.156 - Entrance
I could see several priests praying.

Their prayers were directed at me, not Selena... or rather, not Ainis who had possessed Selena.

Being Selena's close associates, they probably knew the situation roughly...

But seeing and hearing it firsthand must feel quite different.

"O Great One..."

An elderly priest murmured, kneeling down. Tears welled up in his eyes.

The other priests were the same.

They clasped their hands together, gazing at me with enraptured expressions.

These men and women are taking this way too seriously...

Don't they realize Selena is just pretending to be possessed? That she's a fake?

...
...

Well, they couldn't possibly think that.

Even I was overwhelmed by the sacred energy emanating from her, so how much more affected must the priests be?

The very air had changed.

Golden particles that seeped into my lungs with every breath.

Warm waves that tickled my skin.

This wasn't an aura that a human could produce.

If even I felt overwhelmed, how must they feel...

Ainis, the True Beauty deity borrowing Selena's body, looked down at Lucia lying on the bed.

Golden eyes.

Regret flashed within them.

"My mother came too close to the old truth."

Her voice resonated through the space.

Gentle yet imposing.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said."

Ainis placed her hand on Lucia's forehead.

"The ancient civilization's computer. The knowledge contained within. The Great One's research notes. All of these touch upon the fundamental truth of this world."

Silence.

Heavy silence.

"For an ordinary human... it's unbearable."

Her words continued.

"It has already influenced the reconstruction of this world once, and compared to that truth, the human soul is far too fragile."

My heart sank.

Something cold ran down my spine.

"I saw the same things, but I'm fine."

I countered, holding Lucia's cold hand.

The same computer, the same data.

We even read my past life's chuunibyou notebook together.

I even had clearer memories of my past life than she did.

So why was I fine while Lucia ended up like this?

"You are different, Great One..."

Her voice echoed through the room. The priests bowed their heads even deeper. To me, not to her.

"How am I different..."

"Bloodline Ability. A special lineage specialized for the descent of higher beings, and one that protects the body. The blood of the Sardelkia royal family is protecting you."

Sardelkia. My maternal family name. So the royal bloodline was protecting me?

Indeed, the Sardelkia family's Bloodline Ability was different from Adelheit's.

They didn't have powerful bodies or mana, but unusually powerful individuals appeared frequently.

If Adelheit consistently scored 7 or 8 out of 10, Sardelkia would score 2 or 3 but then suddenly produce someone who scored 20 out of 10, carrying the family forward single-handedly.

Was that because of the royal family's Bloodline Ability?

I learned something new, but that wasn't what mattered now.

"Then what about Lucia..."

"Normally, possessed individuals with memories of their past life on Earth cannot live healthily like you do."

"..."

"When the truths of two worlds collide, the soul splits and the body collapses. In fact, we gods, including myself, didn't pay much attention to this. Given our circumstances... there was no need to."

I clenched my fist. My nails dug into my palm. I felt a stinging pain, but even that seemed numb.

An emotion I couldn't distinguish between anger and sadness welled up inside me.

"You said you consider Lucia your mother..."

For a moment, Ainis's expression subtly distorted.

Cracks appeared in the perfect mask of divinity. Human emotions flashed across Selena's face. Pain, guilt, and helplessness.

"...I too am suffering. But there are limits to what I can do."

"Limits?"

"Yes. I am a deity, but I'm not omnipotent. Especially regarding the fundamental aspects of soul and body, the area where past life memories clash with the current body... Of course, I'm protecting her soul from harm in my own way, but I cannot prevent the collapse of her body."

I turned my head. Lucia's pale face came into view. Blue-tinged lips. Eyelids trembling slightly. Looking alive yet not alive.

"So she's going to die?"

"Even if she dies, I will protect her soul."

Ainis answered. Her voice seemed meant to comfort, but it sounded all the more cruel.

"Protect her soul, you say..."

"In the paradise I created, she will live in eternal joy. She could also reincarnate if she wishes. Though she probably wouldn't want to. As my creator, she will enjoy eternal happiness."

"In that paradise... can she influence reality?"

"No. That place is separate from reality. It's a place where only souls exist."

"Can she at least communicate with others, I mean, with other people in paradise?"

Once again, she shook her head.

"That's not heaven."

"What?"

"If one could communicate with other souls, form relationships, gain new experiences... that would just be another life in a different place. In heaven, one can only communicate with the deity in charge. That is the essence of heaven."

"How is that any different from being dead?"

My voice trembled. An emotion I couldn't identify as anger, sadness, or despair rose up my throat.

"Heaven is not a place you go to while alive. It's where you go after death."

"..."

"A place where life ends. Where relationships end. A place without pain, joy, or change. Only eternal peace with the deity."

She stroked Lucia's forehead.

Gently.

With loving hands.

"That is paradise. That is heaven."

That was the heaven the artificial deity spoke of.

A place where life ends.

Where human desires, pain, and relationships all end.

Union with the divine.

Eternal rest.

That was the salvation promised by religion.

"That's meaningless."

My voice grew louder.

"Whether Lucia goes to heaven, paradise, or finds eternal rest... what meaning does it have? She won't be by my side. She won't be here, in reality. If she's preserved somewhere without any influence on this world... yes... that's... meaningless. Isn't there another way? A way to save her?"

"..."

Ainis remained silent.

With Selena's face, with a deity's expression.

For a long time, she looked down at Lucia without speaking.

The room was quiet.

Even the priests' prayers had stopped.

Actually, they had already stopped praying when the slight argument between us began. Their faces were filled with nothing but fear.

They looked back and forth between us with terrified expressions.

Only Lucia's labored breathing could be heard.

Shh. Shh. Shh.

How much time had passed?

Ainis opened her mouth.

"There is one way."

My heart pounded.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

So loudly my ears felt muffled.

Ainis slowly raised her head to look at me.

Golden eyes.

Hesitation swirled within them.

"Mix your blood... with my mother's body."

Silence.

Heavy silence flowed.

"Mix my blood?"

"The bloodline of the Sardelkia royal family. That special essence that can withstand higher beings and the truth of the world. If you share it with my mother... it can prevent her soul and body from clashing. Before the world's truth tears her apart, your blood will protect her."

"Then..."

"She can live. Here, in reality. By your side."

"Then right now..."

I drew my sword.

The Dimensional Sword.

The divine object Ainis had given me.

Just as I was about to cut my wrist.

"Wait!"

Ainis grabbed my hand.

It wasn't Selena's delicate hand.

It was a hand filled with divine power.

I couldn't move.

"Mixing blood doesn't literally mean feeding her blood. It's just a figurative expression."

"Then?"

"Make my mother pregnant with your child."

"...What?"

For a moment, I couldn't understand.

What?

Pregnant?

Now?

"Make my mother pregnant with your child. That is the only way."

Once more.

Clearly.

She spoke distinctly.

Behind us, the priests made choking sounds.

"Gasp..."

"W-what is this..."

Murmurs.

But Ainis paid no attention.

She looked only at me.

"It's natural that you don't understand. I'll explain."

"Okay..."

She placed her hand on Lucia's stomach.

"The birth of life. It is the most powerful miracle in this world."

"..."

"Two souls merge into one, and a new soul is created. During this process, the mother undergoes tremendous changes. Not just physically, but on the soul level as well."

Ainis's voice echoed through the room.

"The soul of a pregnant woman... becomes two."

"Two?"

"More precisely, it's the process of one dividing into two. Using the male's genetic material to detach part of her own soul to create a new life. That is the essence of pregnancy."

She raised her hand.

Shining particles gathered in the air.

A single sphere.

It slowly divided into two.

"During this process, the mother's soul is reconstructed. It's rewoven from the foundation. Like unraveling an old garment to weave a new one."

Two spheres.

One large, one small.

"And at this time, the father's genetic material intervenes."

The small sphere glowed.

"A child is not made solely from the mother's soul. The father's essence, the father's bloodline factors, the father's mana... everything mixes."

The large and small spheres were connected by threads of light.

"In that process, the mother's soul also changes. To hold the child, to protect the child, she transforms herself."

The threads grew thicker.

Something flowed from the large sphere to the small one.

And simultaneously.

Something flowed from the small sphere to the large one.

"The Sardelkia bloodline. That special essence that can withstand the truth of the world. It will be transmitted to the mother through the child."

I nodded.

My gaze returned to Lucia.

Tonight.

I could save her.

But at the same time.

Our relationship would change forever.

Ch.157 - Entrance (2)
I drove the priests out of the room.

I believe they won't spread rumors, considering they view me as a living god's devotee.

Not if they don't want divine punishment.

*Wheeze... wheeze... wheeze...*

A faint breathing sound. I stood beside the bed, looking down at her.

Pale face.

Bluish lips.

Cold hands.

She was dying.

My sister.

My half-sister.

No, was she my aunt...?

And... in my past life, my real sister.

"Begin," Ainis's voice echoed.

"What do I need to do?"

"Wake her up."

"Wake her up?"

"Yes. To fully receive the bloodline factor, consent and consciousness are required."

Consent.

How am I supposed to get consent from someone who lacks consciousness?

"The method is simple."

Ainis looked at me.

Golden eyes.

"Kiss her. While letting your mana flow into her. Then her consciousness will return. Briefly."

I nodded.

I sat on the bed.

Lucia's face came closer.

Still pale.

I reached out and caressed her cheek.

Cold.

Cold as ice.

I took a deep breath.

And—

I lowered my head.

My lips overlapped with Lucia's.

Soft.

But cold,

And unresponsive.

I let my mana flow.

Slowly,

Carefully.

The warm energy from my body seeped into her. Lucia's eyelids trembled slightly.

It was clear.

Her lips slowly parted.

Lucia's eyes gradually opened.

Unfocused pupils.

But alive.

"...Huh?"

A thin voice.

"Lucia."

"...Oppa?"

"Yes."

"Where... is this...?"

"My room. No, your room. The room you've been using for weeks."

"...?"

Her eyes slowly found focus.

She saw me.

She looked at the ceiling.

She scanned her surroundings.

And—

She saw herself lying in bed.

"Why... am I...?"

"Don't you remember?"

"...During magic training... suddenly..."

Her voice was weak.

It seemed like it could break at any moment.

"You collapsed. It's been weeks already."

"...Weeks?"

Her eyes widened.

"That's a lie..."

"It's true."

Silence.

Lucia slowly tried to sit up.

But—

"Ugh..."

Her strength failed.

Her arms trembled.

I grabbed her shoulders and laid her back down.

"Don't push yourself."

"...What happened? What's going on?"

"Mana depletion. And..."

My words stopped.

How should I explain this?

"And?"

"...It's because of your past life memories."

Ainis approached.

She stood on the opposite side of the bed.

She looked down at Lucia.

"Lucia Adelheit. No, my mother."

"...!"

Lucia's eyes widened.

"You are... could it be..."

"Yes. I am Ainis. Though I'm borrowing Selena's body right now."

"..."

"Mother. You are dying."

Direct.

Almost cruelly so.

Ainis took a breath and continued.

"As the truth of your past life seeped in, the outer layer of your soul cracked, and your body cracked with it."

"...So that's why I..."

"Yes. When two worlds collide, the thinner parts tear first, and the past and present selves devour each other. Right now, the strength of your soul and body are misaligned."

"I see..."

"But you can live."

"...How?"

"By becoming pregnant with Leon Adelheit's child."

Silence.

A heavy silence fell.

Lucia's face turned from pale to completely white.

"...What?"

Lucia looked at me.

Her eyes were complex.

"I..."

I tried to speak but.

I didn't know what to say.

*It's okay. I want to save you.*

Too light.

*There's no other way.*

*...I'm sorry.*

Too irresponsible...

In the end.

"...The choice is yours."

A cowardly answer came out.

Lucia smiled.

A lonely smile.

"Choice... what a funny word."

"Lucia..."

"What choice? You're saying I should do it if I want to live. What kind of choice is that when there's only one option?"

"..."

"But..."

She raised her hand.

A trembling hand.

It touched my cheek.

It was cold.

"...If Oppa wants to save me."

Her voice trembled.

"...I... want to live too."

Tears formed in her eyes.

"I'm sorry, Oppa."

"What are you sorry for?"

"For becoming... such a burden..."

"You're not a burden."

"Liar..."

Tears flowed down.

"I know. How... how wrong this is..."

"Lucia..."

"You and I... we're siblings... even if we're half-siblings..."

"..."

"And yet... like this..."

She couldn't continue.

Sobs burst out.

I embraced her.

Cold body.

Trembling shoulders.

"It's okay. Everything will be okay."

"...Liar..."

"Really."

"...Oppa... always..."

Her voice grew fainter.

Her strength was fading.

"Lucia!"

"...I'm sleepy..."

"Not yet. You need to stay awake."

"...Why...?"

"I told you consent is needed."

"...I already... gave consent..."

"That's not enough."

Ainis interrupted.

"To be precise, union in a conscious state is required."

"...!"

Lucia's eyes widened.

Her face turned red.

"R-right... now...?"

"Yes."

"T-that's..."

"There's no time. Before mother's consciousness disappears again."

"..."

Lucia looked at me.

Reddened face.

Trembling eyes.

"...Oppa...?"

Instead of answering.

I reached for her robe.

"...!"

Lucia's body flinched.

"W-wait..."

"There's no time."

"B-but..."

"Lucia."

I looked straight into her eyes.

"...I'm sorry."

"...Why are you apologizing, Brother... you've done nothing wrong."

"Still..."

Lucia's hand grabbed my wrist.

Trembling hand.

Weak hand.

"Oppa... really..."

"Yes."

"...You won't... regret it?"

"I won't."

It wasn't a lie.

Regret is for later.

Right now, saving her was all that mattered.

"...I... Oppa..."

Her words trailed off.

I could guess what she was trying to say.

But I didn't want to hear it now.

"Shh. Don't say anything."

I placed my finger on her lips.

"Right now... just think about surviving."

"...Yes."

A small answering voice.

As if resigned, as if accepting.

Lucia slowly closed her eyes.

Her long eyelashes trembled.

I took one deep breath.

Yes, let's begin.

I started slowly unbuttoning her robe, one by one.

Each time a metal button came undone with a small creak, the air in the room subtly changed.

Lucia never resisted.

She didn't lift a finger, just quietly held her breath. Her long eyelashes trembled slightly.

She just turned her face away. Tilting her head halfway, avoiding my gaze. A faint blush spread across her visible cheek.

As if trying not to look at me. Her gaze fixed on a spot on the floor, not moving. Like someone trying to tie all their thoughts to that place.

"...Don't look..."

A small voice. A thin energy like a pinky finger, with trembling seeping through. The tone pierced somewhere in my chest as I heard it.

"...?"

"M-my body... don't look at it..."

Her words kept breaking. Breath mixed between words, not connecting properly.

"..."

"I'm embarrassed... my inadequate body..."

With ears reddened, she barely managed to draw out those words.

The last button came undone. Without a sound, it fell off with a snap.

The robe slowly opened. The weightless fabric flowing down gently, pushing the inner warmth outward.

Inside.

White underwear. A clear color that appeared snow-white to the eye. Simple, modest lines with almost no decoration. Nothing exaggerated anywhere.

A slender body. Wrists and ankles thin and long. When light hit, bone lines subtly showed through, and delicate blood vessels cast faint shadows beneath the skin.

Her shoulders were round and narrow, and the rise and fall of her ribcage was quiet, yet noticeably frequent.

Usually hidden by her robe. The anxiety, body heat, and small tensions that thick fabric had concealed were now revealed.

Lucia's body.

A body made only of soft lines.

The firm clarity always visible in Aria and other female knights.

The angle of shoulders holding swords. The elasticity forged through training. The texture of muscles thinly visible on the abdomen.

Lucia had none of those.

Instead, her skin was smooth, and when fingertips brushed against it, it gave way gently like waves of silk. Her flesh was thin and delicate.

Her soft stomach only showed tiny ripples like a calm lake with each thin breath.

Just rising and falling very slightly with her breathing.

Her breasts were small too. A size that would fit in a palm, where body heat would seep into the lines of the hand. The small lines visible through the fabric made her entire figure appear more slender and long, neat like a single stroke.

In this world, female knights have large breasts. Though it might seem disadvantageous for movement, they generally compensate with mana.

They develop body balance and elasticity without hindering combat. Even large ones don't get in the way.

Rather, larger breasts make it easier to gather reinforcing mana that firmly wraps the upper chest. It's advantageous for shock dispersion and maintaining breathing pressure.

When raising a shield, the center of gravity naturally catches in front of the chest, providing a rotation axis. When used with magical armor, it reduces upper body shaking, enhancing the straightness of thrusts or charges.

That's what I heard from Aria... though I, as a man, don't know if this is true or just an excuse for chest-enlarging exercises.

Anyway, knights generally have large chests, while Lucia, being a mage, was smaller than knights.

Lucia's were a size that would gently seep between the lines of your palm when held. That small line, straight and simple like a candle wick, drew out her entire figure in a long stroke.

There was a kind of honesty to it. No pretense. No trace of concealment. The thin fabric followed her skin, quietly adhering and falling away, with subtle warmth passing with each breath.

The tension in her slightly hunched shoulders. The tension concentrated in her fingertips. The stubborn balance that would waver briefly when met with a glance but soon settle back straight.

Her posture, standing firm despite embarrassment.

All of it clearly spoke of the woman she was.

Ch.158 - Fusion
Lucia covered her chest with her hands.

But her attempt to cover herself was clumsy.

That clumsiness only made her hands look more provocative.

The flesh peeking between her fingers.

Her covering was inadequate. She couldn't hide the pink tips of her moderately full breasts.

"...Don't look at strange places... hurry... hurry up... ugh..."

Lucia moaned.

She covered her face with both hands.

"I'm embarrassed... so embarrassed..."

"...You're beautiful."

"...!"

"Really... you're beautiful..."

"Y-you're lying..."

"It's true."

I reached for her chest.

"...Ah!"

Lucia's body flinched.

It was soft.

It had elasticity.

The feeling of fullness in my hand.

"...Don't... touch... it feels strange... the feeling..."

"That strangeness is normal."

"...Still..."

I raised my other hand.

I cupped her breasts with both hands.

I kneaded them.

"...Ugh..."

Lucia's body trembled.

"...Brother..."

"Yes?"

"...It feels strange... my body..."

"How?"

"...It's hot... different from a fever from pain... this feeling..."

"..."

"My chest... not just my chest... down there too..."

"Are you okay?"

"How could I be okay..."

I rubbed her tip with my thumb.

"...Ah!"

Lucia's body shook violently.

"N-not there... don't..."

"Why?"

"...It's strange... too... too strange..."

"Does it feel good?"

"...!"

She didn't answer.

But her body was honest.

Her tips hardened.

"...I know even without you answering."

"...Ugh..."

"Here... it's gotten hard."

"...Don't say that... please..."

I continued kneading.

Both breasts.

Simultaneously.

Lucia's moans grew louder.

"...Ugh... ugh... ah..."

"Lucia."

"...Yes?"

"Now... spread your legs."

"...!"

Lucia's eyes widened.

"N-no..."

"Why?"

"...I'm embarrassed..."

"I need to see."

"...Ugh..."

"I can't do it otherwise."

"...Do you... do you really have to see?"

"Yes."

Silence.

Lucia squeezed her eyes shut.

And then.

Slowly...

Very slowly...

She spread her legs.

"...More."

"...Ugh..."

She spread them a bit more.

But they were still too close together.

"Lucia. Spread them properly."

"...Th-this is my limit..."

"You're lying."

"...Ugh..."

"Relax."

"...I am relaxing..."

In the end, I committed the forbidden act.

Taking a deep breath, I gathered strength in my fingertips.

Like turning a long-locked doorknob, slowly but firmly, I forced her legs apart.

"...Ugh..."

Finally.

Her legs were completely spread.

Between them.

Lucia's tightly closed slit was revealed.

Her womanhood.

Pink.

Already.

Wet enough for the heat to pool and flow.

"...D-don't look..."

Lucia whimpered.

"...That place... that dirty place... I said don't look..."

"It's not dirty."

"...You're lying..."

"It's true. It's beautiful."

"...You're strange..."

I reached out my hand.

To that place.

"...!"

Lucia's body shook violently.

"D-don't... not there..."

"Why? Does it hurt?"

"...It's not that it hurts..."

"Then?"

"...It feels strange... too... too strange..."

I spread the lips with my finger.

Inside.

A deeper pink.

And.

A transparent fluid.

"...You're very wet."

"...Ugh..."

"Did it feel good?"

"...I won't answer that..."

"You're not being honest."

I pushed my finger inside.

"...Ah!"

Lucia's hips lifted.

"Wait... wait! Time out! Time out!"

I ignored her.

In these matters, the more experienced one should take the lead.

I moved my finger.

In and out.

Slowly.

Rhythmically.

Squelch. Squelch. Squelch.

There was a sound.

The sound of wetness.

"...Ugh... ugh... ah..."

Lucia's moans were continuous.

I increased the speed of my finger.

Faster.

Deeper.

"...Ah... no... something... something...! ...Aaah!"

A transparent fluid flowed out.

Lucia's body trembled.

"...Ha... ha..."

Rough breathing.

Sweat beaded on her forehead.

"...What... what was that just now..."

"Did it feel good?"

"...I... won't... answer..."

Still stubborn.

But... her body was honest.

Limp arms.

Relaxed legs.

"Now... I'm going to do it for real."

"...What?"

She seemed to be coming back to her senses.

Lucia looked at me.

And then.

She looked down at me.

"...!"

Her face turned deathly pale.

"Th-that..."

"Yes."

"...Will it go in?"

"It has to."

"...It's impossible... that..."

"It's okay. It will all go in."

"...You're lying..."

"It's true. Your body will accept it."

"...Ugh..."

Lucia closed her eyes again.

With a trembling voice.

"...If it hurts... please stop..."

"...Okay."

I positioned myself between Lucia's legs.

I pressed myself against her entrance.

"...!"

Lucia's body flinched.

"I'm starting."

"...Ugh..."

Slowly.

I pushed in.

"...!"

Lucia's face contorted.

"...It... hurts..."

"Bear with it a little."

"...Ugh..."

I pushed in further.

I felt resistance.

A barrier.

The hymen.

"Lucia."

"...Yes?"

"It's going to hurt from now on."

"...Ugh..."

"Can you bear it?"

"...I don't know..."

"...I'm sorry."

"...Why are you..."

I didn't hesitate any longer.

I pushed in with force.

Pop!

"...!"

Lucia's eyes widened.

Her mouth opened.

But.

No sound came out.

The pain was too great.

Tears flowed down.

"...Lucia..."

"...Ugh... ugh..."

"Are you okay?"

"...How could I... be okay..."

"...I'm sorry."

"...Liar... it hurts so much..."

"Just a little... it will get better soon."

"...Really?"

"Yes."

It wasn't a lie.

With time.

As her body adjusted.

The pain would disappear.

And pleasure would come.

I waited for a moment.

Without moving.

For Lucia to adjust.

"...Ha..."

Lucia's breathing gradually stabilized.

"...Now... I'm okay..."

"Can I move?"

"...Slowly..."

I nodded.

Slowly.

I began to pull out.

"...Ugh..."

And then again.

I pushed in.

"...Ah..."

Slowly.

Rhythmically.

Lucia's moans escaped.

"...Ugh... ah... ugh..."

At first, pain.

But gradually.

"...Ah... strange... again... that strange feeling..."

"Hmm?"

"...Faster... please go faster..."

"...!"

"...It's strange... I can't bear it..."

I increased my pace.

Faster.

Deeper.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

The sound of flesh hitting flesh.

"...Ah... ah... good... it feels good..."

Lucia said.

"...Brother... I can feel... you..."

"I can... feel you too..."

"...Brother... Leon Brother..."

The formal speech disappeared.

To informal.

From the beginning, she switched between formal and informal depending on her mood.

"...It's good... so good..."

"Me too..."

"...More... give me more..."

Lucia's legs wrapped around my waist.

Her arms embraced my back.

"...Brother... Brother..."

I went deeper.

Faster.

I drove into her.

"Don't hold back."

"...But..."

"Just let it go."

"...Ugh... ugh... no... it's strange... too strange..."

Lucia's insides tightened.

Tight.

As if squeezing me.

"...Lucia... I'm... soon..."

"...Me too... me too..."

"...Together..."

"...Yes... together..."

With one final effort.

I pushed in deep.

"...Aaah!"

Lucia cried out.

At the same time.

I too.

"...!"

Released everything.

Something hot.

Into her deepest part.

Into her womb.

It filled her completely.

"...Ha... ha..."

Lucia breathed heavily.

So did I.

"...Brother..."

"...Yes..."

"...I love you..."

A small voice.

But I heard it clearly.

"...Me too..."

Lucia smiled.

While crying.

"...I'm glad..."

"...?"

"That I could... confess before I die..."

"You're not going to die."

"...I know... I know..."

"..."

"But... if I were to die..."

"Lucia..."

"...Remember that I loved you... please..."

"..."

"...Forever... always..."

Her voice grew smaller.

"...Only you..."

And then.

Her eyes closed.

"Lucia!"

"...Sleepy..."

"Don't sleep!"

"...Just a little..."

"Lucia!"

But.

She had already lost consciousness.

At that moment.

Light began to emanate.

From Lucia's stomach.

A soft golden light.

"...!"

The light grew stronger.

It spread.

Throughout Lucia's body.

And then.

It enveloped me.

"This is..."

I heard Ainis's voice.

"It's successful."

The light grew stronger.

So bright I couldn't open my eyes.

Within it.

I felt something.

Something warm.

Something connected.

A golden thread.

I could feel it.

My power.

My mana.

My bloodline.

Flowing into Lucia.

At the same time, something from Lucia flowed into me.

Her magic.

Her knowledge.

Her love.

How much time passed?

The light gradually weakened.

I opened my eyes.

I could see Lucia.

She still had her eyes closed, but.

Her face was different.

The paleness was gone.

Color had returned.

Her blue lips too.

Had turned pink.

"...!"

She was alive.

She is alive.

"Lucia!"

"...Yes..."

A small moan.

Her eyes opened.

"...Brother...?"

"Are you okay?"

"...Yes... I'm okay..."

She smiled.

A healthy smile.

"...I had a dream..."

"What kind?"

"...With you... doing... embarrassing things..."

"..."

"But it's strange... it hurts down there..."

She moved her hand down there.

And then.

"...!"

Her face turned red.

"Th-this... wasn't a dream?"

"...No..."

"...!"

"Sorry..."

"...Idiot..."

Lucia cried.

But.

She was smiling.

"...Stupid brother..."

She embraced me.

"...I love you..."

"...Me too..."


**


I opened my eyes.

I saw the ceiling.

An unfamiliar ceiling.

As I tried to get up.

"Mmm..."

A moan from beside me.

I turned my head.

Lucia was lying there.

Still sleeping.

A peaceful face.

Last night's paleness had completely disappeared.

Healthy color.

Her chest rising and falling softly.

She's alive.

She's really alive.

A sigh of relief escaped me.

As I carefully tried to get out of bed.

"...Where are you going?"

"...!"

Lucia opened her eyes.

When did she wake up?

"You're awake?"

"Yes... just now..."

Lucia sat up.

The blanket slid down.

Underneath.

Her body still without any clothes.

"...!"

I hurriedly turned my head away.

"Put some clothes on."

"...Why? You saw everything yesterday."

"...That was different..."

"Come on... pretending to be shy... after what you did yesterday..."

My face grew hot.

Lucia giggled.

"I'm joking. I'll get dressed."

Rustle.

The sound of putting on clothes.

After a moment.

"I'm dressed now."

I turned back.

Lucia was sitting wearing a robe.

Her hair was still disheveled, but.

Her face was bright.

"Are you feeling okay?"

"Perfect. I've never felt this good before."

She raised her hand to show me.

"My mana... I can feel it much better than before."

"That's good."

"Right? Isn't it good?"

Lucia smiled.

And then.

She got out of bed.

"...Lucia."

"Yes?"

"What do we do now?"

"What do you mean?"

"We're... siblings."

"Half-siblings. Besides, you're actually my nephew."

"Still..."

"It's okay."

Lucia looked up at me.

"I don't mind. As long as you're okay with it."

"..."

"Anyway... my love for you... isn't something that just happened yesterday."

"But other people..."

"Don't worry about it."

A firm voice.

"We're royalty anyway. Consanguineous marriages in royal families... historically speaking, it's not that strange. You'll soon be king. The king's word is law."

"It's not that simple."

"We can make it simple."

Lucia smiled.

"After we win the war... everyone will keep quiet."

"...When did you become so bold?"

"Since yesterday. Because I became your woman."

"..."

My face grew hot again.

At that moment.

Knock knock.

The sound of someone knocking on the door.

"Leon. Are you awake?"

Aria's voice.

Lucia and I made eye contact.

'Should I tell her to come in?'

Lucia mouthed.

I nodded.

"Come in."

The door opened.

Aria entered.

And then.

She saw me.

She saw Lucia.

The two of us sitting together on the bed.

"..."

An awkward silence.

Aria's gaze grew cold.

No, not just cold.

It froze.

"...I thought you were still sleeping."

"We just woke up."
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Aria's gaze moved between me and Lucia.

The bed.

The rumpled blanket.

Lucia's flushed face.

Everything told the story.

What had happened.

"Did you enjoy yourselves?"

Aria's voice was calm.

But that calmness was even more frightening.

Like a whirlpool hidden beneath a still lake.

"What's going on?"

She wouldn't come this early in the morning unless it was urgent.

"Rose and Marcus... they surrendered during the attack on the Royal Capital."

"...What?"

I couldn't believe it.

"Surrendered? Those two?"

"Yes."

"Two Sword Masters surrendered?"

"Along with... 2,000 of our troops."

"...!"

Lucia covered her mouth.

I jumped up.

"What exactly happened?"

"According to reports..."

Aria spoke slowly.

"The two Sword Masters were engaged in battle with a monster."

"A monster?"

"Yes. Presumably released by Paragon."

I nodded.

"And then?"

"Suddenly..."

Aria's voice lowered.

"Both of them began trembling at the same time."

"..."

"They dropped their swords."

"...!"

"And knelt down."

Silence.

Heavy silence filled the room.

"As if..."

Aria continued.

"They were obeying an invisible command."

"...Priscilla."

"Yes."

Lucia interjected.

"The Obedience Circuit..."

"That's right."

Aria nodded.

"Because they were Sword Masters... I thought it wouldn't work on them. That the Obedience Circuit was just Priscilla's delusion..."

"But it wasn't, you mean."

"...Yes."

"..."

"Their subordinates were confused, and Paragon's army took advantage of that chaos..."

"It was a one-sided massacre."

"...Yes."

Silence again.

I looked out the window.

The sun was rising.

A red dawn.

Red like blood.

"Where are Rose and Marcus now?"

"Captured by Paragon."

"Are they alive?"

"Yes. They were taken alive, according to reports."

"..."

I organized the situation in my mind.

We lost two Sword Masters.

We lost 2,000 troops.

And a monster? What exactly was it?

"Tell me more about this monster."

Aria nodded.

"According to survivors..."

She took a breath before continuing.

"It was a massive creature. At least 10 meters tall, covered in what looked like black armor."

"What form did it take?"

"Humanoid, they said. But it had four arms, each holding a different weapon."

"...!"

Lucia drew in a sharp breath.

"That's..."

"You know it?"

"I've seen it in books. The Empire's legendary Noble Artifact..."

Aria finished the sentence.

"The Banner of Summoning. Kasant."

Kasant.

Everyone knew that name.

It was incredibly famous not only in the Empire but also in Luden.

'The Banner of Summoning, Kasant'

A forbidden Noble Artifact that could summon and control monsters semi-permanently.

The moment the banner is planted in the ground,

A powerful monster is summoned from another world and absolutely obeys its master.

It was in the history books.

When the Chrono Empire invaded the Luden Kingdom with monsters summoned by Kasant... Luden was on the brink of destruction.

Without divine intervention, they would never have won.

But that was...

"It should be extremely difficult to find a proper contractor for that artifact."

Lucia asked the question for me.

"There's something else you need to see."

Aria handed over a scroll.

It was an official decree bearing the Royal Capital's seal.

"This was issued by our enemies."

I unrolled it and read.

"His Majesty, the wise Paragon Sardelkia, has taken a new queen..."

Lucia read alongside me.

"A new queen?"

"Keep reading."

"She is of noble bloodline far superior to the likes of the Lumenia family... a sworn enemy of Emperor Maximus of the Empire... dedicated to the peace and prosperity of the continent..."

It didn't explicitly mention the Empire.

But the phrase "the likes of the Lumenia family."

And "noble bloodline."

Enemy of the Emperor.

It was obvious to anyone.

"Priscilla Chronaina."

"Yes."

Aria nodded.

I continued reading.

"His great Majesty will protect the kingdom with the sacred Noble Artifact that the Queen has brought as her dowry..."

"They're openly stating that 'the queen brought the artifact as dowry.'"

Lucia snorted.

"It's impossible to hide at this point."

The last sentence caught my eye.

"His wise and great Majesty has already become the contractor of the Noble Artifact..."

"Paragon himself became the contractor?"

"It seems so."

I put down the decree.

"How will the Anti-Empire Alliance view this?"

"I'm just a simple knight with no political acumen, but... most seem to recognize that the Empire's Imperial Princess is behind this."

"And they're still doing nothing?"

"They seem to be taking a wait-and-see approach for now."

I organized the situation in my head.

Priscilla becomes Paragon's queen.

With Kasant in hand.

Holding the Obedience Circuit.

"Priscilla... had planned everything from the beginning."

"..."

"Sending Rose and Marcus. Knowing the Obedience Circuit would work. She anticipated it all."

I clenched my fist.

My knuckles turned white.

"It's my fault."

"My Lord..."

"I gave permission. I sent them. I... should have been suspicious."

Self-reproach washed over me.

My chest felt heavy.

Lucia took my hand.

Her warmth transferred to me.

"It's not your fault, Brother."

"But..."

"No one could have predicted this. That even Sword Masters would fall victim to the Obedience Circuit."

"..."

"Even Rose and Marcus themselves were confident. They said they would be fine."

Aria added her support.

"Lucia is right. It's not your fault, my Lord."

But.

Those words brought no comfort.

Two thousand.

Two thousand soldiers died.

By my order.

By my judgment.

"What's important now... isn't self-blame but our response. How to deal with Kasant. And how to neutralize the Obedience Circuit."

She was right.

This is no time for regret.

I raised my head.

I looked at both women in turn.

"Lucia, tell me more about Kasant."

"Kasant... according to legend, was bestowed by an evil god. They say it's a cursed Noble Artifact given to humans in an ancient era when darkness covered the world."

"An evil god?"

"Yes. A deity governing darkness and destruction. It's said to be a gift—no, more like a shackle—given to humans by a being that favors chaos over order, and death over life."

Lucia paused briefly, then carefully added:

"Like your Dimensional Sword, it's a Noble Artifact abandoned by gods. Created and then discarded, left behind in our world."

Aria quickly interjected.

"But we already know, don't we? That gods are... merely weapons created by ancient humans."

"That's right."

Lucia gave a bitter smile. Her lips curved upward, but her eyes didn't smile at all.

"So Kasant is likely also a product of ancient civilization. However..."

"However?"

"We can't know its exact principles or structure. The technology of that era is difficult to reconstruct from existing records. We'd have to ask Ainis for accurate information."

"What about Selena? Could she channel Ainis and ask her?"

Lucia shook her head firmly.

"Impossible. After one channeling, she needs to rest for weeks. It takes a severe toll on both mind and body."

"I see..."

"Receiving a god's power in a human body... is that dangerous. The body can't withstand it. Even after regaining consciousness, she suffers from auditory hallucinations and low body temperature for a while."

A brief, heavy silence descended. Only the sound of wind outside brushed through the room.

"Then what about weaknesses?"

"Weaknesses?"

"Kasant's weaknesses. There must be some."

Lucia bit her lip tightly. Her fingertips trembled slightly.

Anxiety was clearly visible on her face.

"Actually... I'm not certain."

"Not certain?"

"Yes. It might be an unfounded rumor, but there are overlapping records and cases."

"Tell me."

"There are stories about it consuming life force. They say it eats away at the lifespan of its wielder."

"Life force consumption?"

"Yes. Kasant's owners generally had short lives. Even those who didn't die in battle rarely lasted more than a few years, succumbing to unexplained debilitation."

"I see..."

"It's not certain. And even if it's true..."

"It's not a weakness we can exploit right now."

"Right. It might matter in a prolonged conflict, but what we need now is an immediate response."

Another heavy silence filled the room. Only the sound of their breathing gently collided.

Aria broke the silence.

"My lord. My love. Don't be too afraid."

"I'm not afraid. I'm just..."

"We still have the advantage."

Aria raised her head to look at me.

Her red eyes shone.

"How can you be so sure?"

"You have me as your strength, my Lord."

"..."

"I am a Sword Master. And not an ordinary one at that."

She slowly stood up. Balance and power infused her every movement. The energy emanating from her body made the air tremble slightly.

"Obedience Circuit? Such things don't work on me."

"But Rose and Marcus also..."

"I am different from them."

Aria's voice overflowed with confidence. Not bravado. The certainty of someone who knows herself precisely.

"I was... made differently. You know this, my Lord."

She was right. Aria was special.

Though she had an augmented body like the others, she didn't become a Sword Master through augmentation.

She got there through her own power. Through training of blood and bone, practice on the edge of blades, enlightenment exchanged for death.

And... above all...

Hadn't her body been completely reconstructed?

Ainis said that her current body was closer to an ancient god than a human.

Recovery and reaction speed that mocked human limitations, an alien yet beautiful balance.

She was remade that day.

Reborn.

Before her, something like the Obedience Circuit was merely an outdated trap.

"I believe in you, my love."

Ch.160 - The Eve Of The Final Battle (2)
The war of public opinion with Paragon was a battle fought on paper.

No blood was shed, but words sharper than blades were exchanged.

"To our dear friends in the Kingdom of Buchnan..."

I put down my pen, then picked it up again.

"My dishonorable uncle, Paragon Sardelkia, has conspired with Imperial Princess Priscilla Chronaina. He has surrendered to the Empire, even offering the position of queen. He has sold the independence our ancestors protected with their blood for a woman's skirt."

I sent the same message to all five kingdoms.

Malezia, Buchnan, Altman, Lawrence, and even the smaller principalities.

A betrayal that shook the foundation of the anti-imperial alliance.

That was the core of my message.

In Buchnan's case, I didn't think the king would change sides... but I could at least create internal discord.

With luck... it might even be possible to overthrow the king through internal rebellion.

Several high nobles had already made secret contact. Though I wasn't certain yet whether they truly aimed for rebellion or if it was a scheme by the Buchnan king.

Paragon didn't remain idle.

His reply came faster than expected.

"My unworthy nephew, Leon Adelheit, unable to bear the bitter taste of defeat, is spreading falsehoods. Having lost in a just battle, he now attempts to tarnish the royal authority with baseless rumors."

I snorted.

A just battle?

Controlling a Sword Master with an Obedience Circuit and slaughtering 2,000 people is justice?

I picked up my pen again.

"You seem quite arrogant after finally winning once after dozens of defeats. You make a lot of noise for someone who can't step a foot outside the capital's walls."

And I added at the end:

"If you're so confident, come out and face me. Bring that cursed Noble Artifact Kasant, which has drunk the blood of our ancestors. Or is the Imperial Princess's skirt too comfortable for you?"

It was provocation.

But Paragon didn't come out.

There was no reply.

Silence.

That was his answer.

"Coward," I muttered.

Holing up in the royal capital to buy time.

That was his strategy.

Was he waiting for reinforcements from Buchnan?

Or waiting for Kasant's power to fully stabilize?

I looked out the window.

I could see the military camp.

15,000 troops.

The numbers were sufficient.

But...

Rose and Marcus.

The void left by losing two Sword Masters was significant.

And the Obedience Circuit.

A ticking time bomb that could activate again at any moment.

Aria said she was confident, but...

Would she truly be safe?

I was anxious.

But I couldn't show my anxiety.

A commander's anxiety spreads like a plague.

I wrote another official document.

This time to our allies.

"The assault on the royal capital will proceed as planned. Neither Kasant nor any other cursed Noble Artifact can stop the march of justice."

It was a lie.

I wasn't certain.

But I had to pretend to be.

That was a commander's role.

I put down my pen.

After a week of public opinion warfare.

There was no winner.

Each side believed their own words.

In the end...

"We'll have to settle this on the battlefield."

**

Paragon Sardelkia sat on the throne.

He had won.

He had clearly won.

He had captured two of the enemy's Sword Masters.

"Your Majesty, Rose and Marcus are waiting at the training grounds."

It was General Roberto's report.

Paragon raised his head with difficulty. The shadows under his eyes were dark. He hadn't slept properly for days.

"What is their condition?"

"They move according to orders. But..."

"But?"

"There's no life in their eyes. Almost like..."

"Like dolls?"

Roberto bowed his head. A sign of affirmation.

Paragon looked at Priscilla standing beside him. She was still elegant. The dignity of an Imperial Princess emanated from her entire being.

"Priscilla, you said leaving their consciousness would risk betrayal, right?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Priscilla's voice was soft. Like speaking to a child.

"A Sword Master's will is powerful. To completely control them, we had to erase their sense of self."

"So they've become dolls."

"But even as dolls, they are Sword Masters. They're still valuable."

She was right.

A Sword Master was a Sword Master.

With or without consciousness, their swords remained sharp.

But...

Despite the victory, the situation hadn't improved.

The royal capital was still surrounded.

And protest letters poured in from allied countries. Until now, he had dismissed rumors about harboring the Imperial Princess, but now he had essentially confirmed it.

Leon Adelheit.

That unworthy nephew had used the opportunity well.

Though defeated in one battle, many castles had surrendered to him over the past week.

The logic was that Paragon Sardelkia had colluded with the Empire.

In the end...

He had lost 80% of his territory.

Taxes, troops, everything was lacking.

"Ugh..."

A groan escaped.

Something deep in his chest felt like it was being squeezed.

Kasant.

The price of that cursed Noble Artifact.

Since making the contract, his life force had been chipped away day by day.

Every time he looked in the mirror, an unfamiliar face reflected back.

His beard had turned gray, his skin was pale, and his once sharp gaze had become dim.

"Ughhh..."

Another groan burst out.

He couldn't bear it.

"Damn that nephew! Must I sit still while suffering such humiliation!"

His roar echoed through the audience hall.

The ministers flinched.

But no one answered.

No, they couldn't.

Beside Paragon.

A monstrous being in massive armor stood.

A being summoned by Kasant.

Ten meters tall.

Four arms.

Each holding a different weapon, it looked like the incarnation of death.

The pressure emanating from the black armor silenced the ministers.

It would have been different a few months ago.

When Paragon still had normal judgment, the ministers subtly disrespected him.

A king with no talent as a knight.

But now it was different.

The legendary Noble Artifact of the Empire.

A king who had contracted with Kasant.

A king who commanded a massive monster.

Who would dare oppose him?

"Your Majesty."

It was Priscilla who broke the silence.

"Are you speaking of taking the field?"

"Yes!"

Paragon struck the throne.

A dull thud echoed.

"We cannot remain holed up in the royal capital like this! We must go out and fight! I must personally behead that arrogant Leon Adelheit!"

The ministers looked at each other.

Anxiety and concern filled their eyes.

But still, no one spoke.

"There is... a way to defeat the enemy in the field."

Priscilla spoke slowly.

Paragon's eyes flashed.

"Speak!"

"Summon two more monsters."

"...What?"

"Kasant is originally a Noble Artifact capable of summoning multiple beasts simultaneously. Currently, Your Majesty has summoned only one, but... two, or even three are possible."

"But if that happens... Your Majesty's life force..."

General Roberto hurriedly interjected.

This too was according to Priscilla's expectations.

"General, do not worry. After reunifying Luden... we will conquer the Empire!"

"The Empire?"

The audience hall stirred. The ministers drew in their breath.

"The Empire has the Elixir. The potion of life. If you obtain it... both Your Majesty's lost vitality and my infertility can be resolved."

Attack the Empire.

Conquer the Empire.

Not defense, but offense to humiliate the Empire.

At those words, Roberto and many others swallowed hard.

The long-cherished wish of the Luden Kingdom.

A hundred-year-old grudge.

A history stained with the blood of ancestors.

"The Empire..."

Paragon muttered.

"After dealing with Leon, the Empire..."

"Yes, Your Majesty. The banner you possess is the Empire's primary weapon that created the Empire itself. As long as it's yours, what is there to fear about the Empire?"

Priscilla whispered.

"Your Majesty will not only be the hero who reunified Luden but will become the great king who conquered the Empire. No, you will become Emperor."

Emperor.

That word made Paragon's heart race.

Life returned to his haggard face.

"Good... good!"

Paragon rose from the throne.

He staggered but steadied himself through sheer will.

"I will summon additional beasts. And after crushing Leon..."

Madness gleamed in his eyes.

"I will conquer the Empire!"

"Hurrah!"

Someone shouted.

"Long live His Majesty Paragon!"

"Long live the Kingdom of Luden!"

The ministers knelt one by one.

Conquering the Empire.

They were intoxicated by that sweet fantasy.

Even General Roberto, who had been concerned about the king's health just moments ago, couldn't control his trembling heart.

'Perhaps we are witnessing the emergence of a legend...'

Whether they were loyal to Paragon before or not...

'To think the king I thought incompetent had such talent... With the Empire currently in turmoil, this will surely work...'

'We will make the Empire a colony of Luden!'

The words "conquest of the Empire" were too sweet.

Looking at the generals intoxicated by that sweetness, Paragon thought:

'Yes... with this... I can counter the accusation of colluding with the Empire. With the justification of joining hands with the Empire's young faction to conquer the Empire... I may not convince foreign countries, but I can certainly control the domestic situation... The Empire's treasures are now mine, aren't they?'

Though his body was haggard...

He was more hopeful than ever.

The suspicious glances most had given him in the past were nowhere to be found.

All the generals looked up to him and praised him.

The king, intoxicated by their praise, failed to notice the downcast gaze of the one woman who wasn't looking up at him.

Thus, Priscilla smiled with her head bowed.

It was a cold smile that no one noticed.

'Foolish ones. Elixir? If it existed, I would have used it already. There's no way it still remains.'

Of course, the Elixir wasn't just a fairy tale. But due to its intuitive effects of healing diseases and extending life, it was rarely kept for long.

Even the Empire, the world's strongest nation, was no exception.

But it didn't matter.

At least her husband's body would hold out until the Empire was conquered and she could take revenge on her half-brother.

Ch.161 - Final Battle
The walls of the Royal Capital Luden came into view.

A massive stone structure.

A fortress with a hundred years of history.

We had it surrounded.

With 15,000 troops.

To be honest, I didn't think Paragon would come out.

I thought he would hole up inside the castle and stall for time. Waiting for reinforcements from Buchnan. Until he fully mastered the power of Kasant.

Hikikomori mode.

Like Gong Sunchan of Yikeongru, I thought Paragon would do the same.

But...

"My Lord! Urgent news!"

A scout came running.

"...What?"

"The enemy army is marching out!"

For a moment, time seemed to stop.

Really?

They're really coming out?

"How many troops?"

"At least 10,000... no, more! They keep coming!"

"And the monsters?"

"...Three of them."

"...!"

Three monsters.

Three monsters summoned by Kasant.

If Lucia was right, Paragon's life force would be rapidly draining now.

Yet he still summoned three monsters...

"He's prepared to die," I muttered.

No, not prepared to die.

Prepared to win.

Prepared to completely crush us.

"Form battle formations! The enemy wants a field battle! Let's grant their wish!"

The sound of trumpets echoed.

Soldiers began to move.

15,000.

We had 15,000.

The enemy had similar numbers.

A total of 30,000 facing off on one battlefield.

In my previous life, in Korea.

People there loved the Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

Stories of armies clashing in hundreds of thousands, even millions.

The Battle of Red Cliffs.

The Battle of Guandu.

The Battle of Yiling.

Weren't those all such stories?

So when talking about 30,000 troops clashing...

It might not seem that impressive.

In actual history, Emperor Yang of Sui led 300,000 troops to invade Goguryeo.

There was even that meme.

In Lord of the Rings, 10,000 is a desperate scale, but in Three Kingdoms, 10,000 is just a local warlord's force.

But that's a misconception.

Battles where tens of thousands of elite troops clash... always determine a nation's fate.

This was no exception in the East.

In the past, the East had high population density due to rice's miraculous sustaining power.

But surprisingly, the number of elite soldiers wasn't that high.

It's only natural.

Despite high population density, raising elite warrior groups required iron, horses, and more—things impossible to obtain through food production alone.

The hundreds of thousands of troops in Three Kingdoms or the Chu-Han Contention.

Some of it was exaggeration, and even discounting that, they were large forces, but more than 90% were conscripts who came just for food rations.

Or garrison troops who alternated between farming and military service.

These rice-eating type armies were far from perfect professional soldiers or troops.

That's why... heroes like Xiang Yu or Guan Yu could be worth a hundred or even ten thousand men on the battlefield without mana's help.

Especially those skilled in horsemanship had strategic value truly equivalent to a hundred infantry.

Records of hundreds or thousands of infantry being trampled by dozens of cavalry can be found everywhere.

In other words...

When elite forces of tens of thousands, primarily cavalry, clash at once...

It determined a nation's fate in both East and West.

For example...

The Battle of Sarhu.

A battle that determined the fate of Ming China, the Jurchens, and Joseon.

Ming was the world's strongest nation at the time.

Population in the hundreds of millions.

An empire that could mobilize millions of troops on paper.

Joseon.

Though a vassal state of Ming, it too had over 100,000 soldiers on paper.

How many troops did these two nations mobilize to crush the Jurchens?

90,000 Ming troops.

20,000 Joseon troops.

Just 110,000.

Not millions, just that many.

Against them, the Jurchen army had 10,000 cavalry and 15,000 infantry.

Even facing extinction, that was their best.

Raising elite troops costs money.

It requires iron, horses, training.

Rice alone isn't enough.

So.

That's the real size of proper armies they could mobilize.

Of course, mobilizing hundreds of thousands or millions wasn't impossible, but they knew it was inefficient.

Conscripts have low combat power, low morale, desert easily, and negatively affect elite troops' morale.

Commanding tens of thousands at once overburdens the command structure... and this burden isn't offset by adequate combat power.

In the end, Ming and Joseon lost that war.

Afterward, they remained defensive.

Because they lost their elite military force.

Because they lost 110,000 elite troops.

Eventually, Ming fell and Qing took its place.

I tell this tedious history to emphasize that tens of thousands of elite troops, regardless of culture, determined the fate of nations in pre-modern societies.

The Battle of Sarhu that changed East Asian history.

Compared to that battle, 15,000 troops clashing might seem modest.

The weaker Later Jin mobilized 25,000.

But...

I can't say the scale is necessarily small.

With my current army, I'm confident I could defeat a combined force of Ming + Joseon + Qing + Northern Yuan + even the Tokugawa forces from the shogunate.

We have mana.

We have magic.

We have Sword Masters.

A single Sword Force strike can cut down dozens.

One spell can burn hundreds.

Swords and even bullets can only wound Expert-level knights, not easily kill them.

Especially if those bullets are from matchlocks rather than rifles.

Therefore...

My heart was pounding.

Not from fear.

From excitement.

This is a battle that will change dynasties.

If Paragon wins, Luden becomes his again.

If I win...

The throne is mine.

The victor takes all.

The loser... is preserved in a corner of history.

Receiving no attention or at best serving as a cautionary tale.

'Sarhu.'

That name came to mind again.

The battle that triggered Ming's fall and Qing's rise.

And now.

My Sarhu begins.

I took a deep breath. Calmed my racing heart.

No.

No need to calm it.

This pounding.

This tension.

This is proof I'm alive.

"The enemy has come out! The field battle we wanted!"

The soldiers responded with cheers.

"Today... today we make history!"

The cheers grew louder.

"Tonight we feast! Tomorrow we feast again! We'll celebrate our victory for three days! Right there in that castle! In Luden Castle!"

I drew my sword.

Sunlight reflected off the blade with a flash.

"Forward!"

Trumpet sounds.

Drum beats.

Cheers. 15,000 troops began to move.

**

The ground trembled.

Literally.

The earth shook.

So this is what it feels like when tens of thousands move at once.

Despite fighting many wars, I'd never felt this sensation before.

That's because... I'd mostly fought battles of hundreds or thousands.

The enemy was visible too.

Soldiers.

Knights.

Mages.

And...

"Those are..."

Lucia held her breath.

Three massive shadows.

The monsters summoned by Kasant.

Each stood at least 10 meters tall.

Four arms.

Black armor.

Overwhelming even from a distance.

"Brother."

Lucia moved beside me.

"Three monsters."

"Yes."

I nodded.

"Paragon is burning his life away right now."

"According to records, he won't last long whether he wins or loses. When someone summons multiple monsters at once... they typically die within 10 years."

"That's right."

But that's a concern for later.

Right now...

The question is how to deal with those three monsters.

The battlefield is a plain.

Until recently it was full of crops, but now it was empty.

People evacuated as war approached.

Traces of wheat fields.

Traces of barley fields.

Remnants of farmhouses.

All abandoned.

And now this place...

Becomes a battlefield.

"Do you know the name of this plain?" I asked Lucia.

She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

"It doesn't have a specific name. Just... the plain before the Royal Capital? Something like that?"

"I see..."

"It's rare to name plains unless they're mountains."

"It will get a name today."

I muttered.

Lucia chuckled beside me.

"I suppose so. A plain where a battle of this scale took place will surely get a name."

"What would be good? Plain of Victory? Plain of Royal Succession?"

"Too long."

"Then Plain of Bloody Battle?"

"That's not great either."

Lucia shook her head.

"Historians will name it themselves. It's not for us to worry about."

She was right.

The name isn't important.

Victory is.

The enemy army had fully deployed on the plain.

We formed our formation facing them.

The distance was about 1,000 meters.

Within effective range of compound bows.

But no one fired yet.

The enemy was the same.

We faced each other in a standoff.

15,000 versus 15,000.

A total of 30,000 gathered on one plain.

It was quiet.

Only the sound of wind could be heard.

Flags fluttering.

Horses breathing.

Armor slightly clinking.

That was all.

Tension pressed down on the air.

It felt suffocating.

"My Lord."

Aria spoke.

"Yes?"

"Just give the order."

Her hand rested on her sword hilt.

"Wait a little longer."

Paragon will move first.

His reason for coming out is clear.

A quick decisive battle.

To crush us with the overwhelming power of his monsters and end the war quickly.

He'll want to settle this before his life force drains too much.

Therefore...

He will definitely attack first.

In most battles, the defender has the advantage over the attacker.

There's no reason to give the enemy an advantageous position.

"Knights, stay alert! Mages, double-check the spells I mentioned earlier!"

I waited.

The wind blew.

Flags fluttered greatly.

And then.

"Waaaaaaah!"

A battle cry erupted from the enemy lines.

It had begun.

Ch.162 - Final Battle (2)
"They're approaching!"

I nodded at the knight's shout. This was exactly as expected.

Since our archer cavalry had an overwhelming advantage, the enemy would naturally try to transition to close combat as quickly as possible. A reasonable tactic.

And I had already prepared countermeasures for this.

"Mages! Deploy the pre-cast fire wall magic!"

At my command, the mages positioned on both flanks simultaneously raised their hands. The magic formations already constructed in the air glowed red and activated.

WHOOSH!

This plain was once filled with golden wheat. Now it was a desolate field with only dead stalks remaining after the harvest.

But that made it burn all the better.

The dry grass was instantly engulfed in flames, creating a massive barrier of fire between us and the enemy.

Black smoke covered the sky, and the neighing of horses could be heard.

Of course, I didn't expect this alone would confuse the enemy.

Maybe a horde of Orcs would be confused, but the enemy was human.

Humans with intelligence equal to our own.

They would have anticipated something like this.

"Enemy cavalry is flanking to the left and right!"

"As expected."

I calmly raised my hand.

"Archer cavalry, fire!"

Behind me, 250 archer cavalry spurred their horses forward. These were elites I had personally selected and trained. All equipped with Compound Bows.

The enemy was splitting to bypass the fire wall on both sides.

"Within range!"

I lowered my hand.

"First volley, commence!"

SWISH!

With that distinctive sound of air being cut, 250 arrows sliced through the sky.

The overwhelming range and power of the Compound Bows.

"Gah!"

"Argh...!"

"The mage is...!"

Dozens fell in the first volley alone.

"Second volley!"

"Don't aim for the knights!"

The voice of my Squire, Canna, spread among the archer cavalry.

"It's difficult to cause significant damage to knights with arrows! Mages are the primary targets! Secondary targets are regular soldiers!"

She was right.

Sword Experts and above could strengthen their bodies with mana to block arrows.

But...

Unlike them, I aimed for the knights.

I drew my bowstring.

After sniping an Expert from the walls of Stonefield Castle recently, I had realized something.

How to deal with knights using a bow.

My vision narrowed. Concentrating mana in my eyes, I could clearly see an enemy knight 500 meters away. An Expert in red armor.

Probably mid-level. He was shouting something to his subordinates.

I aimed at his eye visible through the gap in his helmet.

That was it.

The way to deal with knights was...

The eyeball.

Hit the eyeball precisely.

No matter how blessed with mana they might be, there are limits.

Skin can be trained. Muscles can be strengthened. Bones can be hardened.

But training eyeballs... is not so easy.

More precisely, while eyeballs can be strengthened to some extent, they're still just eyeballs.

Knowledge from my previous life unfolded in my mind.

The human eye. Even enhanced with mana, its structure has fundamental limitations.

The vitreous body that makes up most of the eyeball. It's a jelly-like structure composed of 99% water.

Even strengthened, it's only about as tough as a rubber boot.

And naturally, rubber boots are helplessly pierced by arrows.

An arrow that penetrates the cornea, lens, and vitreous body heads straight for the brain.

The brain is similar.

Strengthening the brain, a mass of nerve cells, with mana?

Not impossible, but extremely difficult. Tampering with the brain's delicate structure would collapse cognitive abilities.

Even if the brain were somewhat strengthened...

Complete penetration isn't even necessary.

Even a slight wound to the brain is enough.

No matter how strong a knight is, brain damage renders them combat ineffective.

I slowly exhaled.

Wind direction. Humidity. Distance. Enemy movement.

I calculated all variables.

And...

Thwack.

The arrow left the string.

SWISH!

The arrow traversed the 500-meter distance.

Just as the enemy knight turned his head, the arrow was sucked into the gap in his helmet.

"Guh...!"

Without even properly screaming, he fell from his horse.

The arrow had penetrated his eye and pierced through to his brain.

Surrounding enemy soldiers looked at the fallen knight with shocked expressions.

Judging by how the arrow was embedded, it was instant death.

Even a priest arriving in droves couldn't save him.

Even if he somehow survived, nothing would change.

Even if archbishops or multiple saintesses arrived in time to forcibly save him, recovering cognitive abilities would be difficult.

That's how brain damage works.

Arms and legs can be reattached by high-ranking clergy if severed, and ruptured internal organs can somehow be fixed with healing magic.

But the brain is different.

Memory, thought, sensation, motor skills.

Everything is connected to specific areas of the brain.

When an arrow pierces through that intricate structure... even if one survives... even if it's regenerated... that person is no longer the same person.

Unable to speak, unable to walk, and in severe cases, even forgetting how to breathe.

Of course, among all the archers, only I could take down knights this way.

A moving target over 500 meters away.

And aiming at an eye just a few centimeters visible through a helmet gap.

Enhancing eyesight with mana, calculating wind and distance, predicting enemy movements.

Expert-level physical abilities, knowledge from my previous life, and hundreds of practice attempts.

Plus natural talent!

All these combined make it possible.

And even I couldn't always succeed.

I hit all three shots I took, but luck played a part too.

If the wind suddenly strengthened or the enemy abruptly changed direction, I could miss.

But...

I definitely lowered the enemy's morale.

"The knights are dying!"

"It's magic! A curse!"

"Cover your eyes!"

Screams and shouts erupted from the enemy lines.

The soldiers were completely terrified after witnessing three Experts fall in succession.

**

The enemy knights were splitting to bypass the fire wall on both sides. They were approaching.

An expected movement.

With the front blocked, they attempted to flank and surround us. A natural tactic utilizing cavalry mobility.

But I had already prepared for this.

"Mages, second fire wall!"

At my command, the mages positioned on the flanks raised their hands again.

WHOOSH!

This time, new barriers of flame rose in front of the flanking enemy's path.

The flames licked the sky, and black smoke obscured vision.

"Ugh...!"

"Retreat! Retreat!"

The enemy cavalry hastily turned their horses around.

Horses instinctively fear fire. Even well-trained war horses would hesitate before such massive walls of flame.

Of course, breaking through isn't impossible.

Knights who strengthen their bodies with mana could probably charge through the flames for a short time.

But...

Even if a few knights recklessly broke through the fire wall, it would have no strategic value.

They would only face the enemy while burned and exhausted.

They would just become well-done good fodder.

"Enemy cavalry is regrouping!"

"And the mages?"

"Our mages have a clear numerical advantage. The enemy mages are... keeping their distance."

As expected.

The enemy mages aren't fools either.

With fewer numbers than our mages, they know they'll become arrow fodder if they come close.

The most they can do is provide long-range magical support.

But...

"Over there!"

Canna pointed with her finger.

Beyond the fire wall, through the smoke, a single mage was visible.

Wearing ornate robes, with blue mana fluctuating around him.

A high-ranking mage.

"That one... has cast multiple layers of defensive magic."

Lucia narrowed her eyes as she spoke.

"His own barrier and at least two additional protective spells. He's quite confident."

The mage began to advance.

As if unafraid of our arrows.

Prancing about provocatively.

"Arrogant bastard."

I raised my hand.

"Concentrated fire on him!"

As soon as my order fell, dozens of archer cavalry simultaneously drew their bowstrings.

SWISH! SWISH!

BOOM!

The moment the first arrows reached the mage, his blue barrier flashed explosively.

Arrows bounced off.

But...

"Keep firing!"

I ordered.

10 shots, 15 shots, 20 shots.

The overwhelming power of the Compound Bows continued to hammer the barrier.

CRACK!

Finally, the blue barrier cracked and shattered.

"Ugh...!"

The mage's shocked expression was visible.

But he still had a second defensive spell remaining.

This time, his skin itself began to glow silver.

An 'Iron Skin' type defensive spell.

CLANG! CHING! KANG!

Arrows hit his body and bounced off.

His magically enhanced skin blocked the arrows.

"Hahaha! This level of attack..."

The mage laughed mockingly.

But his laughter didn't last long.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The arrows didn't stop.

25 shots, 30 shots, 35 shots.

A storm of arrows, two or three per second.

"Gah...!"

Even magically enhanced skin had its limits.

Arrows that initially bounced off began to embed deeper.

In his shoulder, chest, thigh.

"AAAAGH!"

With a scream, the mage fell from his horse.

And even as he hit the ground, the arrows continued to rain down.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

It hadn't even been 30 seconds.

In that short time, dozens of arrows were embedded in the mage's body.

He looked like a porcupine.

There was no more movement.

"He trusted his defensive magic and got cocky... ended up like a beehive."

I nodded.

No matter how powerful a defensive spell is, it has limits.

And before the volume of arrows from 250 elite archer cavalry firing in concentration...

No mage could withstand it.

He seemed to be an older mage with little combat experience.

"The enemy is completely hesitating now!"

The scout reported.

In the distance, the enemy formation could be seen wavering.

Soldiers who witnessed a high-ranking mage turned into a beehive in 30 seconds.

Their morale must be completely broken.

In a battle between humans... we had no chance of losing.

Troop composition. Quality of commanders. Experience.

Everything was in our favor.

But...

"What... is that?"

"Th-that's...!"

Black armor.

Massive build.

And...

Four arms.

Demonic creatures summoned by the Banner of Kasant were approaching us.

Ch.163 - Weapon
I was a weapon.

Ever since I chose to undergo augmentation surgery to become stronger, abandoning what was precious to me as a human, that's what I became.

A body that cannot bear children.

A body that cannot live a normal life.

A body that can do nothing but wield swords and spears.

That's when I made my choice.

To give up being human and become a weapon instead.

Or perhaps I never had a choice to begin with.

I was a weapon.

From birth, I was never an ordinary human.

A fragment of a broken ancient god.

A being as if possessed by a divine fragment in a human body.

That's how it was from my first memory.

I couldn't understand when I saw other children laughing and crying. The texture of emotions they felt never reached me.

It was like watching the world through thick glass.

Visible but untouchable. Audible but not resonant.

People said I was cold. That I had no emotions. That I was like a doll.

They weren't wrong.

I was something wearing a human disguise.

So when I first held a sword, I finally understood.

"Ah, this is what I was born for."

The fulfillment I only felt when swinging a sword. The vividness I only experienced when cutting down enemies.

That alone gave me the feeling of being "alive."

The augmentation surgery wasn't a choice but an inevitability.

Since I wasn't human anyway. Since I couldn't live like a human anyway.

I was a weapon.

Even after being acknowledged by my lord, falling in love, and having my body reconstructed, that remained true.

No, it became even more so.

This body, reconstructed by Mother... by Ainis's grace, was even further from anything human.

A body approaching divinity. Reaction speed beyond human limits. Recovery that mocked death.

I felt it every time I looked in the mirror. A beautiful but unfamiliar face. A perfect but alien balance.

This is not human. This is... a weapon.

For my lord. For Leon. For my love.

I am a weapon.

And even in this moment.

Looking at those massive magical beasts, what I felt wasn't fear.

It was exhilaration.

Something hot boiling up from deep within my chest.

A threat to my life?

A sensation more intense than that.

Every cell in my body was rejoicing at the fact that powerful enemies stood before me.

My hand holding the sword trembled. Not from fear, but excitement.

My heart beat rapidly. Not from terror, but anticipation.

How long had it been since I'd faced a worthy opponent after reaching my current level?

Of course, my current body is close to that of an ancient god.

No, it's exactly the same.

But I know.

That even ancient gods are not invincible.

Weren't they nearly annihilated in battle with ancient evil gods, their bodies shattered everywhere?

Past glory?

That was broken into pieces long ago.

Since then, using human faith as a resource to perform related miracles, serving as a medium and using the remaining power to repair their bodies little by little.

That's all the ancient gods do now.

The miracles of faith are certainly convenient.

But I know they're not such absolute powers.

Ainis, who could be called my mother.

Even in her prime, could she win with pure combat power?

Against those three massive magical beasts.

Hmm...

I think she could win.

She's trained hundreds, thousands, no, tens of thousands of times more than me.

A thousand years, ten thousand years.

A sword honed over that long span of time.

But for me now...

They are clearly formidable opponents worth risking my life for.

One-on-one might be manageable.

But one against three.

The corners of my mouth turned up.

Yes.

An appropriate handicap.

I drew my sword.

The silver blade flashed in the sunlight.

Something boiled up in my chest.

It's been a while.

This feeling.

The thrill of possibly dying.

And simultaneously, the certainty that I could win.

The intersection of those contradictory emotions.

This is truly...

Proof that I'm alive.

"My lord."

I turned to Leon.

"Please give me your orders."

My voice was calm.

But seeing my eyes, he would know.

How excited I was right now.

How long I had waited for this moment.

I am a weapon.

And the weapon is now ready to do its part.

He knows.

How much I love battle. How much I revere it.

This fulfillment only felt on the battlefield.

The thrill that fills my body when facing powerful enemies.

What is terror to others is ecstasy to me.

My lord understands me.

What boils inside me. How alive I am when swinging my sword.

So he says:

"Alright. But... retreat if it gets dangerous."

"..."

"That's an order."

I nodded.

"Understood, my lord."

But we both know.

How empty this order is.

That I would never retreat.

My lord knows this even as he says it.

He says it only because... he must say something.

When sending someone you love into danger, you can't say nothing at all.

My lord called several knights.

"You'll join Aria at the vanguard. Support Aria and prevent the enemy knights from surrounding her."

"Yes!"

The knights responded.

All of them Sword Experts of intermediate or advanced level.

But...

I knew instinctively.

They wouldn't be much use.

Against those massive creatures.

Of course, that doesn't make them worthless.

At the very least, they could engage the enemy knights so I could focus solely on the magical beasts.

To prevent me from being surrounded. To keep my back from being stabbed.

That's enough.

"I shall join as well."

That's when it happened.

A low, heavy voice.

I turned my head.

Gehenna Adelheit.

My lord's biological father, who until recently had been under house arrest for the Windfall Castle incident.

A Sword Master.

But...

A man too mentally broken to be close to a sword.

An incomplete Sword Master living with memories and reason jumbled together, aftereffects of the Master surgery.

"I swore to avenge Rapunderia. To kill Paragon. To do that... I must overcome these creatures."

"But..."

"Leon."

"Yes..."

Gehenna looked straight at my lord.

"I am your father."

"..."

"Although I haven't been a proper father. At the very least, I cannot hide behind while watching my son face danger."

My lord bit his lip hard.

He was about to say something... but eventually nodded.

"...I understand. Father, join the vanguard."

"Thank you."

Gehenna approached my side.

And looked at me.

"Ainis."

"..."

I didn't answer.

Being my lord's biological father doesn't mean I need to show him respect.

I am not Ainis.

I am Aria.

"You are..."

Gehenna continued.

"Strong. Much stronger than me."

"..."

"But be careful. Those creatures... are more dangerous than any enemy we've faced before."

For the first time, I looked at him directly.

His eyes.

Though clouded, something was shining deep within them.

A warrior's instinct.

The resolve of someone facing death.

And...

I felt a strange sense of kinship.

This man.

Taking my lord as a lover, revering martial arts, finding his reason for existence only in wielding a sword.

That image...

It was like looking at myself.

Perhaps.

Perhaps he too, just like me...

Could be a fragment of an ancient god?

The difference between him and me is...

His master died.

My master lives.

"You be careful too."

I said.

A little more gently than usual.

Gehenna smiled faintly.

"I am... already a dead man. Since the day Rapunderia died."

He drew his sword.

"But before I die... I want to accomplish at least one thing."

Having finished speaking, Gehenna moved forward.

He didn't stagger.

Despite his confused mind, his body was still that of a Sword Master.

He took the lead.

Gehenna was right beside me.

And behind him followed dozens of knights.

All Sword Experts or higher.

The elite of the elite, carefully selected by my lord.

But...

I could feel it without looking back.

Their emotions.

Some were like me.

Their hearts beating rapidly. Not from fear, but anticipation.

Strength flowing into their sword hands. Not from trembling, but excitement.

Battle maniacs.

They, like me, like Gehenna, were people who only felt alive on the battlefield.

But most were different.

Fear.
Anxiety.
Dread of death.

These emotions enveloped them.

That's natural.

It's abnormal to feel excitement when looking at those massive magical beasts.

Normal humans should be afraid.

They should want to live.

But I'm not a normal human.

"This is actually what's normal."

I smiled bitterly, thinking of the knights behind me.

Someone like me is abnormal.
Someone like them is normal.

The distance narrowed.

300 meters.

200 meters.

Now the enemy's faces began to appear clearly.

And...

My heart sank.

For the first time.

For the first time today, I felt this emotion.

Not fear.

Not excitement.

It was sadness.

"Rose... Marcus..."

Those I could trust with my back.

Those I had laughed with...

But they... they weren't themselves.

There was no life in their eyes.
They were like dolls.
No, worse than dolls.

At least dolls contain the will of their puppeteer.

But they...

Were completely empty.

Obedience Circuit.

Priscilla had completely dominated them.

Their selves.
Their will.
Their... souls.

"Of those I'm leading now..."

I thought of the knights behind me.

Those who followed despite their fear.

Those who obeyed my lord's command despite wanting to live.

Not even half will survive.

I calculated coldly.

The enemy: three massive magical beasts.

And two Sword Masters.

And the knights who supported them—no, who had become their puppets.

And even that...

That's assuming we win the battle.

If we lose.

If I can't defeat those magical beasts.

Total annihilation.

Ch.164 - The Satiated Knights
Paragon Sardelkia was observing the battlefield through the eyes of the demonic beasts.

The connection with the Kasant.

It was like having six additional eyes...

A view from 10 meters high.

A sensation completely different from that of humans.

At first, it was dizzying.

Four different perspectives simultaneously flooding into his brain made him feel like vomiting.

But now he was used to it.

No, he had to get used to it.

Without this, he couldn't properly grasp the battlefield.

*Urgh...*

Something tightened deep in his chest.

Mana.

And...

Life force.

They were being rapidly depleted.

At a speed incomparable to when summoning just one demonic beast.

At a speed incomparable to when the beasts were standing still.

His heart beat irregularly.

His breathing became labored.

His fingertips grew cold.

*But... I must endure.*

He gritted his teeth.

Today.

He just needed to win today.

Leon Adelheit.

Kill that arrogant nephew.

Reunify Luden.

And after that...

*The Empire.*

His heart raced.

The pain of his depleting life force was momentarily forgotten.

Conquering the Empire.

The long-cherished wish of his ancestors.

A hundred years of resentment.

The one who will achieve it... is me.

He observed the battlefield through the demonic beast's eyes.

Three demonic beasts.

They were facing off against Aria and Gehenna.

Two against Aria. One against Gehenna.

Six arms moved relentlessly.

Sword, spear, axe, mace.

Different weapons simultaneously attacking the two Sword Masters.

But...

*What is this...*

Paragon's face hardened.

They weren't being pushed back.

The two Sword Masters weren't yielding.

Clang! Crash!

The silver-haired woman, Aria.

Her sword blocked all four arms of the demonic beast simultaneously.

At the same time, she also dealt with Rose and Marcus who occasionally supported.

It was impossible.

Even for a Sword Master.

To handle four arms alone...

"Why are they so weak... I was told Kasant's demonic beasts could each handle two Sword Masters..."

Paragon gnashed his teeth.

Three demonic beasts and two Sword Masters.

Compared to the opponent's two Sword Masters.

A 5 versus 2 battle.

They should have been overwhelming them.

Especially considering that the average power of a demonic beast surpassed that of a Sword Master.

But that wasn't the case.

"Weak... they're weaker than I thought... at this rate... how am I supposed to conquer the Empire..."

Priscilla, standing beside him, turned her head.

She didn't have the demonic beast's vision, but she was observing everything through a telescope.

"Your Majesty."

"What?"

"Those two are strong."

"..."

"Especially that silver-haired woman. Ainis the Count. I knew she was a genius, but to this extent... But we are winning."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes. They are being pushed back."

Priscilla looked down at the battlefield.

"One hour."

"One hour?"

"It will be decided in about an hour. No matter how many wounds they inflict, the demonic beasts don't die easily. They recover quickly. But the moment they get injured, the balance will collapse."

Paragon nodded.

She was right.

But...

*That arrogant woman speaks as if the demonic beasts' wound recovery comes for free.*

Sword cuts and scratches recovered quickly, but he could acutely feel his life force being drained each time.

Despite knowing this, she was smiling cheerfully.

Paragon decided.

After this battle, he would depose that self-proclaimed queen... and kill her...

The battle continued.

Both Aria and Gehenna...

As time passed, fatigue accumulated.

Mana was consumed.

Small wounds gradually appeared.

In contrast, the demonic beasts didn't tire.

They moved continuously with the magical power supplied by the Kasant.

They recovered endlessly.

*One hour...*

Paragon checked his physical condition.

Chest pain.

Shortness of breath.

Cold fingertips.

*I can... hold out for an hour.*

He couldn't guarantee beyond that, but.

At least an hour.

He shifted his gaze.

The regular troops.

The battle between knights and infantry was at a stalemate.

After the initial few clashes, both sides became cautious.

The enemy's compound bows were threatening, but his side had more archers.

Also, unlike the enemy's archers, his were regular archers, not mounted ones.

Their mobility was a weakness, but their range was much longer.

They merely exchanged arrows, each side keeping the other in check.

The elite knight units on both sides tried to strike at the opponent's flanks and rear, but it wasn't easy.

Especially for the enemy.

Paragon's archer unit wasn't positioned on the plain but along the river. He had deliberately set up the formation this way, anticipating this situation.

*Good...*

Paragon smiled.

*Just keep going like this.*

If they won the Sword Master-level battle.

The rest would collapse on its own.

The enemy's morale would be completely broken.

And then, if they pushed with the entire army...

*I can... personally behead Leon.*

The mere thought made his heart race.

That arrogant nephew.

That guy who disrespected me.

Beheading him with both hands.

Holding that head high.

"Long live His Majesty the King!"

He would hear the cheers.

Time passed.

30 minutes.

45 minutes.

And...

*Almost there.*

Paragon's eyes gleamed.

The first demonic beast was pushing Aria and Gehenna.

The frequency of Aria and Gehenna's labored breathing increased.

Gehenna had already sustained multiple wounds.

Blood flowed through the gaps in his black armor.

*Just a little more...*

That's when it happened.

"Your Majesty!"

An urgent cry.

He turned his head.

A messenger knight galloped towards him.

His face was deathly pale.

"What is it!"

The messenger's voice trembled.

"The rear... the rear has collapsed!"

"...!"

For a moment, Paragon felt as if his heart had stopped.

Come to think of it... among the flying arrows.

None of the friendly arrows were visible.

He had been so absorbed in the battle between the demonic beasts and the Sword Masters that he hadn't noticed.

"What are you saying!"

"Enemy forces... appeared from somewhere... and raided the archer unit."

**

Hammer and Anvil.

The most basic grammar of classical strategy.

The one taking the role of the anvil withstands the enemy's attack, while the one taking the role of the hammer strikes the enemy's rear or flank.

Like hammering iron placed on an anvil.

Alexander the Great used it.

While his phalanx infantry fixed the enemy from the front, his Hetairoi cavalry circled around to strike the enemy's rear.

The Battle of Gaugamela.

The Battle of Granicus.

The Battle of Issus.

All used the same tactic.

Hannibal used it too.

When he encircled and annihilated 80,000 Roman soldiers at the Battle of Cannae.

While the central infantry slowly retreated to lure the enemy, the cavalry on both wings surrounded the enemy's flanks and rear.

The most perfect encirclement in history.

The Roman army lost 50,000 men in a single day.

Striking the flanks and rear.

That was the essence of large-scale battles.

A frontal confrontation is arduous.

When it's called a battle, both sides are formidable.

Clashing head-on doesn't easily decide the outcome.

But the flanks and rear are different.

First, encirclement becomes possible.

Surrounding the enemy, leaving them nowhere to escape.

An enemy attacked from all sides cannot fight properly.

They become confused about where to defend, where to attack.

The fear of being surrounded.

That alone drops the soldiers' morale to rock bottom.

Second, the weakness of infantry formations.

Infantry are strong when they maintain their formation.

Shields aligned, spears extended forward, protecting each other's sides.

Infantry are most powerful when they form a dense formation like that.

But there's a price.

The flanks and rear become vulnerable.

Focusing on the enemy in front, they can't properly defend their sides and back.

This is even more true in large-scale battles.

When thousands or tens of thousands of troops are arrayed in a line.

Turning that massive formation is... almost impossible.

And naturally...

Facing an enemy from the side or back is several times harder than facing one from the front.

Rotating a formation takes an enormous amount of time.

During that time, the enemy has already pierced the flank.

And once the flank is breached... the entire formation collapses.

Like dominoes.

Third, the commander's position.

Most commanders are at the rear.

From there, they look down on the battlefield and issue orders.

But what if the rear is attacked?

The commander either dies or flees.

An army without a commander is... a headless snake.

No matter how strong, it cannot offer proper organized resistance.

And I...

I have the Dimensional Sword.

A sword that cuts through space.

A sword capable of teleportation.

From the moment I obtained this sword, I thought.

What can I do with this?

Assassination?

Certainly useful.

Teleporting into an enemy commander's bedroom and beheading them.

But that's not the only value of this sword.

It's strategic mobility.

Deploying forces where the enemy doesn't expect.

To the enemy's rear.

To the enemy's flank.

To the enemy's supply line.

To the enemy's ranged forces.

In an instant.

30 minutes ago.

I selected 250 elite soldiers.

200 were support troops.

50 were... combat troops.

And...

All were pregnant women.

"My Lord."

Maria dismounted and knelt before me.

"Please give your orders."

Her belly.

Not yet visibly swollen, but if touched carefully, one could feel the small life.

My child.

"Will you be alright?"

"Of course."

Maria raised her head.

Her eyes were full of conviction.

"I am a Sword Expert. I won't lose the child over something like this."

She was right.

A Sword Expert-level knight.

A superhuman who strengthens their body with mana.

For them, pregnancy had... a different meaning than for ordinary people.

Stronger.

Safer.

Of course, if she were to directly wield a sword in a melee, there would be issues. Her movements would be sluggish, and she'd struggle to demonstrate her full abilities.

"You will fight only from horseback."

I said.

"Understood."

Behind Maria, other knights stood in line.

The Black Sisterhood.

The Ironblood Knights.

Those I brought from the Empire.

All were pregnant with my children.

50 of them.

To be exact, 48.

I smiled bitterly as I counted.

I've impregnated quite a few.

Of course, it wasn't what I wanted.

In the case of the Black Sisterhood, who made up most of them... when I was imprisoned by Isabella.

Seven times a day.

Forcibly.

But...

As a result, they became my most loyal subordinates.

The effect of the ring.

The ability to impregnate augmented humans.

For them, it was... a miracle.

These women who thought they could never have children.

What they had given up as the price for augmentation surgery.

The man who helped them regain that.

The look in their eyes towards me...

It bordered on fanaticism.

I examined the tempting group of archers.

They still hadn't looked behind them.

Well, it was understandable.

There was a river behind them.

They had deliberately positioned themselves with their backs to the river.

This way, it became a desperate formation. With nowhere to retreat, the soldiers would fight desperately, and cavalry charging from the rear would be virtually impossible.

Charging across the river?

The horses' speed would drop, the formation would be disrupted, and they'd have to fight while wet and heavy.

It would be suicidal.

So Paragon's advisors probably thought this was a perfect arrangement.

The front is blocked by our main force.

The rear is protected by the river.

The archers just need to safely shoot their arrows.

But...

They failed to calculate one thing.

The Dimensional Sword.

A sword that cuts through space.

That a river means nothing.

"Ready?"

I turned and asked.

Maria nodded.

"Yes, My Lord."

In her hand was a massive lance.

Ch.165 - The Satiated Knights (2)
The cavalry lance. Also known as the lance.

Its length reached nearly 9 meters.

Lances used on typical battlefields aren't this long.

At most, 4 meters is the battlefield standard.

Even for superhumans enhanced with mana, this is no exception.

The reason is clear.

They're inconvenient to carry and difficult to handle.

If broken or lost during battle, they're hard to replace immediately.

But if troops arrive via teleportation, the situation changes.

Then portability is no longer an issue.

Because once you charge through the enemy lines, that's all you need.

And the destructive power of an extended lance

far exceeds imagination.

"Charge."

I gave the order.

Short and concise.

"Aaaah!"

Maria spurred her horse at the front.

Behind her followed 47 female knights.

All of them had swollen bellies.

Three to four months pregnant.

Though not very noticeable yet, a small life that could be felt with a gentle touch.

But there was no fear on their faces.

Rather...

They were filled with joy.

Clop, clop, clop!

The sound of hooves shook the earth.

Fifty people.

Just 50 cavalry.

But their charging power...

"W-what's that!"

"The rear! From the rear!"

"How... how did they cross the river!"

The archers screamed.

It was already too late.

Too late to turn around and respond.

Too late to shoot arrows.

Maria's lance pierced through the first soldier's back.

Squelch!

The leather armor tore like paper.

But the lance didn't stop.

It went straight through the second soldier.

The third.

The fourth.

Crunch! Squelch! Thud!

Like a takoyaki skewer.

Four or five soldiers were impaled at once on a single lance.

"Arghh!"

"Help... urk!"

Screams erupted.

Blood spouted like a fountain.

The power of the 9-meter lance.

Its sharp tip... penetrates human bodies so easily.

Belisa charging beside her.

On her lance...

"Ten people..."

I muttered without realizing.

Ten soldiers were impaled on a single lance.

Like a kebab.

She perfectly controlled the lance with her mana-enhanced arms.

The enemy was densely packed.

The angle.

The timing.

The speed.

Everything was perfect.

That's why ten people.

She could impale ten with a single charge.

"Aaaaargh!"

The archers fell into panic.

In the first moment of the charge.

In just a few seconds, over 200 died.

With just one charge from 50 cavalry.

An average of four per lance.

Some lances impaled two or three.

Some lances impaled six or seven.

And then there were monsters like Belisa who impaled ten.

"Form ranks! Form ranks!"

A commander shouted from somewhere.

But the formation had already collapsed.

I too spurred my horse.

But I didn't carry a lance.

I only held my Dimensional Sword.

I weaved between the charging female knights.

Not to protect them.

But to transport them.

Dimensional Sword.

Without this sword, this operation would be impossible.

One charge and done.

That's the limit of a cavalry charge.

The lance breaks or slips from your hand once it impales the enemy.

To receive a new lance, you must return to the rear, during which time the enemy regroups.

That's why cavalry charges throughout history were mostly one-time affairs.

Charge once.

Then draw swords for close combat.

Or retreat.

But...

What if you have a Dimensional Sword?

What if teleportation is possible?

Crunch! Squelch!

"Everyone, discard your lances! Don't hesitate! You're more precious!"

"Yes, sir!"

I swung my Dimensional Sword.

Swoosh!

Space split open.

A blue rift appeared, tearing through the air.

And we returned once more.

To our starting point.

Where 200 support troops were waiting.

"New lances!"

"Next!"

"Ready!"

New lances.

And still-burning fighting spirit.

"Go!"

I shouted.

Maria leaped back into enemy lines.

Belisa followed her.

The other knights followed.

Ten.

Twenty.

Thirty.

Fifty.

The second charge began.

Clop, clop, clop!

Fifty pregnant knights charged toward the enemy lines again.

They were still fresh.

They had only charged once.

They weren't out of breath, their arms weren't trembling, and the babies in their wombs were safe.

Sword Expert-level bodies.

Mana-enhanced physiques.

They wouldn't tire from this.

The same went for the horses.

They hadn't walked all the way here.

They had only teleported with the Dimensional Sword.

Their stamina was intact.

Charge.

That was the only mission of those war horses.

Of course, it was the most important mission, and the most stamina-consuming one.

But if that was their only mission?

They could do it 5 times, 10 times in succession.

Meanwhile...

The enemy lines were in shambles.

"Stop them! Stop them!"

"Lances! Lances again!"

"These crazy women are teleporting!"

The soldiers were already terrified.

The commanders who should have been calming them...

"What is happening!"

"This is impossible!"

"Stop them somehow!"

Were not much different.

The first charge.

In just a few seconds, hundreds died.

Impaled comrades.

Fellow soldiers falling while coughing blood.

In the eyes of those who witnessed it...

There was only death.

And now.

Again.

"Aaaaargh!"

Maria's lance pierced through the enemy again.

This time, four people.

Four impaled on a single lance.

"Urgh...!"

"Please... spare me...!"

Belisa was a monster this time too.

Seven people.

Fewer than the first charge, but still seven on a single lance.

Crunch! Squelch! Thud!

Fifty lances swept through the enemy lines.

After 3 such charges.

In just a few minutes, about 1,000 enemies vanished.

Three charges by 50 people killed 1,000.

Of course, this wasn't a normal situation.

It was only possible because the enemy had overly concentrated their archer forces in the rear for increased firepower.

Well, it was a sensible approach.

They probably trusted the river flowing behind them.

But my unconventional item turned their conventional approach into poison.

Soldiers fleeing.

Men throwing away their weapons and running away screaming.

But there was nowhere to run.

As they pushed through their own troops, enemy officers or knights eventually cut their throats in frustration.

The enemy lines were collapsing from the rear.

And this naturally had a negative impact on the entire enemy formation.

The whole enemy line wavered.

And this gave a signal to our cavalry forces that were concentrating on the enemy's right wing.

"...Good."

The corners of my mouth turned up.

The charge order was being given on our right wing.

I heard the trumpet sound.

With the enemy archers collapsing, there was no need to worry about their harassment.

Our cavalry began to move.

Of course, it wasn't a lance charge.

They weren't even carrying spears.

A charge with cavalry swords.

They had to keep moving constantly and also shoot arrows, so they had no other choice.

But...

This was still formidable for the infantry facing them.

These weren't just ordinary swords.

They were Sword Expert blades.

Clop, clop, clop!

250 mounted archers drew their swords and charged into enemy lines.

I surveyed the battlefield again through my telescope.

The enemy cavalry.

They were moving quickly to the right wing.

To block our charge.

They had more numbers.

But...

In terms of knight quality and quantity... it wouldn't be easy for them.

Our knight forces were superior to the enemy's.

This wasn't just a simple difference in skill level.

The material of armor and weapons.

While the enemy was using steel at best, we had Black Iron alloys.

The quality of war horses.

The highest quality war horses are sent to the northern border. And those horses are ours.

Secondary armaments.

Many of our knights are mounted archers.

This is extremely useful in cavalry versus cavalry combat.

Even if Sword Experts can withstand arrows, it's not easy for horses to learn mana and become invulnerable.

And...

The enemy's left wing.

All the cavalry defending the left side was heading to the right wing.

...The answer was obvious.

The left wing was empty.

It was a perfect opportunity.

I turned my head.

About 50 female knights had gathered again.

They had received new lances.

Their bellies were still swollen.

But there was no fatigue on their faces.

Rather... they looked even more vibrant.

The excitement of battle.

The certainty of victory.

It shone in their eyes.

"The enemy's attention is focused on the right. All the cavalry that was defending the left is heading that way."

They had already noticed.

That this was an opportunity.

"Teleport to the left... and charge again!"

"Yes, sir!"

I swung my Dimensional Sword.

Space split open.

A blue rift.

What could be seen beyond it was...

The enemy's left wing.

An empty flank.

Defenseless infantry.

"Go!"

**

Meanwhile, at Paragon's position.

"If archers were there! Then how could the enemy attack! Did they cross the river?"

Paragon shouted.

It was nonsense.

A cavalry charge across the river?

With water-soaked horses?

In a broken formation?

That would be suicide.

Besides, the river's depth exceeds 3 meters. Neither horses nor people could cross it.

"Did they swim across?!"

Even as he spoke, he thought it was absurd.

Swimming in plate armor.

Even for superhumans who had reached Sword Expert level, that's not easy.

"Well... I'm not exactly sure..."

The messenger's voice trembled.

"According to survivors... they suddenly appeared out of thin air."

"Out of thin air?"

Paragon's eyebrows twitched.

Teleportation.

"..."

Silence.

A heavy silence fell.

General Roberto, standing beside him, spoke up.

"That's... impossible. The soldiers must be mistaken. Your Majesty... you should evacuate first."

Paragon nodded.

But something unexpected was clearly happening.

"If the Sword Masters die, the enemy army will collapse. We can reorganize the archers later."

"Your Majesty's insight is remarkable."

Roberto bowed his head.

But...

"Your Majesty! Urgent news!"

Another messenger came running.

His face was deathly pale.

"The left wing... the left wing has collapsed!"

"What?"

"The enemy cavalry... appeared again! By teleportation!"

"...!"

Paragon's face hardened.
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"Your Majesty. Both flanks are collapsing. The enemy's attack is fierce."

General Roberto reported after examining the battlefield through a telescope.

Teleportation.

He deliberately didn't mention that word.

Saying it would only lower morale.

But...

*There's no other way to explain it.*

And the conclusion he reached.

"For now... you must retreat..."

"Retreat?"

Paragon glared at Roberto.

"Retreat where exactly?"

"Well..."

"The rear and both flanks are collapsing simultaneously. Where are we supposed to flee to?"

"My troops are being slaughtered. After losing them all, are we supposed to rebuild with just one Kasant?"

Roberto couldn't answer.

Paragon was right.

If they retreated?

There would be nothing after that.

"Who is the enemy commander?"

Paragon asked.

"Who's leading them?"

"Well..."

The messenger answered with a trembling voice.

"It's Leon Adelheit."

"..."

Paragon clenched his fist.

Leon.

That arrogant nephew.

So he came personally.

"Your Majesty."

Priscilla spoke up.

Her voice cold and composed.

"This could be an opportunity."

"Opportunity?"

"Your Majesty."

Priscilla looked straight at Paragon.

"Summon one more."

"...What?"

"One more monster with the Kasant. Then use it to kill Leon Adelheit directly."

Paragon's eyes wavered.

One more.

That meant...

*It means cutting away more of my life.*

Three was already his limit.

Chest pain.

Shortness of breath.

Cold sweat.

His entire body was screaming in protest.

*No more... I can't...*

But.

"The fact that the enemy commander has come personally..."

Priscilla continued.

"Means they're desperate. If it's spatial movement, it's not magic but a Noble Artifact. Probably a legendary artifact we don't know about. They're likely pushing themselves to use it. Continuously cycling troops would consume enormous amounts of mana."

"..."

"If we kill Leon now, the enemy loses their commander. The Dimensional Sword will disappear too. Then..."

The corners of Priscilla's mouth turned upward.

"We win."

Paragon considered.

*Can my body... withstand this...*

Three monsters was already his limit.

His heart felt like it would burst.

Every breath felt like his chest was being torn apart.

One more on top of this?

*I might die.*

No.

*I will die.*

Almost certainly.

Maintaining four simultaneously...

It was like burning away his life force.

But.

*If we retreat... it's over anyway.*

The rear was collapsing.

The enemy was advancing from the front.

At this rate... they would be surrounded.

And annihilated.

*It's all or nothing.*

Paragon gritted his teeth.

*If I'm going to die anyway...*

Then.

*I'll take Leon with me.*

He raised his hand.

Kasant.

The connection with the Banner of Summoning.

Three strands were already connected to his life force.

Those strands were tightening.

Around his neck.

His heart.

His soul.

*One more strand.*

He tried to take a deep breath.

No, he attempted to.

He couldn't breathe properly.

*It doesn't matter.*

He concentrated mana in his hand.

He strengthened the connection with the Kasant.

And...

"Ungh..."

A groan escaped his lips.

The fourth strand.

It pierced Paragon's heart.

"ARGH!"

A scream erupted.

Blood flowed from his mouth.

His entire body convulsed.

"Your Majesty! Your Majesty!"

Roberto grabbed him.

But Paragon didn't stop.

*Just a little... just a little more...*

The banner glowed.

Black light.

Ominous light.

And...

BOOM!

The ground split open.

The fourth monster rose up.

Ten meters tall.

Four arms.

Black armor.

Identical to the first, second, and third.

But this one...

"Kill... Kill Leon Adelheit..."

Paragon commanded in a trembling voice.

"Just kill him... that's all you need to do..."

The fourth monster moved.

Slowly.

But surely.

Toward where Leon was.

**

The enemy's rear had collapsed.

Their flanks had collapsed as well.

Because of just 50 combat troops.

1,000 archers had fallen.

The armies on the flanks had also suffered tremendous damage, if not quite as much.

Now the enemy's arrows were sparse.

More importantly, their formation had begun to crumble.

I looked through the telescope at the battlefield beyond.

In the battle between knights, we had the advantage. Though they had more numbers, our mounted archers were using hit-and-run tactics effectively. They pretended to charge with swords, but when the enemy knights approached, they fired in unison, killing the enemy horses. This reduced the once-proud knights to foot soldiers.

And...

The area where Aria and Father were fighting.

They were still holding, but it looked difficult.

I wanted to order a retreat, but knowing her personality, she wouldn't listen.

And...

To be honest, going into the middle of that legendary battle would be dangerous.

Not just for me, but I could become a burden to Aria or Father.

In the end...

My judgment was clear.

I quickly teleported to the main camp.

And...

"All forces advance! Magic corps, cast spells aggressively! The enemy archers have collapsed!"

I gave the order.

Trumpets sounded.

"UWAAAAAH!"

15,000 troops began advancing at once.

The hammer had successfully crushed the enemy.

And now the anvil, which had been fixing the enemy in place, was also advancing to completely crush them.

"My Lord!"

Canna rode her horse to my side.

"Look there... central rear, 2 o'clock direction!"

I looked where she was pointing.

In the middle of the enemy formation.

Toward the rear.

There...

Something was rising.

"That's..."

Black smoke.

No, not smoke.

Mana.

Ominous black mana.

It rose from the ground and stretched toward the sky.

Like a plague.

Like a curse.

"Ungh..."

The soldiers around me groaned.

They felt that ominous energy.

The smoke continued to gather.

Swirling.

And...

It began to take form.

A massive body.

Four arms.

Black armor.

"The fourth..."

I muttered.

"It's the fourth monster."

"Kasant!"

Canna shouted.

She was right.

Kasant.

The Banner of Summoning.

Paragon had summoned another one.

"Insane..."

I gritted my teeth.

"He's burning away his life."

Three wasn't enough, now four.

Even if it weren't a cursed artifact but a normal one, using it so recklessly would...

Kill him.

And if it really was a cursed artifact...

The life force consumption would be...

Beyond imagination.

"There."

"Pardon?"

"Paragon's location."

"Ah..."

"When summoning monsters, one summons them as close to oneself as possible."

"Then..."

Canna's eyes lit up.

"Where the fourth monster was summoned... Paragon must be nearby..."

"Correct."

I nodded.

Where the black smoke had risen.

Central rear of the enemy formation.

2 o'clock direction.

But...

I didn't immediately head there.

I waited.

The target of that monstrosity was clear.

Its prey was obviously me.

So rushing there wasn't the best choice.

5 minutes.

10 minutes.

I waited for the monster to get closer.

Meanwhile, I watched Aria fight.

Her sword strikes visible through the telescope.

Her silver hair fluttering in the wind as her Sword Force cut off a monster's arm.

*I'm sure I ordered her to retreat... but she won't.*

I knew it.

Aria is that kind of woman.

The type who believes swordsmen grow stronger through battle, that risking one's life in combat is natural.

Well, she's right.

That's why she's become so strong.

In fact, she was holding her own against those three monsters.

She was with Gehenna, but Gehenna had already been wounded in several places.

Essentially, Aria was holding on by herself.

But...

*Arrogant woman.*

My smile faded.

Calling me master and lord...

Yet mistaking her life as her own.

Your life is mine.

You can't even die without my permission.

Someday I'll correct that about her.

Thoroughly.

After making such a resolution, finally...

Finally...

The monster summoned by the Kasant had moved closer to me than its original summoning place.

More precisely, it had moved away from Paragon.

In terms of distance, about 500 meters from its original position.

It had probably moved about 700 meters away from Paragon.

That was enough.

"Good."

I drew the Dimensional Sword.

The blade glowed blue.

A sword that cuts through space.

This sword's range is about 1 kilometer.

The current distance to Paragon was a bit less than that.

But going directly would be dangerous.

Paragon would be surrounded by knight guards, and Priscilla would be there too.

So...

The summoning location.

The exact spot where the monsters first appeared.

Where the connection to the Kasant was strongest.

"There."

I swung the Dimensional Sword.

SWISH!

Space split open.

A blue rift tore through the air.

Beyond it was...

An empty plain.

A space with no one there.

While everyone was focused on the battle.

A place no one was paying attention to.

I stepped forward.

One step.

The world twisted.

My vision rotated.

And...

Thud.

My foot touched down.

But not exactly where I had aimed, rather slightly away from there.

The same for the other knights.

In the heart of enemy territory.

Screams erupted around us.

"Enemy!"

"Where did they come from!"

"Surround them!"

Enemy soldiers panicked.

Understandably.

Suddenly 50 enemies had appeared from thin air.

But it didn't matter.

While they couldn't gather their wits...

I just needed to strike.

I immediately lunged toward Paragon.

The distance was about 30 meters.

I concentrated mana in my hand holding the Dimensional Sword.

One chance.

Just one opportunity.

I couldn't miss.

I put strength into my feet.

Mana exploded.

BOOM!

The ground cratered beneath me.

My body flew like an arrow.

10 meters.

5 meters.

I could see Paragon's face.

A surprised expression.

Eyes filled with terror.

Mouth opening to shout something.

But something blocked my path.

"Huh?"

A transparent barrier.

A shield made of mana.

THUD!

My body collided with it.

The impact coursed through my entire body.

"Kugh...!"

I was repelled.

My body was pushed back.

I rolled on the ground.

One roll.

Two rolls.

Finally stopped.

"Keh!"

A cough burst out.

My chest ached.

It felt like my ribs had cracked.

*What is this...*

I raised my head.

Around Paragon.

A translucent dome-shaped barrier had been deployed.

About 20 meters in diameter.

Inside were Paragon, some guard knights, and...

"Priscilla..."

She stood there.

With her hand stretched forward.

A pale face.

But her eyes were sharp.

"Hey kid... you're not the only one with a legendary artifact."

She showed off her pendant.

That's...

The Empire's greatest defensive artifact.

The Aegis Pendant.
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The Aegis Pendant.

It's a famous Noble Artifact, though not quite as renowned as the Kasant.

I stole quite a lot when escaping from the Empire.

I slowly got to my feet.

My ribs ached, but it was bearable.

That brat, huh...

Well...

That woman is older than me.

By about 10 years.

"My elderly aunt seems to have a lot to say."

"...What?"

Priscilla's face hardened.

"Aunt?! I'm not even old enough to be your father!"

Her voice rose.

But I calmly counted on my fingers as I spoke.

"If you're my mother's brother's wife, wouldn't that make you my aunt? My elderly aunt?"

"...!"

A vein popped on Priscilla's temple.

Her face turned red.

"T-that's... just wordplay!"

"Is calculating family relations wordplay? Then I suppose the royal bloodline is all wordplay too."

"You little bastard...!"

Priscilla gritted her teeth.

Paragon, standing beside her, coughed up blood as he interjected.

"Priscilla... we don't have time to argue with that bastard! You lot, don't just stand there—surround them!"

Paragon gave orders to his knights even while coughing up blood.

But the enemy didn't immediately surround us.

Their formation was already broken from attacks on all sides.

Moreover, they had sent a considerable number of knights to support the flanks, so their numbers were few...

And above all...

His voice was too weak.

It seemed even Priscilla couldn't properly hear him, let alone the knights.

I calmly assessed the situation.

The Aegis Pendant.

The Empire's greatest defensive Noble Artifact.

But...

It won't be perfect.

Like the Kasant.

It must consume mana or life force.

Or perhaps it has a limited number of uses within a certain time period.

What if I attack two or three times?

I fixed my gaze on Priscilla.

Pale face.

Trembling hands.

Her fingers were tightly clenched around the pendant.

She's exhausted.

Of course.

She just blocked my charge.

A Sword Expert-level charge.

A full-speed rush infused with mana.

She took it head-on.

The impact must have been tremendous.

I pulled out the magic crossbow strapped to my left leg.

A small, lightweight thing.

Its power is crude compared to a proper bow, but...

It's enough to take down someone like Priscilla in one shot.

The small arrow was enchanted with a penetration spell.

Priscilla.

She claims to be early Sword Expert level due to her augmentation surgery.

But she can barely produce Sword Aura.

In reality, her mana shield and physical durability aren't even a quarter of what they should be, according to her knight escorts.

If she weren't royalty, she'd never be recognized as a Sword Expert.

I don't even need to make eye contact.

I aimed.

Forehead.

Chest.

Stomach.

It doesn't matter where I hit.

Once I break through the concentrated mana reinforcement on her skin—the mana shield—

Penetrating the flesh beneath is relatively easy.

An arrowhead enchanted with penetration magic.

It will pierce through that thin mana shield.

And penetrate Priscilla's body.

Thwack!

With a small explosion,

The arrow flew.

Quickly.

Accurately.

Toward Priscilla's chest.

Thud!

The arrow hit the barrier.

But...

It didn't completely stop.

A small crack appeared in the barrier.

A spiderweb-like fissure.

But that was all.

The arrow didn't reach Priscilla.

It fell after getting stuck on the barrier's surface.

It felt like it was about to pierce the mana shield...

What a shame.

If it had been just a bit stronger.

Just a bit faster.

It could have pierced Priscilla's heart.

"Huff... huff..."

Priscilla breathed heavily.

Her face turned pale.

Sweat trickled down her forehead.

It had an effect.

Maintaining the barrier was taking a toll on her.

She hurriedly pulled something out from her bosom.

A small glass vial.

Filled with red liquid.

Priscilla opened the vial.

And drank it in one gulp.

Gulp.

Not leaving a single drop.

"Urgh...!"

Her face turned red.

Her eyes became bloodshot.

Veins bulged on her neck and forehead.

Mana.

I could feel an explosive increase of mana in her body.

The air rippled.

The barrier became even stronger.

"A Mana Overcharge Potion?"

I muttered.

Priscilla smirked.

"You know it well..."

Her voice trembled, but it was laced with triumph.

Mana Overcharge Potion.

A forbidden drug that temporarily allows almost unlimited mana use.

A top-tier item created by the Empire's alchemists.

But...

The side effects are severe.

After the potion wears off,

The mana circuits get damaged.

Sometimes permanently.

In the worst case, one might lose the ability to use mana altogether.

That's why it's forbidden.

Something you can't use unless you're willing to risk your life.

But Priscilla's expression...

Showed no regret.

Rather, she seemed not to care about that right now.

Understandable.

This is a battle with everything at stake.

Losing means death.

Mana circuits are a problem for later.

Surviving comes first.

I loaded another arrow.

Aimed.

Fired.

Thwack!

But this time... it bounced off.

Not even a scratch appeared on the barrier.

The effect of the Mana Overcharge Potion.

The barrier had become incomparably stronger than before.

"Hehe... how about that? Now your toy arrows... can't even leave a scratch."

Priscilla sneered.

"Surround them... surround them..."

Paragon's voice was still weak.

The aftereffects of coughing up blood.

Mana depletion.

Life force consumption.

All of these had taken his voice.

But there was someone who heard that weak voice.

"Surround them! By His Majesty's order!"

A white-haired old general shouted.

Paragon's close aide.

General Roberto.

His shout echoed across the battlefield.

"Surround the enemy commander! Everyone, gather!"

The sound of trumpets followed.

Bwaaaa!

Hearing that sound,

Enemies began to gather from all directions.

50 people.

100 people.

200 people.

Their numbers kept growing.

"Protect our lord!"

Maria shouted.

The female knights gathered around me.

Those with shields stepped forward.

Those with swords protected the sides.

But...

There were too many enemies.

They closed in from all directions.

Like a wave.

Without stopping.

Without rest.

"Hold them!"

"Don't let them through!"

The female knights desperately held their ground.

Swords clashed.

Clang! Kang!

Shields shattered.

Crack!

Screams erupted.

"Argh!"

"Here... cover me here!"

One knight fell.

She clutched her stomach, groaning.

Four months pregnant.

Her belly.

"Ellie!"

The knight beside her screamed.

But there was no time to tend to her.

Enemies kept coming.

"Don't retreat!"

Belisa swung her spear at the front.

A massive spear.

With each swing, three or four enemies were sent flying.

But...

The enemies kept coming.

Even if we knocked them down.

Even if we pushed them back.

There was no end.

"Ugh..."

Blood flowed from Belisa's shoulder.

An arrow.

An arrow from somewhere had found a gap in her armor.

"Belisa!"

I shouted.

But she didn't let go of her spear.

"I'm fine... this much..."

Her voice trembled, but

Her spear still pointed at the enemy.

"They're coming from behind!"

Someone shouted.

I turned my head.

The rear.

"Damn it..."

I gritted my teeth.

From the front.

From the sides.

And now from behind.

We were completely surrounded.

"Circular formation! Form a circle!"

Maria shouted.

"Don't touch our lord!"

About 50 female knights formed a circular formation around me.

Those with shields on the outside.

Those with spears and swords behind them.

Densely.

Without gaps.

Clang! Kang!

Enemy attacks poured in.

But they held.

Though they suffered minor wounds, all were at least mid-level Sword Experts.

The enemies couldn't easily break through.

"Urgh!"

A female knight groaned.

Blood flowed from her shoulder.

But she didn't retreat.

She gripped her shield more firmly.

And waited for the next attack.

Damn it...

I gritted my teeth.

It was I who brought pregnant women into battle.

Of course, they wanted it.

These women, born as Augmented Humans, thought they could never have children.

They said they would gladly give their lives for me.

That's what they said.

But...

I brought them here.

The responsibility is mine.

Not one.

Not a single one can be lost.

I turned my gaze.

In the distance,

A massive figure appeared.

10 meters tall.

Four arms.

Black armor.

A monster summoned by the Kasant.

The fourth monster...

Was slowly approaching me.

Slowly but

Surely.

One step.

One step.

The ground shook.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Just the footsteps spread terror.

"It-it's coming..."

Someone said with a trembling voice.

"My lord... how do we..."

Should we... escape?

Dimensional Sword.

Due to mana consumption, moving 50 people at once is now impossible.

Ten people at a time.

Five times would allow everyone to escape.

But... that would break the circular formation.

While I use the Dimensional Sword to move 10 people at a time,

The remaining 40 would have to face hundreds of enemies.

And not just once.

Five times.

After the first move, 40 remain.

After the second move, 30 remain.

After the third move, 20 remain.

After the fourth move, 10 remain.

Can 10 people hold off hundreds?

Impossible.

The circular formation weakens as numbers decrease.

Gaps appear.

Enemies penetrate those gaps.

And...

Those who remain are unlikely to survive.

No.

To be honest.

They cannot survive.

They'll be annihilated instantly.

Women pregnant with my children.

Knights who followed my orders to come here.

They will die.

"Damn it..."

I gritted my teeth.

Clang! Kang!

The enemy attacks continued.

That's when it happened.

"Die, Eira!"

A female knight shouted.

In her hand was a small dagger.

Swoosh!

The dagger flew through the air.

The target was... Priscilla.

Beyond the Aegis Pendant's barrier.

Thud!

But it bounced off the barrier.

The dagger fell to the ground.

"Aaaaargh!"

Another person shouted.

This time with a throwing axe.

Whisk!

The spinning axe flew.

The target was Paragon.

But again...

Thud!

It was blocked by the barrier.

Daggers.

Axes.

Spears.

Someone even threw an arrow.

But all were blocked by the barrier.

None passed through.

"Hehehe..."

Priscilla laughed.

Her snickering gradually grew louder.

"Hehehe... Hahaha!"

A laugh filled with madness.

Her eyes were bloodshot.

A side effect of the Mana Overcharge Potion.

Bloodshot eyes.

Bulging veins all over her face.

Mana continuously poured out from her entire body.

Madness.

It shone in her eyes.

"Your toy arrows don't work! Your subordinates' daggers don't work! Nothing! Nothing works against me!"

A cry bordering on hysteria.

The Mana Overcharge Potion.

It didn't just amplify mana.

Emotions too.

Reason too.

It pushed everything to extremes.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The footsteps of the fourth monster grew closer.

Now less than 300 meters away.

A shield that blocks attacks from all directions... spatial teleportation to that location would be blocked too.

"From any direction! This shield is invincible!"

Wait?

Any direction?

A possibility flashed in my mind.

Ch.168 - Aerial Flight
In all directions.

That phrase kept echoing in my mind.

In all directions...

The corners of my mouth turned up.

Priscilla.

You missed one thing.

"Maria."

"Yes, my lord!"

"Hold out until I return."

"...What?"

Maria's eyes widened.

But I didn't explain further.

I raised the Dimensional Sword above my head.

The blade glowed with blue light.

A sword that cuts through space.

I concentrated my mana.

As much as possible.

As much as I could.

Shwik!

Space split open.

But this time...

Not to the side.

Not to the front.

Above.

A vertically torn rift.

And beyond it...

A blue sky.

"What... what is that?"

Someone muttered.

I jumped right in.

My feet left the ground.

My body was sucked into the rift.

The world twisted.

My vision spun.

And then...

My feet touched down.

No.

There was nowhere for my feet to touch.

It was empty air.

"..."

I looked down.

Far.

Incredibly far below.

I could see the battlefield.

Soldiers tiny as ants.

Banners like dots.

The height was...

About 700 meters, perhaps.

No, maybe even more.

Wind struck my face.

Cold wind.

The wind of high places.

My body tilted.

Gravity.

Of course.

There was nothing to stand on.

I...

Began to fall.

From this height...

Even I wouldn't come out unscathed.

An Expert-level body.

A physique enhanced by mana.

But a 700-meter fall...

I would sustain serious injuries.

In the worst case, I might die.

But.

It doesn't matter.

I have no intention of falling with just my body.

The wind grew stronger.

My falling speed increased.

Whoosh!

My ears became muffled.

The air slapped against my face.

So hard it was difficult to keep my eyes open.

But I kept them open.

I needed to confirm my target.

Down there.

A shape growing larger.

A translucent dome.

Two people inside it.

Paragon.

Priscilla.

There they are.

I pointed the Dimensional Sword downward.

The tip toward them.

No.

More precisely, toward the barrier she had created.

I channeled mana into it.

With all my might.

To the highest level I could manage.

Shwiiik!

The blade glowed even more intensely.

Blue light climbed up the sword.

Up my arm.

Up my shoulder.

Spreading throughout my entire body.

More.

I gritted my teeth.

Squeeze out more.

Mana increased explosively.

My heart beat like mad.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Every blood vessel in my body felt like it was burning.

It was hot.

But I didn't stop.

I kept squeezing out more.

One more drop.

One more fragment.

That's when it happened.

Huh?

I felt something.

The flow of mana.

It...

Changed.

It became a little faster.

A little smoother.

Like...

A clogged pipe that had been cleared.

The wall...

Surprise washed over me.

Did I break through a wall?

Growth during battle.

What Aria had mentioned.

Well, strictly speaking, this isn't during battle.

Right now I'm just falling.

Then...

Thinking of a theory.

Executing it.

The pleasure of succeeding.

The joy felt in that moment.

The joy of battle mages that Lucia spoke of.

Experimentation.

Challenge.

Success.

The pleasure of that moment.

Well, I don't completely understand it.

I sort of get it, but also don't.

But...

One thing is certain.

Right now I...

Have become stronger.

My mana quantity has increased.

The flow has quickened.

The power channeled into the sword has become more intense.

Whoosh!

My falling speed increased even more.

The wind screamed.

Hiiik!

Below grew closer and closer.

200 meters.

150 meters.

100 meters.

The translucent dome approached before my eyes.

Inside it...

Priscilla was looking up.

Our eyes met.

Her eyes.

Bloodshot eyes.

Eyes filled with madness.

Those eyes...

Grew wider.

Fear.

It spread across her face.

Her mouth opened.

She seemed about to shout something.

But.

It was already too late.

50 meters.

30 meters.

10 meters.

I gripped the sword more firmly.

I concentrated all my mana on the sword's tip.

Into a single point.

As small a point as possible.

To maximize penetration.

5 meters.

3 meters.

1 meter.

I could feel the barrier.

There was indeed a barrier above.

A barrier blocking in all directions.

Of course it would block above too.

But.

I'll pierce it.

I was certain.

Mana concentrated at the sword's tip.

Everything converged into a single point.

The tip of the Dimensional Sword.

That sharp point...

Made contact.

As expected...

There was indeed a barrier.

But I thought.

Most attacks come from all sides.

Attacks rarely come from above.

That's probably why Priscilla mentioned "all directions."

Do you know?

After the development of quadcopter drones, tanks started getting destroyed on battlefields.

There are many reasons, but one of them is the tank's defensive capability.

Originally, a tank's armor is concentrated on the front.

Then the rear and sides.

Naturally, they didn't worry about attacks from above, which seemed impossible.

The barrier must be the same.

Attacks from the front.

Attacks from the sides.

Attacks from the rear.

Most of the Aegis Pendant's mana would be concentrated to block those.

But what about above?

What about attacks falling from the sky?

What about a sword strike in free fall from 700 meters?

Even if there is a barrier...

Its strength would be different.

Just like the tanks of the past.

The tip of the Dimensional Sword touched the barrier.

Crack!

Small fissures appeared.

Like a spider web.

But I didn't stop.

I kept pushing.

Mana concentrated at the sword's tip.

Kinetic energy gained from a 700-meter fall.

All of it into a single point.

Crack-crack-crack!

The fissures grew larger.

Crash!

It broke through.

The barrier that was said to block even a Sword Master's attack if supplied with enough mana.

The world's strongest nation.

Their pride in defensive artifacts.

The Aegis Pendant.

It...

Was pierced.

"No!"

Priscilla's scream was heard.

But it was already too late.

I didn't stop.

The sword's tip continued downward.

Following gravity.

Carrying the kinetic energy of a 700-meter fall.

Whoosh!

Cutting through the wind.

Tearing through the air.

Toward my target.

Paragon Sardelkia.

The crown of his head.

The center of his head.

Toward that spot.

The Dimensional Sword plunged down.

Thunk!

A satisfying sound.

The sound of piercing through something soft.

There was almost no resistance.

The skull.

Hard bone.

Such things were no different from tofu before the kinetic energy of free fall and concentrated mana...

The skull split.

The sword sank deeper.

It penetrated the brain.

It pierced the neck.

It passed through the chest.

It impaled the heart.

It penetrated the abdomen.

And...

It exited through the groin.

From crown to groin.

Vertically.

Completely penetrating the entire body.

Paragon's mouth opened.

But no sound came out.

No scream.

No groan.

Nothing.

He...

Died instantly.

The moment his brain was destroyed.

The moment his heart was pierced.

He was already dead.

His eyes remained open.

But there was no life in them.

Empty eyes staring into space.

That was Paragon Sardelkia's final appearance.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream erupted.

But it wasn't Paragon's.

"Y-Your Majesty! Your Majestyyyyy!"

It was Priscilla.

"Aaaaargh!"

"Your Majesty! Your Majestyyyyy!"

"No!"

The surrounding knights screamed.

The generals.

The guard knights.

The staff officers.

They were all struck with horror.

The king.

Their king.

Paragon Sardelkia.

He...

Was dead.

Right before their eyes.

With a single strike.

The king was dead.

No matter how great a priest, cardinal, or even the pope or a saintess might be, they couldn't save him.

From head to toe.

No, to the groin.

Impaled by a massive sword.

A sword that entered through the crown and exited through the groin, passing through the brain, neck, heart, and abdomen.

A body vertically penetrated.

A wound that nearly split him in half.

That...

Is beyond what healing magic can handle.

Resurrection magic?

Such things don't exist in this world.

They're just stories from myths and legends.

The king is dead.

This is different from a general dying.

When a general dies?

Another general takes over command.

Of course there would be confusion.

Morale would drop.

But the army continues to function.

Because there's organization.

Because there's a system.

But a king is different.

A king... is the source of all authority.

With one word from the king, tens of thousands move.

They fight risking their lives.

But if His Majesty dies?

Under whose orders do they fight?

For whom do they die?

Moreover, it creates an enormous void in terms of military power.

Kasant.

The Banner of Summoning.

The four monsters summoned with it.

They...

Were sustained by Paragon's life force.

They moved with Paragon's mana.

They were controlled by Paragon's will.

But if Paragon dies?

Those giant shadow giants...

Collapse.

No.

They're already collapsing.

Groooan...

A low, long groan.

A sound coming from the monsters.

A groan of pain.

A groan of extinction.

Four giants.

Monstrosities reaching 10 meters in height.

Their forms...

Began to blur.

Like black smoke.

Like fog.

Little by little.

Little by little.

They were disappearing.

The three that were facing Aria and Gehenna.

Their movements slowed.

Their attacks became dull.

As if...

Their strength was draining.

"Urgh..."

One monster fell to its knees.

Its four arms went limp.

The weapons it was holding fell to the ground.

Clang.

And then...

It collapsed.

Thud!

Its massive body shook the earth.

Dust rose.

The second monster was the same.

It began to stagger.

It couldn't keep its balance.

One step.

Two steps.

Wobbling...

Thud!

It collapsed.

The third.

The fourth.

All were the same.

Their forms blurred.

Their strength drained.

They collapsed.

And then...

They disappeared.

Becoming black smoke.

Scattering like in the wind.

Slowly.

But surely.

They were erased from this world.

Clang, clang, clang, clang-!

The sound of metal filled the battlefield.

The sound of weapons being dropped.

The sound of surrender.

The sound of defeat.

"I surrender!"

"Spare me!"

"Please!"

Screams erupted.

Soldiers began to kneel.

Like wheat falling.

Like waves rolling in.

The entire enemy army...

Was collapsing.

I slowly turned my head.

Toward her, Priscilla.

"Urgh..."

Priscilla's face had turned deathly pale.

Her lips trembled.

Her eyes were filled with terror.

I took a step forward.

Slowly.

Calmly.

There was no need to hurry.

She had nowhere to run anyway.

"U... u..."

Priscilla stepped backward.

One step.

Two steps.

Staggering.

With strength drained from her legs.

"No... no..."

Muttering.

Three steps.

Four steps.

And then...

"Aak!"

Thump.

She tripped on a stone.

Her body tilted backward.

She flailed her arms, but it was useless.

Thud!

She fell on her backside.

Dust rose.

She remained sitting there.

Unable to stand up.

Unable to run away.

Just...

Trembling.

I stopped in front of her.

Looked down at her.

A woman sitting on the ground.

The former imperial princess.

Priscilla Chronaina.

Once first in line for the imperial throne.

And the queen of Luden.

Now...

A defeated soldier begging for her life.

"S-Spare me!"

She cried out.

With a trembling voice.

A desperate voice.

"Hmm?"

I tilted my head.

As if I had misheard.

"If you spare me, I can be very helpful!"

Priscilla said urgently.

"What?"

"Yes! I know the current emperor's weaknesses!"

Ch.169 - Conclusion
I paused for a moment.

"The Emperor's weakness?"

In truth, I also knew one very decisive weakness of that bastard.

And that was...

He's dead.

Because Aria had cut off his head.

But I didn't bother sharing that information.

I didn't particularly want to give him a nice parting gift for his journey to the afterlife.

"And?" I asked coldly.

"The, the Emperor of the Empire has telepathic abilities, but he has a weakness! If you use magic at a specific frequency, you can cut off his mental connection! And I also know about the secret passages inside the Imperial Palace..."

"Hmm."

I nodded.

Useless information.

The Emperor was already dead.

And the Imperial Palace?

With the Dimensional Sword at my disposal, why would I need secret passages?

"And! And I know the location of the Empire's treasure vault too! It's not just the Kasant! There are many other Noble Artifacts hidden away! Their locations..."

"Enough," I raised my hand to stop her.

Priscilla's face grew even paler.

"No, no... please... I still have use..."

"Use?"

I couldn't help but snicker.

"Your usefulness has already ended."

I raised the Dimensional Sword.

"Nooooo!"

Priscilla screamed.

But...

Swoosh!

The sword came down.

Vertically.

Toward the crown of her head.

Thunk!

A satisfying sound.

The sound of a skull splitting.

The sound of a brain being cleaved.

The sword continued downward.

Past the neck.

Past the chest.

Past the stomach.

Slice!

Priscilla's body split in two.

Exactly in half.

With the middle of her face as the dividing line.

Half a face.

Half a body.

The two pieces collapsed to either side.

Thud. Thud.

Blood poured out.

Red blood soaked the earth.

"..."

I looked down at the sight for a moment.

The husband with a penetrating wound to the crown of his head.

The wife with a splitting wound centered on the crown of her head.

They truly were a harmonious couple.

May they live happily in the afterlife...

Actually, that's a lie.

If there is an afterlife, I hope they remain miserable there...

Coincidentally, Priscilla was wearing green clothes.

A funny joke from my previous life came to mind.

"Thanks, Midori. Live strongly in the afterlife."

I muttered.

Of course, she couldn't hear me.

She was already dead.

But it didn't matter.

It was just something I wanted to say.


**


I was at my limit.

My arms trembled with each swing of my sword.

I was out of breath.

My mana was running out.

As a weapon... I was insufficient.

I coldly evaluated myself.

Three of them.

Three monsters with Sword Master-level combat power.

To face them, I was...

Inadequate.

Gehenna was beside me.

But he had already sustained wounds in several places.

Effectively, I was holding them off alone.

And above all...

As a knight...

I couldn't allow my lord's father to die before me.

Clash! Clang!

Four arms.

Sword, spear, axe, mace.

Different weapons rained down simultaneously.

I blocked them.

But not perfectly.

There were gaps.

The monsters were exploiting those gaps.

How long could I hold out?

Whoosh!

An axe flew toward me.

I blocked it.

But.

Crack!

A mace came simultaneously.

I couldn't dodge it.

"Ugh...!"

The impact hit my side.

I heard the sound of ribs breaking.

Crack.

No.

Two.

Three.

My body staggered.

Blood rose to my mouth.

"Huff..."

I took a rough breath.

I suppressed the pain with mana.

But the broken ribs remained.

Pain shot through me with every movement.

It wasn't a fatal wound.

I could still fight.

But.

For how long?

3 minutes?

Or 5 minutes?

The monsters never tire.

They recover quickly even when wounded.

While I...

I was getting exhausted.

My mana was depleting.

My wounds were increasing.

And then...

A Sword Aura flew from the side.

"...!"

I instinctively turned my head.

Rose.

Sword Aura erupting from her blade.

No time to dodge.

It was already overwhelming facing three monsters.

Now two Sword Masters on top of that.

Thwack!

I blocked it with my sword.

But the impact traveled up my arm.

"Ugh...!"

I stepped back.

At that moment.

Whoosh!

Marcus's Sword Aura from the opposite side.

"Damn it...!"

I twisted my body.

Barely dodged it.

No.

I didn't dodge it completely.

It grazed my shoulder.

Sizzle!

My Black Iron armor tore.

A shallow but stinging wound.

Blood flowed down.

"Huff... huff..."

I took rough breaths.

Three monsters.

Two Sword Masters.

Facing all five simultaneously...

It was nearly impossible.

Rose's Sword Aura flew again.

From the left.

Marcus's Sword Aura from the right.

And from the front, a monster's mace.

A three-sided attack.

I couldn't block it.

I couldn't dodge it.

So this is how I die.

The end of me as a weapon.

Without protecting my lord.

Here.

BOOM!

An explosion erupted.

But.

There was no pain.

"...?"

I opened my eyes.

In front of me.

A massive black armor.

It was Gehenna.

He had blocked all three attacks.

The giant greatswords in both hands.

He blocked the monster's mace with them.

And dispersed Rose and Marcus's Sword Auras with the Sword Force emanating from his entire body.

"Run away."

A low, rough voice.

Red eyes glowed through the black helmet.

"I'll hold them here. You go to Leon."

"But..."

"That's an order!"

Gehenna shouted.

Simultaneously, he swung his sword.

Red Sword Force exploded.

One monster was pushed back.

"Go! Aria!"

"..."

I shook my head.

"I cannot leave."

"What?"

"I cannot... leave my lord's father here."

I spoke calmly.

I gripped my sword again.

My ribs ached.

Blood flowed from the wound on my shoulder.

But it didn't matter.

"As a knight... I cannot allow my lord's father to die."

"You fool...!"

Gehenna gritted his teeth.

"If you die, Leon will be devastated!"

"The same applies if you die, Lord Gehenna."

Clash! Clang!

The monsters attacked again.

I stood beside Gehenna.

I raised my sword.

Gehenna let out a bitter laugh.

"Stubborn as a mule."

"We're the same in that regard."

"Fine. Then let's die together."

"No. We'll win together."

"...Heh. I like that."

Red Sword Force rose from his sword.

The monsters charged again.

Four arms.

Four weapons.

Three monsters.

And behind them, Rose and Marcus waiting for an opportunity.

We couldn't escape.

No.

We shouldn't escape.

The reason was simple.

If those monsters ran wild... we would lose the war.

If the three monsters charged into our forces?

Even Expert-level knights would be slaughtered instantly.

And if we lost at this critical juncture... there would be no recovery.

It would be the end.

Therefore.

We had to take them down while our forces defeated the enemy.

Whoosh!

A mace flew toward me.

I blocked it.

Crack!

The impact traveled up my arm.

Bones creaked.

"Ugh..."

Simultaneously, a spear from the side.

Gehenna blocked it.

Clang!

Sparks flew.

"Hold on!"

My mana was running out.

My ribs screamed with every movement.

Blood continued to flow.

But.

"Yes."

Rose's Sword Aura flew toward me.

I threw myself to the left.

Barely dodged it.

The moment I landed.

Marcus's Sword Aura.

I deflected it with my sword.

Clash!

But I couldn't block it completely.

The Sword Aura grazed my armor.

Sizzle!

Another wound.

Shallow but stinging.

From the front, a monster's axe.

Gehenna blocked it.

BOOM!

Red Sword Force collided with the axe.

Sparks flew in all directions.

"Huff... huff..."

I was out of breath.

This was my limit.

Truly.

This time, truly.

That's when it happened.

"Groooan..."

A low, prolonged moan.

A sound coming from the monsters.

"...?"

I looked up.

The monsters.

Their forms...

Were becoming blurry.

"What... is this?"

I heard Gehenna mutter.

The monsters' bodies.

Black armor.

Four arms.

All of it...

Was fading like mist.

I realized.

"Paragon must be dead."

The Kasant.

The Banner of Summoning.

The monsters summoned with it.

When the summoner dies, the monsters disappear too.

It was only natural.

My lord had done it.

One monster fell to its knees.

Its four arms went limp.

The weapons it held fell to the ground.

And.

Thud!

It collapsed.

Its massive body shook the earth.

The second monster, and the third monster were the same.

They staggered, fell, and disappeared.

As expected of my lord.

He did it.

Making the impossible possible.

He has always been that way.

"Hehehe... Hahaha!"

I heard Gehenna's laughter.

A laugh tinged with madness.

But also filled with joy.

"Yes! That's it! That's my son!"

He raised his sword to the sky.

Red Sword Force exploded.

"Uaaaah!"

A victory cry.

But it wasn't over yet.

Rose. Marcus.

They were still standing.

The Obedience Circuit.

Controlled by it.

With empty eyes.

Like puppets.

"...I'm sorry."

I whispered softly.

I raised my sword.

I concentrated my mana.

All my remaining strength.

With speed approaching teleportation.

"...!"

Rose reacted.

She raised her sword to block.

With the hilt, not the blade.

Aimed at her neck.

Thud!

A dull sound.

The sword hilt struck Rose's neck precisely.

The carotid artery.

A shock to that spot.

"Ugh...!"

She collapsed.

Unconscious.

I didn't kill her.

I couldn't kill her.

Marcus.

She too was charging.

Swinging her sword.

But.

It was already too late.

Whoosh!

Thud!

Same spot.

The carotid artery.

Precisely.

"Urk...!"

Marcus's eyes rolled back.

Thud.

Both of them.

All unconscious.

Alive.

I didn't kill them.

"Phew..."

A long sigh escaped me.

The strength left my legs.

Wobble.

My body tilted.

"Aria!"

Gehenna rushed over.

He caught me.

"Are you alright?"

"...Yes."

I nodded.

It was a lie.

My entire body was screaming.

Ribs.

Shoulder.

Arms.

Legs.

Pain surged from everywhere.

But.

"We won. We have won."

In the distance.

I could see the battlefield.

The enemies were kneeling.

They were throwing down their weapons.

They were surrendering.

The sound of weapons being discarded filled the battlefield.

The sound of victory.

"Yes."

Gehenna said.

"We won."

His voice was still rough but somehow... gentle.

"Well done, Aria."

"...Thank you."

I bowed my head.

My vision blurred.

Mana depletion, blood loss, fatigue.

Everything hit me at once.

"Rest."

Gehenna said.

"You've done your part."

"But... my lord..."

"I'll take you to him."

"...Yes."

I closed my eyes.

My consciousness faded.

But. In the final moment, I thought.

I protected my lord.

My lord's father, my lord's subordinates, and... victory...

All of it.

My consciousness sank into darkness.

Ch.170 - Revenge
**Lucia's Perspective**

Magic users considered arrows their natural enemy.

Archers had a longer range than mages. Especially those positioned on flat ground, shooting at high angles.

300 meters. Some could even shoot up to 400 meters.

Meanwhile, mages? A fireball's range was at best 200 meters. Ice spears reached 250 meters. And even then, accuracy decreased. The farther the distance, the more they missed.

And then... mana.

Arrows didn't require mana. You just shot them. Pull the bowstring and release.

But magic? Each shot consumed mana.

While archers? They shot until their quivers emptied. Dozens of shots. Hundreds. Until they tired.

Of course, magic had more firepower. Naturally. One fireball could burn even a knight. Area attacks were possible too. When they exploded, they took out everything nearby.

But what good was that? When you couldn't even shoot.

If you moved forward? You'd be showered with arrows. Barriers? They drained mana even faster.

So on the battlefield, mages had to wait until archers were neutralized.

But conversely...

Once the archers were neutralized, mages could outperform knights.

In the distance, where the enemy archers had been positioned, chaos reigned. Soldiers scrambled in confusion. They threw down their weapons and fled.

Arrows? Hardly any flew toward us now.

Sparse.

Occasional.

No longer a threat.

"All mage units! Advance 50 meters!"

"Yes!"

Hundreds of mages moved in unison. Tap, tap, tap! Their footsteps shook the earth.

Forward. Closer to the enemy. Within range.

"First row! Fire fireballs!"

"Yes!"

BOOM!

An explosion erupted. The sky turned red. Dozens of fireballs flew through the air. Tracing beautiful, deadly arcs.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

They landed in enemy lines. Exploded. Screams erupted.

"ARGH!"

"Fire!"

"Second row! Ice spears!"

"Yes!"

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh!

White light. Sharp ice spears flew through the air. Quickly. Accurately. Toward the dense enemy lines.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

"Ugh!"

"AAARGH!"

More screams. Good. More.

"First row advance further and reload!"

"Chief Strategist! The enemy is retreating! Our forces are prevailing on both flanks!"

"I know."

I surveyed the battlefield through a telescope. The enemy center. Their infantry was wavering.

While their mages couldn't approach, our mages freely unleashed high-powered spells—the natural result.

"Keep firing! Until your mana runs dry!"

"Yes!"

BOOM! Another volley of fireballs.

BANG! BANG! Another barrage of ice spears.

I too concentrated mana at the tip of my staff and fired a fireball.

Mana drained from me. Quickly. Roughly. But it didn't matter. Today would be the end anyway.

Of this battle. Of this war. Of everything.

How long had we been fighting like this...

"Th-there!"

Someone shouted. A finger pointed to the sky.

I looked up. Far away. Behind enemy lines. Massive figures. Monsters. Four of them. Beasts nearly 10 meters tall. They...

"Groooan..."

They moaned. A low, prolonged sound. A sound of pain. And then.

Thud.

One fell to its knees.

Its form blurred like mist.

The monsters were collapsing.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

One by one. Two by two. All of them. Disappeared. Becoming black smoke. Scattered by the wind.

"Brother..."

My voice trembled. He did it. Again. He accomplished the impossible. A miracle.

My heart pounded wildly.

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

Blood boiled throughout my body. Hot. Intense.

"All mage units!"

I shouted. As loudly as possible. As powerfully as possible.

"Final volley!"

"Yes!"

Magic circles glowed. All the mages'. Hundreds of magic circles. Simultaneously.

"All remaining mana! Pour everything into it!"

"Yes!"

I raised my hands. Toward the sky.

A magic circle unfolded above my head. Massive. Complex. Beautiful.

Fire. The most basic element. The most destructive element. But this time was different. Compression. Maximum compression. Into a tiny point. And then... explosion.

"Fire!"

I lowered my hand. Toward the enemy lines.

BOOOOOM!

The roar was deafening. My ears went numb. The sky turned crimson.

Hundreds of fireballs. No. Hundreds of miniature suns. They flew. Together. In unison.

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Explosion. Chain reaction. When one exploded, it triggered the next. Like dominoes. Like fireworks.

It was beautiful. Lethally so.

The enemy lines became a sea of fire. Screams. Wails. Cries. Everything was consumed by flames.

"Huff... huff..."

I was breathless. My mana was depleted. Completely. Not a drop remained.

My legs wobbled.

"Lady Lucia!"

Someone rushed over to support me.

"I'm fine. I'm okay."

I waved them away. My vision blurred. But. I could see.

In the distance. The enemies were throwing down their weapons.

They were kneeling.

Surrendering.

"We... won..."

Tears flowed. I didn't know why I was crying. Joy? Relief? Pride? Or... all of them?

My consciousness faded. Mana depletion. Exhaustion. But. It was okay.

Because we won. Because my brother won. Because we all won.

"As expected... of you, Brother..."

I murmured one last time. Then. My consciousness sank into darkness.

The royal palace.

The Queen Dowager's chamber.

Silence reigned.

But that silence didn't last long.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Urgent footsteps echoed through the corridor.

The door burst open roughly.

"Queen Dowager!"

A messenger rushed in.

Panting, his face deathly pale.

Blood stained his armor in places. Impossible to tell if it was his own or someone else's.

Bradia, the Queen Dowager, looked up.

In her sixties. A face that must have once been beautiful. But time and poison had stolen that beauty.

Wrinkles, bloodless skin, withered hands.

"What is it?"

She asked coldly.

Her voice still carried authority. Though she had no mana, she retained power. Even stronger power than when she had possessed mana.

"In battle... we suffered a crushing defeat."

Bradia slammed the desk. BANG!

Papers scattered.

"How could this happen! The legendary artifact, the empire-building artifact that Paragon wielded..."

"Well... the enemy teleported..."

"Teleportation? Don't talk nonsense! Weren't there monsters summoned with the Kasant?"

"Those too..."

The messenger hesitated.

"Speak!"

"All four... were destroyed."

"Four?"

Bradia's eyes widened.

"Four were summoned?"

"Yes... His Majesty poured his life force into them..."

Her heart sank.

Four monsters. That meant he had been prepared to die.

"What of Paragon?"

Bradia asked. Her voice trembled.

"My son? Where is His Majesty?"

The messenger bowed his head. He couldn't speak.

"Tell me!"

"Missing..."

A tiny voice. Almost inaudible.

"...Your Majesty is missing."

"..."

Bradia's world stopped.

Missing. The meaning of those words.

"Missing on the battlefield?"

"Well... the exact situation hasn't been determined..."

"The exact situation?"

Bradia approached. One step, two steps.

She grabbed the messenger by the neck.

"You don't know the exact situation?"

"Q-Queen Dowager..."

"My son! Your king! You dare return without knowing where he is?"

Her voice rose. Nearly hysterical.

Bradia pushed him away. THUD!

The messenger hit the wall.

"Useless fools!"

She grabbed an ashtray from the desk and threw it. Whoosh! CRASH!

The ashtray shattered against the wall beside the messenger.

A servant rushed in.

"Queen Dowager!"

"What now!"

"The enemy army... urgent news that they're marching toward the palace..."

"..."

Bradia froze.

"His Majesty... will escape separately... and you should prepare to flee as well..."

"Flee? Leaving my son behind?"

"Queen Dowager... please... at least save your life..."

"Yes, for now... for now... I must live! I'll reunite with Paragon and go to Father for support..."

The messenger had seen it.

That horrific sight of a body impaled by a sword from crown to groin.

He also knew.

That news had already reached the Kingdom of Buchnan.

That the First House of Buchnan, House Artenburg, had officially rebelled.

Support from her homeland?

It wouldn't come.

No, it couldn't come.

Buchnan had already plunged into civil war.

The royal authority had already fallen, and they couldn't even properly suppress the Kingdom of Malezia, their inferior opponent.

In such a situation, the most important... and only reliable ally, her grandson, had died in vain.

The entire anti-imperial alliance had turned their backs on them, and with the main forces away on foreign expeditions, the fall of the capital was only a matter of time.

Perhaps... they would lose the civil war.

But.

He couldn't say that.

"You're right. His Majesty possesses the invincible artifact... he must have escaped somehow."

Bradia's expression softened slightly.

"I must... join Paragon... and then... go to Father..."

"Yes, Queen Dowager."

The messenger bowed.

Everything was a lie.

But there was no choice.

For now, he had to save this hysterical old woman.

"I'll make preparations, Queen Dowager."

A secret passage, not exactly handed down through royal generations, but built under the direction of the in-law family, House Lumenia.

Naturally, it had become unreliable since that in-law family had betrayed them, but Bradia's thoughts didn't extend that far now.

In the darkness.

In the darkness, only a single candle was clutched in Bradia's hand. It was the only hope in this darkness.

She descended the stairs. One step, one step, carefully. The stone steps were cold and damp.

Only breathing could be heard. Her own and that of the messenger leading the way.

"Just a little further, Queen Dowager," the messenger said. "Once we exit here, we'll be on the outskirts of the capital. Horses have been prepared."

"I see..."

Bradia answered weakly.

Her legs trembled. Whether from age, fear, or both.

The stairs ended, revealing a flat passage. At the far end of the narrow, long tunnel, light was visible. The exit.

'Just a little more... just a little further...'

That's when it happened.

A massive shadow appeared ahead. The candle illuminated it. Black armor, a figure over 2 meters tall, red eyes gleaming through the helmet.

"Duke Gehenna! Here! I've captured your enemy!"

The messenger shouted.

Bradia's heart seemed to stop.

Betrayal. The messenger. That messenger. From the beginning.

"Gehenna... Adelheit..."

Her voice trembled.

The giant in black armor, Gehenna Adelheit, took a step forward. Thud. The heavy footstep echoed through the passage.

"The enemy of my lord... my wife's enemy."

Bradia stepped back. One step, two steps. The candle flickered.

The messenger roughly grabbed her and presented her to Gehenna. But even without that, nothing would have changed.

Her opponent was a Sword Master.

There was no escape.

In the end, all she had were words.

"My homeland will not stand idle!" she desperately cried out. "The Kingdom of Buchnan! My father!"

"Buchnan?"

He sneered.

"Yes, from Buchnan..."

"It's already over."

"W-what..."

"That sardine of a king... will meet the same fate as his grandson."

Gehenna turned his head and gave a look to his subordinate standing beside him.

The subordinate nodded and tossed something forward.

Something heavy rolled on the floor. The candle illuminated it.

A person. No... what had once been a person.

The corpse was horrific.

As if skewered like a kebab—head, neck, chest, stomach, groin. From crown to groin, a massive vertical hole had been pierced through.

The face was half-collapsed, but still recognizable.

The candle fell from Bradia's hand and extinguished on the floor.

"AAAAAAHHHHH!"

Darkness. Complete darkness. In it, only screams echoed endlessly.

Ch.171 - New Era (The End)
Bradia was imprisoned instead of being executed on the spot.

The reason was simple.

To amplify her madness by showing the body of her child's father to a woman who had already gone half-insane after seeing her child's corpse.

What, cruel, you say?

You could say that.

But I don't think so.

When I consider what that woman did to my mother.

The woman who killed my mother and drove my father mad.

I've shown her the corpse of her child, and soon I'll show her the corpse of the father too.

My father's madness has subsided. The doctor says that with another year of recovery, he'll be completely cured.

Perhaps it's because he witnessed the complete downfall of his enemy.

Or perhaps he transcended to a higher state during battle.

I don't know.

But it's a good thing.

He has now become a normal... no, close to normal person.

My father received the title of Duke from my biological grandfather.

Duke Adelheit.

And grandfather... was overjoyed.

Truly.

Visibly.

Blatantly.

Delighted.

The reason was simple.

Because I had successfully ascended to the throne and replaced the royal palace.

The Sardelkia Dynasty.

It collapsed, and the Adelheit Dynasty began.

While paternal authority isn't particularly stronger than in my previous world, somehow it turned out that way.

And so he... fulfilled his lifelong aspiration. His lifelong dream.

Of course, being the second-in-command of a nation isn't a position that should cause feelings of inferiority, but he had lived his entire life steeped in a second-place complex.

You know that famous person, right?

The one who runs, jumps with both arms raised above his head, turns halfway backward, then lands while stretching his arms downward and shouts loudly in celebration.

Portuguese nationality.

Who was that player again?

I can't remember his name.

But I remember that celebration.

Wealth, honor, power, good looks, popularity. Even that man who had everything lived steeped in an inferiority complex because he was second to a rival considered the GOAT in football history.

My biological grandfather, who lived with a second-place complex just like that player, had his mouth stretched to his ears throughout the ceremony of passing down the title of Duke.

"Finally... finally you've done it... Now... our family is the royal family... the royal family..."

He muttered again and again.

Like a spell.

As if to confirm it.

The old man who suffered from a second-place complex his entire life.

The Adelheit Duchy, overshadowed by the Sardelkia royal family.

Called the Sword of the Royal Family.

But a family that could never become king.

That sorrow.

That resentment.

Now resolved.

We are the kings.

Adelheit is the royal family.

Grandfather was so happy.

Two weeks later.

He passed away peacefully.

The cause of death was old age.

The doctors said:

"The sudden emotional change must have put a strain on his heart."

"But he wouldn't have felt any pain. He had a smile on his face."

That's right.

He was smiling until the end.

With the face of a man who had achieved his dream.

With the face of a happy man.

Though I don't have only good feelings toward him, I wished him peace in the afterlife.

The funeral ended quietly according to his will.

But what followed was different.

The reason grandfather had left instructions not to put effort into the funeral was to make the following event grand... as grand as possible.

The coronation. A magnificent coronation was held.

The Grand Cathedral.

A massive structure boasting a thousand years of history.

Nobles gathered there.

Hundreds.

No, nearly a thousand.

And envoys from neighboring countries too.

The cathedral was filled with people.

I walked on the red carpet.

Nobles lined up on both sides.

I could feel their gazes.

Respect.

Fear.

Expectation.

Jealousy.

Complex emotions.

But it didn't matter.

Before the altar.

The archbishops of the three major denominations stood.

The three looked down at me.

"Kneel."

The elderly priest said.

I knelt.

The cold, hard marble floor.

The elderly priest placed his hand above my head.

A warm light descended.

Divine Power.

It enveloped my entire body.

Three blessings.

Recognition from all three major denominations.

The crown was placed on my head.

It was heavy.

But bearable.

I looked down at the nobles.

Everyone was kneeling.

"Long live His Majesty the King!"

"Long live! Long live! Long live!"

The voices of over a thousand people.

They echoed throughout the cathedral.

I raised my hand.

It became quiet.

"Rise."

I commanded.

The nobles rose.

"From today, I am the King of Luden."

I infused mana into my voice.

"And you are my subjects."

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

They shouted in unison.

I turned my gaze.

Aria was standing there.

Silver hair.

White dress.

She was beautiful.

"Aria Adelheit."

I called her.

She approached.

She knelt.

"I appoint you as Queen."

I lifted the queen's crown.

Smaller than the king's crown but still magnificent.

I placed it on her head.

"Rise, my Queen."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

Aria rose.

Our eyes met.

Tears welled up in her eyes.

Tears of happiness.

"Lucia Adelheit."

This time I called Lucia.

"Yes, Bro... Your Majesty."

She corrected herself.

Since this was an official occasion.

"Step forward."

Lucia approached.

She also knelt.

"I appoint you as Crown Princess."

I placed my hand above her head.

"And I appoint you as Court Archmage."

In terms of magical skill or experience, it wasn't an appropriate appointment, but considering the papers recently published in her name (though I was the real author), her achievements on the battlefield, and her relationship with me, it was a suitable appointment.

Lucia's face was flushed.

A proud expression.

Several official appointments were made.

And then...

"Your Majesty, peace will come now," said Marquis Tormaniu.

He too had been promoted to Marquis for his contributions in this matter. He seemed to prefer expanding his territory rather than being promoted, but that was something I declined.

The larger the royal domain...

The smaller the nobles' territories...

The better.

"Now that unification has been achieved, the people can rest easy..."

"No."

I cut him off.

"...Pardon?"

Tormaniu's eyes widened.

The surroundings grew quiet.

The nobles looked in our direction.

I slowly stood up.

I raised my wine glass.

"Luden has been unified."

I infused mana into my voice.

So it would echo throughout the banquet hall.

"However."

I paused for a moment.

"It's not over yet."

A stir.

The nobles whispered among themselves.

"What do you mean..."

"Orcs."

One word.

But it was enough.

The nobles' faces hardened.

"There are countries where the orc insurgency hasn't properly ended."

I turned my gaze.

The Buchnan delegation.

Their faces had turned deathly pale.

"The Empire ended it quickly. So did we in Luden."

"But some countries are still struggling."

"Buchnan is a prime example."

The head of the delegation jumped to his feet.

"Y-Your Majesty! That is..."

"It's because their king is incompetent."

I cut him off sharply.

"...!"

The envoy's face reddened.

But he couldn't refute.

Because it was true.

"We are allies belonging to the same anti-imperial alliance."

I raised my wine glass.

"As allies. We should help them have a proper king."

Silence.

The nobles didn't even breathe.

Right after unification.

Overseas expansion.

War.

That's what I was talking about.

"Some will think: a tyrant. A warmonger. Not even enjoying the joy of unification before starting another war—he must be mad."

The murmuring grew louder.

But I didn't stop.

"But I think differently. Look at the last war. Knights of common birth. Those who were farmers' sons. Those who were blacksmiths' daughters. What have they become?"

I looked at Galen.

Former royal guard.

Of common birth.

Now a baron.

"They became knights! They became nobles. Victory made us! War raised us! Blood and sweat gave us opportunities!"

The nobles stirred.

Especially the newly risen nobles.

Those who had recently received titles.

Their eyes shone.

Human ambition never stops.

Those recognized in the army dream of becoming knights.

Those who receive knighthood dream of becoming nobles.

And those who receive noble titles dream of higher titles, larger territories.

"A farmer's daughter has no reason to live as a farmer!"

I shouted.

"A fisherman's son has no reason to live as a fisherman!"

I clenched my fist.

"If you have ambition! If you have skill! If you have courage! Come to me!"

The entire cathedral echoed.

"I shall share glory and victory and wealth with all! Opportunity for those who fight! Rewards for those who win! Titles for those who are loyal!"

The newly risen nobles stood up.

"Long live!"

"Long live!"

Cheers erupted.

The old nobles wore uncomfortable expressions.

But I didn't care.

They aren't on my side anyway.

I'll use them for now, but someday they'll need to be dealt with. Except for a few families... they'll eventually need to be removed.

But the newly risen nobles are different.

Those I created.

Those I elevated with my own hands.

They are loyal to me.

Because... only I can elevate them further.

"Let's go to Buchnan!"

"Let's subjugate the orcs!"

"Let's drive out the incompetent king!"

"Let's establish a new order!"

The cheers grew louder.

It wasn't just the newly risen nobles.

Second sons or daughters of existing nobles, or those of even lower rank. And...

Outside the cathedral.

The commoners gathered in the square.

"His Majesty says! Opportunity for those who fight! Rewards for those who win! Titles for those who are loyal!"

Another herald received that voice.

"Opportunity! Rewards! Titles!"

It spread like a wave.

From front to back.

To the cathedral entrance.

And outside.

To the commoners gathered in the square.

"Uaaaah!"

Cheers erupted.

The nobles' shouts.

The commoners' cheers.

Everything merged into one massive wave.

I stood in the middle of that wave.

I felt the weight of the crown.

But now it was familiar.

Suddenly, I recalled two years ago.

The slave market.

The musty smell.

The cramped cage.

The silver-haired girl huddled inside.

Who had lost both arms.

Who had lost the light in her eyes.

That girl.

Twelve silver coins.

That was all I had.

And with that, I bought her.

Everything started there.

I turned my gaze.

Aria.

No longer the girl in the cage.

She who wore the queen's crown.

She who wore the white dress.

Her silver hair shimmered under the candlelight.

She was looking at me too.

Our eyes met.

"My Lord."

She whispered softly.

A voice so small it would be buried under the surrounding cheers.

But I could hear it.

"No."

She corrected herself.

"Your Majesty."

The corners of my mouth turned up.

"Do you still want to call me 'My Lord'?"

"...Yes."

She answered honestly.

"But I suppose I can't do that here."

"That's right."

I nodded.

"But when we're alone, you can call me 'My Lord'."

My wife, and... my first knight smiled.

Ch.172 - (Side Story) A Side Story Where I Just Wanted To Write About An Oneshota, But...
When did it begin? When I started seeing the threads from people.

Anger as red threads. Goodwill as golden threads. Desire as blue threads. Boredom as brown threads.

But what stood out most of all...

"Leon, you're doing it again."

I heard my mother's voice.

When I looked up, my mother was looking down at me. As always, golden threads flowed from her. The warm, comforting color of love that embraced me.

"...I'm fine, Mother."

"Don't push yourself too hard. Tell me anytime if it's difficult."

My mother was the most noble woman in this country, the Luden Empire...

No, in this entire world.

A Duchess.

Not just an empty honorary title.

The most fertile territory among the lands gained from the conquest of the Chrono Empire was my mother's fief.

Its scale was larger than the direct territories of most kingdoms, and considering her status as the second-in-command of the empire, my mother's power was something no king or queen could match.

However.

This mother of mine was not the official empress.

The reason was simple. My mother was my father's younger sister. I heard that the actual family relationship was a bit more distant than first cousins, but...

Incest.

Not distant enough to avoid this incredibly powerful word. That single word had pushed my mother away from the empress's position.

But even so, everyone acknowledged that I was the legitimate heir to this country, the Luden Empire.

"It's a rare family dinner, so we should look nice."
"Yes."

But there was something my mother didn't know... or perhaps knew but didn't mention.

The imperial family dinner.

It was a battlefield.

At the head of the long table sat my father, with my brothers and sisters beside him.

First Prince Alberto asked with a gentle smile. The twenty-three-year-old young man resembled his mother from Malezia, with gray hair and sharp features.

"Leon, are you eating well?"
"Yes, Brother. I'm eating well."

I answered with my head bowed.

But I could see it. The black threads extending from Alberto. The dark, sticky color of murderous intent. Those threads slowly crept toward me across the table.

Clank.

The spoon fell from my hand.

"Oh my, Leon!"

My mother, sitting next to me, stood up in surprise. Servants quickly approached to remove the fallen spoon and bring a new one.

"Are you alright, Leon?"

This time, Second Prince Edwin rose from his seat and patted my back. The twenty-one-year-old young man resembled his mother from Buchnan, with black hair and red eyes.

It was a kind gesture.

But I could see it. The black threads coming from him.

Black threads meant murderous intent.

Those black threads were proof that I was closest to becoming emperor.

My brothers also had black threads connecting them to each other. But those were thin lines, or like faint smoke. Normal wariness toward competitors. Competitiveness. Just that much.

But the black threads directed at me were different.

They were sticky and slimy. A concentration that seemed to flow down slowly, as if to strangle my neck.

Not simple rivalry. Murderous intent. A primal hatred that wanted to erase me from this world.

First Prince Alberto and Second Prince Edwin. Black threads of the same color extended from both of them. And those threads were directed only at me.

It was ironic.

This fear was, paradoxically, proving my position. To the extent that my brothers wanted to kill me. I was a threatening existence.

And around my brothers were my sisters.

The Princess Knights. Daughters born between my father and the knight concubines. The strongest warriors of this era, combining the genes of their Augmented Human mothers with my father's royal bloodline.

They were beautiful, strong, and loyal.

But they had one curse.

Born Augmented Humans. Not created through surgery like their mothers, but born that way from the beginning.

And as the price for that. Only four men in this world could impregnate them.

My father. And my father's sons. Me and my brothers.

"Leon, is your meal alright?"

From behind the table, one of the Princess Knights asked. She looked about sixteen years old. Beautiful silver bob cut and neat armor. One of the princesses assigned to guard the First Prince.

"Yes, I'm fine."

I nodded in response.

And I saw it. Two threads flowing from her.

One was a black thread. A faint but clear murderous intent directed at me.

And the other was. A light pink thread. A soft, warm, but somewhat unstable colored thread extending toward me.

'What is this...?'

It was too complex an emotion for a thirteen-year-old boy.

When I turned my head, I could see other sisters too. Twenty Princess Knights serving the First Prince. The same colored threads could be seen from them as well.

Light pink threads toward Alberto. And black threads toward me, much fainter than those toward my brother. And some visible light pink threads.

Shifting my gaze, the Second Prince Edwin's guards were the same. Fifteen Princess Knights. Light pink threads toward Edwin. Black threads and some light pink threads toward me.

My sisters... would be on my brothers' side.

It was natural. Only four men could give them children. And they had already made their choices. The First Prince's side. The Second Prince's side.

Then what about me? How many sisters would be on my side? Could they protect me? From my brothers' murderous intent. From the subtle hostility of the sisters who followed my brothers.

"Leonhardt."

My father's voice came from the head of the table.

"Come to my study after dinner. I have something to discuss with you."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I bowed my head. I could see golden threads coming from my father. Love and... concern.

Did father know too? That my brothers...?

No, he couldn't know. Father, Leon I, was strong, but he couldn't read others' emotions. Only I had this curse-like ability.

When my father addressed me, the black threads from my brothers grew darker.

My father often spoke to my sisters, but rarely addressed my brothers first. And each time he did, my brothers' murderous intent grew a little stronger.

After dinner, I headed to my father's study.

Throughout the corridor, I could see various colored threads coming from servants and knights. Most were neutral gray or yellow or brown. Boredom. Calmness. Everyday emotions.

But the occasional black threads mixed in made me shrink back.

Knock knock.

"Enter."

At the voice of the man who shared my name, Leonhardt, commonly known as Leon I, I opened the door and entered.

The study was spacious. Bookshelves filling the walls, a massive desk in the center, and an armchair by the window.

My father was sitting at his desk, looking at documents. The emperor in his mid-forties was still vigorous, and his blonde hair and blue eyes looked exactly like mine.

No, I was the one who resembled my father.

"Sit down."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I sat in the chair in front of the desk. Golden threads from my father wrapped around me. It was warm.

"Did something happen at dinner today?"
"...Nothing happened."
"Don't lie."

My father's voice was gentle but firm.

"When you dropped your spoon, your hand was trembling. Lucia is worried too."

I bit my lip.

What should I say? 'My brothers want to kill me'? 'I can see people's emotions'?

I couldn't say either of those things out loud.

"Leonhardt."

My father rose from his seat and approached me. Then he knelt down to meet my eyes.

"I know what you fear. That your brothers are keeping you in check, that some factions see you as a threat."

My father's voice lowered.

"As a father, as an emperor, I'm sorry I couldn't prevent that. It's an excuse, but I had no choice. There was no other way to absorb Malezia or Buchnan without war."

A dark gray mixed into the golden threads. Guilt.

"But Leon, you are this country's legitimate heir. That will not change."

My father placed his hand on my shoulder.

"You have your mother, you have me, and..." he hesitated for a moment before smiling. "Soon you will have people on your side. You are loved by more people than you think."

Loved...?

I looked into my father's eyes.

"But I..."

My father stroked my head.

"It's okay to be afraid. It's hard for a thirteen-year-old boy to bear this heavy burden."

My father's hand caressed my head.

"But much has been prepared for you. Your birthday is coming soon, isn't it? I'll give you your present a little early."
"A present?"
"Yes. The Princess Knights. I'll allow you to enter there."
"...What?"

The Princess Knights.

Where over a hundred sisters train, eat, and sleep.

A specially isolated area even within the imperial palace.

The most strictly controlled forbidden area in this empire, where no man except the emperor can freely enter.

A place that stimulates the imagination of men in the empire just by its name.

No, even "stimulates the imagination" was an understatement.

The internet was flooded with stories about them.

The "Imperial Network," an information network created by my mother and father. Posts about the Princess Knights appeared on its bulletin boards every day.

'I saw a procession of Princess Knights on the street today. Silver armor and silver hair... surely crafted by God himself.'

'I passed by the Princess Knights' training ground. Just the sound of sword strikes beyond the wall made my heart race.'

'My friend works as a palace servant, and he said he feels breathless just passing near the Princess Knights' area. That atmosphere where beauty and strength coexist...'

The comments were even more outrageous.

'I envy the princes... to be with such women...'

'No, even the princes can't enter. I heard they just scout from outside'

'That's even more frustrating ㅠㅠ They're right in front of you but untouchable'

'I heard only Emperor Leon I can freely enter, so envious'

And a topic that was always present.

'Princess Knights vs. Knight Concubines, what's your choice?'

Posts like this received hundreds of comments.

'Princess Knights. Young, beautiful, and cute. They have a future'

'Knight Concubines. Mature, beautiful, elegant... and experienced(?) The present is certain'

'Both are forbidden realms, so I can only imagine ㅋㅋㅋ'

Over a hundred and fifty sisters and younger sisters.

All second-generation Augmented Humans. Born as warriors from birth.

And only four men in this world could impregnate them.

My father and... us brothers.

"Leonhardt."

My father's voice brought me back to reality.

"Do you understand what it means to enter the Princess Knights?"

I nodded.

That place where men on the internet could only imagine their entire lives.

That place even my brothers weren't permitted to enter.

One of the two forbidden realms that only my father could freely access.

The Princess Knights and the Knight Concubines.

The former is the future, the latter is the present.

The former is possibility, the latter is certainty.

And now, I was standing in front of the door to that future and possibility.

My father held out a small key.

"This is the key that opens that door."

I reached out and took the key.

A small, cold piece of metal.

But beyond the door it opens...

There were a hundred and fifty sisters.

And unlike the countless fantasies flooding the internet, the reality there was much more complicated, dangerous, and...

Perhaps it might be a battlefield where my survival was at stake, I thought.

"Now then, first..."
"First?"
"You'll need to dress as a girl."
"What?!"


*Two days later*


A harem group for one man only.

At the same time, the world's strongest military force.

Commonly known as the Knight Concubines.

A place envied by men, and a place envied by female knights from the Chrono Empire's Augmented Humans.

Of course, it was an unattainable envy.

Emperor Leon I had no intention of recruiting more.

He didn't even think about filling the vacancies left by the dozen or so who had died.

Managing those already there was challenging enough.

There were three groups there.

The first was the "Birth Faction." The majority of women in the Knight Concubines, who had given birth to an average of two children and planned to continue getting pregnant.

The group that Leon I treated most comfortably, forming the core majority of the Knight Concubines.

The second was the "Dedication Faction." Nine upper-intermediate or higher Sword Masters who refused pregnancy and childbirth, walking only the path of the sword.

Pure martial artists seeking completion as warriors under the influence of Empress Aria.

The empire's most elite force, beings that even the emperor couldn't treat carelessly.

And the third.

The "Infertile Faction." Ten women.

Those who failed to become pregnant due to side effects of augmentation surgery or personal physical issues.

Women who couldn't conceive children despite the miraculous effect of the emperor's ring.

Their skills rivaled the Dedication Faction. All were Sword Masters.

They were much stronger than the Birth group because they didn't have to worry about damaging their bodies through childbirth and had more time to train.

Emperor Leon I headed to the lounge at one end of the training ground where the Infertile Faction gathered.

"His Majesty has arrived!"

When the door opened, a woman jumped up and saluted.

"Be at ease."

Leon waved his hand as he entered.

There were ten women in the lounge. All in their early to mid-forties. Considering the aging rate of Augmented Humans, they appeared to be only in their early to mid-twenties.

Silver hair, black hair, red hair, blonde hair. Various hair colors. But they had something in common. All were beautiful, and all were strong.

"Your Majesty, how can you come so informally again? There should at least be some procession size..."

One woman sighed as she spoke.

"Formality? It's tiring to maintain such things even here."

Leon replied as he plopped down in an empty chair.

"But still..."

"You're about the closest to my status in the empire."

The women chuckled at Leon's words.

"Similar status? Your Majesty is the emperor, and we are concubines."

"That's why you're the women of this noble me, so you're the second most noble group. You're all Sword Masters, the empire's finest warriors..."

Leon continued as he accepted a teacup brought by a servant.

"And you're my friends."

Leon put down his teacup and slowly looked around at the ten women.

"As you all know, about the Spear of Adun plan."

The women nodded.

They had heard this story many times before.

Of course, he never told them that the name came from a game. When His Majesty the Emperor said it was from ancient history, they believed it without question.

"When the time comes, before our lives end, you and I will become cryogenic humans and sleep. Including Aria and Lucia."

"Yes, Your Majesty. We understand well."

"We'll wake up and fight when humanity faces a crisis. As the last bastion."

"But today... I want to talk about something a bit different."

The atmosphere subtly changed. The women looked at each other.

"I want to give you a choice."

"...A choice?"

"You might find it insulting."

Leon slowly opened his mouth.

"But it's not an insult. This could be... another chance."

Silence fell.

"Would you like to serve a new master?"
"...Your Majesty?"

The women's expressions hardened.

"Your infertility isn't your fault. We might just not be compatible."

Leon said quietly.

"That child. Leon II. He might be able to give you children."

At that moment, one woman abruptly stood up.

"This is an insult! I am a sword that serves only Your Majesty!"

Other women also began to stand one by one.

"I feel the same!"

"Another master besides Your Majesty..."

"We are Your Majesty's spears. Your Majesty's shields!"

Leon raised his hand to calm them.

"I know. I know. That's why I said it's not an insult."

He took out a small crystal vial from his breast pocket. A small bottle containing a deep golden liquid.

"If you choose that path, I'll give you this."

"What is that?"

"A potion that extends life by 25 years."

The women's eyes widened.

"I've barely managed to produce a few. This was the limit even with ancient civilization's technology."

Leon placed the bottle on the table.

"Of course, if you enter the freezer with me, you won't need this. But..."

He looked around at the women again.

"If you become that child's sword. I think you'll need to match his lifespan."

Silence.

The women looked at each other. At the bottle containing the golden liquid. And at the emperor.

Gulp.

Someone swallowed audibly.

25 years.

For Leon II to become an adult, to become emperor, and then...

To be his sword, his spear, his shield, and protect him.

To live together... and die together.

"Your Majesty..."

One woman asked in a trembling voice.

"Will he... will His Highness Leon II... want us?"
"I don't know."

Leon answered honestly.

"That child is only thirteen. Who among you will become his sword, who will become his woman, we'll have to see as he grows up."

"..."

"But if you want, I'd like to give you that chance. That's why I called only you here today."

Silence fell.

Then.

Small footsteps were heard from behind.

Hesitantly.

One woman carefully came forward.

Small stature. Short red hair. Large blue eyes.

Rose.

A woman in her early forties, but appearing to be only about fifteen years old. The youngest-looking woman not only among the infertile group but among all Augmented Humans.

And.

A woman with a past of being brainwashed by the enemy and fighting on their side during the Luden Unification War.

"Your Majesty..."

Her voice trembled.

"I..."

The other women looked at Rose. Some with surprised expressions, some with sympathetic looks.

Rose was always like that.

She became dejected on her own, without anyone saying anything.

During training, during meals, when talking with other concubines.

'I was a traitor.' 'I pointed my sword at His Majesty.' 'I almost killed the captain.' 'I don't deserve this.'

Such thoughts were clearly visible on her face.

"I..."

Rose bowed her head.

"Could someone like me... receive that opportunity?"

Leon rose from his seat and approached Rose.

"Rose."

He called her name.

"Look up."

"...I'm sorry."

"I said look up."

Leon's voice was gentle but firm.

Rose slowly raised her head. Tears welled up in her blue eyes.

"You are not a traitor."

"But..."

"You were brainwashed. It wasn't your will."

"Still... I..."

Leon placed his hand on Rose's head.

"You've fought for me for over 20 years since then. You've raised your sword for me. That's enough."

Tears fell from Rose's eyes.

"Can you do the same for my son? Can you be his sword for more than 20 years?"

Rose wiped her tears and nodded.

"...Yes. I can."

"Not being able to get pregnant, that's not your fault. We just weren't compatible."

Leon took the golden bottle from the table and handed it to Rose.

"Take this. And wait until that child turns sixteen. Then see if you want to be his sword, and if he wants you too."

Rose took the bottle with trembling hands.

"Your Majesty..."

"Don't cry. It makes me sad to see you cry."

Leon stroked her head.

"And Rose."

"...Yes?"

"You're a good woman. That child will surely come to know that too."

Rose could no longer hold back and sobbed.

Leon quietly embraced her.

The other women watched the scene silently.

Silence fell.

And.

Another woman carefully stepped forward. And a third.

In the end, including Rose, three women came forward.

Leon embraced each of them one by one and handed them golden bottles.

"You are my pride."

He said quietly.

"And you will be my son's future."

The three women clutched the golden bottles tightly and shed tears.

The remaining seven stayed in their places.

"We will enter the spear with Your Majesty."

They said firmly.

"As planned, we will wake up and fight with Your Majesty when humanity faces a crisis."

Leon nodded.

'7 with me... and 3 as the boy's swords, shields, and sex education materials... It might be awkward to become in-laws with my son, but I already abandoned conventional human ethics when I accepted Lucia... Above all... that child... he might fulfill what they desire.'

The emperor knew that his son, who inherited his name, possessed a special ability like himself.

'It doesn't seem strong yet, but if that ability manifests more powerfully, perhaps...'

He might be able to give those women who are loyal to him what they truly desire.

Having thought that far, the emperor's thoughts moved on.

'Today I'll have a threesome with both of my "official" wives...'


*Two days later again*


I checked the mirror once more.

Long blonde wig. Delicately made-up face. The Princess Knights' training uniform. And some padding in the chest area.

'Leonia.'

The girl in the mirror looked back at me.

"...I'm going in."

The door to the Princess Knights' area opened.

The first thing I saw was a wide courtyard. A stone-paved training ground, with buildings lined up around it. Dormitories, training halls, armories, dining halls.

And.

"Oh, a new recruit has arrived?"
"My, she's really cute."

I could hear the Princess Knights whispering from a distance. I could see various colored threads extending from them.

Yellow for curiosity. Gray for caution. And some light pink.

I still couldn't understand the nature of that light pink thread.

"Miss Leonia."

A voice came from behind.

When I turned around, three girls were approaching.

Are they the ones?

The three sisters who know my identity and were infiltrated, as I was told...

The girl at the front caught my eye.

Red hair. Short cut. But what stood out most was...

Her eyelashes...

They were unbelievably long. Like a doll's. Every time she blinked, those long eyelashes swayed gently.

Her face was... as beautiful as my mother's.

No, perhaps it was a different kind of beauty. If my mother Lucia was a mature and elegant beauty, this girl was a sharp and pure beauty.

Behind the red-haired girl, two more girls could be seen.

Both were tall, with solid builds. Their faces... honestly, they fell a bit short compared to the red-haired girl in front.

But compared to the Princess Knights I had seen around my first or second brother? They were much more beautiful.

And above all.

Their chests... were large.

Both girls had clearly visible volume even over their training uniforms.

"Lady Leonia."

The red-haired girl stepped forward and bowed at the waist.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Isabella. Fourteen years old, Sword Expert intermediate level."

'Fourteen and already an Expert intermediate...?'

I was thirteen and an Expert beginner level. And that was with my father pouring in enormous amounts of money.

But this girl was just one year older and already at intermediate level.

I could see threads extending from Isabella.

Golden threads. Goodwill. And some light pink.

That color again...

"I am Bianca."

The girl on the left said. Brown hair and green eyes. She was tall, and her chest was... really large.

"Sixteen years old, Sword Expert upper-intermediate level."

At that level... she shouldn't be in the Princess Knights but... in the Knight Empress group...

Of course, I didn't know at the time. How close I was to the truth.

"I am Clarissa."

The girl on the right smiled. Black hair and blue eyes. She was as tall as Bianca, with an equally large chest.

"Sixteen years old, Sword Expert upper-intermediate level."

Golden threads and light pink threads extended from these two girls as well.

"I... I am..."

I had to raise my voice. In falsetto.

"Leonia. I'm thirteen years old... and a Sword Expert beginner level."

A moment of silence.

The three girls looked at each other.

Isabella took one step closer. Then she knelt down to meet my eyes.

"Lady Leonia. I will serve you. For the next 3 years, until you turn sixteen. No, perhaps until the end of my life."

"...What?"

"My sword is yours, Lady Leonia."

The golden threads extending from Isabella grew darker. And the light pink as well.

What on earth is this color...

"Isabella, aren't you getting ahead of yourself?"

Bianca sighed as she spoke.

"That's right. We agreed that all three of us would serve her together."

Clarissa added.

"I know. But..."

Isabella took my hand.

A small, warm hand. But full of calluses, a hand that had held a sword.

"Lady Leonia is still young. She needs protection."

Just a one-year difference... isn't that a bit much...

But there was a strangely convincing charisma about her.

Isabella stood up and pulled my hand.

"We'll be sharing a room. The three of us and Lady Leonia."

"...The same room?"

"Yes. Princess Knights usually have 4 people per room."

Bianca and Clarissa followed behind.

"Lady Leonia, are you hungry?"

"Don't you miss your mother?"

The two girls asked kindly.

I thought as I watched the threads extending from them.

Golden goodwill. Light pink... something.

And no black threads were visible.

These sisters... don't want to kill me.

Unlike the sisters around my brothers.

Just for that... I felt a little relieved.

"Lady Leonia?"

Isabella turned to look at me.

"Are you alright? Your face is red..."
"...No, I'm fine."

I shook my head.

But in truth, I wasn't fine.

Isabella's face was too close. Long eyelashes, red eyes, and slightly smiling lips.

And the light pink threads coming from her were growing darker and darker.

What on earth is that...?

It was a color that a thirteen-year-old boy couldn't fully understand yet.

"Now, let's go in."

The door opened.

A spacious room. Four beds, wardrobes, desks, and a training ground visible through the window.

"This will be Lady Leonia's room from now on."

Isabella said with a smile.

"We look forward to serving you, Lady Leonia."

The three girls bowed at the waist simultaneously.

At that time, I didn't know. That I had gained three military corps comparable to the entire army of a decent-sized country.

Ch.BONUS - Main Heroine Duo Character Design (Both Set After The Conclusion.)
**Character Profile: Empress**

Nominally the only official Empress, but she holds no real political power. Or rather, she has no desire for it. However, due to her personal combat abilities, no one dares to challenge her. She is the apex predator.

Her hobby is training. After training, she enjoys being lovey-dovey with her lord.

She tried all sorts of exercises to increase her bust size, but nothing worked.

Her body is still weak, so there are no plans for a second child.

She always wears high heels, even in daily life.
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